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When the day of Pentecost came round, while they were all gathered together with one 
purpose, suddenly a sound came from Heaven like that of a strong wind blowing, and it 
filled the entire house where they were sitting. And then appeared to them what seemed 
to be tongues of fire, which parted and came to rest on each of them. And they were all 
filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in different languages, as the Spirit gave 
each of them utterance.

Acts 2:1– 4
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PR EFACE

This is a study of language and evangelization in Mexico during the first 
century or so of colonial rule, roughly 1525– 1675. It highlights the efforts 
of Spanish missionaries, in collaboration with indigenous intellectuals, to 
communicate the gospel message in dozens of previously unknown local 
languages that differed greatly from each other as well as from those in the 
Old World. The dialogue represented in these efforts, and the indigenous 
responses to them, created a new, culturally hybrid form of Christianity 
that had become firmly established by the end of this period.

The focus on the southern Mexican region of Oaxaca springs from sev-
eral sources, not least of which is the lure of a magnificent landscape and a 
prodigal variety of indigenous cultures. The same picturesque but rugged 
terrain and cultural richness posed major obstacles to the project of 
evangelization, magnified further by the fact that Zapotec and the other 
Otomangue tongues spoken in Oaxaca belong to one of the most phonet-
ically and syntactically complex language families, certainly far more dif-
ficult to master than the better- known languages that compose the rest 
of the area known as Mesoamerica. Perhaps for these reasons, the region, 
the language, and the topic all represented relatively uncharted territory 
when I  began my research in the early 1980s:  difficult to navigate but 
with warm welcomes in the Zapotec communities and abundant records 
in the archives, including many previously unknown documents in colo-
nial Zapotec. By the time I discovered how difficult a language Zapotec is, 
it was too late to switch. Besides, Louise Burkhart had already published 
fine works on Nahuatl as a language of evangelization in central Mexico— 
with more to come— and William Hanks had embarked on his monu-
mental study of colonial Yucatec Maya, both of them concentrating on 
the Franciscan missions, whereas the challenges facing the Dominicans 
in the polyglot societies of southern Mexico remained largely unexplored. 
My challenge was to discover how the Dominicans preached the gospel 
under the especially adverse conditions in Oaxaca, what they managed 
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to communicate, and— insofar as possible— what the message meant to 
the Indians.

Along with shedding light on a lesser known region, language, and set of 
actors, this study seeks to broaden the literature’s prevalent thematic focus 
by embedding linguistic analyses in the larger frame of sociocultural change 
in postconquest Mesoamerica. These two approaches have produced very 
fine scholarship when pursued separately; I think much can be gained by 
combining them, taking language contact as an entry point for exploring 
the transition to colonial society, with emphasis on the ideational codes, 
institutional structures, and social groups that interacted via translation 
to create the Mexican church. The Dominican friars who left behind their 
rarefied theological debates in the lecture halls of Salamanca to become 
apostles in a strange and often forbidding land are major players; so also 
are the creole clergy who navigated the indigenous world with far greater 
ease, having learned Zapotec and other native languages from servants and 
childhood playmates. Above all are the Indian elites who taught their lan-
guages, collaborated in the translations, and served as the principal agents 
of evangelization. Although rarely named as individuals, these elites were 
the main authors of the catechisms and other doctrinal literature and of 
Mexican Christianity itself.

This is not the book I  set out to write. My intention was, and still is, 
to trace postconquest religious change within indigenous society through 
the objects they held sacred— their forms and uses and ultimately their 
meanings. What began as an introductory survey of Christian beginnings 
turned into a full- scale study of evangelization, its particular messages and 
modes of communication, as a means to understand this major element in 
the mix of influences that created colonial religion. I continue to think that 
meanings are expressed most powerfully through visual imagery and ritual 
practice, but I also think that they reveal themselves more clearly with the 
help of words. Therefore language has been a better starting point in the 
search for meanings.

SOURCES

In attempting to place translation in the context of postconquest cultural 
change, I  have relied mainly on two types of documentary sources that 
have tended to figure separately in the scholarly literature, one pertaining 
more specifically to the language of evangelization and the other to the 
sociocultural matrix in which language contact occurred. The first consists 
of materials in indigenous languages, Zapotec for the most part but 
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also drawing on a wealth of translations of and commentaries on other 
Mesoamerican and Andean languages. Grammars and dictionaries fall 
into this category, along with the more obviously doctrinal texts, such as 
catechisms and sermons and different genres of devotional literature. All, 
regardless of whose name appeared as author, were the product of collab-
oration between members of the clergy and Indian elites, with or without 
the church’s formal imprimatur. Additional texts with religious content 
produced solely by the Zapotec ranged from the highly orthodox and for-
mulaic testamentary preambles to clandestine divinatory calendars and 
sacred hymns addressed to local deities: both of these latter genres clearly 
pre- Christian in origin but transcribed into alphabetic script.

The other type of source is the immense collection of still largely uned-
ited records compiled by the officials of church and state. It includes let-
ters and reports, judicial cases, and inquiries from all levels and branches 
of colonial administration that often preserve in gratifying detail what 
people were doing and saying and even purportedly thinking. It is from 
this massive documentation, housed in a variety of repositories from 
local to imperial archives, that, piece by piece, a picture can be assembled 
of the world in which the language of evangelization was created, em-
ployed, and transformed:  the actors who participated in the project and 
the circumstances that shaped its design and outcome.

Linguistic and sociocultural analyses both have been informed also by 
extensive ethnographic fieldwork conducted— for the most part unsystem-
atically, it must be confessed— in Oaxaca over a period of several decades. 
Any approximation to the target that my interpretations achieve is owing 
to help from people who still live culture contact and translation on a daily 
basis: Zapotec and Mixe community members and Roman Catholic priests 
and sisters who minister in their parishes.

A NOTE ON TERMINOLOGY AND ORTHOGRAPHY

The term “Indian” is a misnomer traceable to the Europeans’ initial error 
in thinking that they had reached the “Indies,” or Asia. But it stuck and 
has even been widely adopted among Native Americans in the United 
States. Although indígena is now preferred in much of Spanish America, 
I have retained indio or “Indian” in many cases as the term used univer-
sally in the colonial period and closer to the original discourse. Along 
the same lines I  often use “colonial” rather than “viceregal,” which has 
recently come into vogue in Mexico but seems to elide the reality of over-
seas domination.
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Spanish spelling, which was not yet standardized in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries, will be modernized except when quoting directly 
from a contemporary text or citing a published title. Written Zapotec, with 
regional variation already reflected in the colonial documents, has become 
even more heterogeneous with the current renaissance in indigenous lit-
eracy that has stimulated the creation of new systems of orthography. In 
this study I generally use the Valley Zapotec variant as it appeared in the 
1578 Juan de Córdova Vocabulario, except, again, when quoting directly 
from a text or when quoting a word or phrase supplied by a modern speaker 
of another Zapotec variant. The j and i combination in colonial Zapotec texts 
is really a doubled vowel rather than a consonant and vowel and is rendered 
as ii: for example, cociio rather than cocijo. For other indigenous languages 
I generally retain the spelling prevalent in the colonial documents rather 
than modernized versions (for example, Quiché, not K’iche’).
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GLOSSARY

alcalde mayor. Spanish official with judicial and administrative authority 
over a territory subordinate to the Audiencia of New Spain.

Audiencia, Real Audiencia. Royal high court of the viceroyalty.
cabecera. Main population center of a doctrina or indigenous parish.
cacique. Hereditary indigenous ruler.
capiilla. Also gabila. Zapotec term for underworld.
cartilla. Basic catechism, also a reading primer.
cédula. Royal decree issued by the Council of the Indies.
confessionario. Manual to guide priests in questioning penitents during 

confession.
difrasismo. Metaphoric paired couplet, combining two semantic elements 

to create a third, more abstract meaning. Emblematic of Mesoamerican 
literary style.

doctrina. 1.  Indian parish. 2.  Written compilation of church doctrine. 
3. Classes or teaching of the catechism.

ejemplo. Brief tale with a moral message.
encomendero. Spanish layman holding an encomienda.
encomienda. Royal concession of a group of Indians with rights to tribute 

and, in early years, labor, with the obligation to provide Christian 
instruction.

escribano. Official scribe of a town or a royal court.
estampa. Small print or engraving, usually with a religious theme.
fiscal. In Indian communities, official serving as a deputy curate, chief cate-

chist, and head of the church staff.
gobernador. Head of an indigenous town government appointed by the 

Spanish as a check on the authority of the cacique.
huehuetlatolli. Nahuatl term for traditional ceremonial language, meaning 

words of the ancients.
lengua. Language, and also linguistic expert and interpreter.
libana. Zapotec for ceremonial or courtly speech, also applied to Christian 

sermons.

 



( xx ) Glossary

lienzo. Painting on canvas or other cloth.
macehual. Indian commoner.
milagro. Miracle story, often a genre of Marian literature.
nahuatlato. Derived from Nahuatl, colonial Mexican term for interpreter.
oidor. Judge of the audiencia
pecado. Sin.
pilhuan. From Nahuatl for children. Church servant or convent boy.
pitao/ betao/ bitoo. Zapotec for deity.
plática. Brief sermonizing speech.
principal. Indian noble.
rezandero/ a. Prayer specialist in indigenous community.
sermonario. Collection of written sermons, often in manuscript.
teotl. Nahuatl term for deity.
título primordial. Sometimes simply título, narrative serving as an ethnic 

group’s founding charter.
topil. Low- level official for Indian munipality or parish, constable.
visita. Subordinate settlement within a parish.
visita ad limina. Report that each bishop was required to submit periodically 

to the Holy See on the state of his diocese.
vocabulario. Dictionary.
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Introduction

Language barriers are inseparable from the human condition. The need 
for translation must have emerged almost as soon as the capacity for 

language itself, since people have always been prone to move around the 
planet, and in any case language tends to splinter into mutually unintelli-
gible speech forms, even in close geographical proximity. Some regard this 
prodigality of tongues as a curse, explained in more or less metaphorical 
terms as a second fall from grace or divine punishment for some form of 
arrogance, embodied in the Tower of Babel (Gen. 11:1– 9). Others cherish 
language diversity as a treasure trove of unique ways of mapping the world 
and mourn the loss of any variant. Whether lamented as a catastrophic 
obstacle to human communication or welcomed as a reservoir of human 
wisdom, this multiplicity, along with the separation of mankind into dis-
tinct cultural forms that feed into and from language, is an ineluctable fact 
that requires the translator’s art to transcend.

Scientists have projected this need for translation into the future. For 
some decades they have been creating experimental codes— visual, math-
ematical, algorhythmic— designed to communicate with any intelligent 
beings that might be encountered in outer space.1 A past event equivalent 
to a Mars landing— if Mars were in fact inhabited by Martians— opens 
the scene for the translation story that occupies this volume. The October 
1492 landing of Christopher Columbus on an as yet unidentified cay in the 
Bahamas initiated an almost interplanetary type of encounter between two 
groups and cultures, European and Native American, that had been more 
thoroughly isolated from each other than any on earth. Unlike the great 
Eurasian land mass and Africa in the Old World, which had maintained 
many points of contact directly or through intermediaries, America had 
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developed on its own since the last Ice Age. Except for a barely recorded 
Norse settlement in Newfoundland, and for what little the rest of America 
and Europe knew of that short- lived outpost, the quarantine had remained 
unbroken for many millennia until Columbus’s arrival.

The Europeans’ error in thinking that they had reached the outskirts 
of Asia blunted their sense of finding an alien world for at least a decade, 
until America was recognized as a wholly new world and speculation began 
about who the inhabitants, if they were not Asians, might be and where 
they had come from. (As for what the Indians made of Europeans, the no-
tion of divine origins became a common but never substantiated trope.)2 
Long before this recognition, in fact from the beginning, the newcomers 
had found that their accustomed methods of communicating across lan-
guage barriers did not work. The Old World intermediaries who had for 
centuries provided stepping stones for far- ranging European explorers and 
merchants all around Africa and across Asia were of no use in the New 
World, where no Islamic diasporas or related languages were to be found 
nor in fact much at all that was recognizable.

The Spanish Empire that developed from Columbus’s discovery provides 
an ideal setting for studying how translation mediates the boundary be-
tween different languages and cultures. It contained the earliest sites of 
the confrontation between these previously isolated worlds, in some ways 
a more shocking collision than any intergalactic encounter, which will at 
least have been projected, however imperfectly, in the imagination. And 
because the Spanish were such assiduous record keepers their colonial em-
pire also provides the best documented example of large- scale culture con-
tact before or since, with minutely detailed accounts of the local ways of 
life, the language barriers encountered, and the various efforts made to 
transcend them.

The American languages presented an immense obstacle to commu-
nication, since they are unrelated to any in the Old World, where Indo- 
European and Semitic language families, each with representatives in the 
Iberian Peninsula, covered huge expanses of Eurasia and North Africa. 
Languages in America, along with being wholly unfamiliar, were also 
perceived as more highly fragmented, an impression that modern linguistic 
studies have confirmed. Within the Spanish colonies, the area of southern 
Mexico and Central America that has been dubbed Mesoamerica displays 
these qualities in a concentrated form, and, within that area, the territory 
encompassed by the present Mexican state of Oaxaca epitomizes the “crazy 
quilt” of languages that has plagued or bedazzled mankind since Babel.3 
When the Spanish arrived they found in Oaxaca, with its funnel shape 
tapering into the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, its crumpled topography, and 
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its closely packed population, one of the most linguistically diverse regions 
on the entire planet.4 Even if this distinction had been matched in the 
empire’s other densely populated mountainous region, the South American 
Andes, the latter is not nearly as hospitable an archival setting for studying 
the role of translation because it failed to produce the rich trove of na-
tive language records that survive from colonial Oaxaca and other parts of 
Mesoamerica. When Andeans learned the Latin alphabet they tended to 
write in Spanish, and the documents they did write in Quechua or Aymara 
were less likely to be preserved.5

The same consideration has helped to dictate the choice of religion as 
the thematic lens through which to examine language and culture contact. 
Like the thief who robs banks “because that’s where the money is,” the his-
torian is drawn to where the documents are. If geographically the richest 
source is Mesoamerica, the most productive activity was evangelization, 
a systematic and vigorous program to convert the Indians to Christianity 
that left no sphere of native life untouched. It created a need for trans-
lation unprecedented since the first age of the apostles, since in order to 
save the Indians’ souls the Spanish missionaries had not only to instruct 
the neophytes in an entirely alien set of ideas but also to persuade them 
to follow a code of behavior that must have seemed equally outlandish. 
The Spanish missionaries— primarily Franciscan and Dominican friars— 
met the need for translation with an explosion of grammars, dictionaries, 
and bilingual catechisms that rivaled if not surpassed anything produced 
in Europe at the time. In fact, grammars of American indigenous languages 
compiled by this new wave of apostles appeared in print before most of the 
equivalent texts for European vernaculars.6

Communicating the word of God and the mysteries of faith across lan-
guage barriers posed the greatest intellectual challenge of the colonial 
encounter; it required far more careful attention to verbal nuance and 
accuracy than negotiating economic exchanges or norms of political gov-
ernance. Cosmologies and systems of values are delicate and complex, and 
their differences in structure and ways of patterning the world are more 
likely to lead to incomprehension or misunderstanding, and with far graver 
consequences. At stake was the salvation of souls.

Translation as a tool of cultural change lies at the root of what we call 
Western civilization, beginning in the third century b.c. with the assimi-
lation of Greek literary culture by the Romans,7 and continuing with the 
spread of Christianity in the first centuries of the present era. Christianity 
has been defined by translation to a degree unmatched by either of the 
other two Abrahamic religions, each of them monolingual in its own way. 
Judaism depends on a single ancestral language, and Islam has spread 
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Arabic along with the Koranic message. Yet from the moment Christ’s 
apostles moved beyond Palestine they had to translate his words, first 
from Aramaic into Greek and then, in the Western church, into Latin.8 The 
process persisted in the East as the polyglot Orthodox church expanded 
into new linguistic communities. In the Roman West it lay becalmed in the 
monolithic universe of the Latin Vulgate until the sixteenth century, when 
two massive movements, the Protestant Reformation and the global ex-
pansion of Europe, created a renewed call for translation of the gospel into 
the vernacular (which Latin had long ceased to be). When Martin Luther 
nailed up his ninety- five theses in Wittenberg in 1517 a small flotilla of 
Spanish ships had only a few months previously caught the first European 
glimpse of the coast of southern Mexico.

The missionaries in Mexico and other parts of Spain’s empire saw their 
labors as a continuation of the process begun in the early church and them-
selves as heirs to the first apostles, with the same need to penetrate lin-
guistic barriers but without even the brief remission from the curse of 
Babel that had miraculously been granted at Pentecost. Despite the friars’ 
tendency to equate their efforts with the earliest spread of the gospel mes-
sage, sixteenth- century evangelization had more in common with the 
flourishing of Christianity under the official support provided by Emperor 
Constantine. The role of translation and the program of proselytizing in 
America cannot be divorced from the context of military conquest and co-
lonial domination, which functioned alongside and in concert with evange-
lization. Politics permeated language contact in all its aspects, beginning 
with the question of who got to speak and be heard, in what language, and 
who was obliged to listen. The fact that translation, especially in published 
form, came under the dual control of church and state should come as no 
surprise. Equally unsurprising should be the discovery that this control 
proved less than absolute, so that translation could produce, at times un-
wittingly and at others intentionally, what orthodoxy would consider very 
strange fruit.

The best efforts at regulating communication inevitably run up against 
the difficulties inherent in translation, which this study explores through 
two related issues concerning language: the nature of communication and 
the relationship between language and culture. These issues can best be un-
derstood through the notion that all communication, even within a single 
language, is imperfect, since words by themselves cannot do the work un-
aided and require a set of unspoken associations to yield meanings. (The 
same can be said for any type of sign, for that matter.) The associations 
derive from each individual’s stock of information and experiences. 
Since no two sets will coincide exactly, a slippage in meaning will always 
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occur between speaker and listener.9 That slippage will be slight or major 
depending on the variation in associations, to the extreme of a total 
misreading or bafflement. Unsuccessful attempts to communicate across 
generations, genders, or other social divisions can easily lead to the con-
clusion “We don’t speak the same language.” The greatest misreadings are 
likely to occur across the boundaries of widely separated cultures, each cul-
ture constituting a general matrix of associations or connotations from 
common experiences and common ways of parsing the world. As argued 
earlier, the distance between European and Native American cultures vies 
for the widest in recorded history. It certainly exceeded the one between 
Jew and Greek or Roman that the early apostles encountered. Despite di-
vergent cosmologies and teleologies, these Mediterranean groups had long 
been in dialogue and shared many aspects of their physical environment 
and material culture. Iberians had so little in the way of culturally spe-
cific elements in common with Mesoamericans that the overlap in their 
repertoires of associations was infinitesimal, and the language barriers 
they confronted were correspondingly formidable. The question is whether 
these cultural and therefore linguistic barriers were so formidable as to 
defy any chance of successful communication.

One strand of language theory denies that translation is ever possible.10 
In the sense of translation as a perfect synchronicity of meaning on both 
sides, few would disagree with the denial because of the impossibility of 
exactly reproducing the original repertoire of connotations or cultural ma-
trix. Given such a requirement, translation would be totally successful only 
when it is unnecessary. Instead the attempt to transfer meaning across a 
language barrier creates at best an approximation that necessarily diverges 
from the original to some degree. For Spanish missionaries to deny the 
possibility of translation would have meant to invalidate their entire enter-
prise, along with Christianity’s claim to universality. How far their efforts 
fell short of the perfect equivalence they aspired to is a major question 
addressed in this study.

More relevant to the theme of culture change is the question of how 
translation, as part of a broad process of evangelization, worked to help 
create the special form of Christianity that emerged through the crucible 
of contact. The gaps of meaning that flow from the interdependence of 
language and culture need not condemn two groups to permanent incom-
prehension. Rather the inherent fluidity of language, and its dynamic, mu-
tually constitutive relationship with culture, can also work to erode barriers 
through the same constant and incremental slippages of meaning that take 
place in all communication. A new Christian vocabulary in native languages 
over time inevitably absorbed or became imbued with local Mesoamerican 
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connotations. At the same time changes in practice introduced by evange-
lization provided a new set of associations for many traditional indigenous 
terms: language and cultural context created through collective experience 
evolved in tandem, working together not merely to narrow gaps but actu-
ally to produce overlaps. In other words, by modifying both Iberian and 
Mesoamerican linguistic forms and their associated meanings, translation 
in its largest sense was the engine of syncretism.

Whenever Christianity is introduced into a new setting, whether in the 
Classical Mediterranean world or the overseas Iberian empires of the six-
teenth century, evangelization relies on a two- step process of translation 
in order to overcome linguistic barriers. First, the proselytizers must learn 
the local language or languages. (It is worth noting that Latin was not, 
after all, the native tongue of any of the first apostles.) In America and 
most especially southern Mexico, this challenge was multiplied many times 
over by the great multitude of separate languages to master, although the 
friars were greatly aided by the native elites, who learned Spanish in sub-
stantial numbers. Only with a bilingual, bicultural team in place could the 
next step, translation proper, be undertaken, and that step required the 
creation of a new language, using the terminology of the local vernacular 
but with new meanings that could adequately transmit and explain Christ’s 
message. For in both cases, whether first- century Greek and Latin on the 
one hand or, on the other hand, sixteenth- century Zapotec, Nahuatl, or 
any of the other indigenous languages in America, linguistic barriers were 
intertwined with cultural differences. In both cases the local language was 
the product of a pre- Christian world and infused with pagan connotations 
and was thus from the evangelizers’ viewpoint ill suited to the Christian 
message. Languages and cultures had both to be remade together.

The organization of this book reflects the two- step process of confronting 
the linguistic and cultural barriers that separated sixteenth- century Indians 
from Spaniards:  language learning and translation. After the challenges 
of linguistic difference and diversity are addressed ( chapters 1 to 3), the 
next two chapters (4 and 5) survey the efforts to learn the indigenous lan-
guages, which included the introduction of alphabetic writing (just as early 
Christians created the Armenian and Georgian alphabets and Cyrillic script 
for transmitting the gospel in those languages), and they conclude with 
the various definitions and measures of linguistic competence. A middle 
section ( chapters 6 and 7) presents the gospel message in the specific form 
that the sixteenth- century missionaries, especially the Dominicans, sought 
to convey it and provides a bridge to the second phase of the translation 
process:  the actual selection of words in the target language. Chapters 8 
and 9 focus on the choices made by the translators, the challenges posed by 
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specific Christian themes, and the debates and uncertainties surrounding 
the competing demands of orthodoxy and intelligibility. Chapter  10 
moves from semantics to poetics and analyzes the rhetorical tools that the 
proselytizers employed as they incorporated tropes, figures of speech, and 
literary forms from the Indians’ own ceremonial discourse in order to per-
suade as well as instruct the neophytes.

