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Introduction


  IN THE COOL SEASON, WHITE EGRETS GATHER NEAR THE COAST OF THE GULF of Mexico in great raucous flocks, alighting by the hundreds on the trees at dusk, their quivering forms silhouetted against the darkening sky. The twelve-year-old girl who would one day be called Malintzin would have seen them there when she was a slave among the Maya. We cannot know if they were also a lingering childhood memory from the years when she had lived in a fine house in the direction of the setting sun, near Coatzacoalcos, before the men took her away against her will. Perhaps she had lived too far from the water then, or perhaps she was too young when she left to remember clearly. We cannot know much about what she made of the contrast between her past and her present. When she was a child, before she knew what was to be her fate, she had lived among Nahuas, and in that world there was a kind of woman’s lament sung in the voice of a captive concubine: “O, mother, I’m dying of sadness here in my life with a man. I can’t make the spindle dance. I can’t throw my weaver’s stick.”1 But though Malintzin in her new life as a slave undoubtedly harbored such feelings as these some of the time, she most likely, in the way of most captives, managed to keep her head bent on her work, tossing her spindle, twisting yarn from raw cotton—until the day her keepers lost their battle with the strangers from the sea and brought her to the newcomers as a peace offering. Nineteen other girls went down to the river with her; none knew what the future held.

  The girl who had no choice in the matter but did as she was told would certainly never have guessed that one of her names would soon be inscribed in world history and then endure for over five hundred years, or that she herself would come to signify so many different things to so many different people that the truth about her could no longer be determined. Given the wit and aplomb ascribed to her by those who knew her, it is possible that if she had been told, she would have laughed. For she knew that she was simply surviving—as well as she could—the most ordinary of lives.

  By coincidence, she was catapulted to the very center of the drama of two continents colliding: she became translator and mistress to Hernando Cortés during his effort to conquer Mexico, and thus she negotiated with Moctezuma and his successors on behalf of Cortés until—and even after—the Spaniards held the reins of power. The effects of the conquest of the indigenous are still with us today, and so the years in which this woman lived and acted are loaded with multiple meanings that vary widely according to the position of the observer. Europeans and their cultural heirs in the Americas have tended to celebrate the changes that ensued; Native Americans and those who choose to identify with them, on the other hand, have expressed their pain and anger. The feelings of both sides are often passionate, and the young Indian woman is at the eye of the storm. As long ago as 1939, the novelist Haniel Long commented, “She represents more than any one moment of history can hold.”2

  The story of the image of Marina, as the Spanish called her, or Malinche, as we call her now, is itself an interesting one, full of sudden plot developments and changes of direction.3 She was not always the focus of so much attention. In fact, after the people who had actually known Malintzin had all died, almost no one mentioned her for well over two hundred years. In that period, the image of an indigenous helpmeet was altogether too commonplace to merit notice. But in the early nineteenth century, when Mexico broke away from Spain, any friend of the Spaniards came to be seen as a dastardly foe. In the anonymous 1826 novel Xicoténcatl, Marina was for the first time suddenly presented as a lustful, conniving traitor. The story had wide appeal in a newly nationalistic setting. A sexy, sneaky Marina let her people down in story after story for the next two centuries, in Mexico and elsewhere.

  In the 1970s, Mexican and Mexican American feminists came to question the paradigm, pointing out that the girl herself had been given into slavery by her own people. Whom was she betraying? What should she have done when she was given into the hands of the armed Spanish men? Would her critics seriously recommend suicide, as an affirmation of herself and her people? Rather than seeing her as a master of Machiavellian politics, said the feminists, we should acknowledge that she was a victim more than once.

  In the 1980s and 1990s a number of writers adjusted this notion somewhat, arguing that perhaps she was not entirely victimized. After all, she was clearly a resourceful and intelligent young woman, a survivor. She did what she could within her own context to preserve her sense of herself in a complex and shifting terrain, in a world in which it was unclear how to draw lines between groups or what was the best course of action to take. In her time, we must remember, there were as yet no people who saw themselves as “Indians,” just varying ethnic groups and some particularly strange new arrivals.

  In postmodern North America the new style of thinking has seemed especially apt to some theorists. Malinche can be envisioned as a bridge, a woman who moved successfully between at least three different cultures. Like the Chicano people who are both Mexican and American—and hence, perhaps, neither—she was a hybrid. “She has become the transfigured symbol of fragmented identity and multiculturalism,” writes one literary critic.4

  But in truth, in Mexico, these new versions of Malinche’s reality have held little sway. Evolving ethnicities and multicultural identities are clearly more compelling to Mexican Americans (and other North Americans) than to Mexicans. There are exceptions, of course: one Mexican historian asks why, if certain Spanish castaways wanted to stay with the Maya, is it not acceptable for her to have wanted to stay with the Spanish?5 The majority of the Mexican populace, however, still looks on Malinche with shame and loathing, seeing her not only as representative of conquest by Spain, but of domination by outsiders in general. Many years ago Octavio Paz wrote thoughtfully about the psychological situation in which most Mexicans find themselves in relation to an indigenous ancestor conflated with the chingada, the “fucked one,” the “duped one”:

  If the Chingada is a representation of the violated Mother, it is appropriate to associate her with the conquest, which was also a violation, not only in the historical sense, but also in the very flesh of Indian women. . . . Doña Marina becomes a figure representing the Indian women who were fascinated, violated or seduced by the Spaniards. And just as a small boy will not forgive his mother if she abandons him to search for his father, the Mexican people have not forgiven La Malinche for her betrayal. She embodies the open, the chingado, [in relation] to our closed, stoic, impassive Indians.6

  “This explains,” Paz added, “the success of the contemptuous adjective malinchista recently put into circulation [in the 1930s and 1940s] by newspapers to denounce all those who have been corrupted by foreign influences.”

