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Abstract

My research focused on understanding how viceregal authority was accepted in
Mesoamerica. Rather than approaching the problems from the perspective of institutional
history, | drew on prosopographical techniques and the court-studies tradition to focus on
the practice of government and the affinities that bound indigenous and non-indigenous
political communities. In Chapters two and three | investigate how particular notions of
nobility informed the ‘ideals of life’ of the Spanish and indigenous elites in New Spain and
how these evolved up to 1535. The chapters also serve to establish a general context to the
political situation that Mendoza faced on his arrival.

Chapters four to seven explore how the viceroys sought to increase their authority in New
Spain by appropriating means of direct distribution of patronage and how this allowed them
personally to satisfy many of the demands of the Spanish and indigenous elites. This helped
them impose their supremacy over New Spain’s magnates and serve the crown by ruling
more effectively. Viceregal supremacy was justified in a ‘language of legitimacy’ that
became increasingly peculiar to New Spain as a community of interests developed between
the local elites and the viceroys who guaranteed the local political arrangements on which
their status and wealth increasingly depended.

| conclude by suggesting that New Spain was governed on the basis of internal
arrangements guaranteed by the viceroys. This led to the development of what | define as a
‘parasitic civic-nobility’ which benefitted from the perpetuation of the viceregal system
along with the crown. The internal political logic of most decision making and a defined local
identity accompanied by increasingly ‘sui generis’ ‘ideals of life’ qualify New Spain to be
considered not as a ‘colony’ run by an alien bureaucracy that perpetuated Spanish
‘domination’ but as Mexico City’s sub-empire within the Habsburg ‘composite monarchy’.
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Terms, names, monetary units, abbreviations and acronyms

All translations are my own unless otherwise stated.

All names and terms in a language other than English are rendered italicised and can be
found in the Glossary. | have rendered the most familiar Spanish terms in their original
language because they are relatively uniform and more familiar. The variety of different
Mesoamerican linguistic and cultural groups within New Spain, on the other hand,
encouraged me to translate many terms into English. This allowed me to simplify the variety
of terms and generalise about specific subjects without favouring a particular linguistic or
cultural tradition and for the sake of clarity. The most obvious and recurrent example is the
various types of basic political units of Mesoamerica, like the Nahua altepet! or Mixtec Auu,
which | have rendered as ‘polities’ composed of ‘districts’ (eg. calpolli in Nahuatl). | refer to
the head of a ‘polity’ as a ‘prince’ and the head of a ‘district’ as a ‘lord’ to distinguish them
from other ‘noblemen’ that formed the elites of the polities.

For ease of comparison | have decided to convert all monetary terms (including cacao) into
ducats (d), according to the methodology in my ‘Appendix B’.

AGI Archivo General de Indias

CDI Coleccion de documentos inéditos relativos al descubrimiento, conquista y
colonizacion de las posesiones espanolas en América y Oceania, sacados en su mayor
parte del Real Archivo de Indias (Nendeln : Kraus reprint, 1964-1966 Reproduccion
facsimilar de la ediciéon de Madrid, 1864-1884)

ClIV  Cartas del Licenciado Jerénimo de Valderrama Y Otros Documentos Sobre su Visita al
Gobierno de Nueva Espafia. 1563-1565 José Porrua e Hijos, Sucesores eds., (Mexico,
1961)

ENE  Epistolario de Nueva Espafia F. del Paso y Troncoso (Mexico, 1939-1942)

SP Las Siete Partidas del Sabio Rey don Alfonso el X, G. Lépez ed., Vol.1, (Barcelona,
1843).

VEA Los Virreyes Espafioles en América Durante El Gobierno de la Casa de Austria Vol.1,
L.. Hanke, ed., (Madrid, 1976)

d ‘Ducado’: see note on monetary terms, weights and measures
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Part I: Introduction

Historiographical background

Spain’s American empire has been characterised as remarkable for being the first
‘overseas’ empire that was also ‘territorial’ rather than purely ‘commercial’. Furthermore
unlike other contemporary ‘territorial’ empires it was not contiguous with the metropolis;
the ecosystems it spanned were unprecedentedly diverse and unfamiliar; and the cultures it
encompassed were alien and remote. These peculiarities have focused the attention of
historians on how Spaniards acquired such an empire and then how they were able to keep

and govern it.

The extraordinary aspects of Spain’s empire and its formation at the crest of ‘the
Renaissance’ have shaped the prevalent understanding of how it was governed. The
administration of Spain’s overseas dominions has been identified as an essential
manifestation of the early-modern project of state building - Europe’s answer to the
contemporary ‘bureaucratic’ empires of Asia and a precursor of the European imperialism
that followed. As a result most historians have focused on the institutions of colonial
government. ‘By 1600 the machine was installed, huge beyond precedent, blemished here
and there with ad hoc parts, full of frictions making it creak and groan; but undeniably
running...the growth of [Spain’s] American empire can properly be seen as a remarkable

outcome of that concentration of power achieved in Spain by Isabella and Ferdinand in the



last quarter of the fifteenth century and reinforced by Charles V and Philip I1.”* This view has
been increasingly tempered with provisos, but the image of a modern bureaucratic
‘machine’ operating the Spanish Empire in the Americas, accompanied by a corpus of
legislation, trailblazing the path to the modern state, persists:
..the crown, starting from scratch, was better placed than in the Iberian
Peninsula, with its accretion of historic municipal privileges and corporate rights,
to create a system of government directly dependent on imperial control. If the
‘modernity’ of the modern state is defined in terms of its possession of
institutional structures capable of conveying the commands of a central
authority to distant localities, the government of colonial Spanish America was a
more ‘modern’ state than the government of Spain, or indeed of that of almost
every Early Modern European state.’

The emphasis on institutional structures has led to a circular explanation in which
the very modernity of bureaucratic government allowed the crown to govern its remote
domains. ‘The most obvious tool of domination was the administrative apparatus that Spain
began installing in America within years of Columbus’ first arrival’ wrote Peter Bakewell “...In
Mexico, officialdom was sufficiently rooted barely a decade after the conquest for the
encomenderos’ role as representatives of colonial power to become redundant.” He goes on
to sketch the rise of bureaucracy through the removal of Cortés from supreme office in New
Spain to the appointment of an audiencia and the employment of corregidores, ‘the salaried

administrators of local, rural districts’ and finally the appointment of a viceroy in 1535: ‘Now

the essentials of a bureaucratic panoply were in place.”?

! p. Bakewell ‘Conquest after Conquest’, in Spain Europe and the Atlantic World: Essays in honour of J.H. Elliott.
R.L. Kagan and Geoffrey Parker eds. (Cambridge, 1995) p.314.

? .H.Elliott, Empires of the Atlantic World: Britain and Spain in America 1492-1830 (Yale, 2006), p. 127.

* p. Bakewell, ‘Conquest after Conquest’ in Spain Europe and the Atlantic World ...., pp.296-315.



The work of legal theorists has been employed to support the notion of that a legal
framework was drawn up by Spanish imperial administrators to govern their colonies in the
fashion of a ‘modern’ state with a well-defined bureaucracy: Vasco de Puga’s Provisiones,
cédulas, instrucciones para el gobierno de la Nueva Espafia of 1563 is perhaps the earliest
example of this emphasis followed in 1571 by Juan de Ovando’s attempt at collating all the
laws and ordinances of the Americas following his visita of the council of the Indies- a
project that tellingly was not completed until over a century later. In the meantime works
like Soldrzano y Pereira’s Politica Indiana of 1647 attempted to describe the political and

legal theory of the Spanish administration in New Spain.

The sheer volume of papers that survive in imperial archives, including royal
instructions and the meticulous records of judicial proceedings, has been cited as evidence
for the preponderance of Spain’s bureaucracy. They exemplify the degree of control that

bureaucrats in Madrid seemed willing and often able to exert.

...justice was the preserve of royally appointed bureaucrats; ecclesiastical
patronage was in the king’s hands. The administration aspired to regulate the
most minute details of the lives of its subjects in Manila and Michoacan,
down to the weight of the burdens that native labourers were allowed to
carry and the identity of individuals allowed to wear swords in the street.
With the exception of a few states of broadly feudal character and some
ecclesiastical ‘peculiars’ where the rights of the Crown were effectively
farmed out to religious orders, the overseas empire was run, with all the
distortions and inefficiencies that derived from the intractability of time and
space, from Madrid.*

*F.F.R. Ferndndez-Armesto ‘The Improbable Empire’ in Spain: A History, R. Carr ed. (Oxford, 2000), p.126.



A New Approach

| have found it useful to adopt Timothy E. Anna’s concept of ‘authority’ and his
accompanying definitions of ‘legitimacy’ and ‘power’ at the fall of royal government in
Mexico City as the framework for understanding the origins of royal government in

Mesoamerica:

...authority is not power but the foundation of power. Much less is it “the
established government” or “the authorities” for an established government
may lose its authority to an opponent or another force without its
immediately being clear to observers that this transition has occurred...
Authority as used in this study is thus similar to the more widely recognised
term legitimacy but somewhat broader... [but] “authority is not ‘legitimate
power’ as is often claimed, for legitimate power may be without authority a
situation which arises in the approach to a revolution”... [authority] is the
right to possess sovereignty, the right to govern. It is thus based upon the
ability of the established authority to prove to the governed its right to
continue governing them.’

The novelty and singularity of Spain’s empire, in particular its remoteness from the
metropolis with its coercive power, make the establishment of authority the crucial variable
in the creation and maintenance of the Spanish empire. ‘The fact that the system is
accepted rather than imposed helps to distinguish an authoritarian regime from a regime of
force. In the Spanish political formula, the basic ingredient was acceptance, not violence.’®

Without acceptance the Spanish empire did not have the resources or the power to impose

its will: “the regime collapsed with a suddenness that appears all the more stunning when

> T. E. Anna, The Fall of the Royal Government in Mexico City, (Nebraska, 1978) xiv.

® Ibid. xv.

10



viewed in the context of its newly revived strength. | believe the explanation of this paradox

is that the Spanish imperial system and idea lost its authority.”’

If authority was the crucial element in the survival of the Spanish regime after 300
years, it was even more important at its inception. Paraphrasing Anna and reading back the
implications of his conclusion, my starting point will be that the Spanish regime became
established with a suddenness that appears all the more stunning when considering the
small numbers and comparative weakness of the few thousand Spanish immigrants in
Mesoamerica during the early to mid-sixteenth century. | believe the explanation for the
paradox is that viceregal government rapidly gained acceptance of its authority from the

elites of New Spain.

With few notable exceptions, by 1568 most of the generation that had experienced
the conquest of Tenochtitlan as adults were dead or inactive. Successors to the Spanish
conquistadores had all but given up hope of feudal lordship, titles or even perpetual
encomienda holdings in their line after the tragic results of the instability following Velasco’s
death. The once zealous members of the mendicant orders were entering a period of
disillusion caused by the suspicions and suppressions of their authority by the dictates of the
Council of Trent and jealous Spanish officials combined with frustrations regarding the
progress of their evangelic mission. The indigenous elite was in the middle of a thirty year
period of demographic stability, strong government and relative prosperity but the
enthusiasm of the first generation of lords for engagement with the mendicant and

viceregal culture exemplified in the careers, writings and crusading zeal of alumni of elite

’ Ibid, xiv
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colleges like Tlatelolco was beginning to wane along with mendicant enthusiasm and
funding for their academic institutions. The great magnates had gone but the viceroys had
failed to establish their own official perpetuity of government over New Spain. Debates
about the continuation of viceregal government seemed settled and official viceregal
powers were even increased but no subsequent viceroy would rule as long as the first two.
In terms of legislation the chaotic ‘formative period’” up to 1568 was being replaced with ‘a
complete revision of the imperial administration of New Spain’® under viceroys Martin
Enriguez in New Spain and Francisco de Toledo in Peru, echoing similar previous
retrenchments in Europe,’ and inaugurating a period of legislative ‘consolidation’. In short,

although continuities outweighed the discontinuities, 1568 feels like the end of a period.

To understand how viceregal authority became established | have concentrated on
how the viceroys governed in practice rather than on the creation or development of
institutions. In this regard my approach is indebted to the methodology of historians of
Tudor government who sought new departures away from the previous emphasis on
institutional history that had dominated their field.'> As we have seen Spanish
administration of her American colonies has been held up to be essentially and consciously
different from what had preceded it, like Elton’s Tudor ‘revolution in government’. The new
approach pioneered by Penry Williams ‘[w]ithout ignoring the institutional

framework...concentrated on describing the ways in which government actually worked, the

® A.F. Garcia-Abasolo, Martin Enriquez y la Reforma de 1568 en Nueva Espana (Seville, 1983) ‘Introduction’.
p.12

? J. Hernando Sanchez, Castilla y Napoles en el siglo XVI. El Virrey Pedro de Toledo Linaje Estado y Cultura
(1532-1553), (Castilla y Leon, Valladolid? 1994), pp.197-8.

%p_Williams, The Tudor Regime, (Oxford 1979), p. vii.

12



people who ran it the impact that it made upon society, and the reason for its survival: in
short... processes not structures.” This approach was carried forward by others like David
Starkey who explored the operations of ‘courtly’ government and developed notions like

that of ‘representation through intimacy’ that | have found particularly useful.**

My approach has also been prosopographical and has focused on the political
motivations of both Spanish and indigenous actors (who have been particularly side-lined in
the ‘structural’ approach) in order to uncover who benefitted from the developing political
arrangements and how these operated in practice to govern New Spain. In addition | have
traced the developing benchmarks of legitimacy that motivated, guided and interpreted the
expectations and actions of the ‘political nation’ of New Spain. The interaction between the
practice of government, benchmarks of legitimacy and the individual political interests that
sustained them was dynamic: viceregal authority both guided and was formed by political
developments; consequently the subject (and the period in general) awaits a chronological
narrative treatment. That proved unfeasible within the bounds of a doctoral thesis. | present
here what | hope will be a useful guideline for such a project in the future, and a new

description of the nature of Spain’s empire over Mesoamerica.

Viceregal regimes present their own particular problems that historians of royal
governments don’t have to contend with. Firstly, viceroys were not sovereign and were
bound by legal restraints, competing authorities within New Spain and the need to justify
their actions to the king; but they were clearly not bureaucrats either. They were sent to

rule an artificial political entity called the ‘kingdom of New Spain’ that was theoretically a

1 Eg. The English Court from the Wars of the Roses to the Civil War, David Starkey, ed. (New York 1987),
passim esp. pp.82-3.
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sub-kingdom of Castile, like Granada rather than aeque principaliter like Naples, but
operating in practice under more (and developing) exceptions than by Castilian norms. | use
throughout the concept of ‘two audiences’ as judging the actions of the viceroys and other
power-brokers: the crown in Spain on the one hand and the elites of New Spain on the
other. The verdicts of one affected the perceptions of the other so that ideally both had to

be kept content.

Works like Ronald Syme’s The Roman Revolution provide useful analogous examples:
Edward Gibbon gave Augustus the epithet ‘that subtle tyrant’ and in a sense Syme’s book is
an attempt to unravel and explain that subtlety which allowed Octavian to transform the
limits and the meaning of the ancient Republican offices and titles he held for his political
ends and ‘auctoritas’. Syme explored how Octavian/Augustus, was able to co-opt and at
times coerce the individualistic and fiercely competitive Roman elite into peacefully
accepting his de facto, if not de jure monarchy despite the proud republican traditions and
sense of aristocratic dignitas that had already caused a bloody and deeply divisive civil war.
Syme’s aims inevitably led him to investigate the links between the ‘imperial family’ and the
power-brokers of Rome. His study focused on the strategic links of dependence or
patronage, marriage and friendship with which Augustus tied the Roman elite to his
agendas and linked their fortunes with his own, while concealing it behind a veil of political
legitimacy expressed in art, architecture and literature. Augustus became the indispensable
keystone of this unofficial and subtle structure of alliances. ‘In all ages, whatever the form
and name of government, be it monarchy, republic, or democracy, an oligarchy lurks behind

the fagade; and Roman history, republican or imperial is the history of the governing class’.*?

2 R. Syme, The Roman Revolution, (Oxford, 1960), p.7.
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Seen from this perspective, the distribution of titles and ‘bureaucratic’ offices up for grabs in
the Roman Empire gain a meaning which transcends the apparent roles and responsibilities
that they describe.Instead they become part of an often deadly competition for power

mediated by the person of the linchpin princeps.

Nicolai Rubinstein’s The Government of Florence Under the Medici similarly serves
to explain the hegemony of a single family within a republic whose institutions were
designed specifically to avoid such a monopoly of power. Rubinstein concentrated on the
electoral records of the Florentine republic ‘to uncover the mechanisms by which citizens
with the same status as everyone else wielded such influence’’®. He ascertained this by
finding out who these people were and where they fitted into Florentine society and the
Medici networks. Like the princeps, the head of the Medici family in Florence came to be
acknowledged as the mediator of power internally and internationally: from blessing
Florentine marriages to dealing personally with envoys of other states the first citizen

became indispensable to the operation of the Florentine state.

Although the origin and nature of viceregal government in New Spain differs in
fundamental ways from either ancient Rome or fifteenth-century Florence, there are
conceptual similarities that make these areas of study at least comparable. The most
obvious connection is that in all three cases the power that individuals wielded surpassed
the strictly defined legal limits of their station. In all three cases certain individuals achieved

a supremacy over their fellow competitors for power by exploiting the ambiguities of the

B'N. Rubinstein The government of Florence under the Medici 1434-1494, OUP 1997 (2nd edition), introduction.

15



systems they operated in by ‘elbowing’ their way to a position of indispensability ahead of

competing claimants.'*

Little has been written on American viceregal courts in the sixteenth century, even
less on their use in governing New Spain, while political or administrative history generally
has long been out of fashion. An indirect route to understanding the importance of the
court in the Spanish world generally has been through works on Iberian courts such as
Instituciones y élites de poder en la monarquia hispana durante el siglo XVI edited by José

Martinez Millan.*

Although none of the articles in the book relates directly to New Spain
there is much useful discussion of how to identify and look for the often obscure webs of
clients and mutual dependence within a sixteenth-century Hispanic court; the vocabulary of

court power and patronage and a certain culture of service in particular were replicated in

New Spain.

For New Spain, interest in this field, though nascent, seems to be growing. As early
as the 1974 collection of essays New Approaches to Latin American History™ the
contributions of Stuart B Schwartz on ‘State and society in colonial Spanish America: an
opportunity for prosopography’ and Margaret E. Crahan on Spanish American counterpoint:
problems and possibilities in Spanish colonial administrative history laid out the
bibliographical panorama and pointed to many of the avenues that historians could pursue

in exploring the non-institutional aspects of the Spanish administration in the Americas.

" Eg. N. Elias The civilising process, (Oxford 1994), p.335ff.

r Eg. J. Martinez Millan (ed.) Instituciones y élites de poder en al monarquia hispana durante el siglo XVI,
(Madrid, 1992).

® New Approaches to Latin American history, R. Graham & P.H. Smith eds., (Texas 1974).
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Amongst other suggestions a prosopographical approach was advocated to help illuminate
bonds of kinship and patronage; the importance of Spanish law in the creation of colonial
society; the influence of bureaucratic corruption and the role of the viceroy’s court. These
proposals have been followed up sporadically and seem to have aroused some scholarly
interest, which has been recently outlined in the 2002 write-up of the international
congress, held in Toledo: E/ Gobierno de un Mundo- Virreinatos y Audiencias de la América
hispdnica.’” Of most relevance was Pilar Latasa’s contribution ‘La Corte Virreinal Peruana’
which provides a useful description of the historiographical development of this field which
she traces back to the work of Norbert Elias’s The Court Society through works like Ronald G.
Asch and, Adolf M. Birke (eds.) Princes, Patronage, and the nobility: The Court at the
beginning of the modern age. However as Latasa points out, the viceregal courts were a
special case that differed in important respects from better established and sovereign
courts in Europe, as well as the other European courts under Hapsburg sovereignty: ‘the
courts of New Spain and Peru were the only courts in the composite monarchy that were a
new creation’. Little has been done with regards to the direct study of viceregal courts of
Mexico and Lima, the bibliography she provides is of useful tangential studies on specific
issues related to patronage. Nevertheless a set of aims and methodology has gained
acceptance. In summary these are: a reconstruction of the viceroy’s client networks; an
analysis of the power relations between the viceroys and colonial administrative
institutions; the design of a system of representation of power and finally the ‘configuration

of a space of influence and artistic patronage’.'® The need to lay out specific aims for this

17 . . . . . . . . s .
P. Latasa ‘la corte virreinal Peruana’ in El gobierno de un mundo- virreinatos y audiencias de la américa
hispdnica. Feliciano Barrios coord., (Castilla-La Mancha, 2004).

' Ibid. p. 345 and pp.347-9.
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field, however, illustrates how little has been done and how much is open to investigation.
Useful biographical studies exist, but no extant work has sought a comprehensive
description of the establishment and extension of viceregal power through the perspective

of the court and client-patron relationships.

Ethelia Ruiz Medrano’s Reshaping New Spain™® comes closest to a study of viceregal
government using the methodology proposed by Latasa. Her work uses the evidence from
judicial visitas to try to uncover the networks of patronage and mutual advantage of
Mendoza’s regime. However, she does not attempt to identify in this a method of
government but only an explanation of how viceregal corruption deviated from the
superior, bureaucratic and rule-bound administration of the professional lawyers of the
Second Audiencia, and in the process reshaped the structure of government in New Spain.
Nor does it investigate questions of political expectation and legitimacy or their expression
in the literature, ceremonial and display of the period as recommended by Latasa. This
approach shows the endurance of the ‘structuralist’ approach to colonial government
harking back in particular to the work of Horst Pietschman and before him Ots Capdéqui and

others.?°

The phenomenon of corruption in Spain’s American empire has been studied in the

context of a modern bureaucratic administration, of the sort described by Weber,21 where it

'* E. Ruiz Medrano, Reshaping New Spain: Government and private interest in the colonial bureaucracy, 1531-
1550, J. Constantino and P. Marmasse trans., (Colorado, 2006).

4. Pietschmann E/ Estado y su evolucion al principio de la colonizacion espanola de America. (Mexico, 1989);
O. Capdequi, El Estado Espaiiol en las Indias (Mexico, 1986).

2w, Weber, Economy and Society, Gunther Roth and Claus Wittich eds., (LA& London), 1978, esp., pp.212-
225.
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was considered an inherent evil of early modern government, despite the best intentions of
the states. For Horst Pietschmann, in the most developed theoretical work on colonial
corruption, El estado y su evolucion al principio de la colonizacion Espafiola de América,
‘[t]he state as an ethical and teleological entity was represented by the monarchy, whose
actions, while being at the service of the common good, demanded a general acceptance of

2 and furthermore that ‘the state’s most important medium for conducting its

the law’ *
aims was legislation’. The tendency he saw in the sixteenth century was a ‘suppression of all
the traditional and patrimonial elements that persisted [and this] can qualify the colonial
empire towards the end of the 16" century as the most developed body of the state in that

I, To achieve

period heading in the direction of the modern rational- bureaucratic idea
this: ‘a bureaucratic government needs a body of functionaries of professional education,

guided according to high ethical norms and attached to obedience and facts as much as to

the legislative foundations of government’.

Corruption arose because the men that composed the administration did not
possess these attributes while at the same time ‘the social prestige of state functionaries
was not harmed by abuses nor by the diffusion of corruption, given that the exploitation of
an office for personal gain was considered legitimate and so was tolerated by society’. After
demonstrating various examples of ‘corruption’ or the deviation of individuals from the
norms set down by the state, his conclusion tried to explain its ubiquity: ‘...corruption in
America took on the character of a system and it will be necessary to explain it in terms of a

more or less permanent tension between the Spanish state, the colonial bureaucracy and

?2 H. Pietschmann El Estado y su evolucion... p.123

2 Ibid. p. 126 and p. 162
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2% The ‘tension’ arises from the chasm between the ‘perception’ of how

colonial society.
administrators should behave; according to his belief in the operation of a ‘modern rational-
bureaucratic ideal’, and the reality of ‘legitimate’ conduct. For Ruiz Medrano the oidores of
the Second Audiencia symbolise the professional bureaucrats who understood the
teleological intentions of state-formation through legislation, even if no-one else did, while
the viceroys represented self-interest and corruption: transforming ‘in just a few years,
institutions that were vital for safeguarding royal jurisdiction, such as the corregimiento — an
efficient institutional means for limiting the lordly pretensions of some encomenderos and

introducing royal authority into the Indian communities’ into merely ‘local interests’.?>

Lara Semboloni’s remarkably detailed and well researched doctoral thesis proposes
a more nuanced approach within a similar ‘structuralist’ intellectual framework.”®
Semboloni agreed that the legislation and bureaucracy of the Spanish administration led to
the formation of the state but, following Michel Foucault, she argues that this was the result
of a gradual and continuing process wherein she concedes the first sixty years should still be
considered a ‘formative period’ followed by one of ‘consolidation’: ... the law must be
understood as the ordering of social aggregations and, in this sense, it responds to a
moment of articulation, that not only orders society, but adapts itself in a process of
constant mutation.””” Furthermore the main agency for this process was not the crown in

Madrid but the viceroys in Mexico City because they were responsible for the daily

 Ibid p.159 and p.182 respectively.
% E. Ruiz Medrano, Reshaping New Spain... p. 257.

%, Semboloni, La Construccion de la autoridad virreinal en Nueva Espafia, 1535-1595. Vol.2, p.296ff
(unpublished doctoral thesis, Colegio de México, 6 November 2007).

* Ibid, pp.1-3.

20



mandamientos that constitute the true judicial norms that came to be known as the derecho
Indiano quoted by the theorists. The issue of these mandamientos represents ‘one of the
first attempts to exert effective control of the new territory; that is to say if the viceroy
emits a directive to a specific place and so to a specific authority, it means that there is an

’2% This internal process within New Spain

organisation or the intention of creating one.
‘constructed’ viceregal authority and the state because ‘...the judicial sphere [is the]

expression of society as the manifestation of political power'.29

By contrast, Alejandro Cafieque’s The King’s Living Image” challenges the usefulness
of the notion of the ‘state’ and ‘the previous emphasis on the institutional and legal aspects
of the Spanish dominion in America’ in this period, pointing out that “...in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries, the idea of the ‘state’ as the essential concept that unified and gave
cohesion to the political community had not yet entered the political imagination of the
Spanish polity.” His work provides an alternative methodological approach focusing on the

‘language of politics’:

..my aim here is to examine the shared vocabulary, the principles, and the
assumptions uniting a number of texts, in order to identify the “constitutive
and regulative conventions” of the reigning ideology. This will allow the
understanding of the function of language in the theory and practice of
viceregal power...political ideas and principles are given a central role in
shaping political behaviour, because “in recovering the terms of the normative
vocabulary available to any given agent for the descriptions of his political
behaviour” Skinner has argued, “we are at the same time indicating one of the
constraints upon this behaviour itself.” In other words we cannot expect a

% Ibid. p. 232.
% Ibid. p.264.

O A, Cafieque The king’s living image: the culture and politics of viceregal power in colonial Mexico (New York,
2004).
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political agent “to have meant or done something which he could never be
brought to accept as a correct description of what he had meant or done”.