The conclusion evaluates the effects of the translation process in the 
wider context of the cultural and linguistic changes prompted by evange-
lization. It draws on contemporary discourse as well as colonial documen-
tation to trace the export of doctrinal terminology into everyday language 
and the two- way exchange of influences, as indigenous words became 
tinged with Christian associations and Christian words took on indige-
nous content. The major legacy of this exchange is the thoroughly blended, 
uniquely Mexican form of Christianity that has survived and continues to 
remake itself to the present.
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CHAPT ER 1

w
 Signs and Gestures

In their first years of contact with the New World the Spaniards greatly 
underestimated the obstacles to effective communication. Southern 

Europeans had not previously encountered people with whom there existed 
no linguistic link whatsoever, even through multilingual intermediaries 
and even when traveling to the Far East beyond the boundaries of the Indo- 
European and Semitic language families. In their earlier travels venturing 
well past the borders of Europe, they had been able to count on Arabic to 
carry them far into the continents of Africa and Asia and the Indonesia 
archipelago. Accompanying Columbus on his first voyage west was Luis de 
Torres, a Jewish convert who spoke “Hebrew and Chaldean and suppos-
edly some Arabic.”1 His inclusion in the ships’ roster may have signaled 
Columbus’s hope of finding the Lost Tribes of Israel somewhere in Asia. 
More likely was the expectation of encounters with Nestorian Christians 
(using Syriac and Chaldean versions of Semitic languages), who, along with 
Muslim and Jewish traders, had served as links throughout central and 
southern Asia to the Mongol court of China, which was Columbus’s in-
tended destination and one that he died believing he had reached.2 Whether 
Christian, Jew, or Muslim, they afforded ample linguistic connections on 
which papal emissaries and other travelers from Europe had been able 
to rely.3 America, however, was the linguistic equivalent of Mars. Luis de 
Torres, sent with letters and gifts to establish contact in Cuba with the 
local ruler, found himself in the presence of a Caribbean chieftain instead 
of some relative of the Great Khan with a court interpreter who had some 
knowledge of Arabic, and had to resort to the favored tool of all the early 
Spanish explorers: gestures.
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SIGN LANGUAGE

Like modern- day tourists or travelers of any period rendered speechless by 
language barriers, the early Spanish placed excessive faith in the efficacy of 
gesture, apparently in the belief that “sign language” can convey universal 
meaning. There may be a small set of gestures that are intelligible across 
the range of human cultures. But if so, they cannot convey anything more 
complex or subtle than the most basic of messages, when not incompre-
hensible or totally contradictory in meaning. There is ample evidence that 
far from transparent to the Amerindian audience, European gestures often 
produced bafflement or, even worse, mistaken interpretations. Among the 
better known examples of the miscues in the tragicomic charade of early 
encounters is the time that Columbus on his third voyage, seeking to lure 
on board some Caribbean visitors, ordered his sailors to dance a jig on deck 
to the beat of a small drum, a performance that instead prompted the au-
dience to drop their paddles, reach for their bows and shields, and “let fly 
a hail of arrows.” It turned out that the entertainment was seen as a war 
dance that the Indians interpreted as a prelude to battle.4

A closer link to evangelization was the supposed misapprehension 
by the Inca ruler Atahualpa of the meaning of “reading” from the sacred 
scriptures by Fray Vicente Valverde. Atahualpa was reported to have held 
the Bible to his ear and, when unable to hear anything, thrown it to the 
ground in disappointed disgust. This gesture, misinterpreted in turn by the 
Spaniards as a “sacrilegious” rejection of the Christian gospel, was used 
by the faction who favored Atahualpa’s execution. Undoubtedly the main 
motive was political, and the Bible incident may have been fabricated ex 
post facto.5 The point is less whether it really occurred than that serious 
and unfortunate misinterpretations of gestures should have been common 
enough to render this account plausible— a metaphor for all intercultural 
misunderstanding in the very early, preverbal stage of colonial contact.

In their reports explorers rarely acknowledged the limitations of gestures, 
leaving to later and more knowledgeable authors the task of correcting 
misinformation or simply scoffing at the inflated claims of almost instant 
mutual comprehension as “something laughable.”6 The Dominican friar 
Bartolomé de Las Casas incorporated extracts from Columbus’s journal (the 
sole surviving version) into his history of America, adding comments based 
on his own extensive firsthand experience that pointed to the admiral’s fre-
quent reliance on conjecture and wishful thinking when interpreting the 
Indians’ gestures.7 Crew members may have been more candid than expe-
dition leaders, whose financial support depended on projecting an air of 
competence. Pietro Martire d’Anghiera, the first chronicler of New World 
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history, interviewed many early travelers on their return to Spain and re-
corded an exchange on the coast of Venezuela— not included in Columbus’s 
own account of his third voyage— in which the natives attempted to warn 
the travelers about dangerous adjacent mountains, but both sides were 
“bothered by not being able to understand or make themselves under-
stood” about the exact nature of the peril.8

Gestures could work effectively for exchanging goods and eliciting in-
formation important to travelers, like distances or the location of fresh 
water, although the Indians’ invariable tendency to point ahead to a sup-
posed source of gold might well have been designed to send the bother-
some strangers on their way. Accurate communication of more abstract 
meanings was another matter, and religion inevitably presented a greater 
challenge. Europeans assumed that everyone shared the same code of sky-
ward gestures as signifying heaven and the divinity, when perhaps the 
Indians were referring to the sun and the passage of time rather than the 
visitors’ divine origins.9 Early communication was at so rudimentary a 
level that the Spanish for years believed that the Caribbean Indians had no 
religion.10 It was only “after mingling with them for some years, and the 
languages’ becoming mutually intelligible,” that the Spaniards “began to 
notice among them various ceremonies and rites.”11

Reliable reports of native religion on the mainland also depended on 
gaining some degree of verbal intelligibility. Andrés de Tapia, author of an 
early eyewitness account of the Cortés expedition to Mexico, conveyed a 
fairly complex understanding of a religious practice they encountered on 
their first landfall on the island of Cozumel in 1519: “The people worshipped 
idols, including one that spoke to them. They made sacrifices to it and this 
made it rain.”12 Possibly this knowledge was gained via Melchorejo, a young 
Maya from the mainland who had been captured on another expedition 
two years previously and who was said to have learned a “little bit” of 
Spanish.13 Another possibility is that the information was gained later; the 
account was written several decades after the events described. For in the 
very next sentence after the account of sacrifice for the sake of rain, Tapia 
acknowledged, “On this island we communicated by signs, or however we 
could be understood.”14 Such candid admission of the difficulty of commu-
nication was rare. Instead the chronicles commonly reported knowl edge 
that could only have been imagined (when not gained ex post facto), such 
as the explorer Alvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca’s claim when recounting his 
travels from Florida along the Gulf Coast and down through northern 
Mexico, that “by gestures” they had told the Indians there was one God “in 
heaven who had created heaven and earth” and other truths of Christian 
cosmology.15
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To impart this and other fundamental but abstruse concepts of 
Christian dogma was the task undertaken by all Christian missionaries 
in the New World and their principal challenge. That such concepts can 
be conveyed by gesture may be doubted, but it was apparently an illusion 
shared beyond the possibly intellectually naïve soldier- explorer Cabeza de 
Vaca. Some members of the first contingent of Franciscan friars to arrive 
in Mexico in 1524 also sought to preach Christian doctrine across the lin-
guistic divide by resorting to gestures. A vivid account of their efforts and 
indigenous reactions to them is recorded by the mestizo chronicler Diego 
Muñoz Camargo, which he presumably first heard from uncles or other 
aged witnesses of early evangelization attempts in Tlaxcala. The friars, he 
reported, stationed themselves in the public marketplaces, conveying the 
concept of one God in heaven by casting their eyes upward and pointing 
to the sky, and signaling hell by pointing downward into the earth, where 
eternal fire and noxious creatures were to be found. These gestures were 
accompanied by tears and laments, imploring the crowds to repent and 
abandon their false religion. Unfortunately they failed to convey any mes-
sage other than that they must be hungry, physically ill, or— most likely— 
wholly demented; the Tlaxcalan authorities, concluding that they were 
probably harmless, if mentally unbalanced, issued orders to treat them 
kindly, offering them food but otherwise giving them a wide berth.16

One Franciscan described how, in the first catechism classes for the 
children, the four basic prayers were taught in Latin. Plausible enough— 
children are excellent mimics. Then, because the friars did not yet know 
Nahuatl nor have any interpreters, they “used signs (like deaf mutes) to 
explain” Christian doctrine: “that there is one God and not many like the 
ones adored by their parents, who were bad and deceived mankind . . . and 
that the image of the man crucified was of our God, not as God because as 
pure spirit He cannot be represented, but as man, as he chose to become in 
order to redeem mankind.” Unfortunately he did not record what gestures 
were used to explain, for example, the difference between the divine and 
human aspects of the Christian God, a distinction subtle enough to chal-
lenge verbal explanation.17

We do not know how long it took to realize that gestures were an in-
adequate medium of communication for these topics. A  member of the 
next generation of Franciscan missionaries, Fray Gerónimo de Mendieta, 
later acknowledged that because of the language barrier this method of 
preaching bore “very little fruit.” The Indians could not understand them, 
nor, despite their efforts, had the friars been able to learn their language.18

The lure of gestures as a means to overcome language barriers to 
Christian evangelization lived on past these first encounters. The Jesuits, 
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whose efforts to spread Christianity ranged from North and South America 
to the Far East and India, were said to be “hard at work” in the seventeenth 
century trying to create a universal language of gesture that could achieve 
conversion independently of spoken language. “The sign language they 
evolved may not have worked among the heathen but it worked wonders 
with deaf children in Jesuit schools” and formed the basis for the most 
widespread systems of sign language for the deaf.19 However, these sign 
languages employed by the deaf are no more universal— no more automat-
ically available to a nonspeaker— than the spoken languages they resemble 
in structure. They have their own complex syntaxes and extensive lexicons 
that, like any other, must be learned.20

The same holds true for visual images. No system of visual symbols, 
whether the elaborate southern Italian code of body language, Egyptian 
hieroglyphs, or Hindu iconography— to name a few— is universally acces-
sible. Yet some would- be evangelists also placed a similar confidence in vir-
tually unmediated visual symbols to convey the gospel message. Columbus 
reported that the Indians on Hispaniola, having been taught to make the 
sign of the cross, were thus well on their way to becoming Christians, and 
others followed his example of erecting crosses as a means of conversion.21 
Another well- known example is Hernán Cortés, whose progress through 
Mexico to the heart of the Mexica Empire was punctuated by a ritual ap-
propriation of indigenous sacred spaces. He occupied pagan temples and 
after having them cleansed of spattered sacrificial blood and pagan images 
and paraphernalia, claimed them for Christian use by installing a cross 
and an image of the Virgin Mary in place of the local deities. Each instal-
lation was accompanied by an exhortation from Cortés, once he had ac-
quired interpreters, to replace idolatry with the worship of the Christian 
God. But these single shots at evangelization, even had they been expertly 
translated, were launched across the cultural divide with no follow- up, and 
the symbols themselves were left to continue their magical work of con-
version unaided by further explanation until organized missionary effort, 
sometimes years later.22

What could these visual images have meant to the locals beyond 
representations of Spanish military might? The Tlaxcalan allies of the 
conquistadors seem to have honored them as such; as emblems of the 
invaders’ power the same images were attacked by the Mexica when seeking 
to expel the Spaniards from Tenochtitlan.23 Much is known, and still more 
is to be discovered, about the meaning of the Virgin Mary and other saints 
in the postconquest culture of Spanish America. But there is little evidence 
about their immediately perceived significance. A more likely and insidious 
risk than total bewilderment was misinterpretation. What more natural 
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than to find some resonance from within one’s own culture for a new and 
otherwise puzzling phenomenon, some peg on which to attach it or some 
portal through which to draw it into an existing system and— perhaps 
with some slight reworking— find it a local home? Thus, for example, the 
Christian cross, sometimes identified with the symbol of the “tree of life” 
or axis mundi that links heaven and earth in a variety of cultures, seems 
to have been linked with the sacred ceiba tree that also connects the two 
worlds in Mesoamerican cosmology.24

Misapprehension was the danger that plagued evangelization through-
out its history, wherever attempts were made to bridge cultural divides. 
This was especially the case with visual images: the same multivalence that 
fuels their power and efficacy lays them open to heterodox interpretations. 
Whatever misconceptions the visual symbols of Christianity may have 
been subjected to, it was not because, except for very early contact, they 
were presented without explanation. On the contrary, the didactic tech-
nique employed by missionaries and the more conscientious secular 
clergy seems almost universally to have been a compound of visual and 
verbal. Fray Diego Valadés claimed the “honor of this invention” for his 
fellow Franciscans, that is, a technique for proselytizing which he himself 
depicted in one of the engravings in his book, whereby a friar instructed 
a group of neophytes or catechumens via a series of paintings illustrating 
aspects of Christian doctrine.25

The most detailed description of these paintings and their actual use in 
the field related to the Dominican Fray Gonzalo Lucero, who throughout 
his long proselytizing career in various parts of Oaxaca from 1530 carried 
with him a set of rolled up lienzos (cloth paintings) that he would unfurl 
and hang as a backdrop to his gospel message and, as in the Valadés en-
graving, use a pointer to explain the visually encoded meanings (figure 1.1).  
Two of the images represented in detail the contrasting fates awaiting 
fallen humanity: either the bliss of Heaven for the virtuous or the agony of 
hell for those whom the devil leads astray.26 The Franciscans had by 1539 
already provided on the walls of their church in Tlaxcala an entire pano-
rama of the divine and ecclesiastical orders, from the Creation through Our 
Lady to the pope and cardinals; other paintings, we are told, depicted the 
Ten Commandments, the seven sacraments, the articles of faith, and other 
basic elements of the catechism, although without an account of exactly 
how they were represented visually.27

The evangelizers considered visual images a particularly suitable 
means of conveying Christian doctrine to the Indians— in fact, not 
merely suitable but necessary and even preferred. Some missionaries 
attributed a lack of intellectual sophistication to the Indians— “illiterate 
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people, forgetful, and fond of novelty and painting,” and in an even 
harsher assessment, “The Indians’ intellects were perverted by the an-
cient blindness of their idolatry”28— all of which meant that verbal 
explanation had little effect. A  more positive theory is that Fray  
Gonzalo’s illustrated homilies appealed to the Indians’ “eyes more than 

Figure  1.1 Teaching with images. A  friar teaches Christian doctrine through pictures, 
indicating wall- hung lienzos with a pointer. Diego Valadés, Rhetorica christiana (1579).
Courtesy of the John Carter Brown Library at Brown University.
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to their ears” because they were “people with an inclination toward signs 
and images.”29

It was well understood that the indigenous systems of communication 
were strongly graphic.30 The Franciscan Valadés (who, if not mestizo himself, 
had associated with Indians since childhood and seems to have identified 
with the positive aspects of indigenous culture) analyzed in much detail, as 
one writing from direct experience and with considerable approbation, the 
indigenous method of recording and recalling information pictorially “by 
way of signs and images, without having to resort to letters.” He compared 
this method favorably to the Renaissance technique of enhancing memory 
by creating an imaginary palace or house and in each room a mental image 
related to the thing to be remembered.31 Far from a defect, this figurative 
capacity would be highly prized in the Italy where Valadés wrote, a capacity 
cultivated by savants and one of the few European cultural treasures the 
Jesuits introduced into seventeenth- century China that won an enthusi-
astic reception.32

Pictorial methods of recording and communicating information existed 
in Mesoamerica at the time of conquest, where several writing systems had 
evolved, combining ideographic and pictographic with phonetic or syllabic 
elements in different measures.33 Because these systems of visual commu-
nication were so highly developed, some have suggested that the use of 
paintings in evangelization was inspired by indigenous practice. It is more 
than likely that the young nobles who studied with the friars showed them 
examples of their codices and explained their didactic use in the calmecac, 
or Mexica school for elite youth.34 But aside from local custom another in-
spiration for this evangelizing practice was the prominent place of visual 
imagery in the Christian tradition in Europe, where literacy was confined 
to a tiny elite (and possibly not universal even within the ruling class) and 
images were considered the books of the poor (liber pauperum).

The sixteenth- century missionary technique depicted by Valadés 
and described for Lucero has also been traced to medieval European 
universities, where students were taught from large painted hides hung in 
the classrooms, an invention credited to the chancellor of the University of 
Paris.35 It is in fact unnecessary to opt for completely independent origins 
from either side of the Atlantic. More likely, two similar traditions converged 
or fused, just as the local tlacuiloque, or painters, in Mexico City (who by all 
accounts were exceedingly quick studies) fused their own painting skills 
and techniques with European stylistic influences to produce the paintings 
used in the evangelizing campaigns. No direct evidence on the origin of the 
paintings exists, but descriptions of Fray Gonzalo’s lienzos, which included 
figures of Indians and such identifiably local objects as “watercraft that 
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the Indians called canoes,” suggest that they were produced in the colony 
rather than imported.36 Of course, recognizably American motifs and 
objects eventually appeared in Spanish artwork, but the process of trans-
mission was more immediately, and always more massively, in the other 
direction, as Indian painters and then sculptors quickly imbibed themes 
and styles from book engravings to satisfy the rapidly growing ecclesias-
tical patronage for Christian art. In the earliest postconquest period of 
evangelization (1520s– 1530s), the doctrinal lienzos were almost certainly 
produced locally— that is, in Mexico- Tenochtitlan— where specific themes 
were commissioned from talented converts based on models and designs 
supplied in European engravings of the period.37 From there missionaries 
took these portable picture galleries to various corners of the viceroyalty.

The use of paintings to teach doctrine seems to have been universal 
among the three missionary orders in central and southern Mexico. 
Augustinians, who arrived in 1533, followed the lead of the Franciscans 
and Dominicans in using depictions of Christ’s passion, other gospel 
scenes, and more allegorical images as a tool for conversion and sponsored 
some of the most elaborate pictorial representations.38 The Jesuits, though 
relative latecomers, did not lag behind in the use of visual imagery in their 
northern missions.39 One Jesuit recorded the Yaquis’ reaction to a painting 
of the Last Judgment, which “inspired in them enough fear and dread to 
keep them from many temptations and occasions of sin.”40 And the sec-
ular clergy may also have taken their cue from the regular orders in the 
use of images as didactic tools, expounding the gospels and explaining the 
accompanying pictures as part of the catechism lessons.41

As soon as permanent structures dedicated to worship and to housing 
the missionaries were built, the itinerant lienzos were replaced by altar 
screens and, especially in the sixteenth century, by relief sculpture 
and by mural paintings, some of which are still visible in the entrance 
halls, chapels, and patios that remain from that period. Even the inte-
rior paintings may have served as teaching aids, since the convents were 
not strictly cloistered and in fact were full of Indian servants, students, 
petitioners, and other visitors.42 A support for this argument would seem 
to be the “absence of intricate themes and Old Testament” material in favor 
of the “simpler and most current topics of New Testament doctrine,”43 that 
is, images suitable for expounding the main points of faith to neophytes as 
opposed to representing more esoteric subject matter for the friars’ exclu-
sive contemplation.

Nor was the use of pictures as didactic tools to cease with formal con-
version. By 1569, when the Franciscans rendered a report to the Crown 
on their pastoral activities, the major doctrinal concern was teaching 
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catechism to the indigenous children already baptized in infancy. The friars 
recommended “paintings” as a permanent component of the catechism 
classes, since they had found that “wherever Christian doctrine has been 
preached thus with paintings the Indians in those pueblos have a better un-
derstanding of our Catholic faith and are more deeply rooted in it.”44

Another common visual aid, which went by the name estampas, was small 
prints or engravings that were distributed (sometimes for a small fee) to 
the faithful as stimuli to devotion and virtuous living. Some were designed, 
like the larger lienzos, as reminders of the woeful fate awaiting those who 
did not repent properly of their sins. Others, like modern equivalents, pro-
vided images of saints and of Christ’s passion.45

WORDS AND PICTURES

For all the logistical ingenuity of rolling up paintings to transport them 
from village to village before permanent artwork could be installed in situ, 
teaching with pictures in itself was scarcely a curiosity. There was never a 
time from the first attempt at evangelization that visual images of one sort 
or another were absent from the teaching repertoire of the missionaries, 
whether portable paintings and engravings or the stationary frescos, oil 
paintings, low relief, or sculpture in the round. Sacred images were ubiqui-
tous and of immense importance. This was, after all, the Roman Catholic 
Church, in which the Council of Trent only strengthened the value and cen-
trality of images in response to Protestant iconoclasm. The issue here is 
how they were used in relation to verbal exegesis. My argument is that the 
two are interdependent, that pictures cannot by themselves overcome lan-
guage barriers. The notion of “silent preaching” is not only an oxymoron 
but was also an impossibility:  there could not have been any such thing 
as “pictographic preaching and catechesis” distinct from “preaching in the 
vernacular language.”46

The notion of nonverbal evangelization may be an interpretation by 
modern- day scholars of contemporary accounts of the initial phases of 
evangelization, accounts that, by juxtaposing the use of pictures with the 
lack of language skills, could give the impression that the visual was a sub-
stitute for the verbal.47 The original accounts, however, ordinarily made 
clear that the images worked in partnership with spoken explanation; that 
is, the monolingual friars were invariably assisted by native interpreters 
and catechists.48 Fray Gonzalo Lucero, although never acquiring a mastery 
of any of the Oaxacan languages, nevertheless had learned Nahuatl well 
and, when touring the Central Valleys of Oaxaca in his early evangelizing 
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mission, was able to instruct bilingual catechists in the meaning of the 
paintings, so that they in turn could convey the content to others.49 He 
later took this same technique into the northern Sierra, armed with his 
furled gallery of sacred paintings and his knowledge of Nahuatl, so that 
through the medium of some local nobles who also knew that language, he 
was able to explain to the Zapotec Indians what the paintings contained.50

Evangelization was never a question of silent messages, once the fu-
tility of mere gestures became apparent. To dismiss words as an essential 
means of human communication is as lopsided as the “linguistic fallacy” 
that emphasizes language as the only way to interpret the world around 
us.51 Pictures were no substitute for words but worked together with 
them, which was, of course, also the way that the Mesoamerican codices 
functioned. In Valadés’s account, glyphs served less as a written language, 
except in the broadest sense, than as mnemonic devices for long verbal 
glosses: “They would draw a figure, around which they could expatiate for 
an entire hour.” What he described was a largely oral tradition that relied on 
a variety of nonverbal systems of recording information, primarily painted 
figures or glyphs, which experts trained in their use could then read from 
to communicate their “journals, calendars, and annals.”52

Scholars have emphasized this combination of painted figure and verbal 
gloss within the indigenous system.53 The same combination of visual im-
agery and verbal commentary characterized the evangelizing techniques 
of the Spanish friars, and they did not need to draw inspiration from in-
digenous traditions nor find the Indians especially susceptible to pictures. 
The use of visual imagery to reinforce verbal explanation— and vice versa— 
may well be universal and timeless, as in fact acknowledged by one of the 
missionaries: “what is seen motivates more forcefully” than what is merely 
heard.54. Not only in early modern Europe and colonial Spanish America, 
where the vast majority of the population was illiterate, but even in literate 
societies, the efficacy of the combination for beguiling the attention of the 
audience is well known to any university teacher or public speaker. The 
illustrated lecture— the old lantern show, replaced by slides and now by 
PowerPoint— is almost invariably more effective than words alone. But the 
text cannot be ignored either. Even those who argue that we have entered a 
postliterate culture do not proclaim it a wordless culture. Nor were the visual 
images presented to the Indians as silent tableaux. This does not mean that 
visual images cannot and never did stand alone. A stained- glass window 
scene of John the Baptist, a crucifix, and a pre- Hispanic image of a Bat God 
could all be appreciated by themselves but only if embedded in the culture, 
once the symbolic code was known and understood. When presenting new 
narratives or concepts the images could not stand alone, and there is no 
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evidence that they were meant to. Fray Gonzalo would hang up a painting 
in order to excite people’s interest and then with “rod in hand . . . he would 
point out and explain to them what the painting meant.”55

Another visual device used by Lucero to beguile his audience was a globe, 
to introduce the astronomical ideas current in Europe at the time. The 
globe was used merely to catch the audience’s attention and to illustrate 
the— as it turns out, erroneous— proposition that the sun, moon, and 
stars revolved around the Earth, “as God commanded them,” in order to 
convince the Indians of the omnipotence of the Christian god, as opposed 
to their belief that the sun or moon themselves were divine. We can doubt 
that these demonstrations, along with their verbal arguments, succeeded 
in replacing Mesoamerican cosmology with the pre- Copernican version 
of the solar system prevalent in Europe, although Lucero thought them 
very effective. Without the verbal explanation it is anyone’s guess what the 
Indians would have made of them.

Similar combinations of image and verbal gloss were applied wherever 
and whenever the gospel message was new; only the languages differed. 
Seventeenth- century accounts of Saint Peter Clavier proselytizing 
African slaves in Cartagena, in present- day Colombia, echo descriptions 
of Franciscan and Dominican missionaries working in sixteenth- century 
Mexico. The Jesuit gave instruction before a backdrop of paintings of 
the crucifixion and other aspects of Christian doctrine, including the ap-
parently ubiquitous depiction of sinners suffering tortures in hell, while 
African catechists translated his explanations to the different ethnic and 
linguistic groups assembled from newly arrived slave ships.56

The paintings by themselves would have been no more accessible in 
meaning to the indigenous or African populations than the gestures em-
ployed in initial contact, probably less so because the messages were more 
complex. The representation of the “glory of God” offered by Fray Gonzalo 
Lucero would not be an obviously decodable image even to a Christian au-
dience:  “enthroned in his heavenly kingdom, adored by angels with var-
ious musical instruments and hymns of praise, which signified the joy of 
the blessed in the presence of God.”57 That this ineffable concept should be 
conveyed by an assemblage of people sporting feathered wings and holding 
musical instruments is not self- evident.