  The feelings understandably run deep. In 1982 a statue was erected of Malinche, Cortés, and their son, Martín, in Coyoacan, on the outskirts of Mexico City, where the two temporarily took up their abode after the fall of the indigenous capital in 1521. In the midst of the new discussions about Malinche that had emerged in the seventies, the statue was intended to be respectful of her trials and to emphasize the mestizo (or mixed-blood) character of the nation. But the work soon had to be removed due to the strength of feeling evident in student protests that erupted: the young people wanted no monument that presented Malinche in a positive light, for in their minds she was too closely associated with domination by outsiders, and with betrayal.7

  The impassioned student protestors of 1982 were defending their convictions. As they understood the situation, they were standing up for their nation’s sovereignty and speaking up for the downtrodden Indians. But however admirable their feelings and their activism, none of them could have been thinking of the real young girl who walked down a winding path to the river one day in 1519, knowing that she was to be given away to the newcomers as a bedfellow and cook. If the students had been thinking of her, they wouldn’t have seen such an obvious enemy, but rather a frightened slave who through a twist of fate found herself in a potentially very bad spot.

  There have been many books about the mythical Malinche, but we have long needed a thorough book about the real young woman. We have needed it in order to humanize her and the countless other Indian women like her who were forced to confront the conquest in their own lives. Otherwise they are left to bear the stigma of being considered either provocative or horrifying (or both) and are never seen in all their complexity, as the real people they once were. They survived the most trying of circumstances with as much dignity as they could muster. They deserve better than the stereotypes and accusations that have been flung at them and have too often stuck. And it seems deeply wrong that their cultural heirs should themselves be haunted by crimes that their ancestors—real or symbolic—did not actually commit.

  Indeed, there is probably only one compelling reason why a traditional biography of Malinche was not written years ago: that it cannot be done. The evidence simply does not exist to write such a book. The woman left us no diaries or letters, not a single page. We do, however, have enough ethnographic evidence about Nahuas and Spaniards for another kind of book, for one that provides full details on every aspect of Malinche’s context and places her actions in their proper setting, allowing readers to see what kind of thoughts she might have entertained in such a situation, as well as the extent to which her decisions mattered. Yet such a book is a dangerous one to write: if not executed carefully and with restraint, it could itself become part of the problem, projecting motivations and feelings onto the woman that she in fact never harbored. This is a classic problem in works treating the past of nonliterate or disempowered peoples who did not leave a paper trail for posterity. Operating with hindsight, we may want to explore issues that no literate person at the time ever thought would matter, or that they may even have wanted to hide, and about which we therefore have little or no written evidence. On the other hand, people may have recorded copious details on other subjects. One anthropologist has wryly commented, “While ethnography offers the best data, history offers the best questions, and the two can never be completely brought together.”8 It is a crucial step, then, to disentangle exactly what it is that we are asking and ascertain if there is any meaningful evidence with which to approach that question.

  In asking about the woman herself, we are really posing two separate but related categories of questions. First, how did this woman matter in her own time? Did she change the course and nature of the conquest? Second, what did the turbulent events of her life mean to her? Can we even begin to consider her own interpretations?

  Answering the first kind of question, concerning the significance of Malinche’s actions, depends upon our knowing exactly what happened, and in this case certainty is elusive. The Spanish chroniclers who mentioned Malinche all wrote with their own agendas, and they were usually distant in time and place when they sat down with their pens in hand. They lied, forgot, and argued with each other. Sometimes writers actually came to believe what they thought would have been fitting to have happened: one chronicler insisted that Malinche actually married Jerónimo de Aguilar, who had been shipwrecked among the Maya and who worked closely with her to form a translation chain between Cortés and Moctezuma; but she married someone entirely different, as everyone else knew.9 Indigenous men writing historical annals in the second half of the sixteenth century also succumbed to this kind of error, recording what in their innermost hearts they thought should have happened, what made sense to them to have happened. But when all the Spanish chronicles and indigenous annals mentioning Malinche are read together, certain patterns of perception become clear. And when they are read in conjunction with legal documents produced closer to the time by figures who had more concrete and immediate objectives than the characterization of doña Marina, certain facts emerge. When these perceptions and facts are placed in the context of an understanding of Nahua life provided by recent studies of Nahuatl-language sources, a whole picture begins to take shape.

  The picture that comes into focus is one in which the young Malinche is indeed of crucial importance in the conquest—but it is also a picture of a world in which there were many potential Malinches. Without her help at certain points, Cortés would almost certainly have died or been forced to turn back. But it seems equally sure that had she not existed, some other Spaniard on some other expedition would have come across another woman much like Malinche, for she was a typical product of the Mesoamerican world as it then was. The many ways in which this is true will become visible throughout the course of this book. Indeed, even without resorting to counterfactuals, we will see that she did not act alone: there were thousands of occasions when indigenous people sided with Spaniards, at least temporarily, for their own excellent reasons.

  The second question, touching on Malinche’s inner life, is more difficult to approach. Many would argue that out of true respect, we must acknowledge that we can never know her, and let the subject drop. But what does it mean to consign someone to unknowability? In the worst-case scenario, such “blank slates” are vulnerable to the readings and misreadings of whoever chooses to make assumptions about them, however hostile or insulting their preconceptions may be. Such figures are not people but rather symbols and hence can become lightning rods. In the best case, perhaps, they are not reviled but still remain less than fully human in the popular imagination. It is, after all, hard to take seriously characters who never say anything. Our books tend to be full of the profound and witty thoughts of colonizers and others who once held pens in their hands, while slaves, Indians, and other nonliterate figures remain shadowy and relatively uninteresting one-dimensional beings even in the most sympathetic of studies.

  It thus becomes important to lay out the full panoply of possibility, to render the context so vibrantly real that the range of Malinche’s potential reactions becomes an interesting subject for thought, and her actual decisions and actions resonate more meaningfully. Traditionally, insight into the Aztec world was gained largely through archaeology and texts written by Spaniards. But for many years now, Mexican, North American, and European scholars have also been putting their knowledge of the Nahuatl language to work to aid the cause.10 The indigenous did not begin to use the Roman alphabet with any frequency until the 1550s, but at that point they began to work actively to create formal texts describing preconquest life as they remembered it, to write down surviving versions of their own historical annals and songs, and to conduct their own mundane affairs in writing—leaving a trail of wills, land transfers, and other documents for posterity to find, many of which unintentionally reveal traditional ways of thinking. All of these sources must be read carefully and without naive acceptance of their assertions, but taken together, they provide a window—albeit a sometimes murky one—into the world in which Malintzin lived and breathed.