For Cafieque the ritual ceremonies and visual representations of power produced in
New Spain reveal ‘beliefs and practices that constitute viceregal power and the Spanish
imperial system of rule... If we are to understand the nature of viceregal power (and by
extension, of Spanish colonial rule) most fully and without the constraint imposed by the
state paradigm, we must learn to ‘see’ a viceroy as contemporaries would have done and
the way to this end is the study of the viceregal institution as both image and ritual’.
Caneque argues that this created a ‘the culture of authority’ and that subscription to this
culture gave viceroys authority over the inhabitants of New Spain: “...I draw attention to the
images and distinctive political languages used to define and refer to viceregal power, to the
operation of viceregal symbols, and to the pervasive concern with ritual and gesture. This

allows me to understand how viceregal power was constituted, sustained, and contested.’

| have found some of the methodology of these works useful, without agreeing with
their all of their conclusions. Broadly speaking, | agree that the concept of the ‘state’ in this
period, and its manifestation in a modern rational bureaucracy, is redundant but | am not
convinced that the ‘culture of authority’ as described by Cafieque is sufficient to explain
viceregal authority, especially at its origin, without understanding the daily practice of
government. Liberated from the need to see the practice of government in terms of a
‘structural’ approach, and seeing the viceroys ‘as they were seen by contemporaries’, it is
possible to appreciate the individual political logic, limited by the language of legitimacy,
that motivated the viceroys’ actions. These interests and the justificatory language of

legitimacy evolved in a context of political competition created by ambiguous competencies
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and weak legal structures of the Habsburg monarchy and its ‘two audiences’. It was the

political success of the viceroys that established the authority of viceregal government.

The most glaring omission in the historiography is the role of the expectations and
demands of the local population in defining the terms of this competition and consequently
the actions of the viceroys and even royal legislation. This is particularly unfortunate with
regards to the indigenous population of New Spain whose role in shaping the nature of the
Habsburg empire has been largely ignored even when, as Semboloni discovered, as many
written viceregal mandamientos that survive in the archives went to indigenous lords as

they did to Spanish authorities.

Active indigenous participation in ‘the Conquest’ and in subsequent military
ventures has long been accepted as decisive. Similarly the influence of Mesoamerican ritual
and traditions of the sacred in adapting Catholicism in its Mesoamerican manifestation,
rather than seeing it as an imposition in a ‘second conquest’, has also gained credence. **
However there has been little effort to understand the political context in which these
events occurred or the degree of commitment that many indigenous individuals and by
extension their polities demonstrated to New Spain. The historiography of the period does
not explain why so many polities, like Texcoco, that had not lost out from the Mexica empire
eventually sided with the Spanish confederation or why they continued fighting, remained
peaceful and collected tribute for Mexico City, beyond the notion that the Spaniards did not
interfere in their self-government; rewarded certain individuals; that epidemics sapped their

potential to resist; or that they grudgingly accommodated the parasitic presence of the

3 Eg., M. Restall Seven myths of the conquest (Oxford, 2003); Indian conquistadors: Indigenous allies in the
conquest of Mesoamrica, E. Matthew & M. Oudijk eds., (Oklahoma, 2007).
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distant Spaniards but resisted in underhand, culturally exclusive ways; or even that Spanish
military and technological domination kept them suppressed.32 The possibility that has not
been entertained is that successful elites were active participants and interested parties in
the survival of viceregal authority and that they were sufficiently enfranchised within the

viceregal system.

A political and prosopographical approach shows the extent of indigenous
participation and the political motivations behind this. James Lockhart’s study of the Nahuas
after the conquest remains the most important general source for the survival of indigenous
political organisations, but the diversity of indigenous polities means that it should be read
with the increasing number of regional histories or biographical studies, including Gerhard'’s
A Guide to the Historical Geography of New Spain.:*}3 Collections of printed documents,
especially correspondence wills and letters of merit aimed at illuminating the biographies of
particular individuals are indispensable.34 There have been an increasing number of specific
studies of the ‘mental world’ and new identities of the post-conquest elites and how they

developed in this period which are essential for understanding the attitudes, expectations

% Eg. ‘Nueva Roma : del sefiorio indigena novohispano y su asimilacién politica (La orden de caballeros Tecles,
el colegio imperial de Santa Cruz y las nuevas elites de poder local)’, in Carlos V' y la quiebra del humanismo
politico en Europa (1530-1558) (Madrid 2001) Vol 4., J. Martinez Millan coord., p.15ff; M. Harris, Aztecs, Moors
and Christians: festivals of reconquest in Mexico and Spain (2000).

3. Lockhart, Los Nahuas después de la conquista, (Mexico, 1999); C. Gibson, Tlaxcala in The Sixteenth Century
(New Haven 1952); K. Terraciano, The Mixtecs of colonial Oaxaca: Nudzahui history, sixteenth through
eighteenth centuries (Stanford 2001); E/ cacicazgo en Nueva Espafia y Filipinas, M. Menegus Borneman & S.
Aguirre eds., (Mexico, 2005); M. Menegus Bornemann, Del sefiorio indigena a la republica de indios: el caso de
Toluca, 1500-1600. (Mexico, 1994); Indian Conquistadors: Indigenous allies in the conquest of Mesoamerica,
L.E. Matthew & M.R. Ouidjk eds., (Oklahoma, 2007); P. Gerhard A Guide to the Historical Geography of New
Spain,(Cambridge, 1972).

** La nobleza indigena del centro de México después de la conquista, E. Pérez-Rocha & R. Tena eds. (Mexico
2000); Cacicazgos y nobiliario indigena de Nueva Espaiia, G.S. Fernandez de Recas ed., (Mexico 1961);
Mesoamerican voices: native-language writings from colonial Mexico, Oaxaca, Yucatan, and Guatemala M.
Restall, L. Sousa, K. Terracino eds., (Cambridge, 2005); D. Wright Conquistadores Otomis en la Guerra
Chichimeca, (Mexico, 1988).
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and political interests of the indigenous elites.® These contributions represent the most
exciting research on the period and much more remains to be done. Unfortunately the field
has generally remained artificially compartmentalised into indigenous and Spanish and
there has been scant effort to integrate both into the common history of government in

New Spain as a whole. | have tried to avoid this compartmentalisation in my thesis.

Archival sources

A full list of the archival material | consulted and | reference in the text is provided as
part of the bibliography. Here | will discuss the merits of the documents | relied upon the

most in the formulation of my thesis.

Unofficial links of patronage, blood, trust and mutual interest in early modern
administrations are traditionally difficult to identify. Without the benefit of experiencing the
daily practice of courtly government, historians are left needing to tease out these
connections by inference, circumstantial evidence and careful analysis from a wide array of
disparate documentation: from household accounts (which | was unable to locate for either
viceroy), to memoirs to lists of appointments and many other sources.*® It is fortunate that
one of the main aims of visitadores Francisco Tello de Sandoval and Jerénimo de Valderrama
was to reveal such unofficial connections within the viceregal regime and that they could

experience its workings and first hand. Their intentions were to discredit the viceregal

*'s. Wood, Transcending Conquest: Nahua Views Of Spanish Colonial Mexico. (Oklahoma, 2003); S. Kellogg,
Law and the Transformation of Aztec Culture, (Oaklahoma, 1995); Francisca Perujo ‘La nueva identidad de Don
Francisco de Sandoval Acazitli’ and Elke Ruhnau, ‘Titlaca in nican Nueva Espafia (Somos la gente aqui en Nueva
Espafia): la historia novohispana segln los historiadores indigenas (siglo XVI y principios del XVII)’ in La
formacion de la cultura virreinal 1. La etapa inicial. K. Kohut & S.V. Rose eds. (Madrid 2000-2006).

* Instituciones y elites de poder en la monarquia hispana durante el siglo XVI, J. Martinez Millan ed., has a
useful summary of these in the ‘introduccién’ passim.
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regimes they were investigating but in so doing they prompted an intensification of the
debate on the nature of viceregal government which was recorded and has survived under
the guise of a judicial process. The documents produced by the visitas directly and
tangentially formed the basis of my documentary evidence for prosopographical
information, attitudes to how New Spain should be governed and for the role of judicial
processes in this period. Lewis Hanke published several important documents from

Mendoza’s visita which complement those that | focused on.”’

AGI Justicia 258 proved particularly useful because it contains the testimony of
various witnesses to 117 questions devised by Tello de Sandoval with the intention of
uncovering networks of patronage and favouritism that would portray Mendoza’s self-
serving and tyrannous character at odds with serving the crown’s interests. As such the
evidence needs to be treated carefully and seen in its context. The witnesses are
predominantly, but not wholly, Spanish members of the ‘political nation’ and different
witnesses vary from support for the viceroy to denunciations on all sorts of points. Most
telling are the digressions in which the witnesses seized the opportunity of answering a
qguestion before a direct representative of the crown to express their personal gripes,
concerns or opinions of what constitutes good government. The identity of the witnesses,
their support or rejection of the viceregal regime and their opinions as to the nature and
purpose of the viceroy’s distribution of patronage provides useful prosopographical
evidence for key players in New Spain’s Spanish elite. Understanding the concerns and
allegiances of particular individuals allows the historian to fathom the context of their

actions and their other writings. Their digressions provide evidence for the expectations

3 VEA Mendoza, Docs., 7&8.
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these individuals had of the viceregal regime and anecdotal descriptions of how it operated.
Their testimony first alerted me to the competitive nature of Spanish society, the
terminology of the political debates Spanish residents engaged in and the rewards that they

sought.

Tello de Sandoval asked for a copy of Mendoza’s instructions to the treasury naming
the recipients of disbursements from the quitas y vacaciones fund and other individuals who
the viceroy wished to compensate from the treasury. The list was compiled towards the end
of Tello de Sandoval’s visita in August 1546 and was taken from the ‘libros de la contaduria’
or accounting books from the treasury in Mexico City, which have not survived. In this
relacion individuals are named, the services that justify the disbursements are briefly
described and the amount of money they received was recorded. Like Tello de Sandoval
(and Valderrama as we will see) these disbursements under viceregal authority represent
yet more evidence of Mendoza’s appropriation of royal prerogatives, the individuals
involved in his patronage networks, and the sort of services that justified his favour. The list
of corregidores and tenientes appointed by Mendoza is also contained in this legajo and is

published by Ethelia Ruiz-Medrano.*®

Some indigenous noblemen of Mexico City answered questions specifically related to
the recruitment, pay and provisioning of the Mexica contingent that participated in the
expedition to Cibola rather than the full range of questions put to the Spanish witnesses.
Their answers provide interesting evidence for the terms of voluntary indigenous

participation in military expeditions, their expectations and complaints. They also provide

*®* E. Ruiz Medrano, Reshaping New Spain: Government and private interest in the clonial bureaucracy, 1531-

1550, J. Constantino and P. Marmasse trans., (Colorado, 2006), Appendix.
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prosopographical evidence, which is generally scarce, for the noble indigenous elite of

Mexico City and some of their attitudes.

The legajo also contains a memorandum in list form of the Indians who received
licences to carry Spanish weapons and ride horses from Mendoza. The list is much longer
than that published by Hanke as part of Mendoza’s defence.?® The memorandum names the
recipients and explains briefly the reasons for the viceregal grants shedding light on the
identity of local indigenous magnates. It illustrates the viceroy’s personal choice of
individuals to reward and as such is complementary to other viceregal uses of ‘bastard
feudalism’ like the creation of knights Tecle. The geographical location of the recipients and
the motives for granting them the rewards helps to illustrate the strategic logic of viceregal

patronage.

The following legajo, AGI Justicia 259, is useful for the list drawn up by Antonio de
Turcios of the men officially appointed to the ‘guard and accompaniment of the person of
the viceroy’. The crown had assigned 2,000d for the upkeep of a viceregal bodyguard but as
several witnesses made clear they were rarely on active duty so that the individuals in
Turcio’s list were favoured members of the viceregal household who received a more

regular salary for their upkeep than other householders.

It also contains Mendoza’s defence deposition which is very useful as evidence for
the viceroy’s perception of his responsibilities and of the logic he used to justify some of his
more controversial actions like arming certain indigenous lords or favouring some Spaniards

above others. Mendoza’s formal defence and recusacion can be found in AGI Justicia 277.

39 VEA, Mendoza, Doc.7, cargo XVII.
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These documents serve as a corrective to some of the accusations levied against Mendoza
and offer an insight into the different interpretations of good service to the crown that
predominated in New Spain. They also expose the language and the ideas that were
employed to justify political projects and governmental actions. As with much of the
surviving evidence Mendoza’s defence focused on establishing the particular merit and
worth of individuals to hold office or discharge responsibilities in the name of royal service.
On the other hand it depended on discrediting other individuals and establishing their
particular ‘passions’, prejudices and allegiances to undermine their testimony. Once again
this provides useful prosopographical evidence about the stance and opinions of various

influential individuals in Mexico City.

Valderrama’s visita did not produce witness depositions, perhaps because the
judicial process was stunted by Velasco’s death, but his investigations sought to illuminate
similar features of the administration. Many of the most relevant documents pertaining to
Valderrama’s visita have been printed from AGI Patronato, 182, especially R.13\1-6. 0 Like
Tello de Sandoval many of the conclusions focus on the recipients of largesse from the
quitas y vacaciones fund, or loans from the treasury or appointment to office. Valderrama
sought to uncover the links between the individuals who benefited from this largesse and
the viceroy, his family or strategic allies. Comparing the individuals that Valderrama
identified as the favoured members of Velasco’s regime with those that emerge from Tello
de Sandoval’s visita as Mendoza’s favourites allows us to identify the development of a
‘viceregal party’ that provided continuity between viceregal administrations. Once these

links have been established the interests of this politically important elite, and how they

“© CIV pp.204- 267
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influenced the nature and development of the viceregal regime, begin to emerge. They help
us to better understand the context and intention behind the intensification of factional
conflict that came to a climax after the death of Velasco and the repression that followed
the accusations made against the Avila and Cortés brothers. The evidence for the case rests
largely in AGI. Patronato,203,R.2\1\1 and remains to be explored fully in the context of

political competition that developed from the practice of viceregal government.

Printed sources for Velasco’s disbursements are supplemented by archival evidence
found in AGI, Contaduria, like that in 663B, for the difficult years 1553-1556, dealing with
the treasury of Mexico City and the accounts of the treasurer. They provide further evidence
of who the viceroy supported economically but also provide a broader context and
justification for why Velasco chose to help certain individuals. For example the first
document describes how the viceroy singled out certain individuals as having too many
tributaries in their encomienda and helps to illustrate Velasco’s appropriation of the
tributary dues owed to encomenderos and its manipulation to increase the viceroy’s
potential for patronage as described in chapter 4. On the other hand in the fifth document
and 13" pliego the viceroy’s patronage of friars from the treasury is established as a general

policy or how the oidores were granted extra funds for their maintenance.

Letters and reports to the crown in AGI, Gobierno, Audiencia de Mexico, become
particularly useful when prosopographical information about sender or subjects is known.
They signify the ‘paper representation’ (see chapter 8) of New Spain’s political nation before
the crown and shed light on the political debates of the time. | found the letters in legajo
323 containing the charges and reports of the royal officials of Mexico particularly useful

because the royal officials became deeply implicated with the viceregal administration. The
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royal officials were consequently affected by the visitas and the accusations levied generally
against the regime and its management of the royal funds in particular. This prompted the
royal officials to present a defence of the logic of viceregal government and New Spain’s
internal arrangements. This became acutely pertinent during Valderrama’s visita and the
political turmoil that ensued after Velasco’s death. Tribute collection and allocation became
contentious and the royal officials led by Fernando de Portugal and Hortuio de Ibarra

became prominent bulwarks of the increasingly defined ‘viceregal party’.

Tello de Sandoval’s letters and reports in legajo 68 were also useful for his general
opinions on the nature of government in New Spain. By highlighting for criticism the salient
elements of Mendoza’s regime compared to the expectations of the letrado members of the
Council of the Indies or the differences that a contemporary perceived between practice
and custom in Spain and New Spain the particular practices of government that developed
in New Spain become clearer. Tello de Sandoval’s letters also provide a useful comparison
with those of Valderrama (which are published) as to the changing perceptions of how New
Spain should be governed. Together with the letters and depositions of the viceroys, like
Velasco’s letters in legajo 19, and other members of the political nation they offer overviews

of political positions in the debates that shaped the administration of New Spain.

Other legajos of AGI, Gobierno, Audiencia de Mexico, like 96 ‘Cartas y expedientes
de personas seculares 1545-1559’ illustrate the variety of correspondents that interacted
with the crown and the many intentions and opinions they expressed in their ‘paper
representation’. Similarly Patronato contains certain specific recommendations and reports
to the crown that can be seen in a similar vein for example legajo 180, R.72/24-01-1539

where don Luis de Castilla and other miners appealed to the crown to retain lower taxes of
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10% on their silver production in order to incentivise entrepreneurial activity in the
dangerous mining frontier illustrate this. These documents shed light on the flexible,
political and participatory, rather than modern-bureaucratic, ethos of the debate between

the political nation of New Spain and the crown.
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Part II: Ideals of life

Chapter 2: Hidalguia in New Spain up to1535: Expectations and ‘ideals
of life’

Cortés liked to encourage his followers at difficult moments during the campaign
against Tenochtitlan by claiming that they would all become ‘Counts or Dukes and lords by
honorific title’ if they prevailed. According to conquistador Francisco de Aguilar ‘With these
promises, from lambs we became lions’.** For a short time after the conquest, when the
moveable spoils had disappointed many conquistadores, Cortés continued to raise similar

expectations.*” These promises and the effect they had on the conquistadores reveal their

most cherished ambitions.

These were particularly relevant ambitions for the individuals that constituted the
first Spanish expeditions and settlements of New Spain because they were of ill-defined
status in traditional Spanish society. Like a dissonant chord, the new man was an unstable
element in sixteenth century political thinking adding tension but also potential to society
and finally needing resolution within one of the three estates that composed the ideal
notion of the harmonious commonwealth. Their ambitions were different from those of a
purely piratical interest in wealth (though these played a part) or the established noble
dynast’s desire to extend his influence, honours and benefices; they were not the ambitions

of routiers, mercenary companies or condottieri who were their own masters and fought

*1). Miralles Ostos, Herndn Cortés: Inventor de México, (Barcelona, 2001), p. 447.

* H. Thomas The Conquest of Mexico, (London, 1988), p.543.
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under contract for specific periods and specific rewards; neither were the conquistadores
fighting to carve out an autonomous new kingdom for themselves like the fifteenth century
‘Catalan Company’ in Greece or the Norman adventurers of the eleventh century. The
conquistadores, settlers and officials that followed were guided by the ideal of re-affirming
and strengthening their links with their sovereign expressed in royal mercedes and within
the context of service to their king and commonwealth: ‘..for the sake of gaining
recognition as serving Your Majesty and his royal and imperial crown, | have put myself
through such travails and sufferings’ claimed Cortés.*”® Visitador Jerénimo de Valderrama
reiterated the same formula when he informed the crown towards the end of our period
that Melchor, son of Miguel Lépez de Legazpi, captain of the first successful expedition to
the Philippines, had left Mexico City for Spain. ‘He goes in the name of his father to give
account of the voyage [that his father] was instructed to make and of its success and to ask
that a merced might be granted to his father’. Thinking also of his own imminent return
after two turbulent years of service in New Spain he went on to spell out the commonly
accepted motivation for Spanish presence and actions in the New World: ‘it is this hope [of
receiving mercedes for their services] that makes all men or most of them, leave their
homes and tranquillity to place themselves in great dangers and to accomplish deeds of

importance.”*

Nobility removed, in theory, future arbitrary obstacles to advancement, office or
privilege. Despite huge material differences between noblemen in Spain an hidalgo’s

formally recognised virtue, honour and purpose within the commonwealth theoretically

B h. Cortés, Cartas de Relacion, Porrua eds. (Mexico 1973), 5t letter, p.280.

“ v, p.183.
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created a sense of equality between him and all his fellow nobles. In an instantly
recognisable comic caricature, an archetypal penniless young hidalgo could claim to have
left his native town over a row with his richer neighbour because the latter had failed to
greet him properly in the street: ‘for an hidalgo owes nothing to anyone save to God and to
his king’.*> This mental outlook was more usually expressed as a comparison between the
most basic elements that differentiated nobles from workers; so for instance in the late
sixteenth century the Duke of Ndjera could put it simply to the Cortes of Toledo: ‘The
difference that exists between hidalgos and pecheros is between personal and monetary

service [to the king] and in this we know one from another.’*

The implied directness of the
relationship of trust and vassalage that a nobleman enjoyed with his king differentiated him
from commoners. One of Miguel de Cervantes’ characters could go so far as to associate the
qualities of nobles and workers with those of two different species: ‘The spirit of a knight,
brother, is to put one’s life on the line, when and if it is necessary and to do so willingly; but
to suffer every hour a thousand deaths carrying sticks and bundles without ever dying is

more for horses (caballos) than for knights (caballeros).”*’

As |.A.A Thompson concluded, ‘In
Castile the ideological bonding of the noble-estate was stronger than socio-economic

differences within it, and this made for a unity of consciousness which contributed both to

* Lazarillo de Tormes. Vida del buscén don Pablos / de Francisco de Quevedo ; G. Diaz-Plaja ed. (Mexico, 1973),
‘Lazarillo de Tormes’ bk., 3.

*®)-G. Georges Hidalgos Hidalguia dans I’espagne des XVle- XVllle siécles, (Paris 1989), p.12.

Y Ibid. p. 13.
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internal mobility and to the broad political cohesiveness that existed across the different

sectors of the Castilian-dominated elite...”*®

149

Notions of belonging to this noble caste informed the ‘ideals of life’™ that shaped

Spanish aspirations and motivated their actions in the New World. These had an impact on

{

their behaviour, their sense of justice and their expectations: ‘...where all individual acts

were in the public domain, personal values corresponded faithfully to social values... we
insist that the ideal of hidalguia moved men to action’.”® Exploring these ideals and how
they were affected by the conditions in New Spain after the conquest will help us to frame,

in subsequent chapters, the political solutions that the viceroys would adopt to establish

their authority over the Spanish settlers.

The aspects of nobility emphasised by New World Spaniards were coloured by the
theoretical justifications for noble status in the Siete Partidas printed to a wider audience in
1491 on the eve of the conquest of Granada and of Columbus's first expedition to America.
Proof of the continuing impact of this law-code is that Hernan Cortés, who was not a
professional lawyer, knew it well enough to have used it to ‘justify and legalise his own very
difficult position after breaking with the governor of Cuba... and setting off unauthorised on

the conquest of Mexico’.”*

®1AA Thompson, ‘Neo-noble Nobility: Concepts of hidalguia in Early Modern Castile’, European History
Quarterly Vol.15 (1985) p.397.

9, Huizinga, Men and ideas: history, middle ages the renaissance, ‘Historical ideals of life’ J.S. Holmes and H.
van Marle trans. (London, 1960), pp.77-96.

*p. Sanchiz Ochoa, Los Hidalgos de Guatemala, (Sevilla, 1976), p.11.

L J.H. Elliott ‘The Mental World of Hernan Cortés’ Spain and Its World: 1500-1700 (New Haven & London,

1989) pp.29-30.
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The most resonant elements of the Siete Partidas to the Spanish-American settlers
were those that show the Thomist influence of Aristotelian political theory because it
emphasised service to the commonwealth and ‘virtue’ as the essential justifications of
privileged status. In the Siete Partidas Aristotle’s ‘citizens’ were generally equated with
Spanish hidalgos. They were free men voluntarily participating in politics and war for the
good of the commonwealth most notably as ‘warriors’ and ‘counsellors’ of the
commonwealth. Consequently they ‘must not lead the life of mechanics or tradesmen since
such a life is ignoble and inimical to virtue... since leisure is necessary both for the
development of virtue and the performance of political duties’: virtuous citizens produced a
virtuous state. In further defining the characteristics of the citizens in ‘the ideal constitution’
Aristotle concluded that ‘the ruling class should be the owners of property, for... the citizens
of a state should be in good circumstances; whereas mechanics or any other class which is
not a producer of virtue have no share in the state’. The same individual should act as both
a ‘warrior’ and a ‘counsellor’ not only because ‘it is an impossible thing that those who are
able to use or to resist force remain always in subjection’ but also because these activities

could ideally be performed by the same person even if at different times of life.”>

The Siete Partidas coincided with Aristotle to arrive at the norms regarding
noblemen or hijosdalgo. Titolo XXI of the 2" partida for instance described their essential
function in the commonwealth as defensores, to be differentiated from /abradores
(Aristotle’s mechanics) and oradores (Aristotle’s priests). In a rationalising origin myth, the
defensores went from being relied on for their strength to being selected for their virtue

because their position in the commonwealth demanded good and responsible men more

32 Aristotle, Politics (Politica), bk.VIl, ch.9. Aristotle Il, B. Jowett tr., ( Chicago 1952), p. 533.
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than erratic brute force. As with Aristotle’s citizens virtue and its propagation became the
end for the defensores. The main difference with Aristotle was the emphasis the Partidas
placed on lineage, but the teleological aim of good birth was the same: to grant
responsibility and its concomitant rewards to men of virtue ‘Men of good lineage who
would guard themselves against committing any shameful deed [for the sake of their
ancestor’s reputation] and hence they are called fijos dalgo which is the same as saying

‘sons of virtue’ or in other places, gentle-men... or the ‘noble and good””>>.

Despite the importance of lineage, good birth was in in theory just another
guarantee of an individual’s ‘virtue’ because an ancestor’s honour could be inherited as
directly as furniture. Consequently the king retained the right to disenfranchise nobles if
they conducted themselves unworthily - after a ritual humiliation symbolizing the loss of
rights and status - and ‘furthermore, he must not receive any office from the king or the
council nor can he accuse or challenge any knight'.54 Conversely the king could knight men
who had shown a previously unrecognised but inherent nobility demonstrated in their
actions and way of life. This would be the first step that could lead to full recognition of an
individual’s nobility. Not everyone was eligible in Spain, but strictly speaking there was no
Venetian ‘golden book’ of prescribed families, nothing pre-ordained or divinely sanctioned
about membership of the nobility. Rather a tradition had developed by the 15t century that
saw many Spaniards as the heirs to a slumbering nobility that dated back to don Pelayo’s

surviving Visigothic followers who elected him as king and were all granted hidalguia in

exchange to kick-start the Reconquista and allow them to carry on the fight. ‘Old Christians’

>3 sp, 2™ Partida, titolo XXI, Lex II.

¥ SP, Lex XXV.
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could count on a nobility temporarily suppressed by the hand of fortune, but no newer than
that of the king of Castile, if only it could be stirred and then recognised: as Jorge Manrique
put it in 1476 ‘For the blood of the Goths/ and elevated lineage and nobility/ through how
many means and ways from its great height can be lost/ in this life! Some for being worth so
little... and others for not having enough/ are forced with unworthy offices to maintain

themselves’™.

The sentiment was echoed by Bernal Diaz del Castillo in judging his companions: ‘We
were all hijosdalgos, even if some of us were not of such clear lineage, because as we all
know, not all men are born equal in this world, either in ancestry56 or in virtue.” Following
this logic, some went so far as to argue that ‘there is no true hidalguia that is not created by
the king’ and even the king could only trace his royalty to the election of don Pelayo.
Consequently ‘the republic also creates hidalgos, because in knowing a man to be brave and
of great virtue and rich, it doesn’t dare to subject him, since this would be disproportionate,
and he deserves... to live in liberty and not to be equalled with plebeian people; this esteem
being handed down to his sons and grandchildren becomes nobility and they begin to

acquire rights against the king.”’

>, Manrique, ‘coplas por la muerte de su padre’; Floreto de Anecdotas y Noticias Diversas. (Que recopilo un
fraile Dominico Residente en Sevilla a mediados del siglo XVI) F.J. Sanchez Cantén ed., (Madrid 1948 (Hereafter,
Floreto...), p.355.

> B. Diaz del Castillo, Conquista de la Nueva Espafia, ). Ramirez Cabafas intro. (Mexico 1974) Ch. 207
Interestingly he uses the word generosidad, an archaic term for nobility derived from the Latin genesis and or
birth and generositas, the archaic generosity in English had the same meaning and in both cases obviously
associated with our current use of generosity which in turn is related to concepts of magnanimity or greatness
of spirit that revert in their most famous form to Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics.