There are passages in Valadés that seem to suggest unaided access to 
the meanings of didactic images. We have detailed descriptions of some 
of the paintings, and from Valadés even some examples by his own hand 
of visual representations of Christian doctrine reproduced in his Rhetorica 
christiana. To Valadés these messages were clear: “Images were the means 
of impressing upon [the Indians] the filthiness, the seriousness, and the 
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burden of sins, as will be clear in the following figures and pictures.”58 
Referring to one of the two engravings, which supposedly represented dif-
ferent sins and their consequences, he declared, “On line three one can see 
clearly how Death enters via the mouth of those who have told lies, sworn, 
or spoken scandalously or shamelessly.”59 We are left less sure that this was 
the message communicated by the picture of snakes, toads, scorpions, and 
what looks like a long caterpillar or hairy worm hanging from the mouths 
of seated Indians.

The facing engraving depicted Indians laden with chains and led by 
demons to indicate that sin leads to bondage.60 In both cases the unmedi-
ated image, when not simply perplexing, might fail to correspond to the in-
tended message. The serpents supposed to convey the evil associated with 
the devil and the Fall played instead a positive role in Mesoamerican ico-
nography, and the other “pernicious animals” were not necessarily seen as 
such in the indigenous code, any more than creatures with the attributes 
of horns, wings, tails, beaks, and birds’ feet would necessarily convey the 
unequivocal malevolence they connoted in European imagery. Admittedly, 
while “feathered serpents,” eagles, and hummingbirds all had positive 
connotations, the owl was associated with the underworld and in the guise 
of the Owl Man (Tlacatecolotl in Nahuatl) regarded as unambiguously ma-
levolent.61 There is, however, no evidence that Valadés drew on or was even 
aware of this mythical figure. As for the demons leading a line of shackled 
Indians, the closer frame of reference in that time and place would have 
been a chain gang of captive Indian slaves escorted by Spanish soldiers.

An example of the ever- present risk of misreading visual symbols is 
recounted with more amusement than consternation by another Franciscan 
friar. An Indian tailor in Mexico City, believing that the sambenito, the 
penitential tunic worn by those convicted by the Inquisition in autos- da- 
fé, was intended for general use for all the faithful during Lent, was able 
somehow to acquire a prototype and produce accurate copies (penitential 
symbols and all), which he sought to sell to a Spanish clientele, to their 
great amusement.62 Yet the symbols— always a cross, sometimes images of 
hell— were no different from others used to illustrate Christian doctrine, 
and without the verbal explanation there was no reason for the enter-
prising tailor to know this particular garment was reserved for convicted 
heretics, apostates, and blasphemers.

We have no reason to doubt that the Christian images in the lienzos were 
effective in catching the attention and rousing the curiosity of the Indian 
audiences, who “came very close in order to examine them with more 
care,” “conferred among themselves,” and “commented” on their content.63 
We do not question their aesthetic impact and didactic value, only their 
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unmediated efficacy. If the Franciscan Fray Luis Caldera indeed threw live 
dogs, cats, and other animals into burning ovens so that their shrieks and 
howls of pain would represent the tortured cries of condemned souls in 
hell,64 we must assume that the purpose of this ghastly lesson would not be 
apparent without explanation.

But the Indians were not left to puzzle out these meanings on their own, 
at the risk of serious misreadings. Each of the engravings depicting visual 
images for teaching clearly shows a Franciscan with a pointer in hand 
expounding on the meaning to a group of Indian catechumens,65 just as 
the methods of Gonzalo Lucero were described in the Dominican chronicle. 
Even at the end of the sixteenth century, with Indians already raised within 
the new Christian idiom, the Franciscan Juan Bautista would take care to 
impart the “story” of each of the devotional estampas he distributed.66

The lure of a universal visual code to be used in evangelization was 
expressed by the great Jesuit savant of the late seventeenth century, 
Athanasius Kircher. Akin to the search for a language of gestures, Kircher 
created a set of hieroglyphs by which he hoped to express every aspect 
of human thought, a kind of visual Esperanto that his Jesuit missionary 
colleagues could use to convert the heathen without needing translators 
or interpreters, although he also proposed schemes for translating all lan-
guages or— better yet— communicating in a single language.67

Kircher never left Europe. Working missionaries held no such illusions, 
despite the existence of pictorial catechisms that to some scholars suggest 
an experiment in nonverbal conversion. These catechisms, often called 
Testerian after the Franciscan Jacobo de Testera (although his only known 
association with them is that he used paintings to “teach doctrine”),68 are 
of two types. The first type was based on the techniques of rebus writing 
and sought to reproduce or evoke the sounds of Latin prayers by depicting 
native objects, the word for which in Nahuatl approximated most closely 
the sound of Latin. The example commonly given is the beginning of the 
Our Father, or Paternoster, represented by a drawing of a flag, or pantli in 
Nahuatl, to suggest pater, followed by a cactus fruit called nochtli to stand 
for noster.69 It is hard to disagree with Mendieta’s skeptical conclusion that 
this is “to my way of thinking a difficult although interesting method” of 
learning prayers.70

The second type, which has been called “ideographic- mnemonic,”71 also 
employed symbols or figures, but taken from a Christian visual code rather 
than an indigenous one; at the same time, by representing concepts rather 
than phonemes, they seem to show a closer kinship with local writing sys-
tems. The Jesuit missionary and theologian José de Acosta, referring to 
them in a late sixteenth- century publication as “prayers,” described the 



SIgn S a nd g e S tur e S ( 25 )

figures used to signify phrases, such as the opening line from the Confiteor, 
represented by an Indian kneeling at the feet of a friar “as if confessing.”72 
And one can easily detect in the extant examples such standard elements 
of Christian iconography as Christ on a cross, an archangel with wings and 
a sword, the Virgin Mary holding the Christ child, and a bird denoting the 
Holy Spirit.73

In Mexico these catechisms were confined mainly to Franciscan missions, 
although the genre seems to have spilled over into Dominican territory.74 
Because the iconography is purely or almost purely European, it has been 
thought that the system itself was created by the friars.75 But this attribu-
tion has recently come under challenge. Acosta believed the curious system 
of figures (although clearly not these particular figures) was invented by 
the Indians and offered it as a sure sign of their “keen intellect.”76 Modern 
scholars tend to agree, arguing that Indian tlacuiloque, or artists, had 
learned and adapted Christian symbols to an existing indigenous system of 
writing for use in teaching the catechism to fellow Indians.77

We may never know exactly who devised the first pictorial catechisms. 
Combining as they did Christian and indigenous elements, they could well 
have been joint projects like most of the evangelizing enterprise, the result 
of the collaboration between friars and their native associates that will be 
discussed in later chapters.

Just as authorship has been challenged— or broadened in definition— 
so has chronology. The system used in the pictorial catechisms may have 
originally been devised in the early postconquest years, but if so their 
use extended well beyond. Extant examples not only show seventeenth-  
and eighteenth- century watermarks but also incorporate post- Tridentine 
(1565) formats in the doctrinal material.78 They may have persisted as di-
dactic tools since the indigenous pictorial systems of recording information 
did not die out immediately with the introduction of alphabetic writing.79 
Or, as has recently been argued, the format could have been revived in the 
late seventeenth century as an “archaizing strategy,” a nativistic emphasis 
on the pictorial element of indigenous culture in order to provide evidence 
for early acceptance of Christianity.80

Whoever deserves the credit for their invention and whatever the dates 
of their use, these pictorial catechisms were never intended as substitutes 
for verbal communication. Although they employ visual symbols, they re-
quire prior knowledge of Christian doctrine to decipher, and they depend 
heavily on verbal explanation. The rebus type was simply a syllabary, a 
means of reproducing or suggesting the spoken text of the basic prayers 
that all Christian converts were obliged to memorize. The ideographic- 
mnemonic type, like the indigenous codices they resembled and on which 



( 26 ) Language Contact and Language Policy

their format may have been modeled, were intended to refer to or recall the 
already known. They may have served as manuals for the native catechists 
from which to teach, catechists already thoroughly grounded in Christian 
doctrine themselves. How else could they have known that a crowned, 
triple- headed figure represented the Trinity (a concept difficult enough to 
grasp in words), or that twin figures, one holding a set of keys and the other 
a sword, were the apostles Saints Peter and Paul?

The missionaries all knew, or soon learned, that they would have to com-
municate the gospel in words, that they could not leap over the language 
barrier with gestures or pictures alone. Even Francisco de Burgoa, the seven-
teenth- century Dominican chronicler who lauded Gonzalo Lucero’s trav-
eling picture show, staunchly defended the importance of language. Some, 
he said, “tenaciously insist that Indians receive the faith only through their 
eyes.” But the word is also essential: “Hearing and understanding are the 
faculties on which faith depends, the one as the portal through which it 
enters and the other as the seat where it rests.”81

The role of language held a special place of eminence among the 
Dominicans, who were the principal force for evangelization in the large 
swath of central and southern Mexico that included Oaxaca.82 While all 
the missionary orders regarded verbal communication as a fundamental 
component of proselytizing, Dominicans, in keeping with their primary 
identity as a preaching order (with the formal title of Ordo Praedicatorum), 
assigned primacy to this activity as performing the main work of conver-
sion. If the Franciscans hoped to overwhelm pagans and neophytes with 
the power of Christianity’s visual imagery, the Dominicans aimed to win 
them over with the force of their rhetoric. As in many other matters, 
such as the amount of instruction necessary for baptism, this difference 
between the two orders was one of emphasis rather than of opposition. 
Franciscans have left impressive collections of sermons as testament to 
their engagement with preaching,83 just as the Dominicans employed a 
rich repertoire of painted and sculpted images to illustrate and reinforce 
their teachings,84 and both resorted to that perfect combination of visual 
and verbal— sacred theater— to convey the gospel message.85 Nevertheless 
differences are discernible, among them the more cerebral and abstract air 
of Dominican- inspired art compared to the Franciscans’ affective imme-
diacy, and the most salient was the former’s emphasis on verbal persua-
sion. Burgoa spoke for his fellow religious when placing stress not only 
on receiving the word of God but also on understanding its meaning. For 
Burgoa and other Dominicans, images possessed immense power to stimu-
late, encourage, and sustain faith, but only words could unlock that power 
in the first place.86
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CHAPT ER 2

w
 Interpreters

The Spanish in the New World quickly learned the limits of gestures and 
other visual signs as unaided tools of communication. And they turned 

to a time- honored remedy in European contact with other societies:  the 
interpreter. Soon after landfall in the Bahamas on Columbus’s very first 
voyage, having discovered that the languages the expedition interpreter 
knew— Hebrew, Chaldean, and Arabic— were not making any headway with 
the inhabitants, the Spanish turned to local talent. On their first landfall 
and at other islands along the way, they managed to lure or kidnap Indians 
to join them and, teaching them some words in Spanish, took them along 
to serve as interpreters for the rest of the voyage.1 This expedient became 
standard practice for decades to come as the Spanish explored and fought 
their way through the Caribbean and into the interior of both continents. 
By the time of Francisco Pizarro’s expedition to Peru forty years later it was 
a well- entrenched custom later sanctioned formally by the Crown.2

NAHUATLATOS AND CONQUEST

Interpreters did not always have to be press- ganged into service, as we 
know from the often told story of Doña Marina, the Nahuatl-  and Maya- 
speaking woman who quickly learned Spanish and, by contributing more 
than any soldier to the conquest of the Mexica, lent her Nahuatized name, 
“Malinche,” to the Mexican equivalent of “Quisling,” “malinchismo,” to de-
note treason to one’s homeland.3 She at least fared better personally than 
the Maya youth Melchorejo, who had been captured on a previous voyage 
to the mainland and was brought along on Cortés’s expedition in 1519. 
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He escaped at the first opportunity and, symbolically hanging his Spanish 
clothing on a tree, encouraged the local Maya forces to resist the Spaniards 
in battle. Instead of the easy victory he had led the Maya to expect, they 
were thoroughly trounced, and Melchorejo ended up as part of a ceremo-
nial meal in repayment for his bad advice.4 He was replaced by the more 
reliable (from the Spanish viewpoint) Jerónimo de Aguilar, a Spanish sailor 
shipwrecked on the coast and ransomed from his Maya captors, who was 
able to serve as intermediary for Doña Marina until she could learn enough 
Spanish to interpret directly between Cortés and the Mexica and other 
Nahuatl speakers.5

Doña Marina’s services were eventually supplemented by other Spaniards 
who, as young soldiers or even younger pages, accompanied the Cortés ex-
pedition and could pick up Nahuatl from allies and even adversaries with 
the ease that their youth facilitated. Orteguilla, the page assigned to serve 
Moctezuma in his captivity (as well as keep an eye on him), supposedly 
learned enough Nahuatl, which he would already have been hearing on the 
journey inland from the coast, to converse with the imprisoned Mexica 
ruler.6 Scattered references to others presumably represent a much larger 
group:  Juan de Ribera, Cortés’s secretary, for example, when sent back 
to Spain with gifts for Charles V in 1521, already claimed “to possess the 
language of Tenochtitlan,” the Mexica capital, and recounted stories and 
myths he had learned firsthand from the Indians.7 Among others who must 
have learned Nahuatl as young soldiers was Francisco López Tenorio, later  
corregidor in the Villa Alta area of Oaxaca’s Sierra Norte in the late 1530s. 
He had joined the conquest forces in his midteens, taking part in many mil-
itary campaigns with central Mexican allies, and could serve as his own in-
terpreter in judicial records when questioning Nahuatl- speaking witnesses. 
Although barely literate in any language, he was clearly bilingual.8

These young bilingual soldiers formed the first cadre of interpreters 
who accompanied the Spaniards as they fanned out from Tenochtitlan 
through the former Mexica Empire and beyond, taking with them 
Nahuatl- speaking troops and servants. They had to communicate with the 
soldiers, porters, and support staff and also with the local populations. 
Early judicial records contain names of other Spaniards who had already 
learned Nahuatl (the colony’s lingua franca) well enough to serve as oc-
casional interpreters for Indian witnesses in one deposition or another. 
Some are identified as “conquistador,” a title reserved for men who had 
participated in any of the military actions down through the 1520s. Like 
López Tenorio they had probably through necessity learned the language 
during military campaigns in which most fellow combatants, and all 
the support personnel, were Nahuatl speakers.9 Some of the ex- soldiers 
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became professional interpreters, for example Tomás de Rijoles, who, 
although he had fought in the conquest, nevertheless chose to iden-
tify himself as interpreter in his service record. Possibly, like others, his 
talents lay more in the linguistic than in the martial line and, earning no 
distinction or reward as a soldier— no encomienda or other royal grant— 
he nevertheless acquired a skill that gave him some income and status in 
postconquest society.10

Even when not participating in military actions, others who arrived 
very young could master an indigenous language well enough to make a 
career out of interpreting or translating. Álvaro de Zamora is a case in 
point. He reached Mexico in 1521 at the age of eight or nine accompanying 
his father and in his late teens served in various campaigns as interpreter 
for the first alcalde mayor of Oaxaca, Juan Peláez de Berrio. Lacking the 
entrepreneurial capacity or powerful connections needed to realize his 
ambitions for the royal grant of an encomienda, he had to fall back on 
his linguistic talents. He was by all accounts (not merely his own gener-
ally self- serving testimony) “very skilled in the language of the Indians,”11 
and this gained him, if not the honors and rewards he hoped for, at least 
a steady civil service job as official “interpreter of the Real Audiencia,” 
the royal high court of the viceroyalty.12 Another young Spaniard who 
learned Nahuatl at a very young age, “Alfonsito,” served as language tutor 
to the early Franciscan missionaries. As Fray Alonso de Molina, he be-
came the colony’s premier lengua, or expert, in Nahuatl and author of the 
colony’s first catechism in an indigenous language and its first bilingual 
dictionary.13

Knowledge of indigenous languages, especially Nahuatl, eventu-
ally spread further within the Spanish population, although it always 
remained a minority skill. The highest- ranking officials, whether in the 
royal bureaucracy or the ecclesiastical hierarchy, almost invariably came 
from Spain, returning there at the end of their tour of duty, and, equally 
invariably, failed to learn any local language during their sojourn.14 For 
example, the extensive judicial records of the Villa Alta district in the 
Oaxaca Sierra Norte indicate that all the local alcaldes mayores— without 
exception peninsular Spaniards until the end of the colonial period— 
remained entirely dependent on their official court interpreters from 
beginning to end of their terms in office (figure 2.1).15 However, many 
of the Spaniards who settled more or less permanently in the colony, es-
pecially the ones who spent periods of time outside the major Spanish 
settlements— encomenderos and their mayordomos, corregidores, traders, 
and an assortment of hangabouts and drifters whose occupation is not al-
ways clear but who passed a good part of their itinerant lives in and about  
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Indian communities— all had to communicate with the local populations 
up and down the land. This close contact provided an opportunity and an 
incentive to learn at least a smattering of the indigenous languages.16

Soon peninsulars were joined by Spaniards born in the colony— termed 
criollos, or creoles— who would have learned indigenous languages since 
early childhood from Indian playmates, if not even earlier from Indian 
wet nurses and nannies, and in consequence attained a level of skill rarely 
attained by immigrants. There is as yet no statistical information on bilin-
gual creoles in New Spain. Obviously the more remote areas, distant from 
the major centers of Spanish population, would tend to yield a larger pro-
portion of creoles who learned an indigenous language. This was certainly 
the case in the Sierra Norte of Oaxaca, where knowledge of at least one of 
the local languages, most commonly Zapotec, came to be well- nigh uni-
versal.17 Given the lack of suitable local employment, constantly bewailed 
by needy creoles, it is not surprising that they parlayed their bilingual skills 
into jobs in the royal bureaucracy or the church. At least one family in the 
Spanish settlement of Villa Alta seems to have established a dynasty of 
interpreters for the court of the alcaldía mayor, all of them named Francisco 
de Tarifa, beginning with the early settler by that name who arrived in 
1526 and stretching through three, perhaps four generations to at least 
1660.18 Another local family with an even longer record of language skills 
was founded by the conquistador Bartolomé de Alcántara, who served as 
interpreter for Nahuatl in an early judicial inquiry and whose descendants 

Figure  2.1 Nahuatlato interpreting for Spanish official. The alcalde mayor holds a staff of of-
fice and his escribano a pen, and a curved speech glyph identifies the nahuatlato. Nahuatl text 
records a twenty- peso payment represented by a peso topped by a flag glyph for the number 20. 
Detail from Codex Sierra Tepuxpan, Mixteca Alta, 1550– 1564, Biblioteca José María Lafragua, 
Benemérita Universidad Autónoma de Puebla.
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won praise for exquisite proficiency in Zapotec into the early eighteenth 
century.19

Long before that date the office of interpreter had become institution-
alized and regulated, a secure civil service job with an excellent fee struc-
ture. The early years could prove even more lucrative as a period when 
interpreters held pivotal positions in the establishment of the colony and 
enrich themselves accordingly. Throughout the conquest and establish-
ment of colonial rule the bilingual interpreters under the title of nahuatlato 
performed foundational roles, if not the creators at least the midwives 
of the new colonial society taking shape, as much agents and brokers as 
mere translators.20 The period of wild invention and improvisation, when 
new social roles were manufactured out of the scraps of old ones, was the 
first decade or so after the fall of Tenochtitlan, with some order starting 
to appear only upon the arrival of the first bishop of Mexico, Fray Juan de 
Zumárraga, in 1528, followed by the first viceroy, Antonio de Mendoza, 
in 1535.

The period of interregnum was a boon for opportunists within both 
Indian and Spanish societies. The nahuatlatos were key figures. Every 
Indian ruler had at least one, and every powerful Spaniard— captain, al-
calde mayor, encomendero— the same. On both sides interpreters served as 
mayordomos, agents, and ambassadors, negotiating settlements, demands, 
and counteroffers, sometimes as interpreters on the spot but often as 
emissaries or as chargé d’affaires in the absence of the encomendero, in-
digenous ruler, or other employer. Their role often transcended that of 
communication, moving into the execution of decisions and even the crea-
tion of policy, as in the case of the encomendero’s indigenous nahuatlato in 
Yanhuitlan, revealed in a detailed set of idolatry records from the 1540s. 
Not only was he entrusted with carrying out his employer’s orders, but in 
fact he seems to have taken matters into his own hands and decided how to 
deal with a political crisis created by a set of idolatry accusations.21

Spaniards and Indians remained heavily dependent on bilingual 
intermediaries for a good part of the colonial period. It is difficult to 
gauge how far and how fast the Spanish language spread within the Indian 
population. For central Mexico we know that among the very highest- 
ranking indigenous youth, who were the first target of Spanish efforts 
at Hispanization, Spanish made early headway. Even before the fall of 
Tenochtitlan, Cortés was taking young nobles and rulers into his house-
hold or that of his lieutenants, where they learned Spanish and Christian 
doctrine. The sixteenth- century chronicler Cervantes de Salazar refers to 
a young prince, appointed to succeed the ruler of Izúcar, and the twelve- 
year- old son of the cacique Maxixcatzin of Tlaxcala, “armed as a knight” 
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by Cortés. Another royal youth, Don Hernando of Texcoco, was given 
two “Spanish tutors” while living in Cortés’s household, where he learned 
Spanish and was baptized with Cortés as godfather.22

A much more generalized program for the ruling elite was pursued by 
the missionary orders, which within a few years of the fall of Tenochtitlan 
had begun to establish schools to teach Spanish, as well as Latin, music, 
and Christian doctrine to the sons of caciques and nobles. Strong indi-
rect evidence of the existence of a highly cultivated Spanish- speaking elite 
exists in the form of the bilingual dictionaries and the numerous texts 
translated into indigenous languages, all of which required the aid of, for 
the most part nameless, indigenous collaborators. As impressive as were 
these skills, they were confined to a very small elite, as we will discuss in 
later chapters. Even a basic working knowledge of Spanish, below the flu-
ency that characterized these highly cultivated men, seems to have taken a 
long time to extend into the general Indian population. Bilingualism may 
have been more widespread among Indians than among Spaniards, but it 
remained equally confined to a minority.

The frequent use of the term “ladino” could mislead some to think that 
knowledge of Spanish was more widespread than in fact was the case. 
Originally used to designate someone in Spain— Muslim or Jewish— who 
could nevertheless speak Spanish, “ladino” had come to be used more gen-
erally to contrast with “rudo” (ignorant): that is, to designate an educated 
person, including someone who knew a language other than their native 
tongue.23 In colonial Mexican records we cannot take the word to mean 
specifically Spanish speaking unless it is qualified as such.24

It certainly seems to be the case in Oaxaca that Spanish spread slowly 
beyond this very small, educated minority. Even for the upper classes 
evidence is spotty and not always conclusive.25 Examples of bilingual 
Indians are relatively rare for the first century after conquest, and those 
who achieved real fluency were presented as exceptional.26 We find an oc-
casional reference to native speakers of Mixtec and Zapotec who learned 
Spanish well enough to serve as nahuatlatos, as outlined below, and only 
scattered mention of other Mixtecs or Zapotecs who knew Spanish— a ca-
cique here and another one there. Just how well they actually knew the 
language is unclear. It was often the case that an Indian would be declared 
“ladino” in Spanish but still require, or at least wish to have, the services of 
a translator to give formal testimony.27 The cacique of Yanhuitlan (the same 
who owned, and read, devotional books in Latin) had some knowledge of 
Spanish but still required translators in his idolatry trial. Similarly Zapotec 
speakers, declared to be “ladino in the Spanish language”— one even to 
know Spanish “as if it were his own language”— nevertheless chose to 
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testify through interpreters. Judicial documents indicated the language in 
which witnesses gave their original testimony, and we rarely find a member 
of the Mixtec or Zapotec nobility who preferred to testify in Spanish. And 
even though literacy spread quickly among the upper ranks, it was for the 
most part literacy in the indigenous vernacular.