  In attempting to place the woman’s decisions in context, it is of absolute importance not to commit the usual crime of projecting our own concerns onto Malinche but, on the contrary, to remain aware of all the old ideas that have led to motives that miss the complexity of her situation being assigned to her. In the earliest paradigms, for good or ill, whether she is considered to be a heroine or the proverbial “bitch,” she is certainly powerful, manipulating the situation to suit her own ends. In the later construct, she is a victim, raped and abused. In the most recent paradigm of all, she is someone who succeeds in going about her own business following traditional Native American practices, managing to preserve herself intact and even to increase her ability to maneuver for a number of years. The latter is undoubtedly the most realistic portrait, but all three pictures contain kernels of truth. In a life such as hers, there had to have been moments of triumph or glee, moments of agony or self-effacement, and moments of putting one foot in front of the other in a rather prosaic way. We have no right to presume to know exactly when Malintzin had which reaction. On the other hand, we perhaps have a duty to try to understand her life well enough to be able to recognize its rich and painful and complicated possibilities.
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  What I have tried to write, then, is a book about contexts. In effect, despite the focus on Malintzin, it is more than the story of one woman’s life; it is an exploration of indigenous experience in her era. It consists of nine chapters that each treat a different subject even as they proceed chronologically through time. In a sense, it offers nine essays, each of which provides an interpretation of a particular aspect of the conquest. The first chapter (“Pelican’s Kingdom”) attempts to convey the contentiousness of Malintzin’s natal world, not only in terms of rivalries between ethnic states, but also in terms of gendered tensions that permeated elite households and left some individuals more vulnerable, and perhaps more alienated, than others. The second chapter (“The Men from the Boats”) looks at first contact with Europeans from indigenous eyes and quarrels with the traditional notion that the newcomers were envisioned as gods rather than especially well-armed foreigners. I argue that the indigenous had a technological problem, not a spiritual or cultural one, and that they knew it well. Chapter three (“One of Us People Here”) explores the complicated role that indigenous translators in general and Malintzin in particular played in what was really a process, not a moment, of conquest. In the interactions between natives and newcomers, the newcomers had more power in important regards, but that did not mean that they controlled or even understood what the natives were thinking.

  Chapter four (“Tenochtitlan”) offers a variety of viewpoints as to what happened in the great Mexica city in the fatal months between November 1519 and July 1520, rejecting the idea that the indigenous were naive in their assessment of the strangers and arguing instead that Malintzin was not the only one to see the technological discrepancy clearly enough and act accordingly. The fifth chapter (“Water-Pouring Song”) analyzes both the proximate and ultimate causes of the Spaniards’ eventual victory in 1521 and asks the reader to consider its significance from a variety of indigenous perspectives. Chapter six (“Reed Mats”) discusses the multiplicity of indigenous experiences in the immediate aftermath of 1521, ranging from cataclysmic loss to triumph over one’s enemies to business as usual. Malintzin’s own life incorporated all of these. However difficult it was for the Spaniards to understand the complexity of the Indians’ reactions, the conquerors certainly did manage to insinuate themselves into the fabric of political authority, which was to have far-reaching implications for all the Native Americans.

  In the final chapters, the book shifts gears, moving from an examination of multiple indigenous perspectives back to a focus on Malintzin herself and those dearest to her. Chapter seven (“The Concubine Speaks”) argues for the importance of being open to alternative interpretations of actions taken by the indigenous. It is usually assumed that Cortés forced Malintzin to marry an underling when he was done with her, but using the evidence in certain legal cases pursued after Malintzin’s death, I argue that if we look at the facts under a different light, then Malintzin, rather than being swept aside, appears to have attempted to exert her will toward the end of her life in the actions she chose to take. In the last chapters (“Doña María” and “Don Martín”), the reader follows the lives of her son and daughter and sees what resulted from the choices Malintzin made. Her children are frequently understood to be emblematic of the experiences of the first generations of mestizos everywhere in Mexico: they are interpreted either as the forgers of a cosmic race, or as hijos de la chingada, when in their own eyes they were probably neither the one nor the other. For Malintzin and for her children, the truth was more complicated than many people have wanted to believe; their lives were grounded in harder choices than most of us have recognized.

  Tying the chapters with their separate themes together is the story of one woman’s life. To my mind, the story is important. It is important for itself, like any tale of old—a good yarn is one of humanity’s great accomplishments. The Nahuas, at any rate, certainly thought so. And it is important for another reason. If we are going to have any success in our ongoing efforts to piece together what particular indigenous were probably thinking at any one point, we must know exactly what happened just before the moment under scrutiny, as well as what the Indians were about to do next. The sequence of events can provide crucial evidence.

  What I am reaching for is a story told from varying indigenous points of view, with one enslaved woman’s perspective located most centrally. I am too far removed in time, place, and culture to be able to convince myself that I have fully attained such a thing. I air possibilities and probabilities, and I am honest when we simply don’t know. A parallel book, as it were, runs through the notes, ensuring that my train of thought is as transparent as possible. I entreat readers to look at those notes. After careful consideration, I have decided to protect the story—the narrative—from constant interruptions; it is important that the book be about Malintzin in the last analysis, not about my thinking about Malintzin. An unfortunate result of this, however, is that the detective work and process of drawing conclusions are in some cases consigned to the back pages.

  One specific way in which the effort to approach an indigenous perspective affects the narration is that the Spanish play an ever greater role as the indigenous both come to know them better and become more vulnerable to them. The Europeans are gradually transformed from a rather blurry group to a set of specific individuals with defined agendas and known personalities. Readers will thus not find much about, for example, Cortés’s early years, but they will gain a stronger sense of his later life. The paramount questions the book seeks to answer are not, after all, about the conquistadors; hence their limited role.