> Floreto...p.357-8.
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As has been noted with regards to Spanish notions of inherited nobility of this
period: ‘cast like ideals [which] suggest that the sanguine aetiology of worth was primarily of
symbolic importance, expressing not a ‘principle of exclusion’... but a ‘principle of
association’. What was in practice necessary was not so much to possess noble blood as
through the sophistries of the genealogists and the historian, to be able to profess it, and
hence to subscribe to its creed.””® This was facilitated by the transmission of nobility to all
the offspring of a nobleman (like classical citizenship) and contrasts, for example, with
English notions of peerage where the legal status of the younger siblings of a lord was that
of commoners, which led to a different ‘principle of association’ between the nobility and
the commons than that which developed in the Spanish world. To shore up these
credentials the conquistadores sought marriage to established noblewomen. In New Spain
during the 1520s this could mean either local indigenous women, as in the case of Juan
Jaramillo and dofia Marina or Alonso de Grado and dofia Isabel Moctezuma; or (preferably)

Spanish noblewomen like those that Cortés or Alvarado married.

Being a ‘free man’ was a fundamental pre-requisite of citizenship or nobility because
only freedom could foster virtue. Anyone who worked for a salary or was in any way
dependent on someone else’s will automatically abandoned his freedom because his actions
and his opinions would be conditioned by those of his master or the financial obligations of
his employment. This explains why men who engaged in banausic activities, from labourers
to merchants, were considered inherently un-virtuous and dishonourable and were
(theoretically) excluded from qualifying as noblemen. It also explains why inherited wealth

and the leisure that ensued was such a useful supplement to nobility (or classical

2 1AA Thompson, ‘Neo-noble...” European History Quarterly Vol.15 (1985), p.397.
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citizenship): ‘some have likened nobility to the number zero, which by itself is worth nothing
but together with another number, it makes it increase’.” Only someone independent of
anyone else could speak according to his own conscience and act by his own voluntas;
consequently only a free-man’s actions and opinions were truly valuable. So while the
Labrador served the commonwealth (and thereby the king) indirectly through the economic
contribution of his tribute; and the Orador mediated with the divine through his prayers and
spiritual guidance, the Defensor was worthy to serve the king and commonwealth

voluntarily with his own person, in war, government or council.®

Not surprisingly much of
the relevant Titolo in the Siete Partidas dwells on how hijosdalgos should behave if they are
to be considered virtuous. Amongst much else they should use their leisure in ‘becoming
educated, as this is what makes a man most upright and accomplished in his doings’®* or
‘That they [hijosdalgo] should not doubt to die for their lord, not only in protecting him from

harm or evil, but increasing and improving his land and his honour, as far as they can do and

know and in doing so they will act for the common good of their land.’®?

In exchange the king had his own responsibilities towards this virtuous elite: ‘Kings

should honour them [hidalgos] as those with whom they share their work, keeping them

163

and honouring them and increasing their power and honour’™. To serve the king was

perfect freedom because he was the legitimate sovereign authority, head of the

> Floreto, pp.360-61.

0 sp... 2™ partida Titolo XXI, prologo.
*Ubid ... 2™ Partida Titolo XXI Lex V.

% Ibid... 2™ Partida, Titolo XXI. Lex XXI.

®1bid ... 2™ Partida Titolo XXI, lex XXIIl.
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commonwealth and the ultimate dispenser of justice and guarantor of status. Nobles
therefore served the king voluntarily and did so because they were virtuous and upheld
their oaths of vassalage to him, not because they had been coerced by force or economic
dependence. As a result, a nobleman ideally did not receive a fixed salary for his service but
a merced from the king. To further emphasise that a nobleman’s service was personal he
was exempt from direct taxation or tribute. His freedom from coercion was also
safeguarded by immunity from confiscation of his house, his horse or his sword for debt,
and also from torture during judicial proceedings. Only the king could punish a nobleman for
breaking the law and in extreme cases where the penalty was death, a nobleman could
expect the honour of decapitation rather than the gallows. As a final symbol of his elevated
status, the nobleman was not only trusted to appear armed in public but was legally bound
to carry his sword with him at all times. This became the famous espada roper064 which
marked its wearer out as well as embodying the virtues that an hidalgo espoused: ‘wisdom’
was represented in the handle, ‘fortitude’ in the pommel, ‘measure/proportion’ in the guard

and ‘justice’ in the straight and double-edged blade.®

The centrality of virtue and merit in the theoretical justifications for hidalguia
formed an important part of the intellectual debate, which continued throughout the
sixteenth century in both Spain and America regarding its nature. Writers and theoreticians
at the time dwelt much on the interrelation between virtue, merit and birth with regards to
nobility because Castile’s dynamism since the late fifteenth century had brought the

guestion to the fore of social, legal and theoretical debate. Erasmus’ condensed work

® R.F. Burton. Book of the Sword, (New York, 1987) p.122 f. It was soon adopted by other European elites,
called in France the épee ropier and rendered in English as the rapier.

5 Sp.Lex 4.
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‘Enchiridion or manual of the Christian knight’ for example purported to show the path to
virtue and was extremely popular in Spain and Spanish America. In 1526 it first appeared in
Castilian and it sold out so quickly that a second edition was printed the same year. Oidor
Delgadillo in Mexico asked a colleague in Spain for a copy and we know that it featured in

the Episcopal library of Juan de Zumarraga.®®

Erasmus’s equation of virtue with honour resonated and was taken up in the
dialogue of many in the Americas who wished to be seen as hombres de bien®” but were
living in @ new context without the established certainties and hierarchies of Spain: virtue
unlike tradition was not bound by place or memory and required no solar conocido. More
anecdotal writers like the anonymous ‘Dominican friar living in Seville’®® followed this
tradition and devoted their entire written corpus to issues that defined nobility and debated
ennoblement. In satirical-philosophical works like Cristobal de Villaldn’s dialogues in el
Crotaldn, the same questions are raised repeatedly.69 These works were filled with popular
anecdotes like that of a veteran from the Italian wars who claimed his own right arm as his
‘father’ and argued against yet another arrogant noble by asserting that ‘we [his arm and
him] are more worthy than you or your lineage.” By the time of Cervantes Quixote could
advise his listener, by then sounding resonantly anachronistic, to ‘make virtue the medium

of all thy actions, and thou wilt have no cause to envy those whose birth gives them titles of

% G. Tovar de Teresa, M. Leén-Portilla, S. Zavala, La Utopia Mexicana del Siglo XVI: Lo bello, lo verdadero y lo
bueno (Mexico, 1992), p.59.

% E.Otte, Cartas privadas de emigrantes a indias 1540-1616, (México 1996), p. 34-35.
6 Floreto...passim.

®_“El Crotalon’ in Nueva biografia de autores espafioles, Il: Autobiografias y memorias, M. Serrano y Sanz ed
(Madrid 1905).
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great men, and princes; for nobility is inherited, but virtue acquired: and virtue is worth
more in itself, than nobleness of birth.”’® In 1624 the crown had become so involved in
defining sensitive matters regarding an individual’s noble standing that Olivares tried to
formalise the matter of ennoblement using legislation to create a legally binding distinction
and hierarchy within the hidalgo class itself, which pleased no-one.”* In the early sixteenth
century, however, the potential of the ‘new man’ was still untested and seemingly unbound

for the Spaniards who first arrived in New Spain.

The laws that had governed the Spanish colonisation of America further encouraged
these attitudes of royal recognition of slumbering nobility in the colonists. The foundational
royal decree of April 10™ 1495 encouraged a sense of direct relationship and recognised
service between monarch and Spanish settler in America which was a fundamental element
of hidalguia. After the decree, settlement and exploration were considered services in
themselves to the crown and were rewarded with certain privileges including exemption
from direct tribute to the crown of the sort that only pecheros paid in Spain.72 Tapping into
the voluntary ethos of hidalguia provided an extremely efficient means of exploring America
for the Spanish crown. The royal treasury spent no money but could still demand its judicial
and monetary rights as the tokens of loyalty from its explorers and settlers; the same

remained true in Europe where ‘hidalgos were still the backbone of the tercios’ that formed

° M. de Cervantes Don Quixote ch.XLIl, P.A. Motteux trans., (Hertfordshire, 1993), p.604.

" B. Carceles, ‘Nobleza, Hldalguia y servicios en el siglo XVII Castellano’ in J-G. Georges, Hidalgos et Hidalguia,
dans I’espagne des XVie- XVllle siécles. (Paris 1989) p. 75.

2 H. Thomas, Rivers of Gold, The rise of the Spanish Empire from Columbus to Magellan. (New York 2003),
p.158-9.
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the core of Habsburg armies from Pavia to Rocroi.” The freedom of action that this sense of
direct relationship with the crown allowed its settlers to feel goes a long way towards
explaining the number of expeditions and the speed with which the kingdom of Castile and

her subjects extended their dominions in America.

Myth and recent historical precedents made conquistador ambitions of
ennoblement seem attainable and desirable. Castilian triumphs in the conquest of Granada
and military victories in Italy under glamorous commanders like Gonzalo Fernandez de
Coérdoba reinvigorated the old allure of military adventure as a means to ennoblement. Its
appeal was enhanced by the practical benefits that could accrue from it. It has been
estimated that between 1465 and 1516 around one thousand patents of hidalguia were
issued by grateful monarchs to reward their successful soldiers’. Rewards were not
confined to penniless hidalgos; the titled nobility of early sixteenth century Spain sometimes
known as the Nobleza Nueva owed their titles to the Trastamaran usurpation of 1369 and

most titles had only been granted in the mid and late 15t century.”

Conquest and the subsequent political, military or administrative requirements
associated with the government of conquered lands provided ample opportunities for
advancement within a context of ennobling royal service. In both Granada and ltaly salaried
administrative titles or offices also became available for distribution. Antonio de Mendoza’s

father was given the governorship of Granada which then passed to the viceroy’s older

A, Dominguez Ortiz The Golden Age of Spain 1516-1659 (London, 1971), p. 116.
" H. Kamen, Spain 1469-1714: a society in conflict., (2006), p.23.

7 H. Thomas, Rivers of Gold: the rise of the Spanish Empire, from Columbus to Magellan, (New York, 2004),
p.41.
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brother Luis, establishing a hereditary principle within an administrative office, while other
administrative positions like the viceroyalty of Navarre and of Naples were also dispensed to
deserving lords. Many lesser offices also became available to able but often impoverished
hidalgos like Francisco de los Cobos in Granada, a platform that would elevate him to

becoming the most powerful man in Spain.

Conquered land had become available in the kingdom of Granada and acting like
magnanimous monarchs, the Catholic kings accompanied their grants of titles with often
enormous repartimientos of land and tributary rights. Far from weakening the Catholic Kings
these grants reinvigorated the notion of the crown as the most important dispenser of
grace, rewards, patronage and an agent of ennoblement. Direct royal justice would lead to
recognition of conquistador merit: hence one of Cortés’s favourite sayings ‘let the king be
my fighting cock’.”® Royal appropriation of the mastership of the three knightly orders in
1476, 1487 and 1494 reinforced this perception.”” Old notions of service rewarded by just

and liberal monarchs seemed palpably real to the generation that embarked for America.

Literature at the turn of the century reflected the optimism with bestsellers of
chivalric romance like Garci Rodriguez de Montalvo’s ¢.1503 edition of Amadis de Gaula ‘the
most successful printed book of the early sixteenth century in Spain’ and later additions to
his saga. This hero’s most prominent attribute was fidelity to his beloved and to his king
and after fantastic voyages trials and reversals of fortune he was rewarded. The generation

that produced the conquistadores were aware of the feats of Spanish arms and read and

% F. Lépez de GOmara, Cortés the life of the conqueror by his secretary. tr.&ed., Lesley Byrd Simpson,
(California 1965), p.385.

”7 ) H. Elliott, Imperial Spain 1469-1716, (London 1990), p.88-89.
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were enthralled by chivalric stories. Bernal Diaz del Castillo was born in Medina del Campo
where Rodriguez de Montalvo was a regidor of the town contemporaneously with Bernal’s
father.”® In this hopeful spirit Pedro de Alvarado was said to have worn his uncle’s cross of
Santiago on a tattered old velvet jerkin throughout his early penniless wanderings and
adventures in America.”® Cortés also inherited the tradition of martial glory from his father
who had served in the war against Granada and, equating the notion of service anywhere
with royal rewards, Cortés at one point considered seeking his fortune with the tercios in
Italy before deciding to try his luck in America during his time in Valencia.®® The link endured
in Cuba where Cortés’s friend Amador de Lares who had been maestresala to Fernandez de
Cordoba and according to Las Casas often related the deeds of the Gran Capitdn. Another
link between Spanish feats in Italy, chivalric romance and American colonization can be
found in Gonzalo Fernandez de Oviedo who had also served the Gran Capitdn as secretary in
Italy before assuming his administrative offices in Hispaniola where many of the
conquistadores began their American careers. Oviedo himself wrote a work of chivalric
romance called ‘the book of the most vigorous knight of fortune called don Claribalte’

printed in 1519 as Cortés was setting off from Cuba.?!

These men paid homage to their upbringing in the references they made to the

classics, to history and romance in their writings, making numerous references to their

"8 See Amadis de Gaula, A. Souto Alabarce (intr.), (Mexico 1969), p. IX ff. with, H. Thomas. Rivers of Gold...note
54, p. 702.

’® H. Keniston Francisco de Los Cobos: Secretary of the Emperor Charles V (Pittsburgh 1960) p.106.
8 ) L. Martinez, Herndn Cortés...pp. 113-4.

&M, Vallejo Garcia-Hevia, Juicio a un conquistador: Pedro de Alvarado (2 vols), (Madrid 2008), Vol. 1, p.46.
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mytho-historical notions of hidalguia, the new hispanidad and Castile’s role in it.22 In turn
their behaviour emulated and reinvigorated the popularity of such works. Historical and
mythical example played a role akin to that of evidence and legal precedence in Spanish-
American self-justificatory discourse. Examples from recent history were brought to mind to
bear witness to their merit: ‘King James of Aragon defeated the Moors and took much of
their land which he divided amongst the knights and soldiers that participated in the
conquest and since those days they have their coats of arms and are brave, the same
happened when Granada was captured, and in the time of the Great Captain at Naples,
where lands and lordships were distributed to those that helped in wars and battles.”®® It
was a subtle history lesson to instruct Philip Il on how a magnanimous king rewarded his
deserving noblemen. Even ‘el Gran Motecuhzoma’, who had become a sympathetic and
regal figure to the Spaniards after the conquest, was used as a similar device and to
emphasise how natural and obvious their noble status was: ‘Bernal Diaz seems to me of very
noble condition’ the emperor had apparently noticed, in part as a result of Bernal’s
demeanour and in part (somewhat improbably) because Motecuhzoma recognised the
merit in his efforts after being told that Bernal had already been on ‘two trips to discover
this New Spain’. Seeing his ‘motolinia (need or poverty in Nahuatl) in clothes and gold’ he
felt obliged to remedy the situation giving him a ‘merced’, of clothes, gold and a princess:
‘treat her very well, she is the daughter of a principal man’ the wise emperor had advised.

The great Tlatoani knew admirably well how to treat men who exuded nobility as obviously

as Bernal, so it should have been even easier for the Spanish crown:®* ‘I have brought this to

8 E. Otte, Cartas privadas de emigrantes a Indias 1540-1616. (Mexico 1996), pp.24-27 and 34.
8 B. Diaz del Castillo, Conquista..., ch. 207.
* Ibid, ch. 197.

48



mind so that our many good and notable services that we performed for the king, our lord,
and for all of Christianity, and let these be placed on a balance and each thing measured in
its quantity and it will be found that we are worthy and deserving of being elevated and

remunerated like the knights previously mentioned by me...”*>

To humanist intellectuals in Spain such as Francisco Cervantes de Salazar, Francisco
Lopez de Gémara or Ginés de Sepulveda, who found the classics ‘good to think with’ the
conquistadores and their warlike deeds seemed to embody virtue.®® Cervantes de Salazar
was so impressed by Cortés that he went on to dedicate one of his books to him and
subsequently emigrated to New Spain. He is a useful source to the attitudes of New Spain
because his newcomer’s enthusiasm mixed with his scholar’s erudition, meant he
interpreted and intellectualised his experiences in a language of stock allusions that
translate well through time. In one of these, he described a dream that the future marquess
had when he was still a penniless scribe, half starving on Hispaniola. Cortés was
characterised as having dreamt of glory and to have decided there and then to pursue it.
After the dream he explained to his friends that he would ‘dine to the sound of trumpets or
die in the gallows’. Cortés then drew a wheel of fortune and with his dagger fixed it at the
highest point: a man controlling his own fortune. A professor of rhetoric at the University of
Mexico, Cervantes de Salazar was using this dream to portray the essence of the future

conqueror as the familiar ‘man of destiny’ who displayed the inherent characteristics of

® Ibid, ch. 207.

¥ . A. Lupher, Romans in a New World: Classical models in sixteenth century Spain. (Michigan 2003), p. 32,
paraphrasing Lévi-Strauss ‘mot on the Amerindian’s use of animals in myth, Spaniards in the New World found
Romans “good to think with”’. Also generally in how a tradition like the classical model could be interpreted
and used to support opposing views or diverse practical ends.
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greatness even in his poverty-stricken youth where no-one would have expected to find it.%’
It also betrays the fact that even an admirer of Cortés saw him as a self-made man that
could as easily have been considered a plebeian criminal: true noblemen were exempt from
the dishonour of the gallows; their death sentence would have been commuted to

decapitation.88

Spanish-Americans portrayed their own actions in New Spain to the crown by
infusing them with allusions to the values first espoused in the Siete Partidas and
popularised in myth and positive literary portrayals of virtuous ‘new men’. Andrés de
Villanueva, whose heroics during the unlikely defence of Guadalajara in 1541 earned him a
coat of arms, for which he chose a motto that appealed directly to the values of chivalric
voluntary service and gratitude to the crown: ‘Such as | have always done, with my fortune
and my person, | will serve thy crown’.®® More than thirty years later Diaz del Castillo writing
in the provincial but suggestively named Santiago de los Caballeros made the most
comprehensive appeal to the same ethos: ‘apart from our ancient nobility, with the heroic
acts and great deeds that we performed in war ... serving our king and lord, discovering
these lands and even conquering this New Spain and the great city of Mexico and many
other provinces, all at our own cost, being far from Castile or any other source of help save

that of Our Lord Jesus Christ...with these we revealed ourselves to be much more than what

came before.”®®

¥ F. Cervantes de Salazar Crénica de la Nueva Espafia, M. Magallén y Cabrera, (Madrid, 1971), Ch. XVII.
%8 5P, Lex 24.
8, Lépez-Portillo y Weber La rebelion de la Nueva Galicia, (Saltillo, 1981), p.500.

%0 B. Diaz del Castillo, Conquista...ch.207.
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For the conquistadores and their later humanist allies, the suffering involved in the
travails of the conquest should have acted like an expiation of their doubtful origins; Saint
Hippolytus’ day, when Tenochtitlan fell, should have been, the day to ‘gentle their
condition’. Success in martial endeavours in the service of the crown, the essential ambit of
the defensores, should have been the most obvious means of revealing the hidden nobility
of the conquistadores and of assuring the concomitant rewards of hereditary feudal lordship
from their king and the enhanced possibilities of future services to the crown that their
status warranted. Instead the ‘the conquest’” would become New Spain’s original sin
undermining all attempts at establishing merit, its due rewards, or a stable governing

hierarchy.

Political modifiers

Political circumstance affected the ‘ideals of life’ of the conquistadores and settlers
of New Spain. The sense of hidalgo liberty and the path to ennoblement that the Spaniards
subscribed to emphasised the precedence of royal judgement over tradition or law in
establishing merit. The king’s judgement of the colonists’ merit was affected by political
interests in Spain and the crown’s interpretation of developments in New Spain. The latter
was coloured by preconceptions about the Spaniards in Mesoamerica and their ability to
represent their case across the distances (physical and conceptual) that separated Spain and

Mesoamerica.

The context in which the conquistadores presented their merit was formed by the
coincidence between the revolution that Cortés led against Tenochtitlan in 1521 and the
total defeat of the Castilian rebellion of the comuneros against Charles V. Both uprisings

resulted in political re-alignments where the victors attempted to concentrate power and
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reward their allies: Cortés became the arbiter of new political settlements in many
Mesoamerican polities and he negotiated tributary rights from these polities for himself and
his closest adherents under the suggestive name of encomienda (against specific royal
instructions)’® as a repartimiento (apportion) that represented the first step towards the
titles and honours they had all hoped for. He distributed offices, military commands and
moveable wealth amongst those Spaniards he favoured most as well. Simultaneously in
Spain Charles V began concentrating power on the royal court and set about rewarding his
most loyal vassals for their loyalty and services during the comunero uprising with offices
benefices and positions at court.’” Amongst the rewards available to Charles V for
distribution were the offices that required to run the king’s new domains in Mesoamerica
and the benefices that came with them. Royal interest in Mesoamerica could prove to be an
opportunity for the Spaniards that had conquered it, so long as their interests did not clash

with the crown’s.

The king’s judgement had been exalted as the deciding factor in establishing merit
but Charles V’s accession to the throne and the aftermath of the comunero uprising altered
the crown’s priorities when compared to the ‘ideals’ that the conquistadores had hoped to
fulfil. Afraid of rebellion and conscious of the universalist dimension of Charles V’s authority,
the Castilian court intended to centralise power over New Spain and to establish a reliable
means of ‘conveying the commands of a central authority to distant localities...directly

dependent on imperial control’” but there was nothing ‘modern’ about either the intention

Y J.L. Martinez Herndn Cortés ...pp.382-3; J. Miranda El tributo indigena en la Nueva Espafia durante el siglo
XVI, (Mexico, 2005), po.74-5; H. Cortés Cartas de Relacion, (Mexico 1973) 4" letter 15 October 1524 passim.

%2 ) H. Elliott, Imperial Spain 1469-1716, (London 1990), pp.159-163.

% J.H. Elliott Empires of the Atlantic World: Britain and Spain in America 1492-1830, (Yale, 2006) p.127.
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behind this or the means in which the crown tried to achieve its aims. Rather, the
preponderance of the court ‘was possible because in the court resided the king, the fount
from which all grace emanated’.>* Confidence in the virtues of ‘intimate representation’, the
familiarity of personal friendship and confidence where the particular characteristics of the
individual mattered more than appeals to selective historical precedents or theory — let
alone the impersonal workings of ‘modern’ bureaucratic rules and ‘institutional structures’-

in deciding merit.

Representation

From the start the legitimacy of Cortés’ expedition and his authority had been
contested because he had gone against the authority of Bishop Juan Rodriguez de Fonseca
and his hegemonic trans-Atlantic network of patronage, without establishing an alternative
mandate from the crown. This network was important because Fonseca had come to
dominate the organisation of the Castilian expansion in the Indies. Fonseca had originally
used the decree of 1493 and its ethos to ‘break Columbus’s monopoly’ over the process of
colonisation in the Americas but he had then substituted it with his own informal
authority.” He soon bolstered his authority further by creating and dominating legitimising
organs such as the Casa de Contratacion and leading those members of the Council of
Castile who dealt with American affairs — the group that would eventually coalesce into the
Council of the Indies around 1520. This in turn allowed Fonseca to dispense the most valued
kind of patronage in the Americas: he promoted with offices and benefices his allies (often

from his circle in Seville) like Diego de Veldzquez in Cuba or Francisco de Garay in Jamaica.

** Instituciones Y Elites De Poder En La Monarquia Hispana Durante El Siglo XVI, ). Martinez Millan ed. (Madrid,
1992) p.17.

9 H.Thomas, Rivers of Gold..., p.159.
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These rewards were a confirmation of trust in an individual and his personal administrative
services symbolised de facto his noble status. Dissenters (often Extremaduran) like Nicolas
de Ovando or Vasco Nufiez de Balboa were deposed and even executed as rebels.”® King
Ferdinand, whose main preoccupations lay in the Mediterranean, allowed Fonseca a free
hand over the American theatre. Recognition of his unofficial preponderance came from
Pope Leo X who granted him the sobriquet ‘Patriarch of the Indies’; his enemies, on the

other hand, claimed he ruled affairs in the New World ‘like an absolute ruler’.’

Fonseca’s ability to dispense legitimate and legitimising patronage through offices in
turn strengthened his political standing at court and perpetuated his control over affairs in
the Americas. It is important to note, however, that Fonseca’s authority derived from his
position of influence as the broker that guaranteed office-holding and political support in
Spain for his allies and not because he was the head of some clearly established or legally
sanctioned bureaucratic hierarchy. His rise and influence were therefore open to emulation

by new favourites.

Without the protection that these trans-Atlantic networks afforded, the authority of
offices or rewards in America could be undermined by rival appointees or nominal
subordinates with the ability to appeal more directly to the crown: as another saying went
only ‘chin to chin honour is respected’.98 Balboa’s undoing is particularly illustrative in this
regard: the Fonsequistas were able to encourage Balboa’s own partners, like Pedrarias

Davila, and subordinates, like Francisco Pizarro, to overthrow him in the name of the king

% Ibid... pp. 257-8 and 359; José Luis Martinez Herndn Cortés...p.373.
7E, Lépez de Gémara, Cortés ...p.327-8.

BE, Lépez de Gémara Cortés...p.393.
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despite all the legitimising attributes he had acquired in America. The conspirators were
then protected from any consequences and even granted authority over Balboa’s
discoveries through Fonseca’s legitimising organs and his access to the crown in Spain.99 The
politics of the court in Spain could always trump attempts at political legitimisation in
America and both remained intimately linked throughout this period. The development of
Fonseca’s irregular hegemony and the centrality of trans-Atlantic networks of patronage
and ‘intimate representation’ were symptoms of the paradoxical effects of the ethos of
hidalgo liberty which emphasised an hidalgo’s notional direct link to the king but often

bound him to patrons in order to achieve it.

Hidalgo liberty also affected the ability of Cortés to establish his authority over the
Spanish settlers. The conquistadores that had elected him and his plan in the cabildo of
Veracruz in 1519 had been supplemented by relatively large numbers of later arrivals, many
of whom had originally sailed with Narvdez and other captains opposed to Cortés. The men
that participated in the capture of Tenochtitlan were of mixed loyalties but held together by
the promise of rewards. When these did not materialise on the scale they had imagined or
seemed weighted towards the favourites of Cortés, their loyalty began to waver. Cortés
seemed at first unable to demonstrate that he had the support of the crown or reliable
means of access to it compared to the Fonsequistas. Furthermore it was galling to many that
their social equal was appropriating the trappings of power, surrounding himself with a
noble indigenous entourage and seemed to be governing them whimsically without royal

sanction.'®

P H. Thomas, Rivers of Gold... pp. 257-8 and 359.

%8 Diaz del Castillo Conquista... p.376
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Cortés almost ended up like Balboa. The Fonsequistas launched a concerted effort
involving force, political manoeuvring and the law to destroy Cortés which continued from
Narvaez’s expedition in 1520 until Fonseca’s death in 1524. They almost succeeded on
several occasions, in the last and most transcendental instance convincing Cristobal de Olid
to rebel in Honduras in 1524. The unprecedented scale of Cortés’s achievement may have
encouraged greater loyalty from his followers than that given to other commanders in

America, but it could just as easily feed on their ambition instead.

Cortés survived because, fortunately for him, he had become politically useful to
rising new courtiers that wanted to displace Fonseca and dominate the American sphere in
order to take advantage of the opportunities that New Spain offered and thereby
strengthen their political standing at court. Ambitious courtiers of the king’s inner circle like
the Duke of Béjar and in particular Francisco de los Cobos soon displaced Fonseca and
eventually Gattinara as well.'®* These political calculations allowed the agents of Cortés at
court a chance to circumvent Fonseca’s hostile network and strike a deal directly with new

favourites.