In assessing the impact of Spanish on the overall indigenous popula-
tion, it is important to bear in mind that not until well after Independence 
did Indians begin to learn Spanish in significant numbers and that most 
Indians remained monolingual into the twentieth century. It is easy to 
be misled by interesting but statistically insignificant rarities. It is surely 
impressive and worth noting that Don Agustín Mendoza, a high- ranking 
indigenous official of Miahuatlan in 1596, could communicate in both 
Spanish and Nahuatl, as well as Zapotec (although he appears to have been 
literate only in the latter two). It is equally worth noting that he was an 
exception. Not one of the other principales in the parish knew Spanish.28

Until Indians learned Spanish or Spaniards learned the local indigenous 
languages, communication in Oaxaca and other outlying regions beyond 
the Nahua core was for a long period a two- stage affair registered clearly 
in the lawsuits. Any recording of testimony from an indigenous witness al-
most invariably required a dual set of interpreters: a local nahuatlato would 
translate from Zapotec or Mixtec, say, into Nahuatl, and a Spaniard would 
translate that testimony into Spanish. The same kind of process can be 
seen from Mazatec, Chinantec, and, beyond Oaxaca, from Otomí, Totonac, 
and no doubt many other languages. The possibilities for error and confu-
sion were presumably compounded by the additional filter, although we 
should recall that some of the judges knew Nahuatl and could monitor at 
least one of the two phases of the translation process. For example, the 
dean of the cathedral chapter in Oaxaca, Pero Gómez de Maraver, presided 
over portions of the previously mentioned idolatry trial in the Mixteca in 
1544 and 1545. He did not know Mixtec, but he could dispense with the 
second stage of the translation process and serve as his own interpreter 
from Nahuatl to Spanish.29

More commonly, and invariably when the judges were peninsular 
Spaniards, the dual process of interpreting had to be followed.30 In time 
many indigenous nahuatlatos learned Spanish well enough to eliminate 
the Spanish middlemen and translate directly from Zapotec or Mixtec into 
Spanish.31 Equally if not more common were the Spaniards who were able 
to do the same. But the two- step system did not entirely die out, persisting 
for the minority languages that the Spanish rarely bothered to learn. 
Long after ecclesiastical and secular courts (at least in Oaxaca) could pro-
vide interpreters for Zapotec and Mixtec speakers, they still required dual 



( 34 ) Language Contact and Language Policy

translation for Chinantec and for Soltec (a Zapotec- related language spoken 
in Sola de Vega), except for the local elites who were bilingual in Nahuatl.32 
One case of a three- stage translation has been recorded, for Suchitepec on 
the Pacific coast: from Chontal to Zapotec to Nahuatl to Spanish.33

Indian nahuatlatos soon far outnumbered their Spanish counterparts.34 
Although young Spaniards rapidly learned Nahuatl, there were not enough 
of these to go around. In addition only a small minority of Indians out-
side central Mexico spoke Nahuatl, so that there was a great demand for 
those bilingual in Nahuatl and the local languages, and these were invar-
iably Indians. Their control of information gave them considerable power 
in both camps, but it was indigenous society that provided more scope for 
exercising it. Among the Indians, the nahuatlatos representing the local 
rulers formed a special caste marked by power and high status, although 
which was cause and which effect may be difficult to sort out. Nahuatlatos 
were almost invariably ranked as principales (nobles), defined as “those who 
give orders.” Not only did they speak for the ruler; they also frequently 
served as senior advisors.35 Not all principales were nahuatlatos, since in 
Oaxaca they needed to know Nahuatl or Spanish for that role, but it seems 
that all nahuatlatos, at least those who operated within Indian society, were 
principales. At the time of conquest knowledge of Nahuatl among the pro-
vincial nobles seems to have been confined to the ruling class, and if they 
were not drawn originally from that class, they would rapidly have been 
elevated ex- officio to elite status.

The Spanish conquest created a great need for nahuatlatos, a position that 
may have already existed in native society but for which demand swelled 
with the presence of so many well- armed and greedy foreigners swarming 
over the land. Nahuatlatos mediated every encounter, negotiating first 
the terms of surrender, and then the ongoing demands for tribute and 
labor: the quantity and size of gold tablets, the number of workers to pan 
for gold and carry supplies, and the amount of maize and beans to feed 
all of them, to name the most common requisitions. In the chaos of early 
encounters, with new Spaniards arriving continually, newcomers as well 
as old conquistadors all advanced rival claims for fealty from polities, by 
all accounts extracting up to the limit of what could be extorted in gold 
and jewelry, jaguar skins, jade, and other luxury goods, scouring the land 
for tombs to loot, and subjecting caciques to torture to extract informa-
tion about their whereabouts. All these encounters required the services 
of interpreters.36

Each side had its own nahuatlatos, although relatively less is known about 
the indigenous ones who served their own rulers. Indians predominated 
also among those who worked for the Spanish, although the initial ones 
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tended to be of lower caste. From very early on, possibly from the begin-
ning, they tended to be Christian converts, but we are faced again with a 
chicken- and- egg issue, since baptism seems to have been a requirement 
once one was chosen for the job rather than a qualification— see, for ex-
ample, Cortés’s first interpreters, Melchorejo and Doña Marina. Usually 
they were servants— called criados and naborías— originally more often 
than not captives who had been baptized (as evident from their names) 
and attached to a Spanish master. How willingly in the first instance is not 
known, but even if originally forced into service (for example, the young 
Indians taken to Spain by Columbus and by Cortés’s secretary),37 any in-
telligent assessment of the postconquest balance of power and sober cal-
culation of where their own advantage lay would generally have kept them 
attached. When the kidnapped interpreter Melchorejo escaped from the 
Cortés expedition in Tabasco, his decision to place his chips on the side of 
the locals was a reasonable gamble at that stage of events. As it turned out 
he miscalculated, but within a few years it had become clear that the odds 
were overwhelmingly on the Spanish side, and the Spaniards were accord-
ingly able to recruit and retain large numbers of Indian servants.

Whether baptized or not, and the vast majority were, Indians who 
worked in the service of Spaniards were viewed with great distrust by 
their fellows, and this was especially the case with nahuatlatos for the very 
qualities that made them invaluable to the Spanish: their local knowledge 
and their ability to share it with the outsiders. An early example was Doña 
Marina’s reported warning to the Spaniards in Cholula of a planned mas-
sacre, which intelligence was then used to organize a preemptive attack.38 
Whatever Doña Marina’s role may have been— and doubt has been cast on 
the conspiracy itself— the widespread belief that she revealed privileged 
information to the strangers is evidence of the light in which interpreters 
were held by both sides.39 The “touch of treason” that inheres in “every 
act of translation” was exacerbated in the context of colonial rule in which 
secrets were among the few defenses the dominated had at their command. 
To divulge them invited retaliation.40 In 1529 a Zapotec nahuatlato from 
Ucelotepec in the southern Sierra was killed, and eaten to boot, “because he 
served the Christians.” The “lords of the town” had ordered his killing “so 
that there should be no one who understood them” living as an informer 
in their midst. Another agent for the Spanish was threatened with the 
same and warned that if he “wanted to serve the Christians he should go to 
Oaxaca or Mexico”; in other words, he should live among the Spaniards and 
not spy on his fellow Indians.41

These indigenous interpreters were truly people “in the middle”— 
nepantla, as it was termed in Nahuatl. The assumption within Indian 
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society was that they had switched their loyalties, casting their lot with 
the Spaniards. At the same time Spaniards were often suspicious of how 
faithfully Indian nahuatlatos performed their translating duties, as we 
shall outline below. Even more seriously, there exists at least one report 
of Indian servants who poisoned their masters’ food.42 Just as likely is 
that their position as go- between meant that they could play both sides 
as circumstances demanded. In navigating the no man’s land between the 
two, loyalty could well have taken second place in the calculations of many 
nahuatlatos and other naborías to pursuing their own personal interests.43

Interpreters served in general as pivotal joints or couplings that enabled 
the colonial regime to operate, often the sole channel of communication be-
tween the Spaniards and the millions of Indians speaking a great diversity 
of languages under their rule. They remained an essential element in both 
the official and unofficial life of the colony until independence and beyond, 
so long as monolingual speakers constituted a major portion of the pop-
ulation. They served in the courts, ecclesiastical and royal, for any Indian 
witnesses, plaintiffs, or defendants not fully “expert in the Castilian lan-
guage,” that is, not merely able to speak and understand but with enough 
mastery to give sworn testimony. They mediated all the myriad types of 
administrative and commercial interchange that punctuated colonial 
life:44 keeping track of people and goods, taking censuses, collecting taxes, 
supervising public works, transporting produce. The Relaciones geográficas 
of 1579– 1581 are a good example of the kind of meticulous information- 
gathering that went on at the highest level and required the intervention 
of interpreters, in this case in response to the Crown’s order to compile 
detailed reports on the history, natural and political, and the customs and 
beliefs of the different Indian communities. But archival shelves bulge 
with other reports— on boundary limits, population movements, agricul-
tural production, to name a few— which also relied on information that 
interpreters and other bilingual Indians supplied.45

INDIAN PREACHERS

Bilingual and bicultural Indians were as indispensable to the process of 
evangelization as to the secular interests of the Spanish. The importance of 
indigenous participation in the military conquests of Mexico and Central 
America has become increasingly clear in recent research.46 The spir-
itual conquest was also in great measure an indigenous enterprise, given 
overall direction by the Spanish but heavily dependent on native- speaking 
assistants for its execution.

 



In t e r pr e t e r S ( 37 )

As is often stressed, no organized effort at evangelization was made an-
ywhere in the New World until the arrival of the group of twelve Franciscan 
friars to Mexico in 1524, three years after the fall of Tenochtitlan. But nei-
ther was it wholly neglected, and the haphazard attempts all presaged 
the key role of the indigenous interpreter. Bartolomé de Las Casas gave 
an account of his preaching via interpreters in Hispaniola and Cuba,47 and 
there are scattered reports of laymen using their captive interpreters to 
convey the gospel message as well as to negotiate more mundane matters. 
Cortés famously preached in this fashion to the Maya on Cozumel and 
continued the same practice with new interpreters on his expedition to 
Honduras. The leader of a 1522 campaign in Nicaragua, Gil González, is 
said to have tried to convey Christian notions of cosmology, teleology, 
ethics, and morals to the local cacique through a captured native who 
served as interpreter.48 One can only speculate how much must have been  
lost in translation.

In Mexico the first efforts at evangelization after the forays by Cortés 
relied not on captives but on the sons of Mexican rulers and nobles edu-
cated in the schools that the Franciscans established soon after arriving. 
These youngsters, who quickly learned Spanish, served as interpreters for 
the friars as they went from town to town preaching the gospel. It was 
from these same young students that the friars began to learn Nahuatl 
themselves (as well as from the bilingual Spanish boy Alfonsito, mentioned 
earlier). But the process was slow and uneven enough that interpreters 
always remained indispensable for the newcomers and the linguistically 
impaired.

The same young boys who aided the Franciscans in central Mexico 
formed the spearhead of evangelization in Oaxaca in 1529. Just as 
Spanish military leaders recruited Tlaxcalans and related groups to 
aid in extending the conquest beyond the valley of Mexico, so the 
missionaries relied on Christianized Mexicans in the spiritual con-
quest of northern Mexico, Oaxaca, and farther south. Often these 
auxiliaries were the silent partners in the enterprise, so taken for 
granted that they often go unmentioned in the accounts and yet in-
dispensable to the friars, many of whom did not know Nahuatl, much 
less any of Mexico`s numerous secondary languages. The Franciscans 
organized two expeditions south in the early postconquest years, one 
to Tehuantepec and the other reaching Guatemala; the Dominicans, 
who had arrived from Hispaniola in 1526, also explored as far as 
Guatemala. All these forays included preaching to the Indians in the 
towns along the way going and coming, efforts that must have relied 
entirely on their Mexican aides who could speak the lingua franca 
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and communicate with at least the local nobles who were bilingual in 
Nahuatl and the regional language.49

The two Dominicans who were sent at the urging of Cortés to estab-
lish the first mission in Oaxaca in 1529 passed through Tlaxcala and 
recruited several volunteers from among the young Nahua converts the 
Franciscans had trained. Two of the boys lost their lives through overly 
zealous proselytizing along the way and gained fame and, recently, can-
onization as the “Child Martyrs of Tlaxcala.”50 But we have to assume that 
others survived, since neither of the Dominicans at that point knew even 
Nahuatl. Fray Bernardino de Minaya and Fray Gonzalo Lucero preached 
their way through the Mixteca Alta, along what was to become the camino 
real, or royal highway, linking Mexico City with Guatemala; Minaya made 
it all the way to Nicaragua, while Lucero stayed behind to preach among 
the communities in the Central Valleys of Oaxaca surrounding the Spanish 
settlement of Antequera, the original name for Oaxaca city. Neither the 
memoir produced some years later by Minaya nor the narratives of Lucero’s 
activities based on his own firsthand accounts mention the role of their 
companions from central Mexico. But they had to have depended heavily 
on these junior missionaries.

The Dominicans lost no time in recruiting and training local youths who 
could supplement and eventually replace the Mexicans. In this first foray 
into Oaxaca Minaya “gathered the sons of the nobles in groups of 300 to 
500” in the three regional centers he selected:  Yanhuitlan, Oaxaca, and 
Tehuantepec.51 These youngsters would have been local youths bilingual 
in Nahuatl and Zapotec or another local language, who would still have 
needed the central Mexicans to communicate with Minaya in Spanish. Once 
instructed in Christian doctrine the boys were sent out to surrounding 
areas to proselytize on their own while Minaya and his contingent con-
tinued south to Nicaragua. This description of catechist training on the fly 
is our only firsthand account of Dominican beginnings in the area and was 
written more than thirty years after the fact. It begs the question of how 
much instruction the young neophytes could have received and what sort 
of proselytizing they could have been capable of, although Minaya declared 
that on his return a year later he “found the Indians in many pueblos 
catechized.”52 Our point is not how well or how poorly trained the locals 
were but that the Dominicans from the beginning set about duplicating 
the Franciscan system of relying on elite youth to aid them in evangeli-
zation. Leaving aside for now the meaning of “conversion,” we know that 
Fray Bernardino, through his interpreters, managed to persuade at least 
some members of the Mixtec ruling class to accept baptism when he passed 
through in 1529. We know this from their own later testimony, which 
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mentioned basic elements of doctrine that they learned and which at least 
one of them as a surrogate catechist for Fray Bernardino passed on to the 
macehuales, or commoners.53

Even when Fray Gonzalo Lucero returned to Oaxaca a few years later, 
in 1532, having applied himself in the meantime to learning Nahuatl well 
enough to preach on his own, and was joined by other Dominicans with 
similar skills, interpreters remained essential in order to reach the ma-
jority of the population who did not understand the lingua franca. Within 
a few decades of the conquest, knowledge of Nahuatl had become quite 
widespread among the regular and secular clergy in New Spain. But to 
preach to the Mixtecs, Zapotecs, and other language groups in Oaxaca, the 
clergy had to depend in turn on bilingual interpreters from Nahuatl to the 
local language, or on the very rare nahuatlato who knew Spanish and, say, 
Zapotec. And the same held true for any of the secondary languages in the 
viceroyalty.54

So indispensable a part of the evangelizing enterprise were the elite 
youth who served as interpreters and general assistants that from all ac-
counts the friars never moved from one place to another without one or 
more in tow. The heroic narratives of the early years, which represented the 
missionaries as traversing the inhospitable terrain or some fierce obstacle 
“alone,” simply meant without another Spaniard. Invariably it turned out 
that there was a nameless “young Indian” or two trudging along with them, 
and moreover carrying the friar’s cape, hat, and liturgical accoutrements.55 
Burgoa calls them “little ones,” but they were clearly old enough to be sent 
out on their own when necessary, although usually in pairs.56 The pres-
ence of these young aides was so taken for granted that they rarely were 
mentioned except when some unusual circumstance or incident of the 
journey stood out:  when they got separated from the friar, rescued one 
of them from a ravine, tragically plunged down another one themselves, 
or, less tragically, were not properly fed by the townspeople.57 Bernardo de 
Albuquerque, a Dominican missionary and the second bishop of Oaxaca, 
even made a special note regarding one case when he traveled without an 
Indian page.58 An early missionary in the Mixteca was singled out as excep-
tionally austere and humble, the sign being that he carried his own water 
bottle when traveling rather than leaving it to the Indian assistant.59 The 
latter in any case was probably already heavily laden with a portable altar, 
vestments, sacred vessels, images, and all the other liturgical items that 
had to be hauled along in the early years before the churches in outlying 
villages were properly equipped for celebrating the sacraments.60

Nahuatlatos were often given great responsibility to serve as surrogate 
or deputy missionaries, delegated to go out and preach and indoctrinate 
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on their own, especially in the earliest years. Dávila Padilla and Burgoa 
refer to missionaries trying to penetrate a new area and sending an inter-
preter or indigenous catechist in advance to prepare the way.61 They were 
merely continuing a system devised by the Franciscans and described by 
Mendieta: “So vital was the aid that these interpreters gave, that they were 
the ones who carried the word of God, to the boundaries of the viceroyalty, 
wherever the native merchants reached.”62

Such a delegation of spiritual authority made at least a few of the Spanish 
laity uneasy, and we do not know how long it lasted. One old conquistador 
complained to the royal authorities as late as 1560 that the Dominicans 
in the Villa Alta region of the Sierra Norte entrusted a member of the 
indigenous nobility with ecclesiastical authority to check up on the local 
catechists, who, in their turn, were allowed to preach by themselves.63 The 
1541 “Actas Capitulares” of the Dominican province had prohibited “lay 
brothers” from preaching on their own to the Indians: “They are only to 
serve as interpreters in sermons that they are ordered to deliver.”64 Since 
these lay brothers were bilingual, at that early date they were probably 
Indians like the much praised Diego Osorio, a Mixtec nobleman from 
Achiutla, who became a lay friar after being widowed. Despite the ap-
parent prohibition, he often preached in his native Mixtec, and because he 
himself was one of them, the Indians “listened to his teaching with great 
profit.”65

Another old conquistador had complained to the Crown in 1545 that 
the presumptuous airs Indians were acquiring was the fault of the friars for 
teaching them to read and write and even giving them the opportunity to 
preach.66 However, he need not have been referring to totally unsupervised 
preaching expeditions as distinct from interpreting for a Catholic priest. 
In fact any prominent role assigned to Indians aroused in some Spaniards 
fears that European dominance was under attack. The Franciscans took 
pride in their education of indigenous youth, which had produced Indians 
competent to translate, many of whom “served as interpreters in the 
audiencias.”67 For the old conquistador who protested against Indians’ 
preaching, it was precisely these full- time professional Indian nahuatlatos 
attached to the Audiencia of Mexico that were most objectionable. Such 
a role contributed to the Indians’ “insolence,” providing them with too 
much authority and a means of acquiring confidential information about 
the Spaniards. It was not advisable, he wrote, for them to “learn about our 
misfortunes.”68

The querulous misgivings expressed by the old conquistadors may have 
been racist, but they were not without substance. The power and prestige 
these indigenous nahuatlatos could command as delegates of the church 
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were immense. And “interpreter” fails to convey the range of their activi-
ties and the scope of their role. Just as in the secular sphere the interpreters 
for Indian rulers and lay Spaniards served as multipurpose agents, the ec-
clesiastical nahuatlatos did the same for the Catholic clergy, controlling 
much of the interface between the missionaries and indigenous society. 
Among other duties they were supposed to serve as the clergy’s eyes and 
ears within the communities, and like the secular nahuatlatos for that 
reason could incur the distrust of their fellows. Indications are that a vast 
world of indigenous life operated below the Spanish lines of interception, 
even after they began to understand the local languages. In the region’s 
most extensive idolatry trial in the sixteenth century, that against the 
Mixtec rulers of Yanhuitlan, it was clear that none of the clergy in the 
area, not even the Dominicans who had learned Mixtec, knew anything 
about the case before an intercommunity dispute brought the details 
to the attention of the secular authorities.69 Clearly the nahuatlatos had 
failed to keep them informed or themselves did not know; it is impossible 
to tell which. Generally their excuse was that people hid things from them 
because of their position as nahuatlatos. However, in Yanhuitlan some 
did know and told and paid with their lives for not keeping silent, just as 
had the nahuatlato of Ucelotepec mentioned earlier, who had been killed 
and eaten a few decades previously, and no doubt others whose execu-
tion for real or suspected “spying” has not been recorded. In Yanhuitlan 
young Gaspar, threatened with death “because he was a nahuatlato to the 
friars,” had to flee and was able to find a haven and the same post with the 
Dominicans in a nearby mission. Three others with similar positions were 
less fortunate and were killed, perhaps because they had in fact violated 
community secrets, just as one of the secular naborías fled for his life, after 
having shown Spaniards a sacrificial site.70

For centuries afterward severe punishment, including death, remained 
the risk for anyone who breached the bulwark of silence that the Indian 
communities sought to maintain against total Spanish control. The best 
known but far from unique case is that of two Indian church assistants 
from the Villa Alta area executed in 1704 for exposing an idolatry rite 
to the local clergy and recently canonized in Rome under the title of the 
“martyrs of Cajonos.”71 This does not mean that all nahuatlatos or other 
Indians serving the clergy switched their loyalties, or the case files of idol-
atry trials in the colonial archives would be much more numerous than 
they are. In fact, in the exceptional cases when some proscribed activity, 
usually designated under the umbrella term of idolatry, came to light, it 
was as often as not another community member who divulged the secret 
in response to some internal sociopolitical dynamic rather than a doctrinal 
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impulse. Or, as in the case of Yanhuitlan, not internal rivalries but a con-
flict with a neighboring town stimulated the first accusation to the Spanish 
authorities.72

UNFAITHFUL TRANSLATION

As essential as interpreters were to the church’s mission and to all aspects 
of Spanish rule, to rely on them as a complete and permanent solution 
to the language barrier posed risks. First and foremost, they could not 
always be trusted to render accurately whatever message the Spanish 
sought to convey. Although interpreters were viewed with wary distrust 
by their fellow Indians, and although some may have thrown their lot in 
with the Spanish and identified fully with Spanish interests, as appears to 
have been the case with Doña Marina, not all transferred their loyalties 
so completely. Melchorejo, we may remember, deserted the Spaniards at 
the first opportunity to rejoin his fellows. He supposedly had translated 
Cortés’s exhortations against idolatry to the Maya, but in view of his sub-
sequent apostasy, there is reason to doubt how honestly he conveyed the 
fulminations against the local religion.73 Similarly Felipillo, who served as 
interpreter for Pizarro’s chaplain in the encounter with the Inca Atahualpa, 
was reported to have pursued a complex and ambivalent course of action— 
possibly out of what he perceived to be his own personal interests— and 
to have told the Indians one thing and the Spaniards another.74 There may 
have been many instances of double dealing that perforce went undetected 
and unrecorded. One of the Dominicans in Oaxaca somehow learned that 
the nahuatlato who was interpreting his sermons from Nahuatl to the local 
Chinantec language and supposed to be giving him lessons in Chinantec 
was mistranslating. “Inspired by the devil,” he deliberately distorted the 
friar’s words.75 How the duped friar discovered this discrepancy is not re-
vealed, possibly through some other local who knew Nahuatl as well as 
Chinantec. More influential than actual evidence was the widespread belief 
on both sides that translators could not be trusted.

Spanish interpreters may well have been more reliable as far as their 
loyalties were concerned. But the relatively small number of them with 
knowledge of the local languages were less inclined to slog along to accom-
pany the friars on their rounds than put their linguistic knowledge to more 
lucrative use in trading ventures. In addition, ideological soundness would 
not guarantee that any translator would subordinate individual ambitions 
and agendas to the corporate goals of the church— or the state. The problem 
was that interpreters were too powerful and could function with a virtually 

 



In t e r pr e t e r S ( 43 )

free rein. The very language barriers that made their interventions nec-
essary rendered them in effect almost free from oversight and for that 
reason, if not always untrustworthy, highly mistrusted.