  The story is in many ways dramatic—exciting or tragic, or both, depending on your point of view. I hope that readers find it compelling. But we should not deceive ourselves into thinking it is truly surprising. Like most of history, it is just the tale that might be expected, once you have all the preliminary facts. The pragmatic Malintzin, I like to think, would have agreed.
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ONE


  Pelican’s Kingdom

  IN FEBRUARY OF THE YEAR 1500, A PRINCE WAS BORN IN GHENT, IN THE Netherlands, whose name would travel round the world before he was twenty. The day he made his appearance, the doctors thanked God, and messengers set off to take the news to his grandparents, Ferdinand of Aragon and Isabella of Castile, for even then it was clear that he was a likely successor to the unified Spanish realm they were in the midst of forging. “Charles,” they called him, or “Carlos,” in the language of his mother.

  His Majesty Prince Charles had not yet graduated from the attire of the nursery to the more manly raiment he would wear from age five onward when another baby was born in what might as well have been the other side of the world, so far was it (as yet) from the politicking of European courts. This one was a girl child, born in a dark room opening onto a brightly lit courtyard in a house near a winding gray river in a place called Coatzacoalcos, near the great sea of the Gulf of Mexico. The midwife offered up a prayer, and it went something like this: “Thou wilt be in the heart of the home, thou wilt go nowhere, thou wilt nowhere become a wanderer, thou becomest the banked fire, the hearthstones.” She cut the umbilical cord and tied it off close to the baby’s body, paying much greater attention to neatness and cleanliness than had her counterpart in Ghent, though the child was no one important. Most likely, she took the severed cord and buried it efficiently in the hard-packed earthen floor next to the hearth, since the babe was a girl. “Here our lord planteth thee, burieth thee. And thou wilt become fatigued, thou wilt become tired; thou art to provide water, to grind maize, to labor; thou art to sweat by the ashes, by the hearth.”1

  As it turned out, the child would not always stay by the hearth like most girls, but would travel the Mesoamerican world. She would come to know well the name of King Charles I, later called Charles V of the Holy Roman Empire,2 and for her own reasons would exhort the indigenous to obey him. But none of the soothsayers consulted at her birth would have predicted these things for her, intent as they were on placating the gods and preserving her well-ordered, sunlit world.

  Before she was twenty, the girl would be renamed Marina by Spanish newcomers and called Malintzin by other indigenous people. We do not know what name they gave her in the days following her birth. She herself probably would not have insisted on the importance of recording it, had she ever narrated the story of her life. In the indigenous world, people’s names changed continuously as their circumstances altered. Someone who loved her may have given her a poetic or a funny name (like “Little Old Woman” or “She’s-Not-a-Fish”), but most likely, she was called by one of the names usually given to Nahua girls—Firstborn, Middle Child, Younger, or Youngest—as well as receiving a more formal day sign name. It was most unlucky to be born under the sign Calli (House) or Malinalli (Grass), but these were rather theoretical misfortunes, as almost no one was ever really given an ill-omened name. Instead, a day sign name could be chosen from among the more auspicious signs close to the moment of birth—and in a world without clocks, soothsayers advised thinking carefully about announcing whether a birth had occurred before or after the middle of the night. Some historians have loved to surmise that the Spaniards named the girl “Marina” because her name had been the tragic “Malinalli,” but this would never have been the case. The name would almost certainly have been avoided by her own people, and even if it hadn’t been, the Spanish were not in the habit of interviewing their Indian slaves in order to come up with a European name that seemed particularly fitting. The girl’s earliest name is, quite simply, lost to us. In indigenous histories, a king was always referred to by his kingly name from the moment of his birth, though in truth the name was not given to him until later in life. In the same manner, Malintzin must here be Malintzin from the beginning.3

  As the child learned to smile and laugh, then to sit up and crawl and walk, she found herself in an interconnected world of circles and squares. In the world of the Nahuas—the central Mexicans who spoke the Nahuatl language—people and places were independent entities, like points and lines, but they existed only in relation to each other, like points and lines made into shapes. No one and nothing stood alone. Four walls enfolded the hearth, and four rooms looked in on the courtyard, just as the sky was divided in four directions. Her own family’s cornfields lay between other families’ cornfields, and all those cornfields blanketed together, with all their many separate names, made up the lands of the kingdom. The lord of the house where she lived was related to the lords of other powerful houses, and the strongest of them all, by mutual consent, was the king. Every year the “great house” (or ward or parish or calpolli or tlaxilacalli) that she was a part of sent men to fill the labor draft organized by the king’s house and paid the requisite taxes; they did so just after another calpolli did and just before yet another, always in the same order, repeated over and over without fail. When war came, they sent their assigned number of men to fight; nearly all their men, whether farmers or craftsmen, were also warriors who were proud to defend the whole.4

  The king ruled over an altepetl—a city-state, or better yet, a small ethnic state—that was composed of these interlocking parts. The one where Malintzin was born lay to the west of the Coatzacoalcos River, which drained into the gulf. “Altepetl” literally means “water-mountain” in the Nahuatl language, as every human settlement needed a water source and a defensible bit of earth to call its own. The region as a whole extended from the small Tuxtla mountain range that looked out over the sea, down through farmlands, and on into the tropical forest and swamplands of the isthmus. Malintzin lived in the middle, in a small state that either paid tribute to or was an organic part of the larger state called Coatzacoalcos, whose king’s seat was at the densest settlement in the area, on the very banks of the river. Her children later spoke of Olutla and Tetiquipaque in connection with her birthplace. Again, it is unclear if these were constituent parts of the same altepetl or two distinct altepetls, one subservient to the other. Indeed, the lines between such forms was often rather fuzzy as political arrangements and understandings shifted over time and might even be described somewhat differently by different constituent parts of the realm.5