Rather than enforcing the rival claims of Fonsequistas, the crown granted Cortés the
governorship of New Spain in October 1522, praising ‘his deeds in service of God and [the
king]’ although he and his captains were put on the probation implicit in the trials of

102

residencia ordered by the crown.”™ For the moment Cortés was also allowed to arrange

matters in New Spain in his own way even if it contravened direct royal instructions.'® On

ole Lopez de Gémara, Cortés... pp.327-8.

192§ L. Martinez Herndn Cortés...p. 377.

1% 1bid. p.380-3.
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the other hand Fonseca was accused of corrupt favouritism, particularly in his collusion with

Diego Veldzquez; which prompted him to withdraw from court altogether.*®

Interests of the court

The interests of the court soon prevailed over those of Cortés. Power was
increasingly centralised at the Spanish court, or more specifically around the domineering
orbit of the rising star Francisco de los Cobos. By 1523 he was secretary of every Council of
state except three, and increasingly displaced or absorbed other networks of patronage as
he outmanoeuvred the elderly Italian Gattinara for influence within Castile.'® Offices and
rewards went primarily to family members and allies of Cobos from the Castilian court
throughout the lands that owed obedience to Charles as the king of Spain. Outside Castile
local agents like Cardinal Colonna, who had been governing Naples, or conquistador
captains like Hernan Cortés were side-lined as the highest representatives of royal authority
in favour of the favourite’s adherents, tying the politics of the Spanish court to the

development of its imperial administration.

The political interests of the new courtiers can be seen most clearly in the choice of
royal officials that were appointed to New Spain. None were Fonseca’s men, let alone
‘professional’ bureaucrats; instead all were veterans of the comunero uprising, trusted
courtiers or adherents of the rising favourite Cobos. The factor Gonzalo de Salazar had been
a page at court since he was a child and had subsequently aligned himself with the network
of patronage that Cobos had established in eastern Andalucia of which Peralmindez Chirino,

the veedor, also formed part. The treasurer Alonso de Estrada was considered an

104 Lépez de Gdmara Cortés...p.328.

1% J H. Elliott Imperial Spain 1469-1716. (London 1990), p.174-181.
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illegitimate son of King Ferdinand. He grew up at the royal court and was entrusted with
several important military commissions and a naval command in Naples and Sicily for which
he had been rewarded in Spain with offices and benefices. His reputed birth could have
been considered a potential nuisance to Charles V but Estrada had displayed loyalty and
merited some reward. Contador Rodrigo de Albornoz had also made his career at court.
Before his appointment to New Spain he had been one of Charles V’s personal secretaries
and had become intimate enough with the monarch to discuss the merits of Mesoamerican
hunting-hawks in correspondence.'® He was held in such confidence by the Council of the
Indies and Peter Martyr in particular that he was given a secret code with which to transmit
delicate information secretly back to the Council without fear of interception. The higher
salaries that the Officials received compared to Cortés, for example, also suggest the
confidence that the king and Cobos placed in these allies and their intentions for them in

New Spain, much to the conquistador’s chagrin.’®’

The later elevation of Nuio de Guzman to governor of Panuco and then to president
of the first audiencia followed the same logic of ‘intimate representation’. He ‘received
consideration for an appointment in New Spain because of the prestige and service of his
family, but a far more important factor was Nufio’s own position in the court of Charles
V.;108

Like the royal officials he belonged to the untitled but upwardly mobile nobility who

had much to gain from daring services to the crown. He had also been close to Cobos and

1% Coleccion de documentos para la historia de México, Joaquin Garcia Icazbalceta ed.Vol 1, p. 484f.

74 Cortés Cartas de Relacion,... 4™ letter 15 October 1524, p.217.

1% p E. Chipman, ‘New light on the career of Nufio Beltran de Guzman’, The Americas Vol.19, No. 4 (April

1963), p.341.

58



had served as his secretary before the king’s return to Spain in mid-1522"%. All his brothers
displayed a similar impulse to crown service: of his four brothers, the eldest became a
prominent Franciscan and was appointed by the order as comisario general of New Spain in
1531, only for his post to be blocked by the Council of the Indies to avoid further conflict
between the Guzmanes and fray Juan de Zumarraga the bishop of Mexico. Two were
amongst the escort which brought the captive Francis |, King of France, to Spain and all
three were granted membership to the order of Santiago by a grateful king. Like Nufio
himself, they had all fought for the royal cause during the comunero rebellion. Nufio
became one of the king’s continos or personal bodyguards along with his brother Goémez

Sudrez and was used for delicate diplomatic missions by the king.

Cortés tried to take advantage of the opportunity to integrate into the new

ascendant network by allying himself with these ‘intimate representatives’ of the court, not

110

least by granting them some of the richest encomiendas in New Spain:”~ Lépez de Gdmara

{

noted of Cortés’ disposition towards them ‘...as the saying goes The magistrate was their

father-in law, for they were the henchmen of Secretary Cobos, whom Cortés did not wish to

11 The problem for Cortés was

offend, lest he suffer in other and more important matters.
that others followed his reasoning, in particular those whom he had not been able to
reward sufficiently or who despised him for factional reasons. The royal officials were a

direct conduit to the court that could by-pass Cortés. As a result their authority in New

Spain soon became much greater than the official remit of their offices or of comparable

199 1pig.

119 Benedict Warren, The Conquest of Michoacdn, (Oklahoma 1985) p.158.

o Lépez de Gémara Cortés...p.386.
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treasury officials in Europe and rivalled that of Cortés. The officials came to New Spain with
their own dependents and their own ambitions for rewards in exchange for serving the
crown and their allies at court. It is probably not coincidental that after the death of
Fonseca and Diego Veldzquez in 1524, the royal officials and their patrons began to
disregard and undermine the authority of Cortés as governor: he had become less useful in
the political struggles at court in Spain while opposition to his administration in New Spain

could be harnessed for the officials’ own political advantage.

Perceptions of the conquistadores

The disorder that the conflicting authorities and interests brought affected the
ability of Cortés to govern effectively and undermined both his claims to deserve such
responsibility and by extension the legitimacy of all conquistador claims to be worthy of
acting as representatives of royal government. Within months of the conquest Diaz del
Castillo remembered that Spanish settlers opposed to Cortés began accusing him with
graffiti verses on the whitewashed walls of his palace in Coyoacan of tyrannical injustice in
his exercise of power: unjustly favouring his indigenous entourage more than the true
conquistadores and of setting his own will above that of the king. ‘White walls are the paper
of fools’ Cortés retorted, only to find the following morning the warning: ‘or rather of the
wise and of truths and His Majesty will know all very soon’."? The disastrous expedition to
Hibueras and political opportunism of the royal officials in Mexico City halted the
momentum generated by Cortés’ previously continual success. Simmering complaints had

found a conduit that led them to the crown in the shape of the courtier-officials during

Cortés’s absence and presumed death in Hibueras. By the time he returned, the officials had

2B Diaz del Castillo Conquista... p.376.
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created their own power-bases, ‘...there have been in these parts and amongst the vassals
that have come to lord over the land [and] others to govern, they have counted on the

113

Indians for help; one Christian against another...” complained Albornoz.”™” Cortés’ allies in

Mexico City were displaced and the victors helped themselves to his property.

Efforts to undermine Cortés in Mexico City combined with the long-standing
complaints of rivals like Narvdez at court and discredited Cortés. Cobos meanwhile
protected his adherents from their factionalism and mal-administration during these

years.114 By September 1526 Cortés was informed categorically by Juan de Ribera, his

115 An order was made for his arrest and

representative at court, that he was out of favour.
his trial was to be conducted by lic. Ponce de Ledn who arrived with a large retinue that
included several gentlemen ready to take over the government of New Spain. Ponce de
Ledn and many of his retinue fell ill and died soon after their arrival and the crown
appointed Alonso de Estrada as interim governor: Cortés on the other hand was exiled from
Mexico City and left voluntarily. Lopez de Gémara believed that only the timely arrival of
treasure Cortés sent to the king and the lobbying of the Duke of Béjar (whose niece had by

then been betrothed to Cortés) at court forestalled the crown long enough to allow him to

return to Spain to face his accusers.'*®

At court in 1528, Cortés had made light of meeting the man who not long before had

been charged with arresting and decapitating him: ‘long voyages lead to long lies’ he is

3 Coleccion de documentos para la historia de México Joaquin Garcia Icazbalceta ed., vol. 1, p.484f.

W Lépez de Gémara, Cortés... p.385.

" 1bid. p.291.

18 1bid...p.379.
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reputed to have quippedm, but the physical distance of New Spain from the court
combined with a distance of status, culture and trust undermined his chances, and those of
other outsiders, of being granted the government of New Spain. Unlike nobleman of bona
fide name and reputation or the accepted members of trans-Atlantic networks of
patronage, Cortés was not considered intrinsically trustworthy and was not given the
benefit of the doubt like Gonzalo de Salazar or Alonso de Estrada who seemed to be
immune from punishment despite their repeated mismanagement of New Spain. The
audience in Spain fell back on its underlying suspicions of the virtue of new men like Cortés.
The literature that accompanied the sense of potential social mobility of the later fifteenth
and early sixteenth centuries also produced an alternative tradition that associated the rise
of ‘new men’ with the triumph of hypocrisy: display over substance. It bred a comic
tradition harking back to Plautus’ Miles Gloriosus, which in Spain was reinterpreted as
picaresque stories. At the end of Lazarillo de Tormes the eponymous hero believed that due
to his ‘labours and fatigues [he] could climb the first step towards the good life’. He saved
enough to ‘dress very honourably, though in the old style’” with a second-hand doublet,
tunic and cape; finally he bought ‘a sword, one of the old ones of the first kind from Cuéllar’.
However Lazarillo was not a nobleman, he was the orphaned son of a criminal and a whore
who by dint of cunning, corruption and hard work had saved enough money to appear
before the world like the young squire he had briefly served in Toledo as a boy. ‘Since the
first moment in which | saw myself looking like a gentleman (hombre de bien), | told my
master to take back his donkey because | no longer wanted to follow that occupation.’

Donning his new persona greater opportunities lay open before him and with the help of

" 1bid., p.393.
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some friends he ‘achieved [his] purpose which was an oficio real, realising that without
having one no one can prosper’. Amadis became a prince and married his loyal and beloved
princess Angelica; Lazarillo ends up as a town crier and wine hawker married to a maid who
almost certainly cuckolds him with his socially superior patron. The bitter sting in the story
came from Lazarillo’s interpretation of hidalguia as a purely practical career move which the
lowliness of his actual achievement belied. It emphasised the shabby supremacy of
appearance in the afan nobiliario over substance in the claims to hidalguia made by ‘new

men’ 118

It came down to the attribute of trust. At court in Spain the conquistadores and
settlers of New Spain were often seen at best as unknown new men come good, at worst as
picaros out for their own self-interest: an archetype who like Lazarillo (perhaps even more
literally) had ‘rowed themselves, through strength and guile, to a good harbour’ but lacked
the real substance of a true noble deserving of autonomous lordship or as Cervantes would
put it ‘A braggart with sword and wide breeches/ who sacrifices a thousand lives to his own/

tired of the office of the pike (pica)/ but not the picaresque profession (officio picaresco)’.**’

The conquistadores overplayed their hand in boasting of their military achievements
against their various indigenous foes. Accounts of heroic deeds from the New World had to
appeal to common cultural points of reference which led to the reflex use of rhetorical
devices to help to convey the notion of their merit which they wished to portray. The

distrust at court for the inherent qualities of the conquistadores rendered their boasts

M8 A, Deyermond Lazarillo de Tormes, (London, 1993), ch.9.

119 azarillo de Tormes. Vida del buscén don Pablos / de Francisco de Quevedo ; G. Diaz-Plaja ed. (Mexico, 1973)

‘Lazarillo de Tormes’ Introduction.
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almost meaningless: hallowed classical models, so ‘good to think with’, threatened to make
the conquistadores who wrestled with them in their reports seem bombastic and ridiculous:
could Cortés convince the crown he was greater than Alexander?™® A sceptical metropolitan
audience interpreted their claims, not as a product of the seemingly superhuman qualities
of the conquistadores, but as the feebleness of barbarism in the Indians. The Indians were
soon seen as the victims of greedy bullies: Jeronimo Lopez noted with frustration the
common attitude of new arrivals from Spain: ‘...those who had come over with the viceroy
had at first mocked the conquistadores, saying that they were merely conquerors of
chickens but after [the Mixton war of 1542] they said that they had never seen a Frenchman
or a Turk that was as fierce [as the Indians].”**! The self-interest implicit in hypocrisy lent
credence to accusations of tyrannous behaviour that discredited Cortés’s claims to useful
service in the government of New Spain: the sort of authority that was coveted the most
because it determined the just repartimiento of rewards and the political organisation of the

kingdom.

Courtliness became an attribute that the settlers had to master in order to present

their services in the best light: Salazar was known for this ability**?

and conquistador
captains like Pedro de Alvarado, who picked the right ally at court when he became

dynastically and economically allied to Cobos'?, profited from his preponderance as much

120p, Lupher, Romans in a New World... p. 2f and passim.

21 c pérez de Bustamante, Don Antonio de Mendoza... (Santiago 1928). Doc. XX.

122 B. Diaz del Castillo Conquista... and p.443 and 460 for the famous poem by Gonzalo de Ocampo on Salazar’s

polished rhetoric. Oh, fray Gordo de Salazar/factor de las diferenceias!/Con tus falsas reverencias/ engafiaste
al provincial./ Un fraile de santa vida me dijo que me guardase/ de hombre que asi hablase/ retorica tan
polida.’

12 1. Keniston Francisco de los Cobos... pp.102-5.
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as Cortés suffered from blunders at court where he alienated Cobos in favour of the duke of
Béjar: Contemporaries like Diaz del Castillo, who chronicled these missteps, saw the
importance of such blunders that have too often been dismissed by historians as mere

gossip.'**

A preference for the intrinsic qualities of noble birth over the new man’s display
continued to matter throughout this period. Popular stories abounded to demonstrate the
difference such as the one where ‘emperor Sigismundo [who] was asked [by a loyal servant]
to turn him into a nobleman, and the emperor answered rich and exempt | can make you,
but not noble and the reason is this: there are two types of hijosdalgo in Spain: some are of
blood and others are by privi/ege’.125 The original conquistadores were unable to fully shake
off the disadvantage of their birth. In an illustrative outburst of sardonic contempt for this
prejudice against the conquistadores, Cortés mocked don Luis de Castilla (his new kinsman
by marriage and direct descended of king Peter |) after his humiliating failure to capture
Guzman in 1531, and with him implicitly all the arrogant recent arrivals with resounding
names whose pretensions floundered in New Spain: ‘My lord don Luis, it pains me that
things have gone so badly for your lordship... It seems to me that the Castilla in New Spain
are more suited to very peaceful activities rather than to matters of high-spirits and

) 126

warfare’.” The epilogue to this anecdote is more revealing. Humiliated don Luis returned

to Spain soon after. At court, where his brother Diego was master of the horse to the

124 B, Diaz del Castillo Conquista...Ch. CXCV passim esp. pp.523-528 and ch.4.

2 Floreto... p.356.

12651 Martinez, Herndn Cortés... p.678.
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emperor127 the emperor made Luis, scion of the old royal house, a knight of Santiago and

granted him a life-long seat in the cabildo of Mexico City. Don Luis attached himself to
Mendoza’s entourage before returning to New Spain. As with Gonzalo de Salazar and other
courtiers the crown preferred to support their old courtiers and established nobility, despite

their failures because they trusted them.

In Spain Cortés was rewarded for his services with the title of marquess, a noble
marriage and the title of captain general of New Spain but not with the governorship that
he craved. It had the effect of reinforcing his personal ‘vertical’ links of service to the crown
but diluted his ‘horizontal’ links with the conquistadores of New Spain, his natural
constituency. It implied that the conquest in itself was intrinsically insufficient to
automatically merit the highest mercedes. Unlike the heroes of Granada or the conquerors
of southern Italy, the king could not even imagine the landscape of his distant possessions in
New Spain: Mesoamerica had little of the deep emotional significance that imbued Granada
or ltaly with meaning for the judges of merit in Spain and its image was consequently
dimmed in the royal imagination. All that the king knew about his American subjects’
performance came at the remove of accounts which were often conflicting or seemed
untrustworthy. The disdain of the court for these showy new men and their unjustified and
threatening new wealth grew entrenched. When Cortés returned to Spain again in 1541 and
sought another audience, along with Nufio de Guzman, Hernando Pizarro and Bernal Diaz
del Castillo, each with their respective retinues, all in unsuitable mourning clothes a full year

after the death of the empress, the viperous courtiers quickly turned the outsider’s

127 1.1. Rubio-Mafie, El Virreinato, I: origines y jurisdicciones, y dindmica social de los virreyes. (Mexico 2005),

p.221.
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exaggerated punctiliousness in outward appearance of dress into a joke disparaging them as

nothing more than ‘indianos peruleros enlutados’.**®

According to Lopez de Gémara the king refused to grant Cortés back the government
of New Spain in 1528 ‘so that no conquistador ever thinks that it is owed to him’.*?° This
verdict was pronounced despite the arrival of the first reports on the maladministration of
the royal officials and it served as a warning to coincide with the eve of Pizarro’s expedition
to Peru. Notions of what constituted merit in New Spain became increasingly paradoxical:
Of the conquistadores no-one could claim greater rewards than Cortés but the crown made
it clear that he could not be trusted to govern. His discredit affected the crown’s attitude
towards its obligations to all the conquistadores. This may have had political or economic
motives but the effect was to subvert the traditional benchmarks of what constituted the
most deserving service and of the traditional ethos and expectations of warrior-hidalguia in

New Spain without suggesting a new route to merit.

Alternatives to conquistador government

Justice was ‘the highest and most noble virtue in the world, especially because its

defence, maintenance and execution was entrusted by God to kings.’ 130

This gave lawyers in
theory a privileged position because they could deploy their expertise in the most useful

possible service to the commonwealth. The failure of attempts at establishing conquistador

government meant that the arrival of the letrados that composed the First Audiencia, with a

128 B Diaz del Castillo, Conquista..., p.549.

129 Martinez, Herndn Cortés... p.512.

130 Felipe Il y el oficio de Rey: la fragua de un imperio, José Romdan Gutiérrez, Enrique Martinez Ruiz, Jaime

Gonzalez Rodriguez coords., (Madrid, 2001), pp.399-400.

67



trusted courtier like Guzman at its head seemed to fulfil the pleas of settlers like Albornoz
who had warned that ‘nothing will be achieved nor mended until your majesty sends us, as
soon as possible, the remedy in the shape of a governor and a prudent audiencia without
covetousness and with authority'.131 The letrados enjoyed immediate ‘expert authority’ and
consequently they acquired attributes that exceeded that of their counterparts in Europe.
Their professionalism and links to the letrados of the Council of the Indies appeared to give

them a greater authority to rule and theoretical proximity to the royal will than other

settlers. With Guzman at their head access to the court was guaranteed as well.

Despite these hopes, the First Audiencia proved incapable of governing effectively.
Guzmdn won over his fellow courtier-officials but at the cost of alienating many followers of
Cortés who were persecuted and dispossessed. Cortés was unable to protect his property or
his adherents from Spain while other potential rivals to the audiencia like Alvarado were
driven from Mexico City. Most seriously, in their bid to extract more tribute from indigenous
polities Guzman began revising the arrangements made by Cortés and the indigenous polity

132 . . .
32 As a result the First Audiencia soon

elites with the support of the mendicant orders.
entered into conflict with the Franciscans led by Zumarraga, who had been appointed

bishop of Mexico City and granted a potentially decisive authority as ‘protector of the

Indians.’

Guzman’s conflict with the Franciscans and the complaints from the indigenous
polities brought to the fore and exacerbated previously simmering questions over the

morality of conquest and the rights of the conquistadores and settlers over the new

B Coleccién de documentos para la historia de México Joaquin Garcia Icazbalceta ed., Vol.1 pp.484f.

132 5ee ch.3.

68



indigenous vassals of the crown. Fr. Antonio de Montesinos had inaugurated a tortuous and
at times highly edifying debate taken up by a variety of influential Spanish thinkers about
the nature of Spanish imperialism with his beautiful sermon on the Sunday before Christmas
1511 in Hispaniola. The ensuing dispute distorted the traditional benchmarks of legitimacy
found in the Siete Partidas and its historical manifestations, the very script that the actors
on the American stage were trying to follow, by emphasising a new moral element to virtue

that seemed at odds with the warrior ethos.

Guzman for example was self-consciously scrupulous about legal formalities, even
comparing the legality of his own conquest to the illegality of expedition led by Cortés.’®
His discredit was on moral grounds and the expectations placed on royal justice upheld the
claims of this morality over the letter of the law. From the pulpits of New Spain the
Franciscans declaimed Guzman and even excommunicated him. Cortesian foci of discontent
coalesced around the sympathetic Franciscans to heap complaints on the audiencia.®* The
mendicant orders had their own trans-Atlantic networks that could be very influential
because they led back to the king, who was their patron through the Patronato Regio, and
to the Vatican, from where Spain’s claims to half the globe were justified in exchange for
evangelical responsibilities, and which consequently gave a European perspective to the
discredit that could become embarrassing for the king if he did not react. The imminent

return of Cortés to New Spain with the crown’s support was the final blow to the authority

133, Lépez-Portillo y Weber, La Rebelion de la Nueva Galicia... p. 7, with J. Krippner-Martinez, Reading the

Conquest. (Pennsylvania 2001) passim.

34 J.L. Phelan, The Millennial Kingdom of the Franciscans in the New World. (Los Angeles 1956), Ch.IIl passim

esp. p. 28.
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of the First Audiencia. The letrados were recalled in disgrace and Guzman reverted to the
fundamental service of ‘increasing [the king’s] land and his honour’ setting off to conquer

New Galicia in the hope of redemption.

The moral basis of the complaints against Guzman as an administrator and a
conqueror could be used by men like Bartolomé de las Casas to condemn the whole secular
Spanish presence in New Spain because it too had originated in violence. The new men who
settled there were characterised once again as self-serving and consequently unfit to rule on

behalf of the king.

Many settlers became disillusioned with the possibilities available to them from
remaining in Mexico City. They were driven away by the discredit they had encountered, the
paucity of rewards and the political instability; they were lured instead by allegiance or
dependence on a magnate like Guzman or Cortés, by the news of new expeditions of
conquest in other parts of Mesoamerica or stories of the vast moveable wealth that Pizarro

. 1
had uncovered in Peru.'®

The Second Audiencia was unable to provide an incentive to stem
the flow of Spanish settlers from leaving Mexico City. Their policy of encouraging the
escheat of encomiendas (53 encomiendas escheated under the Second Audiencia) was
resented while they were unable to provide an alternative means of sustenance for the
Spaniards that had depended on them. The corregidores that the audiencia appointed to
run the royally administered polities were despised by the indigenous population because

they changed every year and did their best to extract as much tribute from them as possible

to increase their incomes. Furthermore the audiencia often had to turn to neighbouring

B Lépez de Gémara, Cortés... p.395.
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encomenderos to fulfil the role of corregidores because they were unable to find other
suitable candidates, concentrating wealth and power amongst the settlers even more. 136

These settlers reacted by reviving and strengthening the cabildo of Mexico City as a means

of defending their oligarchic interests.™’

For the first time since the fall of Tenochtitlan indigenous unrest led to armed
rebellions in central New Spain which were serious enough to result in the capture of 2,000

138 The foundation of

prisoners in 1531 after its suppression by Cortés and his lieutenants.
Puebla, which already implied a large appropriation of fertile land around Huexotzinco
faltered and was saved only by the forced labour, and eventually even the forced
settlement, of indigenous workers from neighbouring polities which caused increasing

resentment even in key polities like Tlaxcala which still worried Mendoza in 1537.1%°

The audiencia relied on Cortés to repress the recalcitrant indigenous polities. There
was nothing objectionable from the crown’s point of view in Cortés fulfilling his role as
Captain General except that it made the audiencia beholden to him to the extent that they
failed to even conduct the review of his marquesado and in particular the counting his
vassals as instructed by the crown. Cortés was distrusted by the old conquistadores of the

cabildo and by neighbouring magnates like Guzman who distanced themselves even further

B¢ cpl, vol.2, p.181f.; E. Ruiz Medrano Reshaping New Spain: government and private interest in the colonial

bureaucracy, 1531-1550., (Colorado, 2006), p. 47.

B7H. Nader, Ch.1 ‘The Spain That Encountered Mexico’ in Oxford History Of Mexico, Helen Nader ed., (Oxford,

2000), passim esp. pp.20-21&120f.

B Lépez de Gdmara Cortés...p.396.

3% cDI, 2.162, ‘Mendoza to the king’ 10 December, 1537, p.181ff.
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from the audiencia’s authority.'*

The reliance on Cortés exacerbated the growing
decentralisation of authority in New Spain and the rising power of the magnates like

Guzman, Alvarado, Montejo and Cortés himself who provided opportunities of traditional

glamorous opportunities for many frustrated settlers.**!

All of these problems were highlighted in the royal instructions given to Mendoza on

the eve of his departure.'*?

The letrado advisors in the Council of the Indies suggested
sending a ‘Reformer of New Spain’ but Charles V opted for a similar solution to the question
of governing New Spain as that which he had recently begun to employ in other dominions
like Naples. The individuals that the crown chose as viceroys shared many characteristics,
suggesting a similar intention behind their choice. Like Mendoza, Pedro de Toledo, who was
appointed as viceroy to Naples in 1532, was a younger son of one of the most successful
dynasties since the Trastamaran usurpation. Both had made their careers as courtiers and
cemented their reputation for loyalty and merit by fighting for the king against the
comuneros.™* The crown fell back on intimate representatives but men like Mendoza and
Toledo belonged to more illustrious families and they were authorised to exercise greater
powers than similar appointees in the past. Even Cortés’ biographer seemed to agree that

Mendoza’s birth made him a suitable appointment to govern New Spain.*** The wealth that

came from the conquest of Peru had reignited the royal imagination and restored the merit

1O Lépez de Gémara Cortés... pp. 395-6; J.L. Martinez Herndn Cortés...p.542-3.

" See Ch.6.

12 VEA, docs. 1-4.

%3¢, J. Hernando Sanchez, Castilla y Napoles en el siglo XVI. El Virrey Pedro de Toledo Linaje Estado y Cultura

(1532-1553), (Castilla y Leon 1994), p.8f.

Y, Lépez de Gomara, Cortés the life of the conqueror by his secretary. tr.&ed., Lesley Byrd Simpson,

(California 1965)p. 405.

72



of conquest. After the departure of so many Spaniards from New Spain the importance of
secular Spanish settlers, willing to fight for the crown or launch expeditions of exploration
and conquest, once again became evident to the judges of merit in Spain. Mendoza came
with instructions to review and reinstate encomienda as a viable reward and the longed for
promise of perpetuity was again dangled before the noses of the conquistadores. 1t would
be in the gift of the viceroy to decide on the repartimiento. In troubled times the crown

reverted to courtly patrimonial solutions.