Colonial legislation is full of doubts expressed about the probity of 
nahuatlatos in the many adjudications that involved Indians and repeated 
attempts to discourage deliberate misrepresentation.76 The language bar-
rier separating Indian litigants and witnesses from judges (almost to a 
man monolingual) offered ample opportunity for corruption on the part 
of interpreters of all ethnicities, and it was considered so widespread that 
even if an accusation of fraud were groundless in a particular instance— 
and most commonly there is no way of knowing— it could always furnish 
plausible grounds for appealing an unfavorable ruling. The charge of parti-
ality against interpreters was especially prevalent in the tangle of lawsuits 
produced during the turbulent early years of Spanish rule in Oaxaca.77 The 
alleged dishonesty was generally thought to arise from greed: bribes and 
extortion that would influence the interpreter to misrepresent testimony 
and augment the income due from standard court fees. The region’s first al-
calde mayor recused his own official interpreter, who would perjure himself 
on the cheap: “For two lengths of cloth that they gave him he declared the 
opposite.”78 But personal enmity and factional rivalries might also work 
against a faithful rendering, especially in local disputes that involved mi-
nority languages, since interpreters most commonly had to be drawn from 
the ranks of the local nobility and were thus likely to have a stake in the 
matter or an associate who did. It was not sufficient to choose an inter-
preter from outside the contending polities:  it had to be a member of a 
totally neutral community, and because of the complex crisscrossing of 
alliances, it was not always easy to find someone who, as well as knowing 
the two languages well enough to translate accurately, was impartial 
enough to do so honestly. One remedy, when it was impossible to find an 
interpreter who was both competent and unprejudiced, was to appoint 
two, one affiliated with each of the parties, to act as checks on each other.79 
Although a royal regulation recommended a system of dual interpreters,80 
it does not seem to have been put into general practice, as distinct from the 
widely used two- step mechanism outlined earlier of translating minority 
languages into Spanish via Nahuatl.

The ecclesiastical courts confronted the same risk of corruption that 
plagued royal tribunals. Even the Inquisition was not immune. An accusa-
tion of bribery against an interpreter in 1539, a period in which the Holy 
Office was still exercising jurisdiction over Indians, remained unproven, 
but the details of the case suggest a judicial system in which distorted tes-
timony in exchange for money was far from unthinkable even in matters of 



( 44 ) Language Contact and Language Policy

faith.81 In the same early period a Dominican reported with horror that his 
nahuatlato extorted contributions from the Indians while interpreting for 
the friar and thus sabotaged the latter’s efforts to exemplify the virtues of 
austere frugality and material disinterest.82

Vested interests and interwoven personal ties vexed ecclesiastical judges 
also, and if they did not know the indigenous languages they were no better 
equipped to prevent dishonesty than their royal counterparts. The use of 
dual interpreters was applied in an idolatry case in the Mixteca Alta linked 
to a territorial dispute in which the secular judge had attempted the same 
remedy. Possibly the opposing interpreters served as a check on each other. 
But even more useful was the fact that the judge, who was the curate of a 
nearby parish, knew Mixtec as well as Nahuatl and possibly enough of the 
local language, Chochona, to be able to monitor all the translations.83

In judicial cases the transcript of witnesses’ testimony was supposed 
to be read back to them, affording an opportunity to ratify or correct 
the record. This safeguard could work against inaccurate transcriptions 
but not against a deliberately false translation, unless a new interpreter 
were called in. This was done in a case brought before the Oaxaca branch 
of the Holy Office in 1673, in which the secular curate of a Chinantec 
parish was accused of solicitation in the confessional, a crime so grave, 
involving a violation of the sacrament of penance, that it came under the 
jurisdiction of the Inquisition. The first set of testimonies was taken from 
the witnesses and the supposed victim in the two- step process generally 
used for minority languages, with the bilingual Indian gobernador of the 
town handling the first phase, from Chinantec to Nahuatl, and an officer 
from the diocesan court the next phase, from Nahuatl into Spanish. The 
evidence was damning. But neither the judge nor the second interpreter 
knew Chinantec and had no way to assess the accuracy of the first- phase 
translation, and this circumstance favored a rehearing. Had this not been 
such a delicate case, involving a well- regarded cleric against whom no hint 
existed of other than impeccable behavior, perhaps such care would not 
have been taken to check the original records. As it turned out, for the 
second hearing a new ecclesiastical judge took the precaution of procuring 
two new and highly recommended interpreters from another parish, with 
character references from their local priests. Also, the judge questioned 
them to establish their linguistic bona fides; they were actually “ladinos 
in Spanish,” meaning they could translate directly from Chinantec into 
Spanish. When back- translations of the earlier testimonies were made and 
presented to the victim and witnesses, discrepancies emerged:  the first 
interpreter “must not have understood . . . what was said in Chinantec or 
he muddled the words.” Suspicions were in fact aroused that the original  
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mistranslations had been deliberate and that the gobernador had himself 
concocted the charge in order to cause trouble for the accused, a common 
maneuver in the constant power struggles between local caciques and their 
curates. The validity of these frequent charges and countercharges was dif-
ficult to judge at the time, and even more so now, but in this case suspicions 
of malicious slander were strengthened by the unappealing appearance of 
the alleged victim of the priest’s supposedly persistent sexual advances. 
The second judge found her coarse features and rustic attire scarcely the 
sort to “incite anyone to guilt in that form . . . notwithstanding our human 
frailty.”84 He suspected that the charges had been trumped up, and enough 
doubt existed for the Holy Office in Mexico City to shelve the case.

Suspicions about faithless and incompetent native translators persisted 
as a favored trope in colonial accounts.85 However, actual accusations of 
false translation diminished with time, and for good reason. Gone were 
the days when Indians and Spaniards were separated by language barriers 
that only a handful of nahuatlatos could penetrate. Bilingualism developed 
slowly, but fissures appeared in the walls of incomprehension: Indians who 
knew some Spanish, even if not well enough to give testimony without ben-
efit of an interpreter; Spaniards— far fewer but also on the increase— who 
had a smattering of “kitchen” or marketplace Zapotec; many on both sides 
finding a common ground in the lingua franca of Nahuatl. Thus someone 
present in court— a judge or scribe, even a witness— might know enough 
of both Spanish and the indigenous language to serve as a brake on major 
travesties. If these still occurred— and, sharing the 1673 judge’s acceptance 
of the ubiquity of human frailty, we assume they did— they either went 
undetected or lacked a whistle- blower influential enough to bring them to 
our attention.

So far we have focused on deliberate mistranslation, on interpreters 
who for reasons of personal gain or parti pris knowingly misrepresented 
the testimony of an indigenous witness or defendant. But the concept of 
translation as betrayal includes the honest but imperfect attempt to render 
a meaning in another language, marred by incompetence or by the sheer 
difficulty (some would argue impossibility) of finding an exact equivalent. 
Understandably the church, with its mission of conversion and spiritual 
ministry, termed the “cure of souls,” was much more concerned with this 
risk than was the Crown. The sort of information involved in secular issues, 
concerning, for example, tribute assessments or boundary adjudications, 
was easier to translate:  concrete and palpable. Colonial documents like 
modern newspapers tended to record human woe of one sort or another— 
epidemics, crop failures, riots. But these and all the standard ways that 
people can offend one another, from official oppression to the various 
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forms of individual iniquity, posed little challenge to translation from one 
language to another compared to the rituals and concepts of an alien reli-
gion. The Criminal section of the Villa Alta Judicial Archives bulges with 
documents containing straightforward accounts of such occurrences as 
the theft of a mule; the death of a townsman by falling into a ravine, ei-
ther accidentally or with assistance; a woman found hanging from a rafter, 
victim of murder or suicide; a thatched roof caught fire by accidental spark 
or deliberate arson; a suspected adulterer assaulted by a cuckolded hus-
band.86 None of these and the other “human interest” stories in the sec-
tion involved esoteric meanings. Villagers from pueblo X threw stones at 
villagers from pueblo Y who were cultivating a field on disputed ground; 
a silver ornament disappeared from the church in La Hoya, stolen pos-
sibly by the sacristan.87 All involved concrete actions and objects, for which 
vocabularies of undisputed meaning existed on both sides, or when they 
did not already exist they were quickly developed through loan words or 
extensions for newly encountered aspects of material culture. Once the un-
familiarity of mules or metates (grinding stones) was overcome, discussion 
of them posed no translation conundrum.

Such was not the case with the gospel message. Often abstract and subject 
to debate and dispute even within the Christian universe, it involved many 
concepts totally alien to Mesoamerican life and thought. The obstacles and 
dangers involved in translating Christian doctrine are discussed in later 
chapters, along with the question of how well it could be translated. Suffice 
it here to record and discuss the ever- present worry that the Christian 
message was not being conveyed correctly by interpreters. Fray Juan de 
Córdova, the great student of the Zapotec language and compiler of colo-
nial Mexico’s most massive indigenous language dictionary, in his “Preface 
to the Studious Reader” gave as the rationale for his monumental labor 
the desire to arm those who were “engaged in preaching to these Zapotec 
people” with tools to help them dispense with interpreters. His goal was 
to make learning Zapotec easy, because depending on interpreters, aside 
from “being an intolerable task,” results in the doctrine’s loss of “much of 
its substance, authority, and force.”88 He related the anecdote of the Greek 
Themistocles who, when appearing before his host, the king of Persia, and 
asked what he needed, replied: first of all, a year of residence to learn the 
language so that he could discuss his affairs with the king without an in-
terpreter, listing the drawbacks of these intermediaries:  sometimes they 
leave something out, sometimes they insert something they have made up 
themselves, and sometimes they simply translate poorly. Córdova added 
that if this is true for human and temporal subjects, how much more so “in 
matters of doctrine of sacred scripture.”



In t e r pr e t e r S ( 47 )

In 1544 two other prominent Dominicans— the founder of the 
Dominican province in New Spain together with the current provincial— 
wrote to the Crown arguing that, because of their fundamental incapacity, 
the Indians should not be entrusted with teaching the gospel in any form, 
even as interpreters and translators supervised by the clergy, much less 
as independent preachers. “Being new in the faith and not yet firm, they 
would utter errors, as we know from experience some have done.”89 Neither 
of these friars had learned any indigenous language nor devoted much 
time to evangelization, as distinct from administration. But before entirely 
dismissing this complaint as bigotry on the part of two Dominicans no-
torious for lack of confidence in the Indians’ ability to be good Christians 
in any fashion, let us bear in mind the opinions of other Dominicans with 
more experience and sympathy. Fray Juan de Córdova, cited earlier, is one. 
Another is Bishop Albuquerque, who could also draw on nearly forty years 
of experience as an active missionary and on unequalled mastery of the 
Zapotec language when he expressed similar misgivings about the errors 
that could creep in when the teaching of doctrine was left entirely in the 
hands of nahuatlatos. The major risk was that they “should not properly 
understand the mysteries of our holy faith” and transmit their mistaken 
understandings to the Indian neophytes.90

The Holy Office and other theological watchdogs were keen to de-
tect any deviations from orthodoxy expressed by Indians entrusted with 
communicating the gospel. Their ignorance, it was thought, could easily 
lead them to produce “many absurdities and, God forbid, even utter 
some heresies.”91 It is not clear which of these twin perils was considered 
worse:  to confuse the neophytes with nonsense or lead them astray with 
false doctrines. And, unfortunately, no specific examples of either of these 
has been provided, at least in the orally transmitted renderings of the gospel 
message. We are told that a Franciscan was killed by Indian catechumens 
in Nueva Viscaya because his interpreter “muddled the words and phrases 
of the friar in a way that turned [the Indians] in great indignation against 
him,”92 without learning the exact nature of the verbal insult, and we are left 
wondering whether some other offense may not have incited such extreme 
retaliation. It is not surprising that the record is scanty; if the friars could 
have understood precisely what the interpreters were saying in the indige-
nous languages they would not have had to rely on them. For anything more 
concrete than suspicions and conjecture we have to wait for the appearance 
of written texts, which the clergy, once they began to master the indigenous 
languages themselves, could either supervise or monitor for any heterodox 
content, whether through honest error or deliberate reinterpretation— 
issues arising from indigenous literacy that are discussed in a later chapter.
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The same risk of error, inherent in any translation and magnified in 
conveying the Christian message, persisted into this past century, when a 
Presbyterian missionary in the Zapotec Sierra Norte argued for the need 
to communicate directly with the Indians, avoiding the honest but disas-
trous errors made by interpreters whose knowledge of Spanish and under-
standing of Christian doctrine were less than perfect. A colleague working 
farther south provided a specific example (missing from the colonial 
documentation) in the confusion an interpreter made between the like- 
sounding Spanish words for “bed” (lecho) and “milk” (leche), which rendered 
in Zapotec Christ’s exhortation after curing the cripple (Mark 2:11) as 
“take up your milk and walk.”93 The Presbyterian missionary in 1923 echoed 
the same preference for dispensing with interpreters expressed almost four 
hundred years previously by the Dominican Fray Domingo de Anunciación 
when the latter had to dismiss his unsatisfactory interpreter and set about 
with renewed efforts to learn Nahuatl himself— “Better for the missionary 
to learn the language himself than rely on untrustworthy natives”94— an 
obvious solution, also recommended by José de Acosta in his 1588 treatise 
on evangelization in Peru and Mexico. Interpreters could fail to understand 
or fail to interpret correctly. In either case— error in the reception or in the 
transmission, or both— the priest’s words in a sermon or catechism could 
be garbled,95 so that instead of saving souls he would become an unwitting 
instrument for leading them astray.

The role of Indian preachers and interpreters was part of a larger ques-
tion regarding the role of Indians in the colonial church. Were they to 
become full- fledged members, with all the rights and obligations of any 
adult Christian? Or were they to remain perpetual neophytes, no longer 
Gentiles but treated as children who could not be held fully responsible for 
their actions nor entrusted with any spiritual or administrative authority? 
It seems that over time the latter view eventually prevailed, although the 
idea of a native priesthood was entertained by some portion of friars in 
the early years. The Franciscan practice, followed by the other regular or-
ders, of gathering the male children of the nobles and rulers into schools 
attached to the convents was carried a step further in 1536 with the estab-
lishment in Tlatelolco (now part of Mexico City) of the Colegio de Santa 
Cruz, which replicated a European institution of higher education in its 
organization and curriculum. It seems to have been conceived of, at least in 
part, as a seminary where Indian youths could be prepared for ordination 
and included training in theology as well as Latin grammar. However, even 
their staunchest supporters came to the conclusion that their aptitude for 
the priesthood was limited, a conclusion fueled in no small part by the in-
crease of Spanish and creole clergy and the competition for ecclesiastical 
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benefices that ensued.96 The Colegio de Santa Cruz survived for decades, 
but as a training school for Latinists, translators, and interpreters. The idea 
of a native priesthood was replaced with the much more modest aim of 
training a cadre of lower- echelon church functionaries, such as catechists 
and nahuatlatos, in important, indeed essential but subordinate positions 
not requiring ordination.

MEDIATED PENANCE

Even when interpreters are perfectly reliable— that is, skillful as well as 
honest— their legitimate use in the cure of souls is limited to preaching 
and other nonsacramental communications. Once he is baptized, a 
convert assumes the obligations of a Christian, and the two principal 
mandates— the twin pillars of a Christian life— are the sacraments of the 
Eucharist and penance or confession. Both were introduced by the Lateran 
Council of 1215 as annual Lenten obligations binding on all the faithful 
from the “age of discretion.”97 The administration of these sacraments 
cannot be delegated: only an ordained priest can celebrate mass and pro-
nounce absolution. Moreover absolution depends on the ability of con-
fessor and penitent to communicate directly. The Second Vatican Council, 
which instituted mass in the vernacular, ended centuries of the liturgy in 
a language— Latin, with a smattering of Greek— that might as well have 
been gibberish to all but a very few of the faithful. The idea had been that 
they did not need to understand exactly what was going on in order to 
partake in the benefits of God’s grace. But a valid confession has always 
required that there should be an intelligible dialogue between priest and 
penitent.

In the cure of souls confession functions as preaching’s complement.98 
Preaching involves transmission only, in this case a one- way communi-
cation to the assembled faithful of do’s and don’ts and the consequences 
of each option taken. The Indian neophytes could not easily escape in-
struction in doctrine, rounded up by the neighborhood functionaries 
and punished for nonattendance. But nothing could guarantee their 
attention or comprehension, nor did preaching or the rote catechism 
classes provide any mechanism for finding out whether the message 
was getting through. This was in theory provided by confession, because 
of its individual, private, and dialogic nature.99 According to the litera-
ture of the period, a proper confession constituted an oral examination 
which ideally enabled the clergy to monitor the progress of evangeliza-
tion. After questions designed to reveal how much the penitent knew  
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and understood of Christian doctrine, the confessor was to focus on  
behavior and ascertain how well individual practice tallied with the 
church’s precepts.

The confessional manuals written for the guidance of the parish priests, 
and the treatises and decrees on the subject, all defined a valid confession as 
requiring the penitent to provide a complete examination of conscience.100 
In order to elicit all the necessary details and prod the penitent to total re-
call the confessor had to be able to pose pertinent questions. Confession, 
then, rather than a mere list of misdeeds imparted to a priest while he 
dozed behind the lattice screen, was to be conducted as a dialogue. It was 
not to be the rote, formulaic exchanges of a catechism but a free- ranging 
interrogation that, following the prescriptions of the Council of Trent, was 
to take into account the penitent’s station in life (for example, whether a 
community official), gender, marital status, and other circumstances and 
to probe for details with specifically tailored questions. The dialogue there-
fore had to be spontaneous and far- ranging; there was no set script that 
could be memorized, and there were to be no short cuts, no cursory list of 
sins followed by absolution.101

That perfunctory examinations and incomplete or insincere confessions 
have occurred or even become the norm since the sacrament was instituted 
may well be true. However, if in theory the sacrament requires the priest to 
conduct close questioning in order to ensure that the penitent is thorough 
and candid, obviously the sacrament cannot be performed across a lan-
guage barrier. But why should interpreters pose a more intractable problem 
for confession than for preaching? In addition to mutual comprehension, 
the sacrament of confession requires confidentiality. What is revealed is 
supposed to be secret, confined to the penitent and the priest, and without 
this confidentiality the sacrament is compromised. One of the favorite 
saints in Spanish colonial iconography was Saint John Nepomuceno, who 
is said to have been ordered drowned by King Wenceslaus of Bohemia be-
cause he refused to break the seal of confession and reveal what the queen 
had confessed.

The church in colonial America struggled with this issue long after the 
initial waves of conversion were consolidated. Reservations and warnings 
about the use of interpreters in preaching never reached the point of 
prohibiting them. It was always implied that, although offering a far from 
ideal solution, they were necessary and with good training and, above all, 
supervision they could do the job more or less satisfactorily. With confes-
sion it was never a question of improving or monitoring the performance. 
Intrinsically and fundamentally the presence of an interpreter during the 
sacrament was improper, possibly a necessary evil at times but an evil 
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nonetheless. Confession through an intermediary was not appropriate, 
and theologians debated whether it was even valid.102

For some unspecified period confession via figuras, or pictures, was 
experimented with in Mexico. These apparently were depictions of different 
sins that the penitents could point to, which somehow conveyed to the 
confessor the nature of the offense.103 We have no information on how long 
or how widely this awkward- sounding system was used. It was associated 
only with the Franciscans and with the earliest period of mass baptisms 
and a severe shortage of clergy and may have served as much as a means 
of expediting confessions quickly as a remedy for language differences. As 
late as 1599 the Franciscan Fray Juan Bautista recommended the use of 
printed estampas to confessors, but it is clear that along with the rest of the 
visual element in colonial Catholicism they were conceived of as ancillary 
and not substitutes for words.104 As depictions of sins and punishments, 
they were to echo the priests’ exhortations, prodding the faithful to make a 
good confession and reminding them of the consequences of not doing so.

Experiments with pictorial and written confessions seem to have given 
way entirely to oral confessions even before the Council of Trent’s decree 
specifying confession as an auricular exchange was published in America.105 
But the dilemma was more intractable, posed no longer so much by a  
general shortage of priests (newcomers from Spain and ordinations in the 
colonies steadily swelled the ranks of the clergy) as by a shortage of priests 
who could communicate directly with their flock. If the church’s mission 
was to save souls and if the missionaries and prelates who pondered and 
debated the issue were convinced— as they were— that anyone who died in 
mortal sin without confessing and receiving absolution was condemned to 
eternal damnation, then the price for maintaining the strict confidentiality 
of confession was very high. Too high for some.

Because of the lack of “confessors who know so many and so diverse 
languages,” Bishop Zumárraga was driven in 1546 to recommend that 
Indians should in the meantime learn how to confess directly to God.106 
Unsurprisingly this Protestant- flavored notion of bypassing the clergy 
was never generally adopted as a solution. That most churchmen regarded 
confession through an interpreter as preferable to none at all, or one that 
dispensed with an ordained priest, is clear from the record. In 1569 the 
archbishop of Mexico, Alonso de Montúfar, was accused of a cavalier atti-
tude toward language competence, having appointed monolingual priests 
to benefices and permitted them to administer the sacraments of marriage 
and baptism and even confession through a bilingual interpreter. Montúfar 
himself was accused of having heard some confessions “using his alguacil 
[bailiff] as an interpreter” even though Franciscan “lenguas [interpreters]” 
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were readily available.107 The accusation was made by Franciscans, un-
doubtedly a salvo fired in the turf wars between the religious orders, who 
claimed superior linguistic competence, and seculars, who were begin-
ning to nudge out the regulars in the viceroyalty’s central provinces. The 
fact that Montúfar was a regular (but a Dominican) was less relevant than 
his position in the church’s secular hierarchy. The charge may have been 
motivated by rivalry but was not necessarily therefore false. In fact the 
Franciscans themselves, as reported by one of their own in 1584, also at 
times resorted to the same expedient of confessing via interpreters for the 
lesser known languages.108 José de Acosta expressed the ambivalence prev-
alent in both Peru and Mexico, codified in the two Provincial Councils of 
Lima in 1583 and Mexico in 1585: considerable unease and distaste, but 
falling short of a blanket prohibition against the use of an interpreter when 
the priest did not know the penitent’s language. It was left to the discretion 
of the confessor, especially in the delicate case of the Last Rites, to attempt 
a rudimentary confession or to inform a dying penitent via an interpreter 
of the benefits of a mediated confession. But while he could recommend 
the sacrament he must make clear that under those circumstances it was 
not an obligation.109

Finding the “discreet” interpreter recommended by the Third Mexican 
Provincial Council might not have been all that easy. A well- known hand-
book for parish priests from the late seventeenth century, compiled by the 
bishop of Quito, confronted the dilemma between preserving the secrecy of 
the confessional and understanding enough of the confession to be able to 
grant a valid absolution. He concluded that especially in articulo mortis the 
use of an interpreter was the lesser evil, since the alternative for the pen-
itent if he died without confession was the “risk of eternal damnation.”110 
But the bishop warned against using any interpreter whose discretion was 
in doubt: women, those who get drunk, and Indians in general, who posed 
a special risk since they were likely to be drawn from the same community 
as the penitent. The priest was advised to warn a prospective interpreter 
that it was a mortal sin to break the seal of confession but also to threaten 
him with a public flogging or the very humiliating punishment of trasquilar 
(head shaving) if found guilty.

The practice appears to have been as varied as the opinions. In a highly 
informative collection of reports from secular priests in the archdiocese 
of Mexico dating from 1569, the curates reported that although they did 
not hesitate to preach via an interpreter, they almost invariably did not 
hear confessions when confronted with a minority language they did not 
speak (that is, not Nahuatl); they resorted to an interpreter only when 
“confronting someone on his deathbed,” and then only to “encourage and 
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advise him through the interpreter to die in the Christian faith.”111 By 
waiving the annual obligation for confession on the grounds of a language 
barrier, priests admitted that some Indians therefore passed their entire 
lives without benefit of the sacrament.