  Malintzin had come into a world that existed on the fringes of the political influence exerted by the particular group of Nahuas known today as “Aztecs.” Despite the usual epithet, there was no true “empire” in the modern sense, and there was certainly no Pax Romana. There were many kingdoms, some more powerful than others at any one time, ranged in shifting alliances. A world of many kingdoms necessarily yields many wars, and Mesoamerica was no exception. Indeed, decades after the Spanish came, when elderly indigenous were asked about their memories of the conquest, they very often misunderstood the question and launched into a discussion of a particularly disastrous defeat they had once suffered at the hands of some other indigenous group years earlier.6

  Still, empire or no, the “Aztecs” were the most powerful figures in the political landscape known to the young Malintzin. They never used that word themselves. It was the Tenochca people who had risen to prominence; their ethnic identity was Mexica (me-shee´-ka), and they shared that identity with the people of another neighboring state, the Tlatelolca, who were closely allied to them. The Mexica, then, would have loomed before Malintzin as something of a sinister specter, for in that era they were attempting to bring the lands close to the coast under their control, and Malintzin’s family would have felt the pressure. Her later ability to manipulate courtly language—which in Nahuatl has its own grammar—as well as her aplomb in the face of royalty and her clear-sighted understanding of the Mexica political arrangements all indicate that she was raised in a nobleman’s household, one that would have been inextricably involved in any political shifts.7

  The Mexica were relative newcomers to an ancient land whose people had long planted corn, built pyramids, charted stars, and sung poetry. Waves of nomadic barbarians from today’s Arizona and New Mexico had come sweeping down into the well-settled and prosperous central valley of Mexico over the course of the preceding centuries; the Mexica were among the most recent of the many Nahuatl-speaking arrivals. They carved out some swampy lands for themselves that no one else had wanted on the fringes of a lake in the very center of the great valley and began to enmesh themselves in local politics, first as mercenaries then as warriors fighting on their own behalf. In about the year 1350, struggles for political dominance in the area became particularly intense, and the altepetl of Azcapotzalco gradually emerged as the strongest power, though with a longstanding rival in the old and beautiful state of Tetzcoco. In the 1420s, however, civil wars between the kings’ sons by different women in both Azcapotzalco and Tetzcoco led to a great reshuffling of alliances. The ruling dynasty of the Mexica, who had long paid tribute to Azcapotzalco, united with a dispossessed heir of Tetzcoco and were able to bring down the once dominant city and emerge as a power themselves. Tetzcoco and the Mexica city of Tenochtitlan, together with an altepetl called Tlacopan, formed the “Triple Alliance” that would control the valley until the arrival of the Spanish. There was no question that Tenochtitlan, with the largest population, was the senior partner in the alliance.

  The power of the Tenochca people grew with snowball effect. Tenochtitlan would make an offer to another altepetl to join its “league,” as it were, most often allowing the others to retain their own governing dynasty if they paid a substantial annual tribute. The city-state being approached could accept the terms peacefully, or face a war with the Triple Alliance and their ever-increasing subject states. If the city-state lost that war, the leaders could expect that many of their people would be taken prisoner and become human sacrifice victims in Tenochtitlan. The Mexica worshipped generous gods who had made all life possible; in return they asked occasionally for the ultimate gift that humans could give them. It did no harm, thought the priests of Tenochtitlan, if the human hearts they offered the gods were usually those of their enemies.

  Who became an enemy seems to have been determined largely by economics. Generally the Mexica approached a new region when it held desired resources. They had by no means yet attained a wide enough area of dominance to be able to control access to all the goods they needed, though they were apparently attempting to move in that direction. In the interim, they relied on trade. Aztec merchants claimed that they were brave, in the way of warriors, in that they had to venture forth into areas that did not owe—or at least did not yet owe—allegiance to the Tenochtitlan dynasty and that were sometimes feeling truculent. It was not unheard of for merchant seekers of new goods to be flayed alive.8

  In Coatzacoalcos, when Malintzin was born, the merchants came to trade for luxury goods. They wanted the feathers of tropical birds, which were not easy to obtain, as the people practiced conservation: one person would catch and hold a bird, while another plucked the desired plumes. Even more, the men from the mountains wanted emblems of the watery world: shells, mother-of-pearl, and treasures washed up on shore or brought back by divers and fishermen, like shark teeth, sea urchins, tortoise shells, crocodile skins, snails, coral, and the sword of the swordfish. Artisans could take mother-of-pearl, for example, and whittle tiny fish so wrigglingly alive with motion that the gods who received them in the great temple in Tenochtitlan might have taken them for real. In that temple, as in Coatzacoalcos, the sea was central to the people’s vision of the cosmos; it was the source of life. The people near the coast lived in concert with the ocean, sliding in and out effortlessly in their canoes. They knew the power of the ocean, sometimes even held its power, and the men from the great city wanted what the gods had given them. So far, the Tenochca had come prepared to pay for what they desired, rather than demanding that certain goods be rendered to them in tribute, but the situation could hardly be assumed to be permanent.9

  It is probable that Malintzin’s household itself comprised a lineage of conquerors from an earlier era. Coatzacoalcos was home not only to Nahuatl speakers, who comprised the elites, but also to those who spoke Popoluca (meaning “babble” in Nahuatl). Popoluca is part of the Mixe-Zoquean language grouping and its speakers had probably migrated from the south about a thousand years before Malintzin’s time. More than two thousand years before she was born, the high culture of the ancient Olmecs had flourished on the same isthmus, the first to give rise to many of the elements of the great Mesoamerican civilizations, like monumental architecture and writing. By the sixteenth century, however, the Olmecs were long gone, leaving only their giant statuary behind, and the Popoluca speakers had a lower social status than the more recently arrived Nahuas. Indeed, they seem to have been political tributaries of the Nahuatl speakers. Olutla was largely populated by Popoluca and was probably a dependency of the Nahuatl-speaking Tetiquipaque. Two such polities were to some extent mutually tied together in an economic sense—Olutla, for example, did not have ideal terrain for growing beans, though it had no problem growing corn. But we must not imagine a world of theoretical equals tied together by trade: Olutla’s ruling lineage would have been Nahuatl speaking, despite its Popoluca population. None of this, however, indicates that Malintzin’s family would have been perceived—or have perceived themselves—as foreigners, or as in any way allied with the Mexica. The migration of their forebears had occurred so long ago as to have receded into legend. For Malintzin, the only concrete result would have been that as a child she learned to move in and out of at least two languages with equal ease; it was a skill that would later stand her in good stead.10