Uncertain legitimacy

By the time of Mendoza’s appointment, the benchmarks of legitimacy in New Spain
were contradictory and uncertain, debasing the ideal of hidalguia. The crown claimed to
recognise that the conquistadores deserved rewards for their services but even the identity
of the ‘true conquistadores’ was often disputed; the encomiendas they received resonated
of feudal titles during the Reconquista but they were not granted in perpetuity and never
became the equivalent of a baronial grant of the style enjoyed by William the Conqueror’s
Norman followers or the historical examples Cortés had had in mind, yet the crown did not
deny this possibility categorically either. In the meantime the conquistador-encomenderos
became the nominal elite of the Spanish settlers but they were deemed unworthy of
administrative offices or rights to the dispensation of justice; while courtiers, officials, friars
and letrados often enjoyed greater authority and wealth because of their implied link to the
royal will. On the other hand legal formalities mattered but could be overridden by royal
justice; mendicant morality affected royal justice unless it interfered too much with its

economic or security interests.
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The ideal of hidalgo liberty the secular Spanish elite in New Spain aspired to created
an illusionary identity for them as direct vassals of the king. This exaggerated the settlers’
intellectual link to royal justice but made them dependent on trans-Atlantic networks of
patronage and dependence in order to represent their merits and interests to the crown:
their ‘mind-forged manacles’ kept the settlers loyal to the crown rather than to each other
or the local arrangements made by the hierarchical structures that were created in New
Spain. This meant that the patronage of magnates became increasingly important fracturing
authority in New Spain between the various foci of political power. The uncertainty and
illusory quality of status and self-perception was echoed in the literature of New Spain:
‘Mines without silver, or even real miners,/merchants greedily eager to possess them/
knights, of being such wishful, but in fact pretentious tavern-keepers... a thousand

pretenders hanging from the viceroy...**

Despite these uncertainties there remained a sense of potential for those that had
been able to endure in New Spain. Most of them had improved their status or still hoped to
do so, the others had emigrated. In addition to exemption from direct taxation, the
conquistadores that applied for licences of hidalguia generally received them and were
granted the coats of arms to carve, like Diaz del Castillo, above the entrance to their houses;
and a large proportion of the conquistadores and prominent settlers enjoyed tributary
rights, even if these were temporary or conditional. Service remained the avenue to self-

improvement and the chivalric ethos that it entailed endured:**® Hernando de lllescas for

5 il y un sonetos mexicanos, anonymous poem p. 189. ed. Porria, Mexico 1971 and quoted by Baltasar

Dorantes de Carranza author of the Sumaria relacion de la Nueva Espafia.

146 , F.F.R. Fernandez-Armesto ‘The Improbable Empire’ in Raymond Carr, ed. Spain, a history Oxford, 2000,
p.127 and Hugh Thomas, The Conquest of Mexico, London 1994, p. 61-2.
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example had been forced to sell his house in Santiago de los Caballeros in Guatemala and
lived in an impoverished hut in the wilderness but people commented approvingly that
‘despite his poverty he treated himself with honour and always kept two fine horses and

weapons’;'*’

these and the hope of eventual recognition were always the last to go: Baltasar
Dorantes de Carranza, like Bernal a polemical defender of the rights of ‘true’
conquistadores, insisted he had helped to bury men who had died of starvation rather than
work for a salary or in some trade, in their stubborn insistence on their honour. The hope
that honour and ennobled status would be rewarded eventually could drive men to such

lengths. The ethos of service united the legitimate aspirations of the conquistadores and

settlers: from letrados to friars and administrative officials.

%7'p_sanchiz Ochoa, Los Hidalgos de Guatemala, (Seville, 1976), p. 44.
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Chapter 3: Tlatocayotl up to 1535

Waiting to embark on the flotilla bound for New Spain in 1535 along with the newly
appointed viceroy Antonio de Mendoza and his entourage, which included the nahuatlato
Pedro Garcia,'*® were three Tlaxcalan lords who, on being baptised, had taken the names
don Diego Maxixcatzin (though strictly speaking his surname should have been
Tlilquiyahuatzin), don Martin, and don Sebastian. They had been in Spain, petitioning the
emperor for a year, accompanied at first by the judge Juan de Salmerén who had formed
part of the conciliatory Second Audiencia that had been governing New Spain since 1530.'*°
Charles V had taken a personal interest in his new American subjects, even making a habit of
giving his visiting petitioners velvet capes to protect them from the cold.™® The Tlaxcalan
lords’ effective personal presentation of their services to the emperor produced the desired
effect: don Diego was confirmed as governor of Tlaxcala and head of the cabecera of

Ocotelulco and the Maxixcatzin clan despite rival claims in Tlaxcala; ™!

the king also
promulgated two cédulas to reward Tlaxcala: one guaranteed that Tlaxcala and her
hinterland would always be governed directly for the crown by her own elites without
further Spanish intermediaries; the second granted her a Spanish-style coat of arms and the
title of ‘Loyal City of Tlaxcala’ in recognition for her services since 1520. What was not

stipulated explicitly was that Don Diego Maxixcatzin would dominate Tlaxcalan politics

throughout the 1530s until his death or that his kinsmen from Ocotelulco would hold the co-

148 VEA, ‘Mendoza’... Doc.8.

%% Charles V was in Spain from April 1533 to April 1535. See J.H. Elliott, Imperial Spain... p. 164.

0. Thomas, Conquest p.598, S. Wood Transcending Conquest (Oklahoma, 2003) p.40.

1 ¢. Gibson Tlaxcala en el siglo XVI, (Mexico, 1991), p.105.
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governorship for the next decade; or that he and his two companions would be given
preferential treatment by the viceroy, shown in part by granting them formal licences to
carry European swords and for Don Sebastian to ride horses as well- a favour that would be

extended to other relatives like Don Francisco Maxixcatzin.'>?

Three vectors took a Tlaxcalan lord like don Diego Maxixcatzin to present himself
before Charles V: indigenous concepts of nobility; the whirlwind of events that led to the
overthrow of the imperial polity of Tenochtitlan and its rebirth as Mexico City; and thirdly
developing Spanish notions of Mesoamerican political legitimacy which interacted with

memories and representations of the conquest and pre-conquest past.

Pre-Conquest ‘polity-nobility’

For the preponderantly Nahua-speaking polities the inherited sense of nobility was
complicated by their particular foundation myths. Noblemen differentiated themselves
sharply from the rest of the population. Pilli, the generic name for nobleman in Nahuatl, like
the Spanish term hidalgo, meant ‘son of something’ and these patricians considered
themselves as such because they were descended from past elites who claimed

responsibility for the greatness of their communities.

As we have seen in the previous chapter, the Castilian hidalgo’s creation myth in the
sixteenth century sprung from a combination of the ennobling resistance in Asturias to the
Moorish conquest with the subsequent re-conquest of the peninsula and of their ancient
Visigothic and Roman inheritance. For the Nahuas, Otomi, Purehpecha, Mixtecs, Zapotecs

and a host of other dominant ethno-linguistic cultures in Mesoamerica the sense of lordship

152 AGlI, Justicia, 258, Antonio de Turcios ‘Relacién e Memorial’; C. Gibson Tlaxcala... p.168; Appendix A.

77



was more akin to the triumphalist usurpations of the competing Germanic barbarian
leadership after they crossed the Roman limes, occupying and parcelling out parts the old
empire. Both had two origin myths that justified the dominance of their elites: one that
looked back to the dynasties that led their conquering migrations and another that
identified with descent from the prestigious ancient cultures they had overcome. For the
Nahuas who dominated central Mesoamerica and whose language, colonists and certain
cultural attributes had spread even beyond, a nomadic warrior past combined with the

inheritance of Tula.>®

The very titles of the Nahua princes, such as Chichimecatecuhtli, the appellation of
the princes of Texcoco meaning Chichimeca-lord, proclaimed their nomadic origins; even if
they adopted many of the customs of the settled populations they overcame, they retained
echoes of their tough war-like nomadic past, like Ottoman horse-mane standards and
Istanbul’s Topkapi palace’s evocation of camp-sites on the steppe. It was engrained enough
that Don Francisco de Sandoval Acazitli, prince of Tlalmanalco, danced in armour and ‘sang
the Chichimeca songs’ to celebrate Christmas 1541 under the peaks of Xalpa, deep in
Chichimeca (more accurately Caxcan) country, with their recent (and excitingly authentic)
Chichimeca collaborator Don Pedro during a cherished lull in the Mixton War ending in the

exchange of gifts and a firm friendship between the two men.**

153 Eg. T. de Benavente o Motolinia, Historia de los indios de la Nueva Espafia, E. O’Gorman ed. (Mexico, 1973),

p.3-6.
G, de Castaiieda, ‘Relacidon de la jornada que hizo don Francisco de Sandoval Acazitli, cacique y sefior
natural que fue del pueblo de Tlalmanalco, provincia de Chalco, con el sefor visorey don Antonio de
Mendoza cuando fue a la conquista y pacificacion de los indios chichimecas de Xuchipila’, P.Vazquez trans., in
J. Garcia Icazbalceta, Coleccion de documentos para la historia de México. Vol.2, (Mexico, 1980), p.307ff
(henceforth: ‘Relacidn Acazitli’).

78



These dual origin myths did not create a sense of solidarity amongst the Nahua-
speaking elites of the different polities or between them and other cultural and linguistic
groups that inhabited Mesoamerica within and beyond Tenochtitlan’s empire. Instead they
helped to justify the many levels of identity and dominance within these groups. For
example the Nahua speakers considered their close Otomi neighbours as boorish even
though they too were descendants of Chichimeca immigrants and often formed active (if

155 These differences mattered even

unequal) part of close-knit confederations like Tlaxcala.
amongst the Nahua-speakers and created prejudices like those felt by the Texcocans
towards the Mexica for being more recent immigrants barely escaped from their previously
servile status.’® Within the Chalca confederacy, the lords of Tlalmanalco who claimed
descent from the “followers of Red Tezcatlipoca,” were by tradition a more exalted (possibly
more anciently settled) group than the rest of the Chalca and consequently enjoyed
precedence over their neighbours, embodied in their titles teohua teuhctli and tlatic
teuhctli. Yet such was the mosaic of loyalties within a polity that despite the fact that the
suburb of Sula within Tlalmanalco had long been considered as part of the larger town its

inhabitants proudly retained the collective memory of two powerful independent ancestral

1
leaders.™’

Nahuas maintained deep reverence for the more ancient cultures they had
encountered and supplanted. Famously the entire Mexica nobility, who were among the last

groups to migrate to central Mesoamerica liked to claim descent from their foreign prince

135 . Gibson Tlaxcala..., p.4-6

6 de Alva Ixtlilxochitl, Historia de la nacién Chichimeca , G. Vazquez ed.,(Madrid, 1985) passim.

175, Schroeder, Chimalpahin and the Kingdoms of Chalco, (Arizona, 1991), p.98, with J. Lockhart Los

Nahuas...pp.44-5.
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Acampichtli - a scion of the royal family of the more ancient polity of Culhuacan - and the
various Mexica ladies he took as his brides. Motecuhzoma Xocoyotzin emphasised this
aspect of his nobility throughout his life, taking as his first wife, when he was still only a
promising young noble warrior, a princess from Tula- by the 15t century a provincial
backwater, but in the collective memory of central Mesoamerica the capital of the seminal

Toltec civilisation.'®®

Motecuhzoma was thus emphasising a lineage that dated back to
Chalchiutlantzin who ruled Tula in 562 AD and an imperial tradition that resonated with
Motecuhzoma’s image of the Tenochca Empire. These layers of identity and legitimacy

mattered depending on the context in which they were expressed, and were often exploited

for political ends before and after the conquest as we shall see.

Another determining element that confused the issue of nobility was Nahua
attitudes to marriage and succession. Regard for birth was ubiquitous in Mesoamerica and
pre-conquest tlatocamecayot! (genealogies of lordship) amongst a tlatocatlacamecayot!
(ruling dynasty) that survive to this day along with post-conquest dynastic accounts attest to
its importance in determining status. Tellingly these genealogies tend to highlight the
continuity between individuals that held lordship within a single extended clan, rather than

lineal familial inheritance by primogeniture.

In the polities of Mesoamerica all the offspring of a pilli (nobleman) could claim -if
not always secure - the respective privileges of nobility. Potentially each new generation
could produce a very large number of noblemen: prince Nezahualpilli of Texcoco for

instance was reputed to have engendered 144 offspring with his various wives. This could

138 ) M. Carrillo de Albornoz Moctezuma: El semidios destronado, (Texas, 2004), p. 114.
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have important consequences for an individual’s status and the cohesion of a community’s
nobility as a caste. Not all potential noblemen could be accommodated so that each
generation saw a proportion of the nobility by birth displaced in favour of the new tlatoani’s
favoured kinsmen and descendants. One of Motecuhzoma Xocoyotzin’s first acts after being
elected was to purge the royal palace of a large number of individuals whose interests and
status were linked to the previous generation, accumulated by the successive reigns of
three brothers. This retrenchment was designed to redefine the nobility of Tenochtitlan and
effectively meant the derogation of many from noble status. Impoverished noblemen or
factions and branches that lost out in the political struggles faced being subsumed within
the general mass of the plebeian population. In Tlaxcala (and elsewhere) the ambiguous
status of these individuals earned them the denomination teixhuiuh literally ‘the grandsons
of someone [important]’ to contrast them with pilli (son of someone) and in some cases this
could be literally true if a ruler like Nezahualpilli or Acampichtli’s many offspring came to

dominate an altepetl’s palaces to the detriment of their cousins.

Individual Mesoamerican noblemen owned land that was worked for them by serf-
like dependents or tenant farmers known variously (from post conquest documents) as
mayeques, naborias or terrazgueros. The majority of the population of most polities was
composed of small land-owners with varying private and communal labour arrangements;
these included rotations of communal labour for the polity directed by the nobility.
Nevertheless, notions of Mesoamerican nobility tended to be in essence more lordly or

| 159

seigniorial than property-owning or patrimonia Noble status and its attributes were

9 g cacicazgo en Nueva Espaiia y Filipinas (Mexico, 2005), M. Menegus Borneman & S. Aguirre, coords, pp.

16-17 for a summary of the debate so far.
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intrinsically linked to political power within the polities rather than to clear-cut patrimonial

structures of inheritance.

Fears of such generational derogation are evident in the Huehuehtlahtolli: whatever
you do, one dialogue warns: ‘don’t lose your station, don’t lose your command; don’t dive
into the water, don’t jump from the cliff (ie. Don’t risk everything on an uncertain or risky

venture), don’t lose strength, don’t lose consciousness.’*®

Otherwise ‘there you will lose
your lineage, the bond with your descendants; you will deserve the old truss, the old cape.’
To do so might condemn one’s family to live harsh lives far from grace or civilisation or the
tecpan ‘...you will be cast away, you will be persecuted, you will make rabbits, you will make
deer of your wife and your children. Nowhere will be your house, you will never see the

interior of your home...’ 161

Laments over such a fate remained a common feature of post-
conquest literature and petitions. In pre-conquest polities the stakes were high enough that

it was not unusual for a ‘blood-bath’ to accompany a disputed succession.*®?

Such struggles and other more peaceful competition aimed at control of the fixed
number of titles and benefices within each polity. These were inextricably linked to control
of a polity’s palaces. In Mesoamerica, palaces harked back to the collective foundation
myths of individual polities and were essential to a polity’s sense of identity. Etymologically
the various names for palaces like tecpan or tecalli were derivations of ‘lord’s house’.
Settlements had coalesced around the palaces of the leaders of the new immigrant elites. A

similar pattern of political organisation seems to have arisen throughout Mesoamerica: a

1%9'\1. Ledn-Portilla Huehuehtlahtolli: Testimonios de la antigua palabra (Mexico, 1991), p. 145-148.

%1 1bid p.174.

162 Lockhart, Los Nahuas... p. 53.
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polity, ruled by a prince, was composed of constituent units- ‘districts’-, in Nahuatl calpolli
or tlaxicalli- ruled by a ‘lord’- teuctli in Nahuatl.’®® Each of these districts notionally recalled
one of the migratory groups that had come to constitute the polity; however, the number of
districts (usually four, eight or seven) was tailored to artificial numerological or practical

considerations, rather than historical accident.'®*

This suggests that the polities were
organised around ‘rational’ lines, pointing to the power of the palace-dwelling elites in
shaping their societies.'® The population of each district, however ethnically or linguistically
diverse, identified with a dynastic governing palace —hence, for instance, the literal meaning
of calpolli: ‘large house’- and their ancestral divinity’s temple; there were no other civic

buildings of any significance like a Hispanic cabildo in the polities. A dominant district

provided the prince of the polity as a whole, though this could change generationally.166

Further sub-divisions could occur within some of the larger districts, each
represented by its own smaller palace. The limits of an urban area did not necessarily
denote the limits of an individual polity’s sense of community, which could include scattered
hamlets or townships ‘beyond the pale’ or what Spaniards often took to be subject towns to
a cabecera or capital city: identity was defined more accurately by loyalty and ties of
obedience and tribute owed to the dynastic head of the palace to the lords of each district
and through them to the prince of their polity as a whole. The very physical and

psychological layout of indigenous districts within a single polity spoke to the importance of

103, Lockhart, Los Nahuas... p.145; p.149 with references to Sahagun in note 34. Also see el cacicazgo en

nueva espaiia... p.253ff.

184 ). Lockhart, Los Nahuas ... (Mexico, 1999), Ch. 2 passim.

1% For a discussion about the term ‘rational’ | am referring to see O. Murray ‘Cities of Reason’ in The Greek

City: from Homer to Alexander, O. Murray & S.R.F Price eds., (Oxford, 1990).

166 ), Lockhart, Los Nahuas... p.145-6.
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the palaces and their noble inhabitants for a community’s identity and cohesion. As
Lockhart has observed, ‘neither the teuctli nor the pilli existed separately from the teccalli

(palace)’.*®’

Fray Bernardino de Sahagun’s Nahua informants described such palaces often and
unequivocally: ‘royal houses, where the lords live. They were the houses of the polity (‘casas
del pueblo’) where the law-courts gathered and the lords came together to determine
public affairs’. In surviving pictograms and codices stylised Mesoamerican lords are almost
always depicted sitting inside or outside their palace in a linked conceptual identity.
Conversly the conquest of a polity was represented using the image of a captured lord being
dragged away from his toppled palace. Titles were linked to the control of palaces or to
offices within them. They had entailed labour and tribute dues to maintain these
institutional complexes that were independent of the individual holder but were enjoyed by
the prince or lord that had been elected or selected to rule from there: the palaces were

thus the embodiment of tlatocayot! in the polity.

Sahagun’s Florentine Codex also contains a detailed chapter dedicated specifically to

188 | it his informants listed and

describing the role and importance Motecuhzoma’s tecpan.
named various chambers in which justice was dispensed in courts and ‘audiencias’ for
various different offences and social ranks (the tlacxitlan for criminal cases and the teccalli

or teccalco for civil cases and the tecpilcalli to pass judgement exclusively on noblemen-

warriors. A different room housed the council of war (tequihuacacalli) where military

17 . Lockhart, Los Nahuas...p.p.151-2.

%8 B. de Sahagun Historia General de las Cosas de Nueva Espaiia, vol. 2. Josefina Garcia Quintana and Alfredo

Lépez Austin eds., (Mexico 1989). bk. 11 ch. XII p. 813.
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commanders were named and appointed; another chamber for the construction of public
works (cuicacalli); there were quarters to host and entertain visitors and even enemy
emissaries under the protection of safe-passage and store-rooms to see them leave with
presents as guest-friends (coacalli- surely where Cortés and company were received) there
was also a prison (malcalli); rooms for the many entertainers, musicians and hangers-on

that made palace life pleasant (the mixcoacalli).**®

The palaces were the setting for all diplomatic relations and internal political
decision-making: In times of crisis councils that included all the polity’s noblemen gathered
in the principal palace. In Tlaxcala for instance a council of 220 noblemen continued to
assemble into the post-conquest period.170 Motecuhzoma’s palace impressed those Spanish
conquistadors who described it as well, not least because they were able to grasp the
significance to Mesoamerican society of those palatial functions that seemed ostensibly

familiar to those discharged within the European palaces.

If, as Sahagun’s informants imply their descriptions can be generalised to palaces
throughout Mesoamerica,'’* then within the palaces there were also administrative offices
(calpixcalli) that dealt with the collection and accounting of the goods accumulated and
enjoyed by those in charge of the palace. These included tribute owed to the prince or lord
of the palace along with the produce, especially the food-stuffs, of the palace’s entailed land

and labour and presumably also including whatever private income the lord possessed as

%% see also the depiction of the tecpan in the Codex Mendoza printed eg. F. Benitez, La ciudad de México,

Tomo I. (Mexico, 1981), p.95.

70 Gibson, Tlaxcala...p.110-12.

718, sa hagun, Historia General... bk. 8 ch. XIV de la manera de las casas reales, p. 517f.
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well. Apart from the tributary or tax dues paid to a palace each was endowed with lands
(tecpantlalli) and the labour service of tenant farmers and serfs for its upkeep, along with
the rotating labour dues of free macehual vassals that were entailed to the palace itself and

d.'”? These goods were kept in the storehouses of

not the private property of its current lor
the palace (petlacalco) and supervised by a further official. These storage rooms must have
been very large since they sufficed ‘for the provision of the city and republic’ according to
Sahagun’s informants who claimed that there was enough space in just one of the several
maize storage-rooms (the total number is unspecified) in Motecuhzoma’s palace for 2000
fanegas - about 110,000 litres - while similar rooms stored quantities of other staple goods
including the all-important salt reserves and various seeds for future harvests. Diaz del
Castillo also dwelt on the size of the palace, the number of rooms and its uses and added to

those already described, Motecuhzoma’s large armoury and a room with many idols.”?

A palace’s practical influence over its polity or district was underwritten by its use as
the community’s most important storehouse: there is no record of other communal
granaries or public storage facilities. Even in times of plenty, the non-monetised barter
economy of Mesoamerica meant that the palace nobility could corner valuable resources,
control their distribution through patronage and regulate regional markets more easily.’*
This last was an attribute of their tlatocayot!/ and they could expect to collect dues from

these markets as well, which were an important addition to their income.

72 ), Lockhart Los Nahuas.... p.223f and El Cacicazgo... M. Menegus Borneman and Aguirre Salvador eds.

pp.27f.

73 B. Diaz del Castillo, Conquista de la Nueva Espafia, J. Ramirez Cabafias intro. (Mexico 1974), pp.168-170.

74l Cacicazgo ... M. Menegus Borneman and Aguirre Salvador eds, pp.165f, f or the cornering of salt

production for example by post-conquest lords of Tehuantepec see Machuca, L. ‘ “como la sal en el agua” la
decadencia del cacicazgo en Tehuantepec (siglos XVI-XVIII)’; For its importance in funding military activity see
Sahagun Historia General... p.523; and J.Lockhart, Los Nahuas... pp.65-70.
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Palace store-rooms also helped to concentrate power in the hands of the nobility
because the surplus of goods within supplied the polity’s military activity or fed allied or
imperial armies marching through their territory. Luxury products received as tribute or
through trade were also kept in the palaces, allowing the princes to dispense largesse and
patronage to their family and allies. Given perennial food shortages that plagued
Mesoamerica —whose agriculture was so dependent on rain- and the importance of rare
luxury products these reserves may have served to stabilise the community’s food supply
and strengthen the paternalistic patronage-based power of the palace-nobility.”?
Unsurprisingly the palaces became the setting for the assignment of offices and
appointments, leading to the development of a recognisably courtly and patronage-based

culture of petitioners, negotiators and attendants at the palace.176

A nobleman’s power, his sense of legitimacy and to some extent his identity was also
bound up with his position within the palace hierarchy. This nexus was expressed in the
convoluted rites and ceremonies that accompanied the inauguration of a new lordship,
where only the temple and the image of the local deity competed with the palace as a

setting for the legitimising ceremonial.*”’

In order to try to resolve the potential political tensions that this concentration of
power could create, Mesoamerican polities relied on elections or selections to complement

dynastic inheritance and determine and emphasise the legitimacy of an office holder. They

'y Knight, Mexico: From the beginning to the Spanish conquest (Cambridge, 2002), p.165ff, & p.181f.

176 J. Lockhart Los Nahuas despues de la conquista ...p.67.

Y7 p_ Carrasco, in Tlalocan: Vol. V (1966), no.2, El Rango de Tecuhtli entre los Nahuas tramontanos p.133f.

esp.138; for a discussion of these including the most famous in B. Sahagln Historia General..., bk.8 ch.XVIII.
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considered ennobling attributes of excellence and virtue that the elected were supposed to

possess. This has led some writers to view Nahua society as meritocratic.’®

However, it
should be emphasised that the electors, the elected and the disenfranchised were self-
consciously exclusive members of a jealous competitive and (if we can extrapolated from
information of the viceregal period) large elite that emphasised noble virtues as a means of

gaining and justifying political power and the favour of the gods. This in turn had important

consequences for elite attitudes and behaviour.

A concept of legitimising noble virtue developed as the operative intellectual
justification for nobility. It followed a powerful paternalist ethos of government, personal
service and loyalty to the polity, deeply rooted in the rituals and teachings that sustained
Nahua notions of nobility and patriotism. These took many forms: palace walls were hung
with what would later be termed lienzos or painted with frescoes that described the more
glorious episodes of the polity or its dynasty’s past triumphs, from divinely inspired
migrations to successful military exploits, in pictographic terms not too unlike in concept to

179 The verses of the Huehuehtlahtolli, or

the tapestries and murals of European palaces.
‘ancient words’ expressed these ideals in memorable verses spoken as ritualised dialogues
that Nahua noblemen learnt by heart and recited to the rhythmic beating of a Tlato/ drum.
The Huehuehtlahtolli that survive were compiled from various oral-sources throughout the
sixteenth century, most notably by fr. Bernardino de Sahagun. On the whole they represent

a pre-conquest tradition that survived the conquest, in part because they were so

recognisable to Europeans- particularly the friars that lived amongst the Indians. It is also

% N. Cheetham, New Spain, the birth of modern Mexico, (London, 1974), p. 48.

' Indian conquistadores: Indigenous allies in the conquest of Mesoamerica, L.E. Matthew & R. Oudijk eds.,

(Oklahoma, 2007) p.18.
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remarkable how seamlessly the Huehuehtlahtolli came to incorporate Christian imagery and
Castilian administrative titles into their traditional expressions of morality, beauty, and

society.