Such dereliction weighed heavily on the consciences of all who took se-
riously the evangelizing mission in America, as evident in the numerous 
comments. Not only Franciscans, Dominicans, Jesuits, and the secular 
prelates in correspondence, reports, and provincial councils but also royal 
officials expressed misgivings about the use of interpreters in confes-
sion. The resolution of the dilemma obviously lay in overcoming the lan-
guage barrier, so that confessor and penitent could communicate without 
intermediaries. If pantomime and pictures could not replace words en-
tirely, and if interpreters could not reliably and appropriately supply all 
the words needed for evangelization— not only for conversion but also for 
its follow- up— then direct exchange was necessary. The next question be-
came: In what language or languages were priests and Indians to speak to 
each other?
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CHAPT ER 3

w
 Confusion of Tongues

Once it was established that gestures and other visual signs alone could 
not convey an intelligible gospel message but required words as well 

(and my contention is that this conclusion was quickly reached), the ques-
tion of which language or languages would supply the words sparked de-
bate that in some respects remains unresolved to the present. Fueled by 
conflicts in perceptions, values, and interests, the debate concerned, and 
concerns, the merits of Spanish versus indigenous languages and whether 
the former should replace the latter, by force if necessary.1 Throughout 
changes in context and actors, the issue has been reducible to one of 
control— control over meaning, control over people— as we shall see in 
exploring the particularities of language policy in colonial Mexico.

LANGUAGE POLICY

The original contenders were the Crown and some proportion of royal 
officials and advisors who favored the use of Spanish in evangelization, 
ranged against an almost solid wall of resistance from the religious orders 
charged with the mission of conversion.2 The friars adduced the imprac-
ticality of the plan repeatedly ordered by the Crown of teaching all the 
Indians Spanish so that they could be instructed in Christian doctrine 
in that language. They insisted that, regardless of the theoretical superi-
ority of Spanish for teaching the catechism, there simply were not enough 
missionaries to carry out the mammoth task of language teaching to the 
huge mass of Indians, and in the meantime too many souls would be 
lost.3 The same argument was later proffered by early twentieth- century 
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missionaries in Oaxaca, where many indigenous areas remained monolin-
gual, based on the same distinction between immediate needs and long- 
term benefits. Over the long term the substitution of Spanish for native 
languages was considered desirable; in the interim it was necessary to 
save souls using the linguistic tools available. Like their sixteenth- century 
predecessors they considered it far easier for the missionaries to learn the 
local languages than to teach all the Indians Spanish.4

Colonial proponents of Spanish voiced the suspicion that ulterior 
motives underlay the insistence on pursuing evangelization in the in-
digenous languages. It suited the local clergy, in the words of a late colo-
nial prelate, to leave the Indians “closed off in their native language” and 
themselves as the only, or at least the main intermediaries with the royal 
authorities and other Spanish laity.5 A deliberate policy of linguistic isola-
tion is not so far- fetched a notion. Worldly consideration could have played 
a role. The exclusive ability to communicate with a monolingual popula-
tion created an advantage not only over royal officials but also over the 
secular clergy, who tended to lag behind the religious orders in learning 
indigenous languages. However, isolation was also a protective measure. 
Amid widespread ethnocentrism, in which everything Spanish, from lan-
guage to cuisine, was considered ipso facto superior to everything native, 
many friars espoused a type of cultural relativism, in which the one yard-
stick was Christian faith and morals, and any belief or practice that did not 
directly contravene said faith and morals was to be tolerated. There were 
even some, especially millenarian- minded Franciscans (also the Dominican 
Bartolomé de Las Casas) who judged the indigenous cultures superior, as 
closer to the gospel model than Spanish ways. Therefore any barriers be-
tween the morally corrupt and exploitive lay Spaniard and the Indians were 
to be encouraged, including, or perhaps especially, linguistic barriers. Even 
when not seen as morally superior to Spaniards, Indians, it was thought, 
would have a better chance of being formed into good Christians the more 
isolated they were from the bad example and ill treatment offered by most 
lay Spaniards.

The missionaries’ resistance to what they considered unnecessary or even 
harmful acculturation applied only to the masses of Indian catechumens. 
Alongside this policy of presumably benevolent apartheid was one directed 
toward the native elites, a companion policy that promoted the education 
of the young sons of nobles and rulers in all the high culture of Christian 
Europe. Efforts to teach Spanish to adults or to commoners of any age 
might be considered a waste of time, but a cornerstone of evangelization 
strategy was collaboration with elite youth, whose fluency in Spanish and 
even command of Latin were promoted in all the early convent schools.
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Spanish had an initial rival in Latin. Latin may well have taken prece-
dence over Spanish as the language of instruction in the classes for elite 
youth, their first exposure to alphabetic literacy and to European notions of 
grammar.6 Latin was the universal language of arts and letters and high cul-
ture in Western Europe, and the early curriculum of the upper- class Indian 
boys was modeled on that of the convent schools in Spain. Latin was also 
of course the language of the liturgy. The boys were taught plain song and 
the Latin prayers and responses for serving at mass, a role that continued 
to be reserved for the literate upper class. This elite use of Latin, also for de-
votional literature as well as liturgical use, carried over into the provinces 
as well. Members of the ruling classes among the Tarascans and Mixtecs 
(and no doubt unrecorded nobles from other groups) not only owned spir-
itual works in Latin but could also read them.7 References to Mixtec nobles 
who mastered Latin as well as Spanish are few, but that does not mean 
they represent an uncommon occurrence.8 Even in the remote settlement 
of Villa Alta in the Sierra Norte of Oaxaca the Dominicans’ convent school, 
founded in 1558, was reported to have taught the elite boys to “read Latin 
with fluency.”9

With one prominent exception, no one is known to have recommended 
the use of Latin for the Indian masses. Fray Juan de Zumárraga, the first 
bishop of Mexico, despairing at the lack of communication with his flock 
and declaring himself too old to learn the indigenous language (meaning 
Nahuatl), suggested as a remedy that all Indians starting from the age 
of six or seven be taught Latin.10 Although this suggestion gained no 
headway, everyone was expected to memorize the basic prayers of the 
catechism, such as the Paternoster (Our Father), in Latin, even when the 
early bilingual catechisms often also contained the Spanish and indigenous 
versions. By all accounts the Indians did so for some period after conquest 
and recited them as mispronounced and ill understood as in the rest of the 
Catholic world. The practice was widespread despite objections that even 
literate and well- educated Indians did not always know the meaning of the 
Latin. As for the Indian commoners, they were said to have no idea at all 
of what they were reciting: they were taught like “parakeets, who although 
they speak do not know what they are saying.”11 Nevertheless Latin did 
not easily loosen its grip on the Roman Catholic liturgy, and Latin prayers 
were not replaced by the vernacular in Mexico until toward the end of the 
sixteenth century.12

Merely to substitute Spanish for Latin was not the remedy. The issue 
was the rote recitation of prayers in any unfamiliar language, “only re-
peating the sounds without understanding their meaning.”13 The idea 
promoted by the Spanish- language advocates was the teaching of Spanish 



( 58 ) Language Contact and Language Policy

as a first step, and until Indians gained sufficient command of Spanish to 
understand doctrine, they would have to be taught in their own language. 
The policy pursued by the Spanish Crown can appear contradictory without 
realizing that the idea of teaching the catechism in the vernacular was seen 
as only a temporary solution. The Crown never wholly abandoned its pro-
motion of Spanish, and theologians and powerful prelates in the viceroy-
alty supported royal policy with equal vigor.14

There were three objections to indigenous languages, and none lacked 
merit. The first was the diversity of languages in America that so amazed 
and dismayed Europeans, far exceeding the legendary number of seventy- 
two that was supposedly the Old Testament curse of Babel. References to 
the biblical Babel or “confusion of tongues” was common in the literature.15 
Not only were the languages unrelated to any previously encountered, but 
the sheer number of them, often without any discernible relation to each 
other, together with wholly unfamiliar grammatical structures and sound 
systems, presented daunting impediments. Little wonder that the Crown 
and others thought it would be easier to teach everyone Spanish (or Latin) 
than try to master even a small proportion of these languages, “barely pro-
nounceable” as well as “almost impossible to learn.”16 These features of the 
vernacular languages underpinned a valid argument against them, but the 
friars, while acknowledging the obstacles, refused to regard them as in-
surmountable. Their efforts to overcome them are the subject of the next 
chapter.

A second objection offers an interesting perspective on the relation-
ship between language and culture that intersects with the modern debate 
about the effect of language on modes of thought.17 The idea proposed 
was that so long as the Indians retained their own language, they would 
not abandon their pre- Christian beliefs and practices.18 How could they 
become truly Christian if the words they used remained steeped in 
associations with the pagan cosmologies and rituals that gave them their 
original meanings?

The third objection to evangelizing in the vernacular, in some ways 
a corollary to the second, was that Christian doctrine could not be 
rendered properly in any of the indigenous languages. The notion that 
these languages were an inadequate vehicle for expressing Christian 
concepts was often embedded in a related but more encompassing ob-
jection to the evangelizing mission itself. An early and fundamental 
battle touched on the very core of the enterprise and concerned whether 
the Indians were in fact even apt subjects for evangelization. This well- 
known controversy culminated in the famous papal bull Sublimis Deus, 
issued in 1537, in which Pope Paul III declared that the Indians were not 



confu SIon of tongue S ( 59 )

only fully human but also fully capable of becoming Christians.19 Less 
well known is that the major proponent of the Indians’ incapacity was 
none other than the leading figure of the Dominican order in Mexico, 
Fray Domingo de Betanzos, the founder of the Dominicans’ mission to 
Mexico and confessor to the first bishop of Mexico, Juan de Zumárraga, 
and whom we met in the previous chapter decrying the Indians’ role as 
interpreters. Betanzos, the author of objections to the use of the ver-
nacular, also sent reports to the Crown about the depraved nature of the 
Indians and argued that not merely their languages but they themselves 
were unfit for Christianity.20 Whether this damning judgment of Indians 
had its beginnings in Betanzos’s experiences on the island of Hispaniola 
or was formed only after reaching Mexico, he seems to have decided at 
some point that the entire project of evangelization was a waste of time. 
Prophesying that the Indian population would soon disappear as a divine 
judgment on their sins, he managed to persuade Zumárraga that both 
of them should abandon Mexico as hopeless and voyage on to Japan in 
search of more suitable candidates for Christian proselytizing— an enter-
prise thwarted in embryo by royal opposition.

Indigenous languages played a dual role in the controversy. The strength 
of the arguments against the languages and the Indians themselves was 
mitigated by the fact that the most serious objections emanated from friars 
who had absolutely no knowledge of the one and very little of the other. 
Betanzos’s unrelentingly censorious views were opposed vigorously and, 
as it turned out, successfully not only by the Franciscans en masse but also 
by a number of Betanzos’s fellow Dominicans, including the Indians’ most 
noted champion, Bartolomé de Las Casas.21 The main point of rebuttal was 
that his views and that of his principal ally, the Dominican Provincial Fray 
Domingo de la Cruz, were formed in ignorance. Betanzos had never learned 
an Indian language and had scarcely any direct experience of the Indians, 
having never served as a missionary. The fact that some of his opponents 
apparently had failed to learn any Indian language either (the Franciscans 
Fray Jacobo de Testera and Fray Martín de Valencia) was not considered 
relevant, since they were forming their opinions from those who had. 
Betanzos, it was alleged, “affirmed what he had no way of knowing, be-
cause he did not understand their language, nor did he have any inclination 
to catechize and teach them; rather he loathed them.”22 In another, more 
notorious debate about the nature of the Indians convoked by the Spanish 
Crown, Las Casas’s claim to the authority of direct experience (although 
he did not learn any Indian languages either) lent weight to his arguments 
against Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda’s portrayal of the Indians as innately in-
ferior.23 Similarly the credibility of Betanzos’s condemnation suffered in 
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comparison with opinions formed by those who could boast of being able 
to communicate directly with the Indians.

Nor did the majority of friars in any of the missionary orders accept 
the blanket dismissal of the local languages. Certainly those who took the 
trouble to learn an indigenous language, some of them dedicating many 
years to studying and expounding the fine points of grammar and lexicon, 
were not reticent in communicating their virtues: from Nahuatl, “very el-
egant and graceful,” to Quechua, “so polished and abundant” in stylistic 
resources.24 Some students found the languages “barbarous” in the Greek 
sense of exotic or alien but not therefore lacking in admirable qualities.25 
The great Augustinian linguist Fray Juan de Mijangos argued that “there 
is nothing in sacred scripture no matter how difficult that cannot be said 
in the [Nahuatl] language, because it has an abundant vocabulary for 
everything.”26

At the same time, they acknowledged and struggled with the difficulties 
of learning the native languages and rendering Christian truths in them. 
Their motives for championing the local vernacular over Spanish must have 
been varied. Possibly some did indeed prefer to keep the Indians “enclosed 
in their language” for reasons of control or protection, as some alleged. 
Perhaps for many, the impediments to learning native languages, though 
substantial, appeared considerably less than those presented by teaching 
all Indians Spanish sufficiently well to understand doctrine and quickly 
enough not to lose most of the adult catechumens to eternal damnation.

The first option, learning the native languages themselves, was also a 
task over which they could exercise more control, success depending pri-
marily on their own zeal and dedication rather than on the unreliable 
enthusiasm of the Indian masses. Most sixteenth- century missionaries, 
after all, were members of a scholarly elite, not given to flinching before 
any intellectual challenge, whether a fierce theological debate in the aca-
demic halls of Salamanca, disputations with learned Jews and Muslims, or 
mastering foreign languages, even if not always as alien as American Indian 
ones. It was also relatively easy to dismiss as sheer prejudice the objections 
of Betanzos and others who had not learned any indigenous language. How 
in their ignorance could they judge the suitability of Nahuatl or Zapotec 
for expressing Christian ideas? Finally, although not voiced explicitly, to 
accept that Christianity could not be rendered or translated into native lan-
guages would be to deny the universality of the gospel message, a major 
tenet of Christian dogma. It would in effect be to question the whole point 
of the mission to which they were dedicating their lives.

So, for whatever mixture of pragmatic and idealistic motives, the friars 
in the main were committed to presenting the gospel to the Indians in their 



confu SIon of tongue S ( 61 )

own languages. Again, one resolution leads to a further question: If the ve-
hicle was to be indigenous languages, then which language or languages? 
The number of choices was dauntingly large.

LANGUAGE DIVERSITY

The multiplicity of languages in America that so astounded the missionaries 
and other Europeans can be found to an extreme degree in southern 
Mesoamerica, in particular Oaxaca, a single region that, even after the ex-
tinction of a number of indigenous languages, is said to contain “a diversity 
of linguistic type hard to match on an entire continent in the Old World.”27 
The region is home to a large variety of languages (see figure 3.1) classified 
into three totally separate linguistic families, as structurally different from 
each other as Indo- European languages— say, Danish or French— are from 
Semitic languages like Arabic.28 Of the three the Otomanguean, containing 
the majority of Oaxacan languages,29 is the most diversified and includes 
the two languages with the greatest variation in the Americas; depending 
upon which measure is used, either Zapotec or Mixtec ranks first.30 There 
is disagreement over the exact number of languages, depending on the 
criteria for classification. But there is full agreement about Oaxaca as the 
most linguistically diverse area, accounting for well over half the languages 
listed for all Mesoamerica, and about Mixtec and Zapotec as the most di-
verse within that area.

Scholars do not agree on the causes of this diversity, only on its strong 
correlations with several factors, beginning with geography: the funnel ef-
fect in which the broad land mass of North America narrows down to the 
Isthmus of Tehuantepec, forcing life forms, including humans with their 
languages, drifting down from any points north to converge on Oaxaca 
before passing through Panama. A second factor is topography, in which 
the broken mountainous terrain creates conditions for a high degree of bi-
ological and linguistic diversity.31 The many and varied ecological niches 
contrast most radically with the nearby Yucatan peninsula, where the flat 
landscape undergoes barely perceptible change, and a single language— 
Yucatec Maya— covers the entire area.32 Biological diversity contributed to 
what some have seen as an additional influence on language, which was 
early plant domestication.33 Maize cultivation enabled hunter- gatherer 
populations to settle permanently as well as grow in size, and the decline 
in mobility is thought to have fostered a splintering effect on language.34

The exact number of languages that existed in colonial Oaxaca cannot be 
determined with any precision, not so much for lack of information as for 
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lack of agreement about the distinction between dialects and languages. 
As with racial groupings, linguistic differences exist along a continuum 
of fine gradations, and what sets a language variation or form apart as a 
separate language is less a scholarly definition than a set of sociopolitical 
considerations. An often- cited quip regarding the relationship between 
language and power defines a language as a “dialect that has an army and 
a navy.” If the enumeration of distinct languages owes much to sociopo-
litical dynamics, there is no doubt that differences can be overstated or 
minimized accordingly. In referring to European domination of Africa, one 
author has suggested that linguistic diversity was exaggerated by colonial 
rulers as a tool for control or for justifying colonial intervention. “The myth 
of a Congolese tower of Babel” supported the need for a supraregional lan-
guage and administration.35

In Oaxaca the language count varies wildly according to the criteria ap-
plied.36 Take Zapotec, the most widely spoken of the indigenous languages. 
One extreme is to consider Zapotec a single language with many local 
variations, although in popular usage it tends to be divided into three— 
Sierra Norte, Valley, and Sierra Sur— with a fourth corresponding to the 
Isthmus of Tehuantepec (considered similar to the Valley version but pos-
sibly constituting a separate language). A further division is often made of 
the Sierra Norte into three: Bijanos, Netzicho (sometimes referred to as 
Rincón, after the subregion), and Cajonos or Xhon. The other extreme is 
represented in the list of fifty- seven distinct Zapotec languages made by the 
Summer Institute of Linguistics, which carries fine- tuning to an extreme.37 
However one chooses to define the gradations— whether some forms are 
dialects or constitute separate though closely related languages— the high 
degree of linguistic diversity in Oaxaca is indisputable.

The linguistic mosaic was even more complex in Oaxaca than the lan-
guage maps suggest. If migrants funneled a number of different languages 
into the area, further scrambling took place among new and old inhabitants. 
Oral traditions, codices, and the distribution of material culture all point to 
considerable population movements, especially in the period immediately 
prior to Spanish conquest.38 Political— and ethnic— boundaries were in 
flux, made and remade through marriage alliances, diplomacy, and armed 
struggle, and these movements created many subregions, even single 
communities, that were home to two or more language groups.39

Some reshuffling of boundaries continued on a smaller scale after 
the Spanish established control, through border skirmishes and judicial 
disputes, moving mainly in the direction of disaggregation of political 
entities, that is, subordinate polities able to gain autonomy.40 Even when 
boundaries remained more fixed, populations did not. There is evidence of 
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considerable movement, not just itinerant traders and mule drivers but or-
dinary people relocating to other communities for one reason or another, 
including forced resettlement.41 We have long ago discarded the image of 
the territorially fixed peasant population rooted over generations in the 
same community. They may move seasonally, in religious pilgrimages or for 
trade fairs, or a combination of the two, or to hunt, gather, or cultivate in 
different ecological niches. They may also migrate to other communities for 
longer or shorter periods or settle permanently elsewhere. Just as we have 
come to discard the notion of immobile peasants, the idea of a community 
as necessarily identified with a single language has also come into ques-
tion. Exogamy, migration, and a variety of other patterns of movement 
have made multiple “mother tongues” far from exceptional.42

Thus in Oaxaca multilingual complexity was added to diversity. A series 
of reports to the Spanish Crown in 1579– 1581 listed among other historical 
and geographical data the indigenous languages spoken in each parish.43 
They included only the twelve most common languages, not mentioning 
others (such as Triqui, Chatino, and Ixcatec) that still exist and presumably 
also existed in the sixteenth century. Rare was the parish that listed only 
one language, and some listed three. The distribution in each parish was 
usually spatial, with separate, though contiguous linguistic settlements. 
Class distinctions were marked by language also, with the ruling and noble 
classes speaking the language of a conquering or invading group and the 
commoners representing what must have been the original population. 
Thus in Suchitepéquez we find Zapotec speakers populating the town 
centers and Chontal speakers in the outlying estancias. In Cuilapan and 
other Valley towns Mixtec speakers resulting from Mixtec incursions were 
found scattered among Zapotec populations.44 In turn they were overlaid 
with Nahuatl speakers representing the most recent incursions from cen-
tral Mexico, whether from pre- Hispanic Mexica expansion or its continu-
ation in the groups of Nahuas from the same region who accompanied the 
Spanish conquerors.

What were the linguistic consequences of all this moving around? 
Certainly a fair degree of bilingualism, distributed to a great extent ac-
cording to class, occupation, and gender. Today in Oaxaca, whereas al-
most all indigenous men speak some Spanish, one can still find remote 
communities in, for example, the Mazatec sierra, where the women almost 
uniformly do not. And so it was in colonial times. In many communities, 
especially distant estancias, the women were monolingual while the men 
might also speak the language of the politically dominant group, in those 
days not necessarily the most recent conquerors but the language of the 
previous ones, that is, Zapotec or Nahuatl.45
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A common marker of the Oaxacan indigenous upper class for most of 
the period was the ability to speak Nahuatl along with their own native 
language. As noted earlier about interpreters, not all principales (nobles) 
were bilingual, but almost all bilingual men were nobles or rulers. It is also 
likely that the Indian mule drivers and long- distance traders in the colonial 
period were as able to communicate in several languages as their mestizo, 
mulatto, and Spanish counterparts and as their modern- day equivalents 
have done in recent times.46 Intermarriage across linguistic boundaries 
must also have signaled some degree of bilingualism, if only on the part 
of the marriage brokers to work out the agreement between the families 
and eventually within the couple. If modern practice is any guide, the in- 
marrying partner, the one who settles within the community or social 
group of the other, is the one who learns the second language regardless of 
gender, as I have witnessed with Mixe- Zapotec unions.

The colonial clergy was amply aware of the region’s linguistic com-
plexity:  the large number of languages, their frequent mixing, and their 
ever- fluctuating distribution. The implications for the evangelizing mis-
sion were profound. When asked to report on the state of affairs in his see, 
Bishop Albuquerque in 1577 declared to the Council of the Indies and to the 
Crown that the most salient characteristic of the Oaxaca diocese was the 
great number of languages it encompassed: twenty- four by his count.47 He 
saw this diversity as the principal difficulty the clergy faced in implanting 
Christianity among the populace. A century later Bishop Isidro de Sariñana 
gave the same count and made the same point in his episcopal report to 
Pope Innocent XII.48 Fray Juan de Córdova, the foremost Zapotec specialist, 
as provincial of the Dominicans identified the same challenge to his order’s 
evangelizing mission and went even further with a hyperbolic assessment 
of the diversity as “an infinite number [of Indian languages] and all very 
different.”49 He and a fellow Dominican, accounting for the New World’s 
linguistic diversity, blamed the devil, who had inspired Indians to invent so 
many new languages with the sole purpose of impeding evangelization.50

One intractable aspect of the diversity was internal variation within the 
same language and the limits to intelligibility that it created. Some of the 
languages displayed major dialectical divisions, the most pronounced, per-
haps not surprisingly, in the most widely spoken of the indigenous lan-
guages, Zapotec. The colonial church dealt in an equivocal fashion with the 
major divisions of Zapotec listed earlier. The Dominican Fray Gaspar de los 
Reyes wrote a treatise in 1704 comparing Valley Zapotec with Sierra Norte 
Zapotec, arguing that despite some differences their structures were so sim-
ilar that they could be considered the same language.51 But what may have 
been considered structurally a single language by the missionary linguists 
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did not necessarily function as such on the ground. Structural similarity 
and mutual intelligibility are different phenomena. Fray Gaspar conceded 
that the differences between Valley and Sierra Norte Zapotec, although su-
perficial in his estimation, were enough to render the two mutually unin-
telligible. In colonial practice the languages were not considered completely 
equivalent but simply close enough that competence in one version would 
enable a priest to come up to speed in another without difficulty.

At the same time, other noted linguists were insisting that even within 
more limited geographical areas there existed important differences. One 
wonders what criteria, or set of criteria, account for the apparent contra-
diction in assessing these differences and their implications. Two earlier 
Dominican linguists, commenting on Valley Zapotec and highland Mixtec, 
respectively, insisted that every community spoke its own version of the 
language, with major differences in pronunciation and even to some ex-
tent in syntax.52 Yet in almost the same breath, they insisted in both cases 
that the variations posed no obstacle to intelligibility throughout their re-
spective areas: “Everything is understood like the Castilian language in the 
whole of Castile.”53

Such inconsistencies in evaluations by the same expert linguists simply 
underscore the observation, made earlier, that the definition of linguistic 
difference is subjective. The perception of difference can vary even within 
the same linguistic community. Intelligibility, rather than a fixed quality, 
may depend on the listener’s skills and background. Formal language 
training and experience in assimilating or processing different accents and 
other types of variations can greatly enhance cross- dialect intelligibility, 
whereas people who are fairly fixed in place, with little contact outside their 
own communities, are likely to find that even the slightest gradation of 
difference poses a barrier to communication. By way of illustration:  two 
siblings, native speakers of Cajonos Zapotec, one of whom because of ex-
tensive travel and wide reading in colonial documents can converse with 
people from throughout the Zapotec ecumene, while the other is confined 
to his original variety and able to communicate with his Valley Zapotec 
wife only in Spanish.