  Her home would have been like all homes—with cool, dark stone or earthen rooms on three or four sides of a courtyard—yet more elegant than some because the male head of household was almost certainly a nobleman, or pilli. We cannot know how powerful or wealthy he was. Malintzin apparently later told Cortés that her father was related to the lord of the area,11 which makes perfect sense, as that was the defining characteristic of the pilli. In every extended noble family, one man inherited the chiefly line and became the dynastic overlord, or tecuhtli—apparently not Malintzin’s father. Or perhaps she meant that he in fact was a tecuhtli and was related to the king, or tlatoani, of the entire altepetl. Depending on how grand her father was, the basic architectural pattern was repeated once or even several times over within one complex, with one central courtyard and its associated rooms being the finest and most ornately decorated. In the middle of the smoky room in which Malintzin and her mother and full siblings slept stood the hearth, with the requisite grinding stone for corn, griddle for tortillas, and cooking pots for stews. At the sides of the room lay reed mats and blankets for the night and boxes and baskets to hold spinning and weaving supplies, clothes, toys, and the inhabitants’ other possessions. Just outside the door that opened onto the courtyard and let in the light, there always stood a broom, used every morning in the sacred act of beating back chaos and disorder.

  Malintzin was not destined to be a great warrior and win renown for herself in that way, but she would hardly have rued that fact. Like all girls, she knew that women had their own importance, that the men needed them as much as they needed the men. Complementarity was the unspoken watchword. In protecting the hearth, the home, women protected life itself. Indeed, the four-cornered house was a model of the four-cornered cosmos, and the cosmos was itself a great house, just like the polity; thus women tended their homes just as devotedly as priests and priestesses tended the temples. Nor were their regular and ritualized days devoid of passion and high drama: just as a man became a hero in battle, a woman became a hero in giving birth. After all, they each captured a soul. Men who died in battle went to a special heaven for the brave; so, too, did women who died in childbirth. Women’s importance would not have been lost on any child, for it went beyond philosophy and poetry and was part of the everyday. On a most prosaic level, it was a simple fact that men and their households could not eat without the labor of women—as became painfully obvious every time an angry wife delayed a meal.12

  As a child, Malintzin ran about barefoot with her hair down; when she was older she might possibly be given sandals and would wear her hair in the braids or twisted knobs sported by married women. She already dressed as they did, in a wraparound skirt and simply sewn blouse, or huipilli. The costume was universal among her sex; what varied was the quality of fabric and the kind of decorations used. One young girl might have a plain cotton shift and blouse; another might have a blouse woven with feathers or embroidered with gemstones.13 It all depended on who one’s father was, and beyond that, who one’s mother was. There, indeed, was the rub: if Malintzin experienced any discontent or particular vulnerability in her early life, it would not have been because she was a girl but, rather, because her mother was most likely a relatively powerless concubine. The role of the Nahua wife and mother of heirs was unquestionably an honorable one and probably no more constraining than that of any man, who had perforce to become a warrior. But some Nahua women became concubines outside their natal communities. Their lives have most often been left in the shadows, unexplored.

  That wealthy and powerful men could have more than one wife did not by itself spell trouble for the women. Since women did not approach marriage with the expectation that a husband would be a daily companion or partner in life’s trials, it was not necessarily damaging to have an imbalanced relationship. Polygyny actually offered some unquestionable advantages to the wives. A larger proportion of women lived richly in a material sense than would otherwise have been the case, since only men who had the wherewithal to support a large household married multiple times. Furthermore, the extensive work of food and textile production, childrearing, and domestic chores is much less onerous in a compound with many female hands, and as women grow older they can look forward to a less labor-intensive, supervisory role. Polygyny also eliminates the negative repercussions associated with men’s choosing to have multiple relationships clandestinely, and pregnant and postpartum women in particular gain in certain respects: in Tenochtitlan, for example, men were proscribed from demanding sex or labor from women nearing or recovering from childbirth.

  Yet none of this would do away with the pain and anger sometimes experienced by women living in a household in which they were far more replaceable than the male decision maker or leading wife and mother of the heirs. It is significant that the verb tequixtia, which technically means “to put someone out,” was defined as “to throw a woman or servant out of the house” in the earliest complete dictionary, for women and servants were the only ones at risk of eviction and had to conduct themselves accordingly.14 The intersection of the systems of marriage and servitude left many people vulnerable—among them, apparently, Malintzin.

  It was a complex situation and deserves to be examined carefully in order to clarify how any one woman and her children might fit within the matrix. In the first place, the vast majority of those deemed “slaves” were women. As is typical in ancient systems of slavery, they were domestic servants, not chattel used to keep the economy alive. The Nahuas’ agricultural system was never slave dependent. Even when a conquered altepetl was considered to be working the land for an overlord from another state, the people were more akin to tenant farmers. The term “slave” (tlacotli) was used to refer to prisoners of war held for human sacrifice, to merchants’ burden bearers, and, most often, to girls and women in households doing domestic work and serving as concubines.15

  How had these women come to be enslaved? In some cases, their parents had chosen to sell them, or they had entered the state voluntarily, theoretically with the right to buy back their freedom again someday. People entered into such arrangements for themselves or their children only when famine or other hard times drove them to it, but there was still a stigma attached. A young girl who had come to be enslaved in another way cries out in a Nahuatl song that she deserves better treatment than she is receiving, because after all, it was not as if her own family had sold her. “Did you buy me anywhere?! Did my uncles and aunts come to trade?!” storms the singer. And women who sold themselves into slavery were especially liable to be accused of laziness, a terrible insult for anyone of the female sex. “Because of what she did [that is, her sloth] . . . she took to another, she lived by concubinage. In that house, too, she was not diligent, she accomplished nothing.” How safe such a woman was from resale and how well she was treated in general clearly depended to some extent on her family’s social position before the sale and the tightness of her kin ties to the surrounding community. Some concubines would have been relatively well protected. Many girls and women, however, were living far from home, either because they had been sold and then transported by traveling merchants or because they were in fact war captives.16