In worldly terms the advice given to young noblemen would not seem out of place
amongst similar dialogues found from Homer to Castiglione’s courtiers, were it not for the
references to Jaguars and Quetzal feathers. In one dialogue the father asked of his son ‘Will
you defend and give lustre to your nobility; that of your descendants; that which carries the
attribute of the eagle, the jaguar and will you work hard like the eagle, like the jaguar that
you may walk tall like them?'*®. Like most European nobles they associated nobility with
predatory animals in contrast to the vulnerable rabbits and deer referred to later of the
poor the vulnerable and the dispossessed. Later the nobleman was urged to take his
opportunities and display his virtue to assure preferential treatment: ‘Only tell the truth,
that which is straight with regards to whether you can accomplish a mission or if it is
impossible; but don’t proclaim it half-heartedly, or someone else might get the command...
position yourself well, take charge of things well, fix them well, throw down roots..."*?%.
There is much emphasis on discipline and responsibility whether to parents, the community
or in the versions we know to God, Jesus and the Virgin Mary. ‘Don’t become vain and
boastful [along with those who exploit their lordship] just because you have lineage. It is
meet that you should lower your head; that you bend down with humility, that you up-hold

your self-respect... In this way [courteously] you will talk with [the people] and they will be

grateful; they will recognise in you one of lineage, who doesn’t get drunk with power, who

189 M. Leon-Portilla Huehuehtlahtolli: Testimonios de la antigua palabra (Mexico, 1991), p.113.

B M. Ledn-Portilla, Huehuehtlahtolli... p.131.
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does not become arrogant with his nobility, the bond of lineage.” As leaders of men they
had to struggle constantly ‘because you are the mother of the people, their father; because
you educate men, you teach them; you are their protector, the one with the broad back
who carries them; what you carry on your back is great indeed, great is your responsibility,
because you are ceiba, ahuehuete; because you give shadow, you give protection; you give
shelter; you are the relief and the remedy. Next to you come your vassals, those who share
your blood and your colour; those who rise from you, your dependants, your family, your
relatives, your kin...’ To behave like a true lord will guarantee that ‘your fame will never be
forgotten or lost...God, lord of the earth has favoured you; let Him give you honour,
heighten your attributes of mother, of father, your charge, your lordship, your government,
your fame, your honour...”; They often end with the admonition to ‘work hard my son!” Such
admonitions were a constant reminder of the importance of lordship rather than merely
received nobility within the polity and the competitive ethos that maintained it. As with
Spanish hidalguia virtue played an important part in the ‘ideals of life’ of Mesoamerican

noblemen echoed in other sources such as Sahagun’s tenth book.'®

Similar intentions are evident behind the rituals that accompanied the selection or
election of a new lord or a prince. According to Sahagun’s understanding of his informants,
when a lord or prince died all the more prominent nobles of various degrees and stations
gathered in the tecpan to deliberate upon his successor by unanimous consent, choosing
‘one of the most noble of the line of the previous lords, who was a brave man, well versed in
war-like matters, daring and full of spirit, who did not know how to drink wine, who was

prudent and wise, who had been brought up in the calmecac, who was eloquent and well

1828, Sahagun Historia General...ch’s IV to VI which clearly resonate with the didactic injunctions of the

Huehuehtlahtolli.
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informed and honest and loving’. At the climax of the ritual process that followed the
virtuous man’s election, after weeks and even months of rites that involved cleansing,
fasting, self-sacrificial acts and the constant distribution of presents and the hosting of
banquets to the nobility that had elected him and the priesthood that had blessed him; he
was left (symbolically?) bereft of property and alone in his palace at which point his
‘afflicted’ relatives and their plebeian vassals would come to redeem him- renewing the
bonds and covenants between lord and community tangibly represented in these
memorable displays of a community’s renewed solidarity: ‘and though everything he had
given and spent had come from them, they in turn offered to give him everything they
possessed because he had been left with nothing, because they had pity on him and

because he would take it anyway if they did not give it to him.*83

Like their Spanish counterparts the Nahua nobility’s most prestigious service to their
polities came from their leadership and participation in warfare which in pre-conquest
Mesoamerica had become ’procedural':184 ‘The most principal office of a lord is warfare
either to defend himself from his enemies or to conquer foreign provinces’.'®> Prowess in
warfare was often quantifiably linked to the capture of enemy warriors, destined to
enslavement or the appeasement of the Gods and glory of the polity through prestigious

‘

human sacrifices; in both cases redounding to the fame of their captor: ‘...reports were

made of who had done best in combat, that they may be rewarded with honour and gifts,

188, Sahagun Historia General.... bk.8 ch.XVIIl, p.527. Carrasco, P. in Tlalocan Vol. V 1966 no.2. Rango de

Tecuhtli entre los Nahuas tramontanos, p.133 ff.

*% Indan Conquistadors... .E. Matthew & R. Oudijk eds., p.23.

18 g, Sahagun, Historia General, bk.8ch.XVIl entitled ‘on the things which the lords devoted themselves to in

order to govern well their domains’ p.522.
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especially if they were of noble lineage.’**®

As the quotation suggests, and as Spanish new
men discovered in their own culture, the odds were stacked in favour of the established
nobility because of their access to centres of patronage and material advantages in
weaponry and training. Given the competition amongst the nobility and their extended
kinship groups for the highest positions in the polity, conspicuous displays of martial virtue
by individual noblemen were common. These were accompanied by the various symbols of
prowess and the privileges or distinguishing accoutrements of dress that marked out a
successful warrior from his peers. Other indications were the displays of bravado in the
Tlacaxipehualiztli festival where warriors fought captured prisoners in single gladiatorial
combat over ‘sun-stones’ like the totemic monolith often misnamed the ‘Aztec calendar’,
now displayed in Mexico City’s Anthropology museum. The loser was offered to the gods.
This suggests to me that capturing prisoners was difficult and dangerous compared to more
common slaughter and not that pre-Columbian warriors were averse to killing on the
battlefield. Certainly there are plenty of instances of very bloody confrontations like the
reputed deaths of 20,000 Mexica soldiers at the hands of the Purehpecha in Axayacatl’s

reign, whose bones were still visible on the battlefield, like those of Quintilius Varus’s

legions, to Spaniards in the mid sixteenth century.*®’

Noble ‘ideals of life’ mattered to the extent that if displayed by plebeians, they could
be ennobling. Through military excellence macehuales were known to have ascended to
positions of prominence, in the first generation at least as a cuauhpilli the term applied to

nobleman by merit in Nahuatl (literally son of an eagle or noble eagle) who often served in

138 1bid, p.524.

¥ Ibid, p.534
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war councils and as commanders in subsequent campaigns and were ideally suited as
independent cuauhtlatoani or outsider interim governors while a succession to a palace was
decided and the rituals completed. In Mesoamerica, as in contemporary Spain, there was
scope for merit to be rewarded within a ‘principle of association” with noble values, as well
as the notion of rewards in exchange for services to the commonwealth. As in Europe this
was a particularly valid proposition for enterprising individuals in dynamic expanding polities
like the Mexica who could afford to reward a larger proportion of their population. The
cuauhpilli  could preside over their own acknowledged household called a

yaotequihuacacalli, though on a much smaller scale than a tecpcm.188

Wealth too seems to have eased the path to nobility; mercantile entrepreneurs or
pochteca held a privileged position within the plebeian classes. They were exempt from
direct tribute on staple agricultural products or from personal services to the lords in
exchange for a levy on the more exotic products they traded and of course they were bound
by the lord’s control and organisation of the markets. They also enjoyed social prestige from
their knowledge of routes to distant areas, as well as their many distant contacts and for the
news they brought from the territories they visited. Consequently the wealthier pochteca
were known to have married into noble families and for their descendants to have enjoyed
the attributes of nobility forming a part of the hereditary palace cliques within the districts

or poIities.189

The pochteca and the cuauhpilli pointed the way to recognised paths for plebeian

advancement within these hierarchical societies. On the other hand there were also many

188 ) Lockhart Los Nahuas...p.161f.

189 ) Lockhart Los Nahuas...p.149.
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impoverished noblemen and women who subsisted on the patronage of their wealthier
kinsmen in exchange for various often lowly services which ranged from fighting in wars to
serving in lowly administrative positions or even working as craftsmen, since learning
various craftsmen’s skills formed part of the early education of a nahua nobleman. Like poor
hidalgos these lowlier noblemen were constantly at risk of being subsumed within the
general mass of plebeians. They evoke the hidalgos labriegos common throughout Spain or
those who merely cherished the notional nobility of any ‘old Christian’ lost by the caprices

of fortune, who offered potentially the most dynamic element of society.

Supra-polity modifiers to traditional tlatocayotl

A final variant to securing tlatocayot/ that polity elites incorporated into their
outlook involved the opportunities and dangers of forming part of one of the confederations
or empires that dominated much of Mesoamerica. Confederations like Tlaxcala or the
Chalca coordinated some elements of polity decision-making like foreign policy or the
election of lords or the distribution of commissions and rewards that affected all
communities. Even the highly unified confederacy of Tlaxcala which was composed of four
principal altepet! that acted in close consultation, did not synoekise into a single greater
altepet! in the pre-conquest period. An extension of this were the ‘empires’ of
Mesoamerica, like the Cazonci’s Purehpecha domains in Michoacan centred around lake
Patzcuaro but maintained by territorial dynasts; or the confederation of altepet! led by
Tenochtitlan which controlled the largest tributary empire in Mesoamerica. These supra-
polity organisations never supplanted the polity as the basic political unit. The Mexica even
remained divided between the altepet/ of Tenochtitlan and Tlatelolco within their lake-

bound island of eight to thirteen kilometres squared. The ‘Mexica’ Empire, was a shared
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venture of mutual advantage between four altepet! (three after Tenochtitlan’s suppression
of Tlatelolco in ¢.1473), each with its own dominion: Texcoco’s acolhua; Tacuba to the West
and Tlatelolco to the north and Tenochca extended in all directions but predominantly to

190
h.

the sout Tenochtitlan’s empire was essentially parasitic and served the polity’s

interests.

From 1502 Motecuhzoma Xocoyotzin was the huey tlatoani (high prince) of
Tenochtitlan but he had no other regal title that implied any identification, individual
relation or rights over the polities subjected to his own beyond Tenochtitlan’s parasitic
demands for tribute and military assistance or the dynastic bonds contracted with other
ruling dynasties. Nor was the Tenochca Empire presented as a hyper-altepetl with the
subject polities as its calpolli in the same way that European kingdoms included seigniorial

and civic-republican traditions within one common identity as a kingdom.

For Motecuhzoma and the Tenochca nobility the protective feelings towards their
subjects that were extolled in the Huehuehtlatohlli extended only to the Tenochca polity or
their kinsmen in other polities. Codex Mendoza illustrates the militaristic mind-set of
dominion graphically in the depiction of Mexica rulers toppling the palaces and temples of
conquered altepetl. Tribute and prestige through religious-military glory were the objectives
of domination. There was no imperial institutional mechanism for the representation of the
subject polity’s grievances apart from the diplomatic deputations one might expect between

different polities. Instead remonstrance took the form of frequent rebellions, which may

%0 14 nobleza indigena del centro de México despues de la conquista, E. Pérez-Rocha & Rafael Tena eds.,

(Mexico, 2000) p.45f; My ch.6.
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explain why in the surviving catalogues of Tenochca conquest, the same provinces appear

more than once.

According to viceregal-period traditions, Tenochtitlan’s hegemony began as a
rebellion of allied polities against the empire of Azcapotzalco and her allies, but had
expanded into an empire by conquest or intimidation, as might be expected from this
fractured world. This made relations between the subject altepet! elites and Tenochtitlan
relatively simple, if not necessarily amicable. After they had been bullied into compliance, or
overcome militarily, a subject altepetl’s elites could expect to maintain their own power and
wealth within their communities. By the time the Spaniards arrived, Tenochtitlan received
the tribute or military support of around four-hundred other individual polities. With the
influx of tribute and the accompanying commercial activity, the island-city’s population
swelled with immigrants who were in turn increasingly dependent on the tribute of
subjected polities. Tenochtitlan’s population and the expansion and experience of the city’s
extended warrior-nobility, made her a formidable military power relative to any one of her

191

neighbours.”" This dominance was expressed on Tenochtitlan’s ever larger pyramids where

history’s rawest and most awe-inspiring spectacles of grandeur and power were played out,

192

claiming more thousands of human sacrificial victims every year.””" At the same time the

city’s success sustained an ever-larger martial nobility with rewards and benefices within

! See H. Thomas, Conquest...’Appendix A’ for a general discussion & S.F. Cooke ‘The Indian Population Of

Central Mexico 1531-1610’ Iberoamericana, 44 (Berkley Los Angeles, 1960), using rates of consumption to the
amount of foodstuffs imported into Tlatelolco-Tenochtitlan, it has been estimated that the city could have
sustained up to 200,000 people. Although the analysis is heavily disputed, (not least in my view because it
suggests a population density comparable to today’s in the same area: the Delegaciéon Cuauhtémoc 32.44 km?
with a current population of 516,255 and remains amongst the most densely populated parts of modern
Mexico City, while the ancient island-city, measured between 8 and 13.5 km” measures).

%2 4 Thomas Conquest... p.27 & p.31.
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the city and in the form of land confiscated from subjugated polities that bound them to the

city’s imperial venture in a hostile environment.**

Subjugation of an altepetl could be accompanied by confiscation of land for
distribution amongst the increasing numbers of deserving Tenochca noblemen or for the
settlement of Tenochca warriors and macehual settlers.”® For strategic reasons this often
came with the super-imposition of Tenochca Tlenamacaque and Papahuaque which
Sahagun identified as ‘Satraps’. These appointments were particularly evident in remote
provinces or those that had shown particularly stubborn resistance.’® After 1473, by
traditional reckoning, Tlatelolco’s ruling dynasty was supervised by a Tenochca governor as
were the twenty five lords and princes of the Chalca confederacy. Archaeological evidence
from Castillo de Teayo in the rebellious province of Tochpan also offers interesting insights
into this Tenochca colonization. The area has been identified as a likely Nahua colony given
the range of architectural and material remains that are not only closely related to
Tenochtitlan but in many cases were made and enjoyed locally, rather than imported, but
imitating metropolitan tastes. Individual lords of Tenochtitlan also profited from confiscated
lands in other states and with their wealth bypassed even the discipline of their own calpolli
in their political struggles. By 1519 there were an estimated thirty-seven of these Tenochca

colonies and garrisons.196

% N. Cheetham New Spain...A8f.

Rl Vi Menegus Bornmann Del Sefiorio a la republica de indios: el caso de Toluca: 1500-1600 p. 68ff.

1%, Sahagun Historia Genera... Vol.l p. 527.

g, Toby-Evans, Ancient Mexico and Central America archaeology and culture history. (London 2008) p.487
quoting Umberger, E. 1996 ‘Aztec presence and material remains in the outer provinces’ in Aztec Imperial

Strategies Berdan et.al. Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, Washington DC., p.178.
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In some cases these colonies were maintained as a dominant class by the labour of
the local population and in others they repopulated wholesale areas that been deserted
following war or repression. Don Hernando de Tapia throws some light on the methods and
purposes of this Tenochca colonization in his description of three colonies, including the rich
but distant Soconusco, which were colonised by Mexica along with serf-like immigrants
from other areas that had been forced to settle there and pay tribute to the Mexica
presumably from the cultivation of those products that were most desired by the

metropolis.*’

Fr. Diego Duran offers perhaps the most detailed insight into the motives and
organization of Tenochca colonization in the example of the re-foundation of Oaxaca, which

the Tenochca re-populated following the extermination of a large proportion of the local

population in retaliation for the murder of a protected pochteca.198

There is an obvious strand of continuity with the Spanish and allied-Indigenous
colonising efforts after the conquest as co-ordinated from Mexico City. There are clear
echoes of Spanish repartimiento system of labour allocation and the development of distant
mining settlements and the comparison extends to the encouragement of other allied
polities to join in the venture. In both cases some of this colonising effort may have been
made politically viable as a result of the severe depopulation that occurred in certain areas
of Mesoamerica: a disastrous cycle of crop-failure and disease swept the region in 1454 and
subsequent years when even the Tenochca were reduced to near starvation, much like the

infectious diseases and agricultural contraction that followed the Spanish conquest, but less

Y7 La Nobleza Indigena... doc. 3 p.101.

%8 D. Duran History of the Indies of New Spain (1994), p.236.
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enduring.199 The intentions of control and the distribution of rewards between the two

assertions of Mexico City’s hegemony are also comparable.

The Spaniards encountered many of these Tenochca settlements throughout
Mesoamerica. They maintained a separate identity from their neighbours adding to the
complicated identities of Mesoamerica in a way that often served Spanish interests. As late
as the 1550s the Zapotec lord of the important province of Tehuantepec, was accused of
‘tyranny’ to the Spanish authorities and one of the charges related to his beating of a
member of a Mexica settlement within his province that persisted with its own identity from
the time of Motecuhzoma and retained an almost Roman sense of its imperial immunity

200

from such humiliation.””~ Pedro de Alvarado also encountered various Tlaxcalan and other

201 As in the Tenochca

Nahua colonies and recruited them for his campaign to Guatemala.
case, these allies settled alongside their Spanish partners, lording over defeated Maya

kingdoms and spreading the Nahuatl language at least as fast as Spanish in the region so

that to this day Nahuatl is spoken in parts of El Salvador.

Within the Mesoamerican tradition a polity lost its liberty by being unable to
determine freely its relations with other polities unbounded by obligations, coercion or the
threat of force; by the arbitrary impositions of tribute, confiscation of polity land and the
need to supply military assistance to its imperial overlord. Nevertheless even under these
circumstances a polity rarely lost its autonomy- the ability to determine its own internal

affairs- and this was embodied by the endurance of the tlatocatlacamecayot! (ruling

B .c. Brundage, Lluvia de dardos, Historia politica de los aztecas mexicas, (Mexico 1982), p. 190.

200 g Cacicazgo... M. Menegus Bornemas et.al. eds.,p.172-3.

Y Indian Conquistadors.., Ch.4 passim.
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dynasty) as the legitimate bearers of authority. Thus after the final defeat of the Chalca
confederacy in 1465, Chalca princesses were requested by the Tenochca and were visibly in
attendance to Axayacatl (ruled 1469-81) who was encouraged by a Chalcan entertainer’s
song to consummate the domination of Chalco in the bedroom. Compliant Chalcan princes
were allowed to rule their province again by 1486 (according to post-conquest tradition),

albeit subject to selection by the Tenochca tlatoani.”®

Cuauhtémoc, an exalted member of the Tenochca royal family, was also a
descendant of the suppressed Tlatelolca royal house. Polygamous unions were the accepted
corollaries to diplomatic alliances and even the harshest subjugations were often followed
by such dynastic arrangements. Polygamous practices facilitated this diplomatic flexibility.
Furthermore the importance of direct descent from a prince, who were known to have tens
of offspring, cemented such practices and established a new governing generation. Indeed
Motolinia claimed that some princes and lords had so many wives that there were scarcities
of marriageable women within certain polities.2°3 Clearly it was prestigious to have many

wives as it reinforced the paternalistic ethos of polity authority.

For the favoured subjects of empire, the attractions have been similar throughout
history: there may have been a glamour and security in being associated with the dominant
power of Mesoamerica; the greatest, richest, most terrible city in the known world.
Membership of the empire permitted reliable access to imperial markets: rare and prized

products, often the most valued status symbols, as popularised by the imperial elite, like

2025 Schroeder Chimalpahin and the Kingdoms of Chalco (Arizona 1991), p.96f.

% T de Benavente o Motolinia Historia de los indios de la Nueva Espafia. Edmundo O’Gorman ed.

(Mexico,1973), p.97-8.
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Quetzal feathers, cacao beans and jaguar pelts, arrived in Tenochtitlan from the remote and
rich lowlands of the south as did essential products like salt from Tehuantepec. Enemies,

d.?®* In the

like Tlaxcala, were excluded from the bonanza, a fact they bitterly resente
context of Mesoamerica’s endemic warfare the Tenochca were winners, guaranteeing the
status quo for governing elites as well as relations between polities that embraced the
empire - some of whom had been previously subjected by their neighbours and others who
feared their potential aggression. Thus shortly before the arrival of the Spaniards,
Huexotzinco, until then a proudly independent polity that had resisted the Tenochca
advance began to consider submitting to the protection of the imperial altepetl. Her
immediate neighbour the ritually prestigious altepet!/ of Cholula had submitted to the
empire, giving the Tenochca access into the modern day valley of Puebla that Huexotzinco
now shared with an implacably anti-Tenochca Tlaxcala to the east and a new Tenochca
satellite to the West. Under pressure from Tlaxcala, Huexotzinco asked for Tenochca
military assistance; in exchange they were ordered to surrender Camaxtli their local goddess

to be displayed in the pyramid of conquered deities in Tenochtitlan. Huexotzinco vacillated

until the arrival of Cortés radicalised the matter as we shall see.*®

In military and diplomatic relations with the imperial polity, individual members and
their factions within a polity could lose their status only for more compliant kinsmen to take
their place. Indeed ‘conquest’ rarely meant the obliteration of previous political
organisations like the tecpan or the ruling nobility of the conquered polity. ‘Even when a

polity was conquered or ‘destroyed’ ‘in Nahuatl only political sovereignty was lost... but as

204 . Gibson Tlaxcala...p.14ff.

2% 4. Thomas, Conquest... p.37-8, and my Ch.5.
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long as the traditional royal lineage (tlatocatlacamecayotl) and rulership (tlatocayotl) were

d. % Tlatocayot! within the polity and

intact and operating, the society and polity continue
its domains remained the vital objective of individual members of the largely particularist

polity nobility even when they had been subjected by Tenochtitlan.

The support of a super-polity power could even guarantee the concentration of
authority in the hands of fewer individuals. After the shock of conquest, subjection to an
empire only added to the means by which patricians could compete for power and the ways
in which they could perceive, present and enforce the legitimacy of their political projects to
secure their status. Essentially the new element in the struggle for lordship was competition
for ingratiation with the imperial power. Stable administration that allowed for peace and
the regular supply of tribute to Tenochtitlan; military services; and dynastic alliances with
the imperial house all traced the path to imperial acceptance. Participation in martial
activities was costly and dangerous but it was also the most prestigious service a prince
could perform for the empire and for his personal standing within his polity. This was not
only because of Tenochtitlan’s almost perennial campaigning, but because, unlike the
imposed protection-money called tribute and gifts, a prince, fighting under the insignia of
his own polity, could win glory in his own right and bring advantage both to the grateful
imperial hegemon and to his own polity.’®” Successful campaigns brought booty and in some
cases tributary lordship to individual polities and dynasts over their neighbours. The
dominion and tribute enjoyed by the lord of Tepexi de la Seda on the eve of the Spanish

arrival, known to us as Don Gonzalo Matzatzin Moctezuma, best expressed the successful

206 Indigenous Conquistadors... p.12.

% Ibid. p.55-6 & my ch.5.
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balancing act a subject tlatoani could perform: to appear to Tenochtitlan as the legitimate
lord of his altepet! and to his own people as the friends of the Tenochtitlan. Matzatzin was
related by birth to the Tenochca royal house, had proved a successful commander in
Motecuhzoma Xocoyotzin’s campaigns against the Mixtecs and had consequently
established and expanded a successful lordship for his altepet! over the strategic gateway to

208

Oaxaca.” In turn, his tlatocayot! was unquestioned.

There is no indication that on its own the Tenochca political settlement was
inherently unviable. Indeed not long before the Spaniards arrived in Veracruz, the empire
had expanded dramatically in Oaxaca and had won over the ritually and strategically
important altepet! of Cholula, giving Tenochtitlan a vital base in the fertile valley to the east
of the volcanoes. Other known potential threats to the empire from the Mixe or Zapotecs of
Oaxaca or the ‘Tarascans’ of Michoacdn, or even the various Otomi and Chichimeca peoples
to the north were known elements in the geo-political calculations Mesoamerica’s polities.
Only the arrival of Cortés and his company was unaccountable and unexpected. The events
that led to the death of Motecuhzoma and the complete breakdown in negotiations
between the Spanish and the Mexica were enough to undermine the assumptions that held

Tenochtitlan’s empire together.

Adaptation to Spanish hegemony
It has not been generally acknowledged how profoundly the polity-nobility’s search
for secure tlatocayot! shaped the nature of the conquest of Tenochtitlan and the

subsequent political settlement that emerged under the hegemony of the Spanish

2% Indian Conquistadors... p. 34 f. esp. note 14.
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interlopers. The legacy of the events that occurred from 1519 to 1521 and the combination
of Mesoamerican political traditions with the attitudes and expectations that the newly
hegemonic Spaniards brought with them, informed the way in which the indigenous nobility
sought to safeguard their tlatocayot! within the new political settlement. The resulting
indigenous attitudes towards legitimate lordship would affect the unfolding development of

viceregal government after 1535.

The insurrection against Tenochtitlan had echoes in Mesoamerican history and in
similar political calculations by patrimonial elites throughout history. Comparable
calculations applied in the case of the patrimonial elites of Europe where, for instance, the
nobility of northern France (decisively in the case of the Duke of Burgundy, like Texcoco for
Cortés) defected to Henry V en masse after he returned to France in 1417 almost two years
after his fluke victory at Agincourt while retreating with a depleted army to the safety of
Calais. Tenochtitlan herself had arisen as an imperial power out of an alliance of altepet/
that sought to overthrow the previously hegemonic confederacy of Azcapotzalco and

Coyoacan.

Events moved much faster in 1520-21, encompassed a greater number of polities
and occurred with a greater level of disruption than at any point in Mesoamerica’s tradition:
while the Tenochca built up their empire by relying on two main allies over the course of a
century, within two years the Spaniards came to head an alliance composed of more polities
than Tenochtitlan’s empire at its height. Despite the Spaniards’ great numerical

disadvantage209 and the fact that they did not count on the attributes of a constituted

2% 2,100 Spaniards participated in the downfall of Tenochtitlan in total, slightly more than the 2,000 that

participated in the nearly contemporary campaign that culminated at the battle of Pavia (Kamen H, Spain’s
Road to Empire pp.60-1) and about 60% of them perished in the attempt, laying bare their claims to
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polity, this suddenness had important consequences in minimising the dependence of the
Spaniards on the interests of any single allied polity and consequently for the relative
importance and claims to precedence of each individual ally. This was part of the ‘stranger
effect’ that helped establish the Spaniards as credible external arbitrators throughout the

Americas.’*°

The number of allied polities meant that the Spaniards could afford to simplify
matters, welcoming and promoting any supporters and attempting to destroy any real or
perceived rivals. Tlaxcala offers the most illustrative example of the devaluation of
individual polities in this context. The four altepet! of Tlaxcala soon displaced Tlacochcalcatl
(the ‘“fat cacique’) and the Spaniard’s original Totonac allies in importance. The first formal
political settlement we know of between Tlaxcalans and Spaniards occurred soon after /a
noche triste (30 June 1520) when the remnants of the Cortesian forces arrived in Tlaxcala
after suffering terrible losses in their near-run escape from Tenochtitlan and the plains of
Otumba. Tlaxcala’s lords concluded a treaty with Cortés that is illustrative of that altepet!’s
original expectations: Tlaxcala would have control of Cholula, with its talismanic ceremonial
centre and perhaps as revenge for her recent hostile volte-face and alliance with
Tenochtitlan. They also wanted to occupy a fortress within Tenochtitlan itself to guarantee

their security against their ancient rivals. Spoils and booty were to be divided between them

and the Spaniards and finally they should be perpetually exempt from having to pay tribute

invincibility (Indian conquistadores... p.25, note 22). At the time the bergantines were launched from Texcoco
there were only about 1,000 ‘Spaniards’ under Cortés’s command (H.Thomas The Conquest ...p.491 & n.30)
The Spaniards did have the marginal benefits of steel swords and about 90 horses. But by their own frequent
admission these would not have been enough to tip the balance had they not counted on the political
advantages described above.

2% ¢ F R. Fernandez-Armesto, The World: A History (Upper Saddle River: Pearson/Prentice Hall 2007), p.557.
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to whoever ruled in Tenochtitlan, which would otherwise go to the Spaniards. Clearly the
Tlaxcalans were sowing the seeds of an alliance that might have resembled the origins of
Tenochtitlan’s alliance with Texcoco and Tacubaya against Azcapotzalco, with Tlaxcala as the
dominant or equal partner.211 Tlaxcalan noblewomen had already formed the mutually
recognisable sexual-dynastic alliances with the Spanish captains that sealed such treaties in
Mesoamerica. Henceforth the combined forces would fight to the cry of ‘Santiago vy

Tlaxcalal’

As other powerful altepet! joined the Cortesian alliance, like Huexotzingo, which
enjoyed a troubled relationship with Tlaxcala; or Texcoco, which had been the second polity
of the empire and gave the Spanish alliance access to the shores of the lake; or the powerful
old Chalca confederacy, that controlled the most fertile land in the basin, the individual
bargaining power of Tlaxcala diminished: when the Tlaxcalan lord Xicotencatl the younger
dissented during the siege of Tenochtitlan he was accused and captured by other indigenous
allies of the Spaniards. Cortés tried and executed him without significant Tlaxcalan protests,
only the Spanish captain Pedro de Alvarado, whose mistress Maria Luisa was the accused

212 |n the end, even the defeated

man’s sister, and hence his clan’s ally, raised a protest.
Tenochca and Tlatelolca ruling elites were redeemed and welcomed into the Spanish

alliance.