Examples exist in colonial times of people who enjoyed considerable ge-
ographical mobility and had contact with different groups and thus were 
more easily able to bridge linguistic divides. The languages Solteco, from 
Sola de Vega (now apparently extinct), and Coateco (from the Coatlanes 
in the Sierra Sur) are offshoots of Zapotec different enough to be classi-
fied as separate languages, and Chatino is a sister language derived from 
a common source. Yet even though mutual intelligibility was not whole-
sale across the populations, for educated indigenous elites these languages 
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were close enough to facilitate a form of multilingualism among those who 
circulated within these adjacent areas.54

Once Spanish became the common linguistic currency the stimulus 
for mutual intelligibility across local boundaries declined. The loss of lit-
eracy in indigenous languages that began after Independence and was 
virtually complete by the end of the nineteenth century may have had a 
similarly restricting effect,55 since dialectical differences tended to be-
come homogenized to a certain extent in the written versions of the in-
digenous languages, as we shall discuss in the following chapter. In the 
colonial period, when indigenous literacy was widespread, multidialectical 
competence— as distinct from true bilingualism— was especially in evi-
dence among native catechists and judicial interpreters. In the Villa Alta 
courts there was usually one official, creole or mestizo, who was expected 
to interpret oral testimony and to translate into Spanish documents, such 
as petitions, wills, and land titles, in all versions of Zapotec (and often 
Mixe) encountered in the district. The translations are not always strictly 
literal, but the differences show signs more of carelessness or deliberate 
summarizing than of linguistic incompetence.56

The relevant point for evangelization, of course, is not whether ordinary 
villagers could converse with Zapotec speakers from a distant community, 
nor whether court interpreters could transcend linguistic boundaries, but 
the degree of intelligibility between missionary and villager— how well 
the clergy could communicate with the people speaking different varieties 
within a language group, an issue that will be explored in the following 
chapters.

On another plane altogether were the pronounced differences between 
language groupings and especially from one language family to another. No 
one sought to elide the distinction between, say, Chinantec and Zapotec 
(although they both belong to the same Otomanguean language family), 
let  alone between Zapotec and Chontal. And with the few exceptions of 
recognized linguistic prodigies who gained mastery in more than one lan-
guage, missionaries did not ordinarily move from one linguistic region 
to another. However, because of the fragmentation and movement of 
populations, discussed earlier, the language boundaries were not neatly 
drawn, and a priest did not need to move at all to confront incomprehen-
sion of an extreme sort. As mentioned previously, one parish (even, less 
frequently, a single community) might encompass two or three highly dis-
tinctive speech communities.57 The leap in that case was far different from 
the move across dialectical boundaries. While linguistic experts might de-
clare that Valley and Sierra Zapotec were fundamentally the same language 
and the transition from one to the other could be made easily, to move from 
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any version of Zapotec to another language altogether, like Chinantec, was 
a formidable and rarely undertaken challenge. How, then, to deal with lan-
guage complexity on this level?

LINGUA FRANCA

The existence of a broad range of dialectical variation within a particular 
language was acknowledged as an obstacle to evangelization, but a far 
from insuperable one. Multidialectical competence among the clergy and 
other ecclesiastical personnel was no more of a rarity than among court 
interpreters and the many traders who exchanged wares from one town 
to another and over longer distances. Far more intractable was the lan-
guage complexity that might require competence in several distinct lan-
guages within one parish. There were never enough Catholic priests to 
allow for two or three different language experts in every parish, and this 
was especially the case in the early years. It is certainly understandable that 
missionaries should have seen at least a partial solution to this complexity 
in relying on one of the indigenous languages as a lingua franca.

The expansionist activities of central Mexicans throughout much of 
Mesoamerica since at least Classic times meant that Nahuatl had already 
begun to function as a lingua franca well before the arrival of the Spanish. It 
then served these new conquerors in their imperial progress outward from 
Tenochtitlan, Texcoco, Tlaxcala, and other polities that the Spanish lumped 
together as “Mexican.” The Spanish conquest of Mesoamerica in many 
ways can be considered the most recent and most enduring of the central 
Mexican waves of expansion, relying as it did on Mexican troops, porters, 
and interpreters.58 As noted previously, the so- called spiritual conquest 
can be seen in the same light, substituting white- robed native catechists 
for befeathered warriors, and both movements ensured the spread and 
persistence of the Mexican language— the modern- day Nahuatl— as the 
colony’s lingua franca.

Inca expansion in the Andes lent the same prominence to Quechua, 
which the Spanish were then able to use for their own purposes. In both 
cases the old pre- Hispanic imperial language helped them to overcome 
to some extent the “confusion of tongues,” the extreme linguistic diver-
sity found in both the former Aztec and Inca empires. Maya Cakchiquel 
in Guatemala and Tupí in Brazil served a similar function— to name a few 
other examples from the Americas.

It is difficult to establish the extent of Nahuatl’s use in pre- Hispanic 
times as distinct from its postconquest spread. Archaeological evidence 
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along with oral traditions (collected in the local Relaciones geográficas and 
by Dominican chroniclers) point to penetration from central Mexico into 
Oaxaca from early times, perhaps strongest or at least most evident during 
the late Postclassic (a.d. 1100– 1500).59 Contact through trade, conquests, 
and intermarriage all fostered the spread of material culture, along with 
some degree of bilingualism, and the symbols and cults that many of the 
objects represented. Details multiply as we move forward, especially in the 
lively, action- packed century or so before the Spanish arrived, in which 
shifting alliances and the ebb and flow of military activity produced the 
checkerboard of languages and political affiliations the Spanish described 
on reaching Oaxaca.

Domination from central Mexico was a far from uniform phenomenon, 
and even in those territories under Mexican control the spread of objects, 
ideas, and even political control was not necessarily matched by linguistic 
impact. The heavy use of Nahuatl personal names and place names and 
words in the Spanish texts of the postconquest period may be misleading, 
seeming to suggest a heavier influence of Nahuatl before conquest than 
was the case. The multitude of Zapotec witnesses in early judicial cases 
who bore Nahuatl calendar names and yet who did not speak any Nahuatl 
is a case in point. It is likely that the Nahuatl names were an artifact of 
the colonial judicial process rather than a pre- Hispanic legacy. Zapotec cal-
endar names were probably translated into the Nahuatl equivalents by the 
interpreters, along with the witnesses’ entire testimony, in the first stage of 
the usual two- stage translations of the early years. The names remained in 
Nahuatl, rather than being further translated into Spanish like the rest of 
the testimony, because Spanish had no equivalent for these pagan names, 
and saints’ names were restricted to witnesses who had been baptized. So 
the Nahuatl calendar names remained within the documentary record as 
tokens of pagan identity, but not the actual names used by the people who 
had testified, which were very rarely noted.60

A similar explanation may account for the many Nahuatl place names 
in colonial texts that have for the most part persisted to the present 
day. They often exist alongside the Zapotec and Mixtec names, which 
are used by the locals but are not necessarily known to the Spanish- 
speaking urban population. The late sixteenth- century Relaciones 
geográficas (1579– 1581) are the most extensive source of information, 
providing both Nahuatl and Spanish translations of local names but 
rarely indicating any preconquest origin for the Nahuatl version, many of 
which may have been glosses that, like the Nahuatl calendar names, were 
provided as more accessible to Spanish ears than the local equivalents.61 
The translated versions became assimilated into documents that were 
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used in Spanish courts and now constitute the majority of place names 
on any official map of Oaxaca.62

Sixteenth- century observers equated Nahuatl as a lingua franca in 
preconquest Mexico with the role of Latin in the Roman Empire.63 The 
comparison was valid, but for Oaxaca less analogous to Roman Spain than 
to the situation in first- century Judaea, where the Roman governor and 
garrison intervened minimally in local affairs, serving mainly to guarantee 
tax collection and civil peace, and where Latin served as a vehicle for com-
munication only with local rulers and perhaps a small cosmopolitan elite 
but left no lasting mark. Evidence from early postconquest Oaxaca, though 
far from conclusive, suggests that with the exception of the garrison towns 
of Guaxaca, Coixtlahuaca, Tuxtepec, and other pockets of Mexican settle-
ment, where it was the mother tongue of a large segment of the popula-
tion, the linguistic impact of Nahuatl was limited. Without a boost from 
the Spanish occupation it might well have been considerably less than, say, 
Arabic in Spain.

Much of the evidence derives from lawsuits that date from the first years 
of Spanish rule in Oaxaca, 1529– 1532, in which Indians were called to serve 
as witnesses. Happily for the historian, Spanish judicial documents always 
recorded many particulars about the witnesses, including the original lan-
guage in which testimony was given, along with name, age, status, and res-
idence. Many of these lawsuits centered on areas in the Sierra Sur and the 
nearby Pacific coast that were Zapotec but at the time of Spanish conquest 
had been drawn into the central Mexican sphere of influence via the Mixtec 
kingdom of Tututepec. Not surprisingly, then, all the various communities 
were able to produce representatives who could testify in Nahuatl. What 
is surprising is that generally only a few had this capacity, often, although 
not always, the local cacique. Most of the witnesses— and all witnesses 
were identified as having noble status— testified in Zapotec.64 This does 
not mean that only one or two nobles in each town spoke Nahuatl, but if 
the sample was to any degree representative of the locale’s more impor-
tant personages, then Nahuatl was a limited linguistic skill even among 
the upper echelon, and possibly one that was in fact dying out. We can 
certainly discard any notion of the Zapotec nobility’s conversing among 
themselves in Nahuatl like the Russian aristocracy in French in a Tolstoy 
novel. Testimony from Miahuatlan, one of the Zapotec lordships that had 
been tributary to the central Mexican Triple Alliance, provides what might 
be a more typical picture: the elderly cacique knew Nahuatl well enough to 
testify in that language and to communicate with Spaniards without the 
mediation of an interpreter, but he had to translate these exchanges for his 
son and other nobles, all of whom appeared to be monolingual.65
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Other judicial evidence supports the conclusion that knowledge of 
Nahuatl constituted a thin smattering among the Oaxaca elite, regardless of 
whether or not a particular polity was formally within the sphere of Mexican 
domination. We find nobles from the adjacent towns of Macuilxochitl and 
Teotitlan del Valle, for example— in the Valley of Tlacolula and therefore 
Zapotec speaking— as well as the female Mixe ruler of Totontepec in the 
Sierra Norte, also testifying in Nahuatl, and none of these polities had been 
Mexica subject states.66 Mexica power was such that local rulers or their 
representatives throughout Oaxaca would have found Nahuatl useful for 
communicating across linguistic boundaries in any external dealings. At 
the same time local administrators and war captains even in the polities 
that had been obliged to pay tribute to Moctezuma and provide military 
support could well have managed with only a basic linguistic competence 
that was far below the level needed for judicial testimony.67 Possibly some 
portion of those who testified in the local language were like another aged 
cacique, the Totonac ruler of Matlactan in the Huasteca, of whom it was 
said in 1540, “He understands Nahuatl and he speaks it when he wants to.” 
And for when he did not “want to,” he had in his service a young interpreter 
bilingual in Totonac and Nahuatl.68

If at this point in colonial history we find Nahuatl serving as a lingua 
franca, not only in the Huasteca but virtually in every corner of Mexico, 
it may have been more a response to the new conquest than a legacy of 
pre- Hispanic Mexican expansion, including the Aztecs. A lingua franca was 
even more necessary under the new regime than in preconquest times. The 
Spanish, if still relatively thin on the ground for a long period, neverthe-
less were thicker and in many respects far more active than their Mexica 
predecessors, not always content just to collect tribute but actually seeking 
to organize production themselves, as, for example, in Oaxaca with vast 
quadrilles of slaves sent to the rivers and streams in the Sierra Norte and 
Sierra Sur to pan for gold.69 Also the fact that they were less well organized 
and orderly than Moctezuma’s minions contributed to the need for a ve-
hicle for communication. The chaotic early years in New Spain before the 
arrival of the first viceroy, with uncertain chains of command and frequent 
changes of regime, meant that the hinterland suffered many unauthorized 
freelance forays that required much ad hoc negotiation between the locals 
and the marauding Spaniards about levies of labor and tribute of various 
sorts. Above all, the Spanish friars and other ecclesiastics interfered in 
ways inconceivable to the Mexica, seeking to bring about radical changes 
in the way people dressed, married, ate, buried their dead, and worshipped. 
Thus the Spanish conquest resulted in at once a more massive presence and 
a more widespread and direct intervention in people’s lives than any earlier 
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invasion, and much of it depended on verbal communication. In addition 
to the indigenous interpreters discussed in the previous chapter, some por-
tion of the Spanish colonists, and even more so their creole children, them-
selves learned indigenous languages. The one they learned exclusively at 
first, even in the peripheral areas like Oaxaca, was Nahuatl.

One indication of the popularity and impact of Nahuatl among the 
conquerors is the number of Nahuatl loan words that were incorporated into 
the Spanish lexicon of Mexico, words such as nahuatlato itself. In Oaxaca, 
by the time judicial records begin to document direct, one- stage transla-
tion from Zapotec or Mixtec to Spanish— that is, by the mid- sixteenth 
century— we find the local Spanish language already liberally sprinkled 
with Nahuatl words:  teul (god), patle (plant), and tianquiz (market), 
among them.70 They had become as Hispanized as earlier incorporations 
from Arabic. One is impressed less with the number of different words 
than with their use as Spanish equivalents of the Zapotec terms. The as-
sumption was that they would be familiar to all readers seeking to learn 
Zapotec, even those coming from Spain, that is, not Nahuatl speakers. 
Some have since fallen into disuse, but others, such as jícara (gourd), 
petate (mat), and temascal (sweat bath), have become standard elements 
in Mexican Spanish, while others, like tomate, have spread internation-
ally.71 In this way Nahuatl did become like the Latin of the High Middle 
Ages:  the known baseline, the springboard from which other languages 
could be learned and translated.

In postconquest Oaxaca Spaniards and Indians required Nahuatl as 
an intermediary because both groups were slow to learn each other’s 
languages. For decades after the Spaniards arrived Nahuatl was the only 
medium of communication with the indigenous populations, and the 
documentary record leaves the distinct impression that it remained the 
principal one well into the seventeenth century. In part its prominence 
was self- perpetuating, with earlier and more numerous grammars and 
dictionaries than were produced in the local languages and many more 
Spanish adepts from whom newcomers could learn. Also, by any standard 
of linguistic typology, it offers less phonological and grammatical com-
plexity than many of the other languages, especially the Otomanguean 
group that predominates in Oaxaca, and is thus far easier for Europeans to 
learn than Zapotec, Chinantec, or Mixtec. This quality no doubt explains 
its continued popularity among the Spanish population as the principal 
second language and the colony’s lingua franca.72

In 1531, a decade after arriving in Oaxaca, the Spaniards could not 
find a single one of their number in the city of Antequera who knew 
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Mixtec, and the authorities had to resort to the two- stage process of 
interpreting— Mixtec into Nahuatl and then Nahuatl into Spanish— 
described previously.73 The Dominicans began to learn Oaxacan lan-
guages during the 1540s but counted only a handful among this linguistic 
vanguard until past the midcentury, as we will outline in the following 
chapter. Most of the secular clergy lagged behind, and the laity even fur-
ther. It may be that lay Spaniards are generally underrepresented in co-
lonial archives because they would be less inclined than clergy and royal 
officials to generate written records. But it is a rare one who appears be-
fore late in the sixteenth century able to display command of a local lan-
guage.74 We find a similar pattern in other regions: only toward the end 
of the century are lay Spaniards on record as learning the major local lan-
guages, such as Tarascan (modern Purépecha), Otomí, and Huasteco; in 
Oaxaca the minor local languages, like Amuzgo, Chinantec, and Chontal, 
had to wait much longer.

Nor, as noted earlier, did the Indians necessarily learn Spanish much 
more quickly. Spanish eventually spread downward and outward to 
Indians beyond the urban centers and the ranks of the elites whose lan-
guage skills were usually linked to a convent education. That the process 
was halting and far from thorough even by the end of the colonial period 
could have been in part because of competition from Nahuatl. If with 
rare exceptions neither side learned each other’s native tongue it could 
be because they both were able to rely on Nahuatl in significant numbers. 
Nahuatl was the vehicle for Spaniards to communicate not only with the 
Nahua troops and servants and other groups of central Mexicans who 
settled in Oaxaca; for the language to function as the lingua franca some 
significant portion of the local population had to learn it as well, be-
yond the small number of Nahuatl speakers that existed at the time of 
conquest and that expanded under Spanish rule. These were the class 
of native functionaries who served as intermediaries with the Spanish 
overlords, the nahuatlatos described in the previous chapter who eventu-
ally evolved into parish assistants and escribanos for the town councils, 
along with the caciques who themselves became bilingual in Nahuatl 
in larger numbers. Increasingly the Indians bilingual in Nahuatl and a 
local language were themselves the product of the colonial encounter, 
not only bearing Christian names but also showing signs of affiliation 
with the Spanish newcomers and deriving their knowledge of Nahuatl 
as much from association with the Spanish and their Nahua- speaking 
auxiliaries, ecclesiastical and secular, as from their own tradition of 
long- distance trade.75
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EVANGELIZATION IN NAHUATL

If the first Spaniards to learn Nahuatl, and to extend its use as a lingua 
franca, were soldiers, the clergy were not far behind. Even before the arrival 
in 1524 of the first contingent of twelve Franciscans, who are seen to have 
initiated systematic evangelization, Spanish priests were learning Nahuatl 
and proselytizing beyond the borders of Aztec Tenochtitlan.76 The gospel 
reached Oaxaca first in Nahuatl, and it remained the principal language of 
conversion for a considerable period after first contact, as it was for vir-
tually every communication between Spaniards and the local population. 
Little is known of evangelizing efforts in the decade between the first mil-
itary forays sent out from Tenochtitlan and the arrival of the Dominicans 
in 1529, although it is recorded that when they arrived in the Spanish set-
tlement of Antequera at least one cleric was already resident and others 
may have served as itinerants ministering mainly to the Spanish settlers 
and secondarily to the Mexican converts who had accompanied them.77 
Whatever interaction they may have had with the local Indians, it is safe to 
assume that it would also have been conducted exclusively through the me-
dium of Nahuatl, since none of the early clergy knew the local languages.

The first Dominicans did not even know Nahuatl. In the previous 
chapter we outlined the evangelizing efforts of Fray Bernardino de 
Minaya and Fray Gonzalo Lucero on their exploratory visit in 1529– 1530, 
when they had to rely on Nahua converts brought from central Mexico, 
together with “Mexican Indians” from Cortés’s local encomienda, who 
were also “already Christianized” and had presumably learned enough 
Spanish to serve as their interpreters with the small number of Zapotec 
and Mixtec nobles who understood Nahuatl.78 Not until their second, and 
permanent, establishment, in 1532, did the Dominicans themselves come 
equipped with knowledge of Nahuatl, which enabled them to preach di-
rectly to Nahuatl- speaking locals and through them to the Zapotec and 
Mixtec population.79

This was apparently the common sequence followed by later clergy, 
regular and secular, except for locally born creoles. They served their lin-
guistic apprenticeship in two stages, reaching Oaxaca with knowledge 
of Nahuatl already learned in central Mexico and carrying on their local 
evangelizing via interpreters until they were able to learn one of the 
local languages.80 Fray Pedro de Guerrero, for example, freshly arrived in 
Oaxaca, undertook an ambitious extirpation campaign (1559– 1562) in 
the Villa Alta Zapotec district, conducting his inquiries in Nahuatl via a 
“Mexican Indian” (probably from the Mexican settlement of Analco) who 
also knew Zapotec.81
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The Dominicans did not begin to learn Mixtec and Zapotec in any sys-
tematic way until some point in the late 1530s, and it was not until the 
next decade that the first cartillas, or basic catechisms, in these languages 
were announced.82 It is probably not a coincidence that the catechisms 
appeared almost simultaneously with the first recorded instance of direct 
translation from a local language to Spanish, in the famous idolatry trial 
against the cacique of Yanhuitlan described in the previous chapter. The 
interpreters were three Dominicans (one of them Fray Domingo de Santa 
María, author of the Mixtec cartilla) who could translate directly from 
Mixtec, without need of a Mixtec- Nahuatl intermediary. The rest of the 
trial testimony continued to use the system of dual or two- stage transla-
tion we have described, except for one of the witnesses, a young member 
of the Mixtec elite, who could give testimony directly in Nahuatl, and one 
of the Spanish ecclesiastical judges was fluent enough in Nahuatl to receive 
his testimony directly, without need of a translator.83

The publication of the two cartillas some time prior to 1544 represents 
the known beginning of an enormous effort on the part of the clergy, es-
pecially the Dominicans, to learn and preach in the indigenous languages 
of Oaxaca, an effort that will be the subject of the next chapter. Given the 
great variety and complexity of the languages and their distance from the 
European vernaculars, it is not surprising that the goal was long in attaining 
and only partially achieved. Nahuatl remained important as an entry lan-
guage well into the seventeenth century throughout New Spain. Entry in 
two ways: one as a way to connect with local groups that were only min-
imally evangelized and the other as the point of entry into other indige-
nous languages. One Augustinian friar cited as one of his qualifications for 
writing a new catechism in Huasteco his knowledge of Nahuatl, a language 
that was “the light, with God’s help, by which to translate His doctrine into 
the rest of the barbarous languages of this land.”84 For many other members 
of the clergy, however, Nahuatl remained a dead end rather than a portal, 
the only indigenous language they ever learned. It is not surprising that a 
1575 report on the secular clergy in the archdiocese of Mexico should yield 
Nahuatl as the prevalent language. Archbishop Pedro de Moya y Contreras 
declared that among the members of the cathedral chapter as a rule all the 
creoles and those who came to New Spain as children knew the language. 
One exception was a Spaniard, a “good linguist” who had arrived at a later 
age, but still before adulthood, and he had been there forty- five years.85 
Less expected is a similar picture painted for Oaxaca, where Nahuatl was 
also the default indigenous language for all the clergy. In a 1571 report 
on the secular clergy, the majority were listed as knowing Nahuatl, more 
than the number who knew Zapotec or Mixtec, and those who knew these 
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two local languages also knew Nahuatl.86 The discrepancy between lin-
guistic skills and local conditions is revealed in the reference to a cathe-
dral canon as knowing only Nahuatl but who nevertheless for the previous 
twenty- five years had served as minister in monolingual parishes speaking 
only Cuicatec, Chinantec, Netzicho, or Valley Zapotec. One must assume 
that during all those years he was communicating directly with only the 
elite community members and through interpreters with the rest.87 The 
linguistic imbalance declined but did not disappear altogether, as we shall 
outline in a later chapter.

Among the Zapotec and Mixtec elites Spanish slowly spread and began 
to edge out Nahuatl as the region’s lingua franca. In the meantime Nahuatl 
was especially important in areas of minority languages, like Chinantec, 
Chontal, and Mixe. Archives and other manuscript collections yield 
documents in Nahuatl attesting to its widespread usefulness in the six-
teenth century. Pictorial codices, like the Codex Sierra from the Mixtec 
town of Texupan, that bear glosses in alphabetic script are frequently in 
Nahuatl rather than the local language, if the intention was to commu-
nicate with the colonial authorities.88 And in the Mixe region of the Villa 
Alta district, spoken testimony was usually given in Mixe in judicial cases 
(although the documents recorded only the Spanish translation), but all 
written communication between Spaniards and Mixes, whether orders is-
sued by the authorities or documents submitted to them, was confined to 
Nahuatl until the end of the colonial period.89 The only colonial documents 
that survive in Mixe are doctrinal: a catechism and a confessional manual.90 
Even the título primordial, or founding charter, of the Mixe town Santa 
María Tiltepec is in Nahuatl.91

In another region, an extensive set of judicial records from Sola de Vega 
in the 1650s reveals Nahuatl to have been the medium in which educated 
local elites communicated with Spaniards:  traders, travelers, and royal 
and ecclesiastical authorities, including the assistant curate. The sole ex-
ception was the parish priest, in residence long enough to have learned 
the local Solteco (a variety of Zapotec).92 Whether Nahuatl also served 
for interethnic communication we do not know, but between the colonial 
rulers of church and state and the locals it remained essential. No doubt 
the same held true in many areas; it is simply the case that much documen-
tation for the Villa Alta and Sola de Vega regions has been preserved.