  The traditional assumption about Nahua prisoners of war is that they became sacrifice victims, their beating hearts removed from their bodies so that their life force might be given to the gods. This did happen to some captives. But not to all. It could not. In the wake of war, whole peoples sometimes temporarily lost their freedom; they could not all be marched to the top of a pyramid and bent over the bloody stone. The villages of the losers did often face sacking and destruction. A peace agreement, however, might be reached that left just a few captives tied up and following the caravan of the victors. A defeated altepetl’s fate—and that of its women—depended on what kind of point the victors wanted to make, whether they wanted to grind a recalcitrant enemy down or leave an opening for some sort of postwar partnership. Some of the prisoners were in fact taken for sacrificial ceremonies; others became concubines of the victorious warriors or were sold to long-distance slave traders. The leaders of a capitulating polity could sometimes do “damage control” either by offering up slaves to their enemies or by voluntarily making a peace offering of some of their own sisters and daughters, who, it was understood, were to become concubines or even secondary wives, not sacrifice victims.17

  A virtual slave, then, taken from a defeated enemy, could in some instances and in some regards be considered a wife. There were indeed many gradations of wives and concubines, not simply two categories, as we understand the words. In some cases, marriage ceremonies were conducted, while in other cases they were not: it depended on a woman’s particular situation. Different words that would all be translated by us today as “concubine” conveyed whether or not a woman had been freely given by her family or forcefully taken, for example. Of course, the highest-ranking women in the household were always ceremonially married. Indeed, one of these might conceivably be more powerful than the husband, if she came from an altepetl or family to be reckoned with. A man might have married such a woman by choice, considering himself lucky to be able to cement an alliance, or he might have been pressured to do so if he paid tribute to the woman’s altepetl or lineage.18

  The distinctions between the various women in a household were made manifest in the fate of their sons and daughters. All the children were born free, even those of the most menial slave women. And none were “illegitimate” or without any rights in the European sense. But there were distinctions nevertheless. Children of the wives of rank were called tlazopilli (precious children); children of other women were calpanpilli (household children). One mother’s children would stand to inherit land and, in some cases, the chiefly line. Who this was could occasionally shift about, depending on the relative standing or power ranking of the various altepetls or calpolli from which the women hailed, which could change over time. At the other end of the spectrum, some relatively disempowered women’s children were particularly vulnerable to being sold in hard times, or to being gifted to enemies who were threatening war or had won a battle, or even to being sacrificed in rare and special ceremonies that called for homegrown children rather than foreign ones.

  Nahua women thus occupied a range of social and political positions and often had to jockey for their place. A woman who had been brought to her husband’s home in a time of war, yet was from a powerful altepetl and so had been ceremonially married, or one who came as an offering from a weak altepetl in order to prevent bloodshed, might find herself treated no better—and perhaps worse—than a clearly defined tlacotli who came from a well-known local family that had stumbled into hard times or than a girl who had caught the eye of the dynastic overlord in the market and been pressured into entering his household. None of these had much hope of having her children inherit (though anyone could aim high in periods of flux), but each one could regularly maneuver for a better position relative to others and try to raise the value of her children’s stock.

  On the one hand, the women all worked together in the one well-lit area—the courtyard they shared in common—joking together and helping to care for each other’s babies. They lived together for years, sharing good times and bad; this is the stuff that love is made of. On the other hand, they experienced painful and threatening rivalries and had to learn to sublimate their anger. There was a genre of song popular at that time—at least in the central valley—that was sung as if in the voice of a relatively powerless concubine. At one moment the woman would sing joyfully about the pleasures of her life, about sex and children, sharing, spinning, and dancing. “I long for the flowers, I long for the songs. In our spinning place, our customary place, I am intoning the songs of the king. I twirl them together into a strand, like [braided] flowers.” At another she would lament, “It is heart-rending, here on earth. Sometimes I fret. I consume myself in rage. In desperation, I suddenly say, ‘hey, child, I would as soon die [manoce nimiqui].’”19

  “Manoce nimiqui,” someone once sang. “I would as soon die.” They are memorable words and would have resonated with more than a few women. Somewhere between about age eight and age twelve, Malintzin herself suddenly faced the abyss: one devastating day, she found herself in the hands of long-distance slave traders. They took her by canoe down the wide, muddy river to the billowing salt sea and then headed east, following the coast. The roots and tendrils connecting her to family, calpolli, and altepetl were severed in an hour.20

  It is possible that even she did not know exactly what had happened, or precisely who had betrayed her. She would not have been at all uncertain about what had occurred if the Aztec army had attacked her village and she was simply a prisoner of war who had been turned over to traders, along with many others. In fact Cortés and one of his followers, Bernal Díaz, both refer to skirmishes having been fought not long before their arrival between parts of Coatzacoalcos and the easternmost Mexica garrison at Tochtepec.21 But the prisoner-of-war scenario is highly unlikely. If Malintzin had simply been taken in battle, that fact would almost certainly have come out later in her dealings with the Spanish, as there would have been nothing dishonorable to her about it. Instead, Hernando Cortés and several others who knew Malintzin all believed she had been stolen away by merchants.22 This could mean kidnapping in the most traditional sense, but young Nahua girls from elite families were not in the habit of wandering alone in deserted areas where they could be grabbed with impunity by passersby, nor were Aztec merchants known for such thefts. Almost certainly, there were those among her own people who had been complicit in her being taken.