The breakdown of Tenochtitlan’s authority offered a chance for discontent within
the various polities to radicalise and break out in civil strife. The situation was also

exacerbated by the epidemics that spread throughout Mesoamerica from 1520 and could

"' 4. Thomas, The Conquest...pp.427ff.

2 Indian Conquistadors... p.127ff; H. Thomas The Conquest...491.
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carry with them some key individuals of the elite. These disruptions combined with others
that affected tributary, agricultural and commercial patterns of resource allocation. Many of
the defections to the Spaniards occurred in the context of stasis- internal strife- within the
polities for control of palaces and lordship. In this respect an analogy can be drawn between
the essentially provincial nature of the outbreak of the Mexican Revolution in 1910 and the
even more localised upheavals that erupted in 1519-21: in both cases it ‘arose in the
provinces, established itself in the countryside, and finally conquered an alien and sullen

capital’.213

Of the plethora of factors that determined the organisation and outcome of the
overthrow of Tenochtitlan, from the diplomatic skill of dofia Marina to the effect of Spanish
steel, the internal political motivations and calculations of the competitive polity elites of
Mesoamerica has been the least studied but arguably the most fundamental in explaining
the course of their allegiances and in helping us to understand the subsequent political
development of New Spain. After the Spaniards arrived varying degrees of internal strife
affected almost every polity on which we have information. Thirty years after the event, and
following a viceregal enquiry the victorious pro-Cortesian party in Huexotzinco confessed:
‘In our town of Huexotzingo there arose amongst our ancestors two factions, until one of
them defeated the other and killed them and then confiscated everything they had, both
land and moveable property. They left nothing for the sons of the dead and instead
distributed it amongst themselves; and their descendants have kept this even now that we

are Christians’.”** Similarly, Texcoco’s crucial alignment with Cortés only came after a

*BA. Knight, The Mexican Revolution Vol.1, (Cambridge, 1986), p.2.

24p, Carrasco, Tlalocan Vol.V. 1966, Vol Il. ‘Documentos sobre el rango de Tecuhtli entre los Nahuas

tramontanos.’ P.156, & my ch.5.
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generation-long family feud, aggravated by Motecuhzoma’s interference, was resolved by

215 Even

the victory of the previously excluded rebel prince Ixtlilxochitl and his faction.
Tenochtitlan—Tlatelolco itself suffered from internal strife, as suggested by the claims of
Motecuhzoma’s descendants with regards to the execution of Motecuhzoma’s son
Atlixcatzin and others by Cuauhtémoc when he took over control and enforced the primacy

of Tlatelolco in preparation for the last stand against the Spaniards and rebels.

The upheaval caused by the conquest campaigns offered many opportunities to
rebels, usurpers and perceptive established elites who aligned themselves with the
Cortesian alliance to increase their power. In Cholula a faction that had been excluded from
power, reduced to the status of ‘secondary nobility’, (possibly as a result of the re-alignment
of Cholula with Tenochtitlan in the early years of Motecuhzoma Xocoyotzin’s reign) and had
even been imprisoned by Motecuhzoma’s agents aligned themselves with Cortés and
became the main beneficiaries of the Hispano-Tlaxcalteca bloody suppression of the

217 The liberation of the Chalca confederacy from the Tenochca Empire came with the

polity.
price of the elevation of the brothers don Francisco de Sandoval Acazitli and don Hernando
de Guzmdan Omacatzin. This was achieved by the timely delegation that their father

Necuametzin, Motecuhzoma’s approved lord of Tlalmanalco, sent to Cortés. It forestalled

any rival claims for recognition, not least from the 15,000 Chalca exiles in Huexotzinco,**®

By, Thomas, The Conquest...p. 38-9 and notes.

| Cacicazgo...Menegus Borneman. p.17. Andres de Tapia Motelchiuhtzin claimed to have always supported
the Spanish cause, see G.S. Fernandez de Recas, Cacicazgos y nobiliario Indigena de Nueva Espafia, (Mexico
1961), p.230.

"7 N.A. Castillo Palma and A.F. Gonzales-Hermosillo ‘Nobleza Indigena y cacicazgos en Cholula, siglos XVI-XVIII’

passim. In E/ Cacicazgo... though | dispute some of their conclusions.

85 Schroeder, Chimalpahin and the Kingdoms of Chalco, (Arizona, 1991), p.97
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which allowed him to present himself and his dynasty to the Spaniards as the legitimate
authority over all of Chalco, which had traditionally been divided into four main polities with
twenty five lords and princes. The epidemic also helped by disrupting the leadership
structure in Chalco and confusing the election of new princes but Cortés’s blessing bypassed
the need to reconstitute the defunct mechanisms of the old Chalca confederacy. Instead the
anointment of Acazitli and Omacatzin as tlatic teuhctli and teohua teuhctli respectively
resembled the selection made by Tenochtitlan in 1486 (see p.100f.). For the ruling dynasty
of Tlalmanalco, reliance on external support for their authority was essential in the face of
the internal competitions for power within the province. Power remained centred in
Tlalmanalco and seems at some point Acazitli extended his authority beyond the old

219

confederacy up to Xochimilco on the shores of the lake.””” Their ascendancy through the

mid sixteenth century still displeased the historian Chimalpahin from Amecameca a Chalca

altepet! that came to dominate the region in the 17 century.220

Equally the cunning
tlatoani of Tepexi de la Seda, Don Gonzalo Matzatzin Moctezuma, may have exploited the
confusion in Tenochtitlan to seize various towns in Oaxaca for his own advantage, but he
had done so with the blessing of Cortés and held them for a while only by his leave. !

Cortés would later retain his self-perception as the guarantor of the new political order

against the ‘old authorities’ of the polities of New Spain.?*?

% As suggested by Acazitli’s claims. G. Castafieda, ‘Relacién de la jornada que hizo don Francisco de Sandoval
Acazitli, cacique y sefior natural que fue del pueblo de Tlalmanalco, provincia de Chalco, con el sefior visorey
don Antonio de Mendoza cuando fue a la conquista y pacificacion de los indios chichimecas de Xuchipila’,
P.Vazquez trans., in J. Garcia Icazbalceta, Coleccion de documentos para la historia de México. Vol.2, (Mexico,
1980), p.307ff. (henceforth: ‘Relacidn Acazitli’).

2205 schroeder, Chimalpahin and the Kingdoms of Chalco, (Arizona, 1991), p.89-91&101.

2! Indian Conquistadores... p.48f. & see below.

222 J.L., Martinez Herndn Cortés... p.383.

109



Uncertain legitimacy

Around many of these opportunistic new arrangements with the Spaniards clung
doubts regarding the victors’ sense of political legitimacy.’® Their sense of entitlement
traced its genesis only back as far as the services rendered nominally on behalf of the
Spaniards during the conquest and inevitably every time one faction was supported, others
were disappointed by the failed expectations the Cortesian shake-up had created. Their
actions had been motivated by grievances born of exclusion or by shrewd political

calculation in the search for lordship.

Motolinia suggested that, with God’s intervention, it was largely these divisions and
competition that saved the Spaniards from facing a successful Indigenous revolt despite

224 But it was more than

their repeated mismanagement throughout the 20s and early 30s.
just ‘divide and rule’: Cortés’ letters to Charles V from these early years, especially the third
(1522) and fourth (1524) deal with the ‘good governance of the land’ and are replete with
his response to petitions from polities asking him for protection, for mediation in the
selection of their leaders or to settle internal disputes. The resultant dynamic of competition
within and amongst polities resulted in an indigenous pressure to recreate a stable
hegemonic polity that could mediate this competition and ensure the stability of their newly
won tlatocayotl. The Spanish outsiders, with the prestige they had accrued from their
leadership in the revolution against Tenochtitlan, were a far more palatable option than

indigenous neighbours like a vengeful Tlaxcala. Their neighbours in their polities or other

influential polities, with whom they shared old complicated entanglements, could not be

? Motolinia Historia de los Indios...p.64 and ch.5

224 Motolinia, Historia de los Indios...p.52.
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trusted to secure the new status quo; only the more detached Spanish newcomers could be
manipulated into guaranteeing a newly won status they did not fully understand.
Consequently allied polities competed to help in the reconstruction of Mexico City and the
great palace which provided the most tangible symbol of the restoration of the city as the

% This dependence on the arbitration of the Spanish

hegemonic power of Mesoamerica.
power-brokers was advantageous to the successful factions but would become the

Mesoamerican nobility’s cross to bear in exchange for security of status.

Cortés, who was followed everywhere by an indigenous entourage, to the chagrin of

226 He overrode his original treaty

his fellow Spaniards, became the obvious first mediator.
with Tlaxcala and did not give them control of Cholula; instead he handed power to those
Cholulan noblemen that appealed to him for protection in 1522, possibly the same as those

227 The heirs of dispossessed Huexotzinca noblemen may have

who had also done so in 1520.
bemoaned the unjust confiscation of their lands but their victorious neighbours had been
the ones to pick the winning side and they received the support of the Spaniards in Mexico:
for commentators like Motolinia in the 1530s Huexotzinca loyalty entitled them to be
considered as the second pillar of the Spanish alliance after Tlaxcala.??® Similarly, Ixtlilxochitl
and his faction had finally gained control of Texcoco bringing to an end a tragic dynastic saga

of internecine strife that had continued to simmer for decades right up to the arrival of

Cortés. So too Tlaxcala may have been despised by her neighbours or the survivors from the

?>> R.C. Padden, The hummingbird and the hawk (Ohio, 1967), p.226.

226, Martinez, Herndn Cortés...p.386-7.

22 See above and H. Cortés, Cartas de Relacion, Porria eds. (Mexico 1973), Third Letter, p.105.

228 Motolinia, Historia de los indios... p. 92.
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massacre at Cholula, in which they took such an active role; she may have been dismissed as
an upstart by the haughty princes of Texcoco or the Mexica nobility that had hounded her
until very recently, but Tlaxcala assumed a special status in Mesoamerica that she had never
had before, as the second city of New Spain in the reconstituted empire of Mexico City all
for their seminal role in the Cortesian alliance. It would amount to an even greater role than
that played by Texcoco to Tenochtitlan. This co-dependence with Mexico City increased the
prestige of its Spanish inhabitants and refashioned the polity-elite’s modes of thinking about

political legitimacy within their polities.

Just as Robert Ricard’s notion of ‘the spiritual conquest’ has been supplanted by the
recognition that Catholicism in Mesoamerica adapted by emphasising those practices that
coincided with native religious traditions,?*® so it should be acknowledged that much of the
agency behind the political settlement that followed the defeat of Tenochtitlan was founded
upon the overlapping ideas of legitimate authority between indigenous and European
cultures. These complemented each other most successfully at the level of shared notions
of nobility: these shared values shaped the nature of authority in New Spain much more
fundamentally than the Spaniards could have done through attempted coercion or
imposition of their own ideas (even if Cortés and company had been political theorists as
some of the later Spanish administrators claimed to be). Legitimacy in Mesoamerica would
be determined by a combination of the traditional patterns of political arrangements of
individual polities modified by Spanish expectations.?*° These latter were simplistic but not

wholly incompatible. For a simple conquistador the Indians of New Spain ‘had a great lord

> Indian Conquistadors... pp.7-9.

230 My ch.2.
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who was like an emperor. They also had, and still have, others like kings, dukes, counts,
governors, knights, squires, and men-at-arms. The lords have their governors,

administrators and other officials in their own lands’.** The Spaniards often expressed the

232 The difficulty for the polity elites,

hope of filling the role of Motecuhzoma and his nobility.
as for the first Spanish settlers and conquistadors in the pre-viceregal period, was to know

how to present their legitimising merits effectively and to whom, since the Spaniards did not

initially act as a coherent imperial polity.

At a fundamental level the Spaniards and Indians shared a mutual acknowledgement
of the importance of sexual alliances and dynastic inheritance. The importance of legitimacy
by blood for both cultures became apparent almost from the first contacts when the polity
elites sealed their alliances with the Spaniards by giving them women. As such, these
women have rightly been called ‘the first important mediators of meaning between the
cultures of the two worlds’.?*? Even if the Spaniards may have been loath to admit it to their
royal authorities, their indigenous ‘concubines’ that even a lowly foot soldier like Diaz del
Castillo was rewarded with, were in effect noble common-law wives which ennobled them
and with whom they often co-habited for long after the conquest. In the eyes of their Indian
allies and in the context of Mesoamerica these sexual alliances would have seemed at first

234
d.

sight indistinguishable from the polygamous traditions of the lan This link was made

explicitly by certain unnamed lords in defending their own polygamous practices to

2! The Conquistadors, Patricia de Fuentes ed. (Orion 1963), p.174.

32 C. Pérez de Bustamante, Los Origenes Del Gobierno Virreinal En Las Indias Espafiolas: Don Antonio de

Mendoza Primer Virrey De La Nueva Espafia. (1535-1550) (Santiago, 1928), Doc. XIX.

23 ¢.S. Kidwell, ‘Indian Women as Cultural Mediators’ in Ethnohistory 39.2 (1992), p.97f.

>4 Indian Conquistadors... Ch.4 passim.
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Motolinia.”®> The effects of the sexual alliance between Cortés and dofia Marina is the best
known example. It has also been convincingly argued that the presence of women with the
dynastic prestige of dofa Luisa Xicotencatl was an important component in recruiting and
convincing indigenous allies, in this case Tlaxcalans from Tizatlan, to fight and settle in
distant campaigns under Spanish captains. The political importance of dynastic alliances
may explain why friars found polygamy the most difficult indigenous practice to extirpate.
Its usefulness was not lost to the Spaniards and it survived masked behind concubinage at
least in the first generation in the shape of wide-spread Spanish cohabitation with

indigenous women, at times alongside a Spanish wife.

Apart from their inherent prestige, noble-women could also inherit and transmit
rights and property, a fact accepted in both cultures, and as such, the more powerful of
them became attractive prizes for the status-anxious conquistadores and first settlers.
Conversely marital alliances to the new Spanish lords of Mexico City replicated similar
dynastic links to the Tenochca nobility and were useful in making more tangible the
advantages produced by the ‘stranger effect’. This gave some aristocratic princesses a
degree of initiative, exemplified in the dynastic career of the remarkable Tecuichpo,
allegedly Motecuhzoma’s favourite daughter, married to the two last Mexica huey tlatoani,
mother of a daughter by Cortés and then, as dofia Isabel Moctezuma, the holder of large
dynastic properties and valuable tributary dues both in her own right and as the wife of
three Spanish encomenderos. Motolinia mentioned with great satisfaction formal Christian
marriages between Spaniards and Indigenous women were becoming common particularly

among the first wave of Spanish settlers and most noticeably in Puebla with women from

235 Motolinia, Historia de los Indios... p.97-8
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important indigenous polities that surrounded the new ‘Spanish’ settlement.” Indigenous

noblemen like don Hernando de Tapia are also known to have married Spanish women.?*’

In the documents that | have surveyed pertaining to the more famous and successful
indigenous dynasties it is the norm to find within their lineages varying degrees of Spanish
blood in spite of their legal definition as Indios: similarly, it has been estimated that half of
the most noble families of the elite of Mexico City (the city with the greatest number of elite
European immigrants) could trace their ancestry to indigenous nobility at the time of

independence, despite their classification as ‘Spanish’.?*®

Inviting prominent Spaniards, especially friars, to witness and even preside over a
dynastic union within the indigenous nobility was an effective way of reinforcing its
legitimacy and its importance within the community before the Spanish audience. Great
displays at Christianised weddings became increasingly normal. Motolinia recorded the
most glamorous occasion of Texcoco’s social (and political) calendar of 1526: the wedding of
don Hernando de Alvarado Pimentel Nezahualcoyotl, the nephew of the usurping prince
Ixtlilxochitl, along with seven other prominent lords in a Christian ceremony attended by
prominent Spanish guests and their wives, including a representative of Cortés, that later
grew to encompass very traditional indigenous dances, processions and pageantry involving

239

thousands of participants.””” The importance of Spanish witnesses or Christian certificates of

legal marriage become clear when one studies the claims and petitions for ‘legitimate

236

Ibid... p.95.

>’ La nobleza indigena...p.40.

28T E. Anna, The fall of the Royal Government in Mexico City, (Nebraska 1978), p. 9.

% Motolinia Historia de los Indios...p.97.
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lordship’ later in the century, which abound with the testimony of prestigious Spanish
witnesses. Approval from the metropolitan elite reinforced dynastic status within the

altepetl. Don Hernando would in turn govern Texcoco from 1545.%%°

The Spaniards always claimed to support the legitimate tlatocatlacamecayotl (royal
blood-lines) of a polity. They Paralleled the previous Tenochca practice, even in areas that
had been apparently ‘destroyed’ by the conquest, like Cholula or Tlatelolco, Tenochtitlan
and the Huaxteca lordships of Panuco but which soon seemed to re-emerge with members
of their indigenous dynasties still in charge, their palace power structures intact and newly
authorized by the Spaniards. Lépez de Gomara’s description of the repression of Huaxteca
‘revolt’ of 1523 offers perhaps the most vividly immediate example: after a drumhead trial,
460 ‘caciques and principal men’ were burned alive before the eyes of their sons as
punishment for their ‘rebellion’. When their fathers finally died, in a blend of brutality and
legality the heirs were granted their rightful lordships in the name of the emperor Charles

241
V.

Nevertheless, it was not always clear who the rightful lords should be because the
Spanish expectations of rightful inheritance differed from the practices of many polities.
Spaniards were unaware of the complexity and diversity of the indigenous titles and
identities, while the chaos provoked by the fall of Tenochtitlan confused matters further. To
the Spaniards what mattered was not whether Acazitli was descended from the followers of

Red Tezcatlipoca but whether he was a principal or nobleman or even better if he was

% | a nobleza indigena...p.47f & my ch.6.

L Martinez, Herndn Cortés...p.368.
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generally acceptable to his polity and a recognised sefior natural or even more parochially to

Spanish American thinking, a cacique.

Inherited nobility or the internal political processes of a polity remained important
elements in establishing lordship; but to Spanish eyes true legitimacy came when these
traditional attributes were complemented by services that an individual had provided for
the Spaniards. The most important services that an Indian could present related to the
memory of participation in the campaigns against Tenochtitlan. After the conquest, the
Tlaxcalans confidently assumed a role akin to that played by Texcoco to Tenochtitlan as the
second city of New Spain. They continued to support the Spaniards militarily in almost every
campaign they waged and their elite was the most effective at presenting their case for

privileges.

One reason why Tlaxcala did not become the dominant power in Mesoamerica was
that as outsiders the Spaniards had a more detached relationship with the polities of
Mesoamerica, unlike the ‘Triple Alliance’. The Spaniards were more willing to make any
noble elite a participant in their shared interests; anyone could have taken the place of
Tlaxcala- including the defeated Tenochca and Tlatelolca; the envious Texcocans or
Huexotzinca; a different faction within Tlaxcala impatient with the dominance of the
Maxixcatzin; or even the suppressed Otomi and Pinome polities within the province. The
result was that the various polities of New Spain competed not to be outdone in their shows
of loyalty to the crown in order to protect their newly won status, rather as the various
Spanish explorers and conquistadores vied for their king’s attention in the distant reaches of
the new world. On the other hand rebels were showily suppressed by combined armies, in

the Tenochca tradition, pour encourager les autres.
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The confidence trick worked beyond the conquest of Tenochtitlan. ‘Conquest’
beyond the limits of Motecuhzoma’s domains often involved a continuation of the earlier
practice of supporting the pro-Spanish factions that continued to emerge throughout
Mesoamerica. This occurred most remarkably in the Cortesian settlement with the
Purehpecha kingdom of Michoacan (1522-30) which was mediated by Cuinierangari (later
don Pedro) in part as a political manoeuver against his rival Timas at the court of Tzintzincha

242

Tangaxoan I.°"° The political interests and aims of individual noblemen were often the

determinant factor in the process of expansion of Spanish authority.

Warfare retained its pre-eminent position as the most obvious and most valuable
service that an allied polity could provide. Spanish ambitions coincided neatly with normal
martial traditions sublimated in the teachings of the Huehuehtlahtolli. Furthermore, Spanish
Mexico City’s adoption of Tenochtitlan’s mantle as a protective imperial power with a duty
to its vassals encouraged this martial dynamic. These mixed intentions combined and
echoed the Tenochca imperial logic, for instance, in Cortés’s report to Charles V regarding
the ‘province of Tepeaca and other neighbouring counties, vassals of your majesty, [who]
received much harm from the naturales of a province called [Oaxaca]. Because they were
our friends and apart from the necessity of remedying this situation, it was a good idea to
secure the province of [Oaxaca] because it was on the way to the Southern Sea...” His
lieutenant had scouted the area and ‘because the Tepeacans urged him to make war on [the

people of Oaxaca]’, Cortés agreed: the campaign was successful and the land taken from

21 de Alcald, La Relacion de Michoacdn, introduction and notes Francisco Miranda, (Mexico, 1988), pp.303-

324.
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their enemies opened up another area for settlement and colonisation for him and his

Castilian allies.’*

By 1535 the Spaniards of Mexico City and their indigenous allies had explored and
‘pacified’ far beyond the Tenochca empire: from Guatemala and Honduras to Panuco and
Compostela in their search for sources of wealth, moveable or not, and access to the Pacific.
They had also settled about thirty colonies, often together with allied warriors from the
heartlands of New Spain, almost as many as Tenochtitlan had planted by 1519. They
achieved this partly because they counted on a more willingly mobile (Spanish) population
than the Tenochca and on the man-power of more polities. Mesoamerican polities
tolerated, rather than enjoyed, the increasing number of land confiscations and Spanish
settlements in their territory as forming part of the compromises that were expected from

association with an imperial polity as it had been at the time of Tenochtitlan’s dominance.

The willingness of individual Indian lords, minor nobles and plebeians, to participate
in wars and settlement was encouraged by the hardships and dislocation that epidemics and
the legacy of the conquest in central New Spain had brought, combined with the Spanish
willingness to include any allies in these ventures to support their meagre numbers. Military
campaigns have long been associated with migration. In times of scarcity migration was
common throughout Mesoamerican history. Tenochtitlan had been a teeming city of
immigrants supported by tribute and trade; the famine of the 1450s for example, had

provoked a mass emigration from the city to the more fertile lowlands of Totoncapan near

> H. Cortés Cartas de relacion... ‘Tercera Carta de Relacién’, May 15th 1522 p.162.Tepeaca was the province

of Tepexi de la Seda from where Don Gonzalo Matzatzin Moctezuma had earlier launched his reassertion of
authority over several Mixtec towns, see above.
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the Gulf.*** After the conquest, polities with preferential conditions like Tlaxcala, which
enjoyed a low tribute assessment, or Xilotepec, with its border-town opportunities,
attracted immigrants which benefited the lords of the polities and allowed them to lead
military and colonising ventures with the Spaniards despite overall population decline in

Mesoamerica.>*

The appeal of military adventure began to encourage a phenomenon that combined
the indigenous pochteca entrepreneurial tradition with ennobling martial values of the
cuauhpilli and the hidalgo to form an ethos of service. Conin, later baptised as don Fernando
de Tapia, an Otomi from Tlaxcala - and therefore one of the altepet/’s excluded- organised
the extension and defence of New Spain ‘with his friends and dependants’ and other allies
from Xilotepec that led to the eventual foundation of Querétaro in 1533 and the
consequent establishment of two of the most remarkable indigenous dynasties of the

period.’*

After warfare, the most obvious service that the Indigenous lords could provide was
in governing their polities so as to maintain the peace and above all the continuation of the
old tributary networks and the concomitant commercial activity that the imperial Mexico
City had once enjoyed. Tribute was the most obvious nexus to the old imperial tradition.
Under the auspices of Cortés and dofia Marina, the lords of the central valleys travelled to

Coyoacan (while Mexico was still uninhabitable in 1521) to re-establish the tributary

5. Schroeder. Chimalpahin and the Kingdoms of Chalco. (Arizona 1991). p.97.

S E cacicazgo...p.30f.; Maria Justina Sarabia-Viejo Don Luis de Velasco...p.333f.

?%¢ G.S. Fernandez de Recas Cacicazgos y Nobiliario Indigena...Doc. 28, p.244 is emphatic that Fernando de
Tapia was originally from Tlaxcala,& p.306; my ch.6; P.W. Powell La Guerra Chichimeca (1550-1600), (Mexico

1996) pp.167-9; El Cacicazgo...Menegus Borneman and Aguirre Salvador. pp.37-8.
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relationship between the Spaniards of Mexico City and the provinces. After proclaiming
Charles V and the Spaniards, as his representatives, to be the heirs to Motecuhzoma’s
empire, ‘each [Spanish encomendero] went off with the cacique and principal lord of the
town he had been granted in encomienda to agree on the rate of tribute to be paid every

247 \While the Spaniards could expect sustenance and wealth (albeit in kind not

eighty days
coin) the Indian lords had taken a useful step towards securing recognition of their status in
uncertain times by virtue of the interdependent agreements they had established with the

Spaniards. Tribute also linked the polity-princes notionally with Charles V, earning them his

protection.

The difficulty for the polity elites came in presenting their services to the Spaniards
so as to gain the greatest possible advantage. They had to overcome Spanish ignorance and
their different expectations of what constituted authority and justice. The letrados of the
Second Audiencia (1530-35) who were convinced exponents of their legal training and
political heritage, and therefore much less flexible than the conquistadores, informed their
fellow letrados in Spain with some exasperation that ‘up to now we have no information on
their government or system of justice or the true status of their sefiores and it all seems to
have been tyranny’.?*® Worse, the indigenous nobility could not easily adapt to Spanish
expectations because of the changeability and divisions of the Spanish administration, which

did not operate like a coherent Nahua altepet! in the early years of their government in

Mexico City, to the frustration of the native elites. For Motolinia these Spanish divisions

27 | Miranda El tribute Indigena... p. 74.

*%% . Gibson ‘The Aztec Aristocracy in Colonial Mexico’ in Comparative Studies in Society and History, Vol. 2,

No.2. (January 1960) pp. 169-196., p. 175.
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were the 10" plague to afflict the indigenous population and brought them closer to a

generalised rebellion than anything else.**

This disorder, combined with interrelated interests, soldierly solidarity from the
conquest or even dynastic links, meant that indigenous cliques and their polities sometimes
aligned themselves to Spanish factions rather than the officially recognised authorities in
Mexico City. The contador Rodrigo de Albornoz described the Indians as ‘many, free and
tough and very enamoured of military matters... and quick to learn’: Hardly the fatalistic,
demoralised and servile tools of Spanish interests of popular imagination. He believed that
Charles V’s appointed officials were dangerously undermined in their authority by these

alliances.””® They grew because they could be useful conduits to recognition and power.

On the whole the lords of the principal polities played it safe and tended to side with
whoever seemed in charge in Mexico City. Cortés had been the guarantor of the post-
conquest status quo and many individuals had benefited from his friendship, but it soon
became evident for his close allies like Acxotecatl Cocomitzi lord of Atlihuetzia in Tlaxcala or
Don Pedro of Michoacan, who were executed or brought low soon after Cortés’s departure
to Spain in 1526, that reliance on even the most powerful individual Spaniards without the

21 50 for example, no amount of conquistador

approval of Mexico City could be risky.
camaraderie convinced the lords of the basin heartlands to defy the dictates of the First

Audiencia in 1530 and feed Cortés and his retinue of 400 who became isolated in

% Motolinia... Historia de los Indios, p.17.

% coleccion de documentos para la historia de México Joaquin Garcia Icazbalceta, vol 1, p. 484f.

>t My ch.5.
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Cuernavaca where half of them perished including Cortés’ mother.?*?

This was partly
pragmatic and partly because prominent Spaniards like Cortés never fully identified
themselves with their indigenous allies if it could be construed as rebellion against Charles
V’s authorised agents. Unrest swept through New Spain in 1531, only to be suppressed by
Cortés but it rumbled on throughout the early 1530s. By 1535, tensions were rising again,
aggravated by rumours of the death of Cortés and the obtuse introduction of reforms by the
Second Audiencia that fostered instability. The introduction of corregidores was particularly

resented because their yearly tenure meant a new agreement had to be reached with each

new abusive ‘inspector general’-like official that arrived.??

The two constants that the Indian lords could look to were the reverence that
Charles V elicited, which for most was a distant abstraction, and the association of the

mendicants with Christianity that seemed the highest justification of all for Indians and

254

Spaniards alike.”>" As with dynastic weddings, the presence and support of mendicant friars

secured political legitimacy.

Success in the competition between individual lords to attract some of the few

5

available friars to settle in their district,”>> and then act as patrons to their monastic

communities could produce some remarkable political benefits for them and their districts

22 J.L. Martinez Herndn Cortés... p.624.

>3 As in the connotations from Gogol’s eponymous play.

% J.E. Traslosheros. Iglesia Justicia y Sociedad en la Nueva Espafia: La audiencia del Arzobispado de Mexico
1528-1668. p.10f.

> There were only 800 friars in New Spain in 1559 G.Kubler, Mexican Arquitecture of the 16" century, (Yale,
1948). p.2.
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2% The construction of a monastery elevated the status of that

or the polity as a whole.
district, sometimes to a predominant level within the polity. The convent of San Miguel, one
of the first four to be established in New Spain, was built below the principal calpolli of
Amillpan within the fractious altepet! of Huexotzinco. Its prestige and the Spanish emphasis
on the ‘congregation’ of a community’s population into a more Mediterranean-style
municipality, meant that Amillpan, became the centre of the new ‘City of Huexotzonco’,
recognised as such officially by the further legitimising device of a coat arms granted by
Charles V in 1553 and attracting wealth and immigrant population to it which benefitted its

elite.”’

On the other hand the smaller polities like Guaquechula, located in the fertile and
desirable valley of Atrixco, which had long feared the dominion of its more powerful
neighbours, Huexotzinco to the north and Iztcar to the south,?® affirmed its autonomy
through its own displays of piety and Christianity. Leading noblemen like don Juan and the
prince don Martin began building a monastery to his namesake, St. Martin, out of their own
funds in 1533. The polity retained its recognition and independence becoming an important
centre for Christian ritual in Atrixco. Their activity helped gain them the notice of viceroy

Mendoza who rewarded Don Martin and Don Juan, with a licence to carry Spanish weapons

for being ‘good christians’ and for fighting in Guatemala.?*

The use of mendicants to ensure political legitimacy and authority was

commonplace and took many forms that echoed complex pre-conquest political

% Motolinia Historia de los indios... p. 92-3 and generally reliance on nobility p.19.

7 p. Gerhard, Guide to the Historical Geography of New Spain,(Cambridge, 1972). Index.

% Ibid and Motolinia Historia de los Indios... p. 192

> see Appendix A and Motolinia Historia de los indios... p. 92-3.

124



preoccupations. In Tlaxcala the palace of Maxixcatzin at Ocotelulco became the first
Franciscan monastery and Cathedral, for a time, while the revered image of the virgin-
probably the image represented at the start of the Lienzo de Tlaxcala in the centre of the
four polities - that Cortés gave to lord Acxotecatl Cocomitzi — his personal friend and son in

260 The Maxixcatzin clan, associated with the

law of Maxixcatzin-, lay at Atlihuetzia nearby.
Franciscans and Cortés became the dominant force in Tlaxcalan politics since the
conquest.?®! Their resentful neighbours in Quiauhixtlan demonstrated their discontent by
encouraging rival Dominicans to their altepet/ in an attempt to stamp their independence
and equality of status.’®® Similar wrangles over precedence arose in Amecameca between
the dynasties of the five leading clans that also hoped to express their dominance through
association with the friars; while Tlalmanalco the hegemon of the whole province of Chalco
in the first half of the sixteenth century also emphasised its predominant status over the
other polities of the enlarged Chalca confederacy by hosting the earliest convent, dedicated
to St. Louis, and eventually housing there the talismanic remains of the revered fr. Martin de

283 This phenomenon linking pious

Valencia from 1534 until their disappearance in 1567.
patronage to political advantage occurred throughout New Spain. It helps to explain the

number and speed with which so many new monasteries were built throughout the land.

The Franciscan bishop Juan de Zumadrraga had direct authority from the king to deal

with the Indigenous population in his title of ‘Protector of the Indians’ and genuinely seems

2%0 ¢ Gibson Tlaxcala... p.55.

2! Ibid. p.105-110.

262 J. Lockhart Los Nahuas ... p.296-7.

263 Motolinia, Historia de los indios... p.128, note 29.
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to have supported the claims to lordship of the ruling elites authorised in the Cortesian
settlement over some of the more extravagant demands and redistributions of power
attempted by the First Audiencia. Consequently the prestige of the mendicants grew during
the early 1530s, as noted by Motolinia.?®* Many Indians did convert sincerely to the new
faith from these early days but almost regardless of genuine conversion, Christian display
became the most obvious decoration with which to feather their crowns. Without it they
could not achieve power with the grace of God demanded by the Spaniards and without
which, no matter the amount of services or good birth, they were open to charges of
illegitimacy or rebellion. The ceremony of baptism became essential as did displays of
Christian piety and proselytising by Indigenous lords that included the smashing of the

images of their old Gods.

Christianity had practical benefits as did friendship with the friars who became the
most accessible, useful and visible intermediaries between the polity nobility and the
Spanish authorities, not least because they lived within the Indigenous communities and
could help them translate Spanish language and codes of legitimacy. An indication of the
prestige the mendicants were held in is that indigenous noblemen would dress in the

normally unglamorous garb of friars, when they returned from visits to Spain.265

Charles V became a tangible symbol of legitimacy to a few of the most important
lords who were able to visit him and receive his mercedes much to the advantage of their
positions back in New Spain, as we have seen the in the case of the Maxixcatzin at the start

of this chapter. Motecuhzoma’s recognised heirs would mix their blood with the highest

2%% Motolinia, Historia de los indios... esp. pp.82-5.

2% B. Diaz del Castillo, Conquista... p545.
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Spanish nobility. But individuals with no formal tlatocayot! also benefited from this new
conduit of prestige: don Hernando de Tapia (Motelchiuhtzin) the son of Motecuhzoma’s old
cihuacoatl, was never appointed governor of Indian Mexico City like his (possibly non-noble)
father. Instead he fought as a soldier, served in the vital role of principal nahuatlato
(translator) for the various authorities of Mexico City and insisted on the services of his
father during the conquest and subsequently. His role was so important to the success of
the Second Audiencia in re-establishing the trust of the polities that Tapia was awarded a
coat of arms by Charles V and made a Knight of the Golden Spur of St. Peter by Pope Paul lll
— greater honours than those granted to most Spanish conquistadores. In the kingdom of
New Spain, part of Charles V’'s composite monarchy, individuals began to find avenues of
advancement that transcended the arena of the altepet/ and the traditional elements of

tlatocayotl.?®

Nothing was satisfactorily settled in New Spain by 1535 for either Indigenous lords
or prominent Spanish settlers. However the terms in which the struggles for legitimacy
would be conducted were becoming increasingly well defined as don Antonio de Mendoza,

the three Maxixcatzin and (possibly) don Hernando de Tapia made their way to Mexico City.

266 G.S. Fernandez de Recas, Cacicazgo y Nobiliario... pp.229-232.
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Part IIl: The viceregal regime in
practice

Chapter 4: ‘Republic of Spaniards’

New Spain’s Spanish population was composed of networks of patronage that
entailed bonds of loyalty and economic dependence. The mix of Iberians, other Europeans
and Africans, who defined themselves against the indigenous population as ‘Spaniards’,
created in turn an exaggerated new notion of common identity that, when combined with
the idiosyncratic legitimising factors of New Spain, complicated questions of status.’®’ Old
Spanish identities of nobility, locality and kinship dissolved or acquired renewed impetus as
they adapted themselves to the internal logic of New Spain’s networks of dependence - in
the early 1530s don Luis de Castilla, direct descendant of Peter I, was under the command

of new man Hernan Cortés from provincial Medellin.?®®

The embodiments of these networks were the ubiquitous casas pobladas that
constituted the few Spanish settlements scattered amongst ancient Mesoamerican centres
of population on which they subsisted; or in the few new mining towns in the untamed
semi-nomadic north. In these houses an established patron with a reliable income housed
and fed relatives and useful newcomers in search of sustenance. Motolinia noticed the

effect of this phenomenon on Mexico City which hosted by far the greatest concentration of

267 AGI, Justicia, 274 and 273 for ‘African scribes’ Juan de Guinea and Juan de Zaragoza, and other various

nameless black criados (not slaves). They merit further study.

2%% T_ de Benavente o Motolinia, Historia de los indios de la Nueva Espafia, E. O’Gorman ed. (Mexico 1973),

p.17; Coleccion de documentos para la historia de México Joaquin Garcia Icazbalceta, vol.1 p. 484f.
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‘

Spaniards: “...it is clear that more is consumed in Mexico City alone than in two or three
cities in Spain of the same size. The reason for this is that all the houses are very full of
people and also that since they are all very comfortable and without necessity so they spend
copiously'.269 These networks sustained the bulk of the sedentary Spanish population, which
never exceeded, and hardly ever reached the 16,180 (including Guatemala) mentioned in

the first census of 1560.%7°

As with much else in America these networks were a distorted reflection (that aimed
to represent an attribute) of the Spanish nobility’s ethos of service. Spanish settlement was
equated with royal service and not the occupation of the land for private profit.271
Comparatively few Spaniards chose to settle as farmers or craftsmen, and the crown’s early

efforts in this respect were remarkable for their failure, while contemporary literature

confirms the feeling of entitlement of most recent Spanish immigrants.?”?

Like the penniless young hidalgo in Lazarillo de Tormes, wandering Spaniards in
search of their fortune were seeking a patron to serve with their person. On the other hand
it was prestigious and useful for such a patron to preside over a well-armed casa poblada.

The wealthy neighbours of Mexico City boasted of them as yet another vindication of their

2% Motolinia Historia de los Indios... p.142f.

% AS. Aiton, Antonio de Mendoza: First Viceroy of New Spain (Duke 1927), p.100 n.46 quoting the census of

1560, c. 3,000 more were of no fixed habitation.

7 See ch.8.

?2 Motolinia, Historia de los Indios...,p.56 and Ch. 2. Mil y un sonetos mexicanos, (Mexico, 1971), p. 189 quoted

originally by Baltasar Dorantes de Carranza in Sumaria relacion de la Nueva Espafia.
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status as ‘principal men’ and a symbol of their service to the commonwealth in ‘populating

the land’ and providing a pool of armed men in case of an emergency.?”?

When Mendoza arrived the encomenderos had been at the head of these networks
since the conquest. The tribute dues of about 767 towns went to 506 different
encomenderos in the period between 1521-1555 but to only about 300 individuals at any

7% With their regular tributary income, the encomendero families were at the

one time.
pinnacle of most networks of patronage. The instability of the 1520s and the bluntness of
the Second Audiencia in dealing with encomienda, combined with the allure of easy wealth
in Peru, had reduced the Spanish population by half in the years preceding Mendoza’s

|:275

arriva the 300 or so encomenderos may have had to sustain no more than twenty

Spaniards each to account for the vast majority of the Spanish population.?’®

The justification for the encomenderos’ right to enjoy the tribute of the king’s
indigenous subjects was that their settlement in New Spain was a service to the crown: their
presence nominally sustained royal authority, defended it and fostered evangelisation. The
need to guarantee the viability of these networks explains the urgency with which settlers
clamoured for the king to ‘settle the land’ by defining a hereditary elite with the imagined
stability of European nobility. Despite the encomenderos’ diminishing power over time they
remained the backbone of Spanish society in economic and social terms throughout the

period.

?7 See ch.7 and F. Benitez The century after Cortés (Chicago, 1965), p.35.

7% R. Himmerich y Valencia, The Encomenderos of New Spain New Spain 1521-1555 (Austin, 1996), p.13.

7L Martinez, Herndn Cortés, (Mexico, 1990), p.701.

%’® ENE, doc 186; CDI, Vol. 2, Doc. 226, p.541.
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In 1542, hope of a perpetual grant of encomiendas seemed to evaporate when
representatives from the crown arrived in New Spain and Peru to proclaim the ‘New Laws’.
In New Spain there was great discontent: reportedly 600 settlers decided to emigrate at

2’7 However New Spain’s settlers did not follow their

once, many with their families in tow.
Peruvian counterparts into rebellion. Rather, as many men as emigrated would enlist

enthusiastically for an expedition to be led by their viceroy’s son to rescue royal authority in

Peru.?’®

Mendoza’s authority after many years as viceroy, rather than his titles —Blasco
Nufiez de Vela was also a viceroy - accounted for the discrepancy between New Spain and

2’9 Mendoza had consolidated the trust and loyalties of a critical mass of settlers

Peru.
behind him. Even after Velasco finally implemented the extent of the ‘New Laws’, the
Spaniards remained loyal; once again the difference with Peru, where Francisco Hernandez
Girdn raised another rebellion in 1554, is telling. In New Spain, the settlers trusted in the
established norms of viceregal government. They allowed for negotiation and redress: as

Suarez de Peralta noted Velasco was enough of a ‘father to them’.®°

In order to establish their authority, the viceroys sought to use their position to
become the greatest patrons in New Spain and the most trusted intermediaries between

the settlers and the crown.

%77y Miranda, El tributo indigena en la Nueva Espafia durante el siglo XVI (Mexico 2005), p.197.

278 A.S. Aiton Antonio de Mendoza... p.p.175-6.

7% A.S. Aiton Antonio de Mendoza...p.98, L.B. Simpson The Encomienda in New Spain (Berkeley, 1982), p.133;
ENE Vol.V. doc. 256; AGI Gobierno Mexico 68, R.12, N.34, Tello de Sandoval letter to Prince Philip, 19
september 1545.

280 ) Suarez de Peralta, Tratado del descubrimiento de las Indias, ed. Silva Tena, T. (Mexico, 1990), p.161-162.
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Administrative reform

Mendoza adapted pre-existing administrative offices to increase his ability to
dispense patronage. The clearest example comes from the changes he instituted to the
office of corregidor. The Second Audiencia had introduced 53 corregidores to administer the
principal towns under control of the crown. Their term of office lasted one year and like
encomenderos they were paid from the tribute they collected from the towns under their
supervision, but they possessed even greater legal powers. This made them often even
more exploitative than the encomenderos they replaced; or were local encomenderos
themselves given extra responsibilities because the audiencia had been unable to find

suitable alternative candidates®®®.

Mendoza was aware of the complaints against the corregidores and was in favour of
greater autonomy in indigenous self-government. His original suggestion for reform reveals
his intentions: Mendoza originally wanted to eliminate the corregidores altogether and to
replace them with far fewer (about 12) alcaldes mayores that would serve on a more

82 Mendoza’s plan would have allowed him to appoint his household

permanent basis.
adherents to the powerful alcaldias mayores — each with authority over huge districts -
making them more powerful than most encomenderos, and to gain access to part of the
income generated by these towns for distribution at his own discretion to those he

considered worthy. Unsurprisingly Mendoza protested pre-emptively that his intention was

not intended to give him ‘too much hand’ in the running of the administration by these

%81 C. Gibson The Aztecs Under Spanish Rule: A History of the Indians of the Valley Of Mexico 1519-1810.

(Stanford 1964), p.82-83; CDI, Vol.2, p179ff.

282 cDI, Vol.2, p.183f.
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reforms,”® but the crown rejected his plan nonetheless. The intention behind this failed
reform is instructive because it illustrates the logic of Mendoza’s subsequent reform of the

office of corregidor to achieve similar ends.

Mendoza instead created a system of ‘quitas y vacaciones’, which he explained in
some detail to his successor and was often commented on by officials, but has been largely

ignored by historians despite its widespread use.”®

Mendoza standardised the salary of
corregidores to around 240d or less, rather than granting them the total tribute assessment
of the individual towns they were administering. This reduction was justified by enforced
shorter terms (‘vacating’). This allowed the viceroy to both increase the number of
corregidores he could appoint from 53 to 159 a year by 1546 and to use the balance that
was left over from the total tribute collected to reward various other individuals for specific
services or merely to subsidise them at his pleasure. Because this system did not affect the
level of previous tributary income that went into the treasury, the distribution of these
remaining funds was effectively at the discretion of the viceroys, albeit with the approval of
the royal officials or in specific cases where the crown directly ordered specific payments to

285

particular individuals.”™ The number of corregimientos kept rising as a result of the further

escheat of encomiendas after the ‘New Laws’ and later the confiscation of the marquesado:

in 1569 there were 155 corregimientos available a year, with more than one person

286
d.

occupying each position in that perio Furthermore other minor offices in the gift of the

*8 Ibid. p.181ff.

284 VEA, Mendoza, Doc. 5; AGl Gobierno Mexico 323, 2 April 1562 (c.6th bound collection of letters).

%, Ruiz-Medrano, Reshaping New Spain: Government and private interest in the colonial bureaucracy 1531-

1550, J., Constantino & P. Marmasse trans., (Colorado, 2006), p.97 and Ch.8.
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viceroys like alguacilazgos and alcaldias mayores may have become subject to similar forced

‘vacations’.

The funds available in the quitas y vacaciones fund varied yearly but were
considerable. When Velasco died on 31 July 1564, over 45,000d — more than the total
salaries paid to all corregidores which was about 38,750d per annum- had already been
assigned from this fund for the following year and more remained to be distributed.”®’ This
source of viceregal patronage became even more important when price inflation took hold:
while salaries in royal administration remained constant, tributary income decreased and

Spanish immigration increased.”®®

The viceroys already had the right to decide on the appointment of corregidores.
These reforms, combined with their alliance with the treasury officials, gave the viceroys a
king-like access and control over most of the resourced in the royal coffers. It amounted to
an enormous potential for direct viceregal patronage. Gonzalo de Salazar, who had gone to
Spain during a period of Spanish discontent and emigrations, returned to Mexico in 1538,
and hardly recognised it because ‘this city [Mexico] is turned into a great court, because the

1289

voice of the viceroy has carried and sustained many people. Mendoza turned the

instruments of administration into a system of welfare and patronage under his control.

288 | Miranda, El Tributo Indigena en la Nueva Espafia durante el Siglo XVI, (Mexico 2005) p.157. There were 13

corregimientos in the marquesado see C. Pérez de Bustamante Los Origenes Del Gobierno Virreinal En Las
Indias Espariolas: Don Antonia De Mendoza Primer Virrey De La Nueva Espana. (1535-1550), (Santiago, 1928),
Doc. XXXI.

287 NG| Gobierno México, 323, 8" March 1565.

*%8 AGI Gobierno Mexico 323, 2 April 1562 (c.6th bound collection of letters).

29 ENE, Vol.lll doc. 186 pp.238ff.
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Mendoza claimed that there were not enough people to fill all the offices when he

290 As with much else

first arrived, but that soon there were too many legitimate claimants.
in New Spain scarcity led to competition over both the offices and disbursements in the
viceroy’s gift. The viceroys were able to determine who deserved these rewards and what

1 During the visitas conducted on the

criteria should be applied in establishing merit.
viceroys’ administrations, a vocal minority accused each viceroy of bestowing offices and
largesse on undeserving individuals. Clearly the viceroys could not accommodate for the
wishes of all Spaniards. Those individuals that the viceroys selected for preferment, and in
particular those appointments that caused the greatest controversy, reveal most clearly the
internal logic of the viceroys’ political objectives in New Spain because their selection was

potentially most at odds with the legitimising characteristics expected from the more

abstracted perspective of Spain.

There were points of divergence between the viceroys’ role of representing the king,
their own ambitions and the practical necessities of establishing viceregal authority using

292 The bitterest complaints were levied against

personal courtly and patrimonial strategies.
patronage that went to members of the viceregal households and to other recent Spanish
arrivals that did not have the traditional legitimising claim of being a conquistador, an old
settler, or descended from either. There were also complaints that too much of the

patronage that did go to ‘worthy’ claimants went to those that were most closely allied and

involved with the viceroys or their dependents. In short, the complaints from the two visitas

290 VEA, Mendoza, Doc.5.

291
See also ch.7.

22 5ee ch.8.
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followed the same formula of earlier accusations made against previous governors and the
crown for not rewarding the ‘right’ people. It was a symptom of perpetually scarce and
diminishing resources on the one hand and the high expectations of many Spanish settlers
on the other, combined with an uncertainty and instability of status produced by New
Spain’s original sin. It led to intense competition for available sources of income and
prestige. It is possible to identify a guiding logic to viceregal patronage that related to their

governmental aims.

Household government

Both viceroys arrived from Spain with ‘very principal households, of many criados-

1293

caballeros’*™ of about thirty to fifty individuals drawn mainly from their seats in Spain:

Granada and Guadalajara for Mendoza; Palencia, Navarre and the Basque country for

294
Velasco.?

These would form the core of the viceregal court, which reproduced the royal
and lordly households they knew from Spain, but also fit into a pattern that was

fundamental to Spanish migration and settlement in New Spain.

Like the viceroys other great patrons had travelled to New Spain with large retinues
to help them establish their authority and carry out their commands. Hernan Cortés
returned in 1530 with a retinue of close to four hundred people (nearly as many as those
that crossed with him in 1519 from Cuba) ‘to discharge the offices’ in the marquessate and
to man expeditions he had in mind as Captain General of New Spain. Similarly, Alvarado on
his return in 1538 was accompanied by 250 men, many arms and munitions for further

exploration and several nubile young doncellas for his battle scarred veterans in Guatemala,

293 ) Suarez de Peralta Tratado del descubrimiento de las Indias, ed. Silva Tena, T. (Mexico, 1990), p.159.

294 Appendix A.
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all at a cost of 30,000d.”® Lesser encomenderos sought to maintain friends and relatives
from Spain in greater dignity than they had been used to or useful new acquaintances to

help them as tribute collectors or merely to display their own importance.?®

It was understood, therefore, that the viceroys would rely on and give preference to
these dependants. They were known generically by a variety of names, like vassallo or

297 None of these

criado that displayed the bonds of loyalty between them and the viceroys.
definitions implied formal servitude, and there was nothing institutional about their
position. Indeed in all letters addressed to the king the signatories rather optimistically

referred to themselves as ‘his majesty’s most loyal criados’ to suggest an idealised

household proximity.

Apart from the silver-miners, most patrons in New Spain were competing for

diminishing resources, as the indigenous population declined while inflation increased the

298

price of prized European goods erratically.””" This made reliance on a stable and adaptable

source of income or at least food and shelter particularly pressing.

2L Martinez, Cortés...p.619. As Martinez pointed out this included minstrels and artisans, a specialist in silk

and friars and nuns that he was sponsoring, along with candidates for 13 corregimientos that he needed to fill;
C. Pérez de Bustamante Don Antonio de Mendoza...Doc. XXXI; J.M. Vallejo Garcia-Hevia, Juicio a un
conquistador: Pedro de Alvarado (2 vols), (Madrid 2008) Vol.1. p.164.

2% Motolinia, Historia de los Indios, ...p.16.

7 N.R. Porro Girardi ‘Los criados en las indias del Quinientos: del Servicio privado a la funcion publica’, en X/
Congreso del Instituto Internacional de Historia del Derecho Indiano, Instituto de Investigaciones de Historia
del Derecho, (Buenos Aires,1997), IV, 91-12; J. Martinez Millan (ed), Instituciones y élites de poder en la
monarquia hispana durante el siglo XVI, (Madrid 1992), p.17-21.

2% E. Ruiz Medrano Reshaping New Spain... p.20; Gaspar Mejia as late as 1587 who still relied on being
‘arrimado a un factor del rey’ and la Romera who ‘desea hacerme una merced’ if his wife ever wants to come
over and needs a place to stay Cartas privadas de emigrantes a Indias, E. Otte et al. ed., p. 212 -234.
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For the viceroys, deciding who to appoint to offices like corregidor or who deserved
largesse from the treasury was not a choice between nepotism and highly qualified
bureaucrats but rather between the viceroy’s trusted favourites that formed part of the
viceregal ‘party’ and other settlers whom the viceroy did not know or trust and who had no
particular allegiance to him. The viceroys assigned offices or granted benefices to relatives
and other members of their household in imitation of the ‘intimate’ style of courtly
government they knew from Spain. The crown itself recognised the patrimonial aspect of
viceregal government in the immunity the viceroys received from paying the almojarifazgo

on the household property they transported to New Spain.?*

Furthermore, royal
instructions to the viceroys and their defence of the appointments they made, are full of
references to choosing ‘men of confidence’ to carry out the most delicate tasks of the
administration. The viceroys defended their choices along the same lines: ‘and in this | did
what | had to and what | considered to be most convenient for the service of your majesty

and the good government of the land.”3®°

The duality of the viceroy’s identity as a mere
representation and as a patron in his own right who was not sovereign but had appropriated

king-like powers explains the discrepancy and justification for complaint from the excluded.

The difference between household duties and more official services was blurred:
Amongst the most mentioned individuals in Mendoza’s visita was Agustin Guerrero:
ostensibly mayordomo mayor of Mendoza’s court and captain of the guard. He also acted as

the viceroy’s most important ‘intimate representative’ carrying out a remarkable array of

% C. Pérez de Bustamante, Mendoza... p.197 for the detailed catalogue contained in the cedula reproduction

in full. (As Guillermo Tovar de Teresa has pointed out the 200 books of Mendoza would count as one of only
three large library collections known in New Spain at the time); M.J. Sarabia Viejo, Don Luis de Velasco: Virrey
De La Nueva Espafia 1550-1564 (Seville 1978) p.4-5; Appendix A.

300 AG], Justicia 259, ‘Descargos del Visorrey’, 19.
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missions: from overseeing the review of the treasury books from 1536 to 1544 to running
the viceroy’s wool-making enterprise with Gonzalo Gémez, a task that was beneath the
dignity of the viceroy but was essential for the private wealth that allowed him to run the
viceregal household and maintain its dependents. Guerrero was also involved in other
delicate missions such as brokering the deal over Pacific exploration with Alvarado and as
the viceroy’s primary lieutenant in the Mixtdn War; he even acted as bursar to the college of
Tlatelolco. Guerrero also organised the court and controlled access to the viceroy.*** When
Guerrero finally left New Spain it was to represent the viceroy at court in Spain following the
accusations of Tello de Sandoval’s visita. Guerrero was rewarded with corregimientos from
1540 to his return to Spain after 1545; not surprisingly, he was continually rewarded from
the ‘vacaciones’ fund for specific missions as well. It seems highly probable that he had his
own patronage network, delegating some responsibilities and sharing rewards with his
trusted associates within the viceroy’s court like his nephew Juan Martinez Guerrero
(Agustin himself did not have children in New Spain). Mendoza allowed Juan to enjoy the
encomienda that came to him as his wife’s dowry even though she was an illegitimate
mestiza making the transfer of dubious legality. Juan was left a very wealthy man by his

302

uncle, eventually living in one of the grandest houses in Mexico City.” His descendants

were encomenderos into the 17" century and thereafter established a mayorazgo.>*

Household dependants, like Guerrero, were not supplanting professional

bureaucrats in these offices, but rather what their accusers in the visitas considered more

3 see Appendix A.

%92 G. Kubler Mexican Architecture of the 16" Century (2 Volumes), (1948), Vol.1 p.193f.

3% see Appendix A.
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‘deserving’ settlers and conquistadores. The members of viceregal entourages were at least
as able in discharging these administrative offices as the conquistadores and