  They could have had any number of reasons. They may have been trying to stave off a concerted attack from the Tochtepec garrison by giving a typical peace offering. This seems especially likely, as Cortés’s secretary in fact wrote that the merchants stole Malintzin away in a time of war, and Bernal Díaz mentioned the anger of the people of Coatzacoalcos because of the incessant demands for women and other gifts by the belligerent Mexica. Or if it was a lean year, the household may simply have needed goods that the passing merchants had. The household may have been punishing her—or her mother—for unmaidenly behavior: certainly recalcitrant dependents had been threatened with sale before. Someone with some power may simply have hated her. More than one of these scenarios could easily have been true at once.23

  Bernal Díaz, in a separate narrative, offered a story that seems farfetched in the extreme compared to the many plausible scenarios. He said that she was royal on both sides, that her father died, and her mother, having remarried, wanted her out of the way so that her son by her second husband could succeed instead. She smuggled her off to the merchants and gave it out that the girl had died. It is true that if Malintzin’s father had died, his primary wife could have sold her if she were the daughter of a powerless concubine. That may have happened. But such a primary wife would not have sold her own daughter. Beyond the unlikelihood in human terms, it makes no sense within the Nahua scheme of things for a wife to have inherited so much political power, or, if for some unusual reason she had, for a daughter to have stood in the way of the succession. In any case, how could the child possibly have known what story was given out after her disappearance? Scholars have long noted that the story parallels that of the virtuous Christian knight Amadís de Gaula, which was one of Díaz’s favorite tales and newly published in Spain.24 So perhaps he made it up all on his own. Or maybe Malintzin encouraged him to believe at least parts of it. Díaz himself remarks on the narrative’s uncanny resemblance to the story of Joseph, and Malintzin was busy studying Christianity at the time he knew her. The story of the beloved child, the half brother by another mother, sold into slavery by his own half siblings and later himself attaining power over those who rejected him could easily have moved someone in her situation. Díaz certainly wanted to believe that the Marina whom he admired was a princess cheated of her inheritance; Malintzin herself probably preferred he believe this than know the full truth. Whatever she did or did not understand about Spanish attitudes toward slaves and slavery, she herself came from a world in which it was shameful simply to have been sold by one’s family and to have been forced to live as an outsider in the homes of others.

  What had happened to Malintzin was not in fact terribly uncommon. The long-distance slave trade was active. When Mexica merchants moved outward from the central valley seeking exotic goods, they brought along trade goods of their own—artisan products, crops from the highlands, and slaves. “The ones whom they used to go to sell there might be women and girls, or might be little boys.” Malintzin had been picked up as girls often were, to be traded further east. The slaves were apparently sold where they were needed for time-consuming aspects of domestic cotton production—including ginning, beating, spinning, and perhaps even weaving, though the latter was a high-status job integral to women’s identity that may have been consistently claimed by the mistresses of households. Archaeologists have shown that spindle whorl frequencies are higher at early Mexica sites than at sites dating from the period of Mexica dominance; the task of producing yarn was shifted to more distant regions as the Mexica became more powerful. Many of the outlying regions paid their tribute in cotton, and the coastal Maya cultures consisted primarily of urban centers populated by elites and their slaves who lived off textile production and trade.25

  That was where Malintzin was headed now. The merchants’ rowers moved efficiently through the waters they knew so well. After traveling more than 150 miles along the coast, they turned in to what at first appeared to be an inlet but turned out to be a huge inland sea. Looking down from above, a god could see that two great arms of land, like the front claws of a crab, reached out and around the giant lagoon, and between them lay a long, thin strip of an island that almost touched the tips of the two arms. Thus the opening from the sea—between the tip of one arm and one end of the island—was small; newcomers imagined a little bay, until they entered and found they could not even see the farther surrounding shores. But the waves diminished dramatically, proving it to be some sort of lagoon, not a parallel ocean. The crystal blue of the water almost matched the crystal blue of the wide, arching sky. Pelicans flew overhead in that vastness; they were the tlatoani, the kings of the waterfowl, the heart and soul of the aquatic world, and could call the wind to sink a boat that tried to chase them.26

  The rowers knew exactly which inlet to follow out of the lagoon in order to get where they wanted to go. They entered an intricate swampy maze of creeks and islands lined by mangroves. Looking down into the relatively still, clear water, a person in the canoe could see plants swaying below in that parallel world, with brightly colored fish darting silently in and out of their own jungle. The travelers were in Xicallanco now. The merchants made their way to a familiar place to tie up the canoes.

  Xicallanco was renowned in the Mesoamerican world as a great entrepôt of trade. Malintzin could not have grown up in Coatzacoalcos without hearing of it. It was a sprawling port, a crucially important neutral zone in a world divided between Nahuas and Maya. Here they could trade together without needing to do battle. Not only could they each bring their goods by sea, but they could also travel along the four rivers that emptied into the area, bringing large swaths of inland territory into the trade zone as well. Xicallanco was a crowded, practical, businesslike town full of small buildings and stalls, with no monumental architecture meant to withstand the centuries. It had a cosmopolitan energy. At least four languages could regularly be heard along the Venice-like watery streets, but Nahuatl was the lingua franca and the native language of the most powerful merchants and governors.27

  Malintzin was sold for some cacao beans or bolts of cloth or other common medium of exchange. Her purchasers were Chontal Maya, who lived along the coast of the gulf. At least that is how she would have thought of them in her own mind; the word chontalli meant “foreigners” in Nahuatl. The “Phoenicians of Mesoamerica,” they have been called by modern historians. They rowed her westward again but only a short distance of about fifty miles, not nearly as far as her homeland. They stopped at the mouth of the river of the lord of Tabasco and turned inward, tying up their craft and making their way up the bank. Mosquitoes would have swarmed them, but they smeared themselves with a special grease made to repel them. This was a darker world than Malintzin had yet known, for along the river the tropical forest made a canopy that cut off the light. She saw huge ceiba and mahogany trees and smaller palms and rubber trees. They left the boats and followed the paths where passing feet had worn away the grass and exposed the gray earth. It was hard packed sometimes but could be muddy in this rain-inundated world, requiring that little wooden footbridges be laid here and there. Birds called piercingly to each other, some familiar to her, some strange. In a patch where the trees broke and an open plain soaked up the sunlight lay the densely populated village where she was to live. The homes were elevated and made of small mud bricks, never of stone, as they sometimes were in the world she had left.28
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