It is probable that even without consciously promoting Nahuatl as a uni-
versal medium the friars were responsible for a good part of the postconquest 
spread of the language. Certainly they were the ones with whom the new 
cadre of nahuatlatos studied, perfecting their use of Nahuatl, even when 
they did not learn it in the convent schools along with their classes in 
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Christian doctrine. Much of our data on the continued use of the language 
from the middle of the sixteenth century through the seventeenth and 
into the eighteenth come in fact from ecclesiastical documents, especially 
trial records, as in the Sola de Vega material just cited. Another illustration 
of how widely Nahuatl served the clergy, their church- trained assistants 
(not only the nahuatlatos), and other educated members of the elite is pro-
vided in a set of mid- sixteenth- century judicial inquiries commissioned 
in various parts of Oaxaca by the church, in which the judges themselves 
spoke Nahuatl, along with the nahuatlatos and many of the town officials, 
all depending on this lingua franca to transcend a variety of linguistic 
boundaries.93 The example can be found repeated in other times and places 
because the ecclesiastical judges, unlike their royal counterparts, often 
knew Nahuatl even when ignorant of the local language.94

Other types of communication, unofficial as well as official, made use 
of Nahuatl as a lingua franca. In 1598, for example, we find informal let-
ters and conversations recorded between a curate of Miahuatlan and his 
high- ranking Zapotec parishioners in Nahuatl.95 Given the high rate of lit-
eracy among the indigenous elite, along with the comparably widespread  
knowledge of Nahuatl in the colonial period, and the same for the colonial 
clergy, perhaps the only unusual feature of this ostensibly off- the- record 
correspondence in Nahuatl is that it happened to be preserved.

The decline of dependency on Nahuatl was slow and kept pace with the 
slow spread of Spanish among the indigenous elite. The transition is neatly 
illustrated in a judicial case from the Chinantec region initiated in 1673. 
A first set of testimonies was taken by the traditional two- stage process 
of translating from the local language into Nahuatl and then into Spanish; 
when the case was reexamined a year or so later, the court was able to find 
Chinantec principales who were “ladino in the Castilian language” and could 
thus bypass Nahuatl and interpret directly for the Spanish judge.96

With all that Nahuatl had in its favor it seems puzzling that it did not 
become even more widespread. Aside from its relative ease of learning and 
the fact that it was already widely used, Nahuatl was touted by its cler-
ical champions as an extremely refined language that possessed many rhe-
torical resources and already by 1550 a written grammar and dictionary.97 
Why would the missionaries in New Spain go to all the trouble to learn 
dozens of very difficult languages— “so many languages that it is impos-
sible to count”98— instead of promoting Nahuatl as a single, universal me-
dium of evangelization?

The idea did not lack proponents. Fray Rodrigo de la Cruz, a Franciscan, 
wrote to Charles V arguing in favor of teaching Nahuatl to everyone in-
stead of Spanish, as ordered by the Crown, since the former was already 
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so widely disseminated and for some reason thought to be easier for other 
Indians to learn than Spanish, which he predicted they would never learn.99 
This notion may be erroneous from the standpoint of linguistic struc-
ture: Nahuatl is no closer in syntax to Mixe or Zapotec than is Spanish. 
But semantically there may be a point. Because of the cultural similarities 
and commonalities, it would be easier to find equivalents from one indig-
enous language to another; much was already shared in way of life, cos-
mology, symbolic system, flora and fauna, and physical environment. But 
this scheme gained even less support than the push for universal Spanish.

In 1570 the Crown issued a royal cédula responding favorably to a re-
quest from Bishop Albuquerque that all the Indians of Oaxaca be required 
to learn Nahuatl, since the church was unable to supply enough ecclesiastics 
fluent in the local languages.100 Although one suggestion holds this cédula 
responsible for the use of Nahuatl as the standard written language in Mixe 
pueblos,101 it is unlikely to have proved any more effective than other royal 
decrees ordering all Indians to learn Spanish. Insofar as Nahuatl spread as a 
lingua franca, it was a consequence of local conditions, a response to a local 
need that happened to coincide with a royal command.

Within a year of the royal cédula, in 1571, Albuquerque himself was 
backtracking, openly acknowledging that Nahuatl did not provide a solu-
tion to the problem of language diversity in Oaxaca. Nahuatl was certainly 
very widespread, useful for commercial transactions as well as for the ad-
ministration of church and state. There is no reason to doubt the journal 
kept by a Franciscan friar of a trip he had made in 1586 between Mexico 
and Nicaragua, in which he paid particularly close attention to indige-
nous languages and noted that along the entire route of “more than 600 
leagues, there is no pueblo (at least, on the camino real) that does not have 
either Mexican Indians or someone who knows that language.”102 And so it 
remained eighty years later, according to Fray Francisco de Burgoa: along 
the camino real to Guatemala, “the Indian mule- drivers and travelers in  
general speak the Mexican language, which is common to the whole 
kingdom” of New Spain.”103

However, if knowledge of Nahuatl was wide, it was not deep. Many 
of the declarations of its universality are misleading, often qualified by 
references to the upper classes and long- distance traders, categories that 
in fact overlapped. For example, Burgoa declared that Nahuatl was “the 
general language that was used in the pueblos that were subordinate to or 
in communication with the ministers of the Emperor Moctezuma,” while 
recognizing elsewhere that even in those areas knowledge of the language 
was confined to “some of the nobles and officials.”104 Although its use as 
a lingua franca undoubtedly spread farther after the Spanish conquest 
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through long- distance trade and the church’s educational system, it never 
included all of the upper classes, and below that stratum entire swaths of 
the population were uniformly monolingual in the local language. Even 
in central Mexico, where patches of territory were inhabited by other lan-
guage groups, Nahuatl was a common but by no means universal second 
language. In a 1569 report from the archdiocese of Mexico, curates in 
Indian parishes as close to Mexico City as ten leagues would admit that 
many of the native speakers of Otomí, Matlatzinca, or Mazahua, and most 
especially the women, did not understand Nahuatl.105 The limitations of 
Nahuatl were even more pronounced in the diocese of Oaxaca, where Bishop 
Albuquerque, having once seen Nahuatl as the solution to the problem of 
language diversity, had to acknowledge that “although there is no pueblo 
without some people who understand [Nahuatl],” it is not “the language of 
the natives of this diocese.”106

In addition to the limits of Nahuatl according to region, gender, and so-
cial class, there is the issue of its own variations. Just how generally in-
telligible was this lingua franca?107 Colonial advocates of Nahuatl and of 
Quechua in the Andes tended to gloss over the regional variations of both 
of these lenguas generales, or linguas francas, which may have become more 
uniform through contact in the major cities and commercial interactions, 
but only partially so at best.108 It is worth distinguishing between written 
and spoken intelligibility. One student of colonial Nahuatl suggests that 
despite regional differences and “intense local chauvinism,” Nahuatl 
speakers could make themselves understood, at least in writing, to other 
Nahuatl speakers throughout the viceroyalty.109 However, the missionaries 
were dealing mainly with spoken intelligibility. It is one thing for educated 
Indians, such as notaries and parish aides, to be able to use Nahuatl in 
petitions, testaments, and other legal documents.110 It is also one thing 
to be able to negotiate in pidgin Nahuatl the price of renting a mule or a 
lodging for the night along the camino real. It is quite another to preach the 
gospel and administer the sacraments in Nahuatl to villagers who, at most, 
may have barely understood the language, if at all.

The lenguas generales provided at best a partial solution to the problem 
of language diversity. They could not entirely overcome the “confusion of 
tongues,” because although general or common they were not universal. 
Not everyone knew them, and of those who did few knew them beyond a 
rudimentary level. They were consequently unsatisfactory as a medium for 
evangelization and spiritual direction.

In his widely circulated guide, Itinerario para párrocos de indios, the bishop 
of Quito pointed out the shortcomings of the lenguas generales, which were 
usually a second language among the Indians, with often a vocabulary 
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relating mainly to commerce, labor, tribute, and other simple and mun-
dane matters. This vocabulary was of limited value for understanding the 
“mysteries of the faith,” the sacraments, and other spiritual matters111— 
including and especially the most delicate sacrament of penance or con-
fession. One could supervise a crew of workers, negotiate payment of 
tribute, requisition provisions, even conduct an idolatry trial or preach via 
interpreters. But proper spiritual administration required the sacrament of 
penance, to hear the confession of every baptized Christian at least once a 
year and on his or her deathbed. As outlined in the previous chapter, a valid 
confession had to be heard directly, without an intermediary. It was to be 
a private conversation between priest and penitent, and for it to be valid it 
also needed to be complete, requiring the priest to be able to question the 
penitent. The 1569 report on the parishes in the archdiocese of Mexico was 
clear on the shortcomings of Nahuatl as a lingua franca, anticipating the 
reservations expressed by the bishop of Quito. Since only a minority of the 
Indians spoke or understood Nahuatl and the clergy did not generally learn 
the secondary languages, a large portion of these Indians spent “their en-
tire lives without the sacrament of confession.”112

There was no simple fix to this problem. The spread of Spanish among the 
indigenous population was especially slow within the isolated populations 
and lower classes who had never learned Nahuatl either. If the missionaries 
proposed to save the souls of all the Indians they would have to learn the 
secondary languages as well as the lenguas generales. Learning all the indig-
enous languages well enough to preach and to hear confession in them be-
came the stated goal. It was not, however, one to be achieved quickly or even 
perhaps completely. Just as interpreters would never be totally replaced, 
their services continuing to be required for the more obscure languages, 
the linguas francas were not just a stop- gap measure to be superseded after 
the first century of colonial rule. We find Nahuatl still used— again, mainly 
for communication with the minority- language speakers— until the end of 
the period. But the valiant efforts to gain competence in at least the major 
secondary languages, and in time many of the minor ones, did bear fruit. 
The techniques, obstacles, and achievements of this project form the sub-
ject of the following two chapters.



PART II
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 Evangelization in the Vernacular
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CHAPT ER 4

w
 Language Barriers under Siege

Evangelization faced many obstacles in sixteenth- century Oaxaca. 
Material conditions were daunting even to friars hardened in the rigors 

of the recent Dominican reform. Long treks on foot over dangerously 
rough terrain, venomous snakes, wild beasts, ulcerous infections,1 poor 
food, and humble quarters: a far cry from the splendid accommodations 
and comfortable life described for later centuries.2 But more than the tor-
rential rivers and other physical hazards, the long distances, the shortage 
of personnel, or even the cultural differences separating them from the 
Indians, the clergy identified language as the major obstacle.3 If they 
could not communicate with the Indians, physical and cultural distances 
were irrelevant.

Communication was the most pressing need, and it did not take long 
to realize that all but one of the means contemplated to achieve this 
goal were at best only partial or stop- gap remedies. To save Indians’ 
souls the missionaries had to communicate with them directly in their 
own language, not through signs or interpreters and not through a 
lingua franca confined to a minority who did not for the most part 
know it beyond an elementary level. Latin, as in the rest of Western 
Christendom, was reserved for a small, educated elite and for the rest 
of the faithful to recite basic prayers by rote. Spanish made very slow 
headway, surpassing Nahuatl as a second language only at the end of 
the colonial period— scarcely a vehicle for mass proselytizing even after 
three centuries.
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THE BARRIERS

If the language barrier was the major obstacle, language learning was to 
be the major effort, the sine qua non for the rest of the enterprise. The 
languages were portrayed as adversaries to be vanquished. It was not un-
usual for those looking back on the heroic age of early evangelization (c. 
1530– 1560 in Oaxaca) to cast the whole enterprise in terms of warfare, 
the friars hailed as “conquerors of souls” by the next generation, as well as 
“conqueror[s]  of [a] barbarous language.”4 Missionary chronicles abound in 
references to battles, foes, and victories: the friars armed not with swords 
and muskets but with faith and zeal. The military metaphors owe much of 
course to the actual history of conquest, to which evangelization was closely 
linked, with so much overlap in goals, methods, and personnel as to consti-
tute aspects of a single enterprise: two mutually supportive manifestations 
of imperial expansion. Yet the chronicles also emit a whiff of the novela 
caballeresca, the literary genre parodied by Cervantes, with its emphasis on 
the lone hero setting forth to perform mighty and virtuous deeds in a hos-
tile world. Like Don Quixote, whose goal was to “right wrongs,” they were 
to do battle but on a cosmic scale, setting out to “defeat the devil” rather 
than a mere giant disguised as a windmill.

Two heroic struggles competed for prominence in the chronicles. One 
was to penetrate the language barrier, described variously as a “wall to be 
broken” or a door to the soul that was closed and had to be opened so that 
the Indians should not remain in darkness. The other, which was seen as 
dependent on the first, was to conquer the “idolatry that for so many years 
had reigned.”5 Dominicans took particular pride in their efforts to learn the 
vernacular languages. The pride was not misplaced. Whatever the outcome 
of the larger missionary enterprise, and whatever its underlying validity, no 
one can question either the merit or the success of this ancillary linguistic 
project. The study and recording of all the major indigenous languages and 
many of the minor ones, their alphabetization, and their codification in 
formal grammars and vocabularies, almost all within the space of one gen-
eration, represent a massive intellectual achievement unsurpassed in the 
annals of linguistics; considering the material conditions under which the 
missionaries labored, their achievement approaches the miraculous quality 
that the chronicles proclaimed.

Some friars, either because of age or sheer lack of linguistic ability, 
simply could not learn an indigenous language. Dávila Padilla refers to the 
many friars inspired to come from Spain, not only “young men, who could 
learn languages,” but even “blessed old ones,” who presumably could not.6 
Included in this latter group were some of the more famous pioneers, like 
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the Franciscans Fray Martín de Valencia and Fray Jacobo Testera, both al-
ready fifty (which was considered verging on old age at that time) when 
they arrived in Mexico. Valencia tried three or four times “but could make 
no headway” with Nahuatl, one of the easier indigenous languages. Bishop 
Zumárraga, sixty when he arrived, declared himself too old to learn indig-
enous languages and, it will be recalled, made the whimsical proposal that 
the Indians should all learn Latin instead. His close friend and confessor, 
Fray Domingo de Betanzos, considered the founder of the Dominican 
province in New Spain, never learned an Indian language either; there is 
no record of whether he attempted and failed, or like Zumárraga did not 
even try, although he was fifteen years younger.7 In Oaxaca the Dominican 
chronicler Burgoa gave examples of elderly priests (always, of course, sec-
ular clergy rather than Dominicans) hopelessly ill- equipped to learn an in-
digenous language.8

Even the younger and more apt students faced formidable obstacles, 
and the major one was the sheer strangeness of these “strange languages.” 
“Barbarous” was an almost universal epithet applied to any and all of 
the indigenous languages and points to the linguistic roots of the word 
in the Greek sense:  “We call barbarous all those who speak clumsily and 
coarsely.”9 (Mexicans revealed their own prejudices against supposedly in-
ferior language groups by defining an Otomí as one “who does not know 
how to speak.”10) Among the most daunting aspects were the sounds, which 
Spaniards found difficult to discern and even more difficult to reproduce, 
so phonetically alien that they seemed hardly to resemble human speech. 
One of the learned theologians in the Third Mexican Provincial Council of 
1585, himself an expert in Latin, Greek, Hebrew, and Chaldean as well as 
Nahuatl (and therefore hardly a monolingual bigot with an uncultivated 
ear), nevertheless found some of the Indian languages in New Spain “so 
inaccessible by their nature as sounds made by birds or brute animals. They 
cannot be written with any type of character and can almost be considered 
impossible to learn.”11

Inhabitants of the twenty- first- century global village who are used 
to hearing snippets from many different language families (anyone who 
has ridden on a New  York subway, for example), even when not multi-
lingual themselves, will likely be taken aback by the naiveté of many of 
these judgments. They express the distance that separated any one of the 
American languages from those previously encountered by Europeans. 
The Indo- European family of languages, after all, stretched from South 
Asia through Iran to the Atlantic, and a common ancestry left its im-
print on basic grammatical structures and phonetic and lexical features 
not shared with the New World languages. Although a small number of 
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ecclesiastics did know Hebrew, this was not enough to prepare the majority 
for a broader linguistic spectrum: for a syntax they deemed unfathomable 
and, above all, for unfamiliar sounds so guttural or nasal they seemed be-
yond the capacity of ordinary speech organs to reproduce. Bishop Isidro 
de Sariñana of Oaxaca complained of local languages that they possessed 
“sounds so harsh and difficult to pronounce that some are produced partly 
through the nose and partly through the throat and for that reason are 
impossible to write.”12 Mixtec aroused this complaint, even among those 
who had mastered the language. The author of the only colonial Mixtec dic-
tionary, Fray Francisco de Alvarado, presumably an expert, opined, “This 
language is so extreme that, not content with the equipment nature gave 
us for speech, it ascends to the nasal passages and uses them for some 
pronunciations,”13 while Burgoa, who also spoke Mixtec, emphasized “the 
gutturalization” necessary to distinguish certain terms.14 All these sounds, 
even those that came across to the unacclimated European ear as growls, 
twangs, and chirps, had to be mastered— first distinguished, then under-
stood and codified, and finally reproduced— in their program of language 
study if they were to “break this wall” of linguistic incomprehension.

Oaxaca predictably presented a much tougher set of linguistic challenges 
than central Mexico. Added to the extreme diversity of languages to be 
mastered was the fact that, compared to Nahuatl, they were all considered 
especially “barbarous” in varying degrees. As a token of perceived 
strangeness— rather than an accurate description— a bishop reported 
that one of the indigenous languages in his diocese could not be under-
stood in the dark, since it relied so heavily on gestures for communicating 
meaning.15 Nahuatl (like many of the languages of the western United 
States, such as Hopi and Shoshone) is Uto- Aztecan, no closer genetically 
to Spanish than the Otomanguean languages of Oaxaca, but to Spanish 
ears less farther along on the scale of strangeness and difficulty. Nahuatl 
was the first native language the Spanish encountered and continued to be 
the one most newcomers learned. It was thus not only the most familiar 
but also the one with the most numerous teaching aids. These factors 
help to account for its more favorable press and the perception that it was 
easier to learn. But this perception also has some objective basis, as argued 
earlier, in Nahuatl’s structural and phonetic simplicity compared to the 
Otomanguean languages of Oaxaca. One element that made, and makes, 
these languages so difficult to master is their grammatical structure, which 
depends on an elaborate system of elements attached to the verb forms 
to encode most of the syntactical information, instead of the freestanding 
words (for example, adverbs) that do the same work in Indo- European  
languages.16
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On a par with, or even more elusive than grammar, is the unfamiliar 
phonetics. First and foremost, unlike Spanish or any European language— 
or Nahuatl, for that matter— they are all tonal, with from two to five dif-
ferent tones, which may explain why they sounded like bird calls to the 
unaccustomed Spanish ear. These differences in pitch are not simply or-
namental but are crucial ways of distinguishing meanings between words 
that have the same consonant and vowel combinations.17 This property is 
far from unique. Languages in many other parts of the world have similar 
systems, Mandarin Chinese being one of the best known. The major diffi-
culty for nonnative speakers is not merely to pronounce these distinctions 
but rather first even to hear them. The anthropologist Franz Boas in the 
late nineteenth century had noted what he called “sound blindness” as the 
reason for the imperfections in the recording of North American Indian 
languages.18 Even trained scholars cannot reliably detect a system of sound 
distinction different from that in their own language. “Phonetic discrimi-
nation,” which is the ability to discern sound differences, is shaped early 
in life, and the friars who sought to learn Oaxacan languages, like the 
anthropologists who studied North American Indian languages, were au-
dibly ill- equipped because of age, even if they were not in any other sense 
“old men.”19

The measurement of language difficulty also had a sociological dimension. 
We find that the more remote and unhospitable— by Spanish standards— 
the area and the more insubordinate the ethnic group, the more impene-
trable the language was judged to be. Burgoa contrasted a Zapotec parish 
close to Oaxaca City with the region of Chinantla. The latter’s rough ter-
rain, torrential rivers, and widely separated pueblos, all serving as obstacles 
to easy movement, were equated with the Chinantec language, “the most 
difficult to learn of those spoken in that province.” And the people were 
all of a piece with their environment and language: “withdrawn, untamed, 
and . . . so wild that they flee.”20 An even more obvious case is that of the 
Mixe, whose language possesses none of the tonal complexities or nasaliza-
tion of the Otomanguean languages. Burgoa glided over linguistic typology 
and pointed, as an impediment to learning Mixe, to the crude quality of its 
sound, requiring strong lungs to speak, and wholly consonant with the wild 
character and tough physique of those remote mountain people.21 There is 
no doubt that many Oaxacan languages were extremely difficult to learn. 
But it also seems that the degree of linguistic impenetrability was an as-
sessment based as much on rough topography and sociocultural distance 
as on any quality of the language itself.

The paucity of teaching aids and teachers for these minority languages 
also added to the obstacles to learning them: no grammars or dictionaries, 
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only the rare catechism, and only one of them appeared before the eight-
eenth century.22 The great discrepancy in the written aids available was also 
a feature of the Andean scene and the reason why a low level of proficiency 
that could be tolerated in the lenguas generales Quechua and Aymara, 
which had many published crutches for the beginning language student, 
was unacceptable in the minor ones: the more obscure the language, the 
greater the “risk of error.”23 At the same time in Oaxaca the remoteness of 
the areas and the intractable nature of the people perpetuated this lack. 
Burgoa described a Cuicatec parish, Almoloyas, a place so bleak and inhos-
pitable that young friars assigned there resisted learning the language for 
fear that such competence would doom them to permanent assignment 
there in more or less perpetual exile. And for this reason, rather than its 
intrinsic difficulty, the language was rarely learned.24

The credit for overcoming the language barriers in Oaxaca and throughout 
the Spanish Empire belongs almost exclusively to the religious orders. 
Spanish soldiers and other laymen were the first on the scene, the first to 
learn Nahuatl in central Mexico, and the first to take the language with 
them as the Spaniards’ lingua franca when expanding the conquest to the 
rest of New Spain. But for the secondary languages the missionaries took 
the lead. When Franciscans, Dominicans, and Augustinians fanned out into 
the new territory in the wake of conquistadors and other lay adventurers, 
their purposes required that they reach beyond the lingua franca. Not sur-
prisingly, the first Spaniards in Oaxaca on record as communicating di-
rectly in a local language were the three Dominicans mentioned earlier as 
interpreters for Mixtec speakers in an idolatry trial in the mid- 1540s. In 
1544 the bishop of Oaxaca was able to report to the Spanish Crown that 
the Dominicans had published a cartilla, or basic catechism, in each of the 
two major Oaxaca languages, Zapotec and Mixtec.25 Evidence points to the 
same Fray Domingo de Santa María who had served as one of the idol-
atry trial interpreters and was credited as the first to master the language, 
as author of the Mixtec cartilla, and the author of the Zapotec version 
was almost certainly that other great linguistic pioneer, Fray Bernardo de 
Albuquerque, who was to become bishop of Oaxaca in 1561.26

Despite the Dominicans’ traditional emphasis on verbal skills, the im-
petus for this program of language acquisition came from Oaxaca’s first 
resident bishop, Juan López de Zárate, a member of the secular clergy. 
Some time after his arrival in 1536 he encouraged the friars to fan out from 
Antequera, which they used as a base from which to preach in Nahuatl, and 
settle full time in the communities in order to learn the local languages.27 
This push coincided roughly (whether cause or effect or coincidental) with 
the arrival of Fray Domingo de Santa María to Oaxaca and his assignment 
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to the Mixteca. The exact location and chronology of his apprenticeship 
are not totally clear, but within a year or so of founding the convent of 
Yanhuitlan in 1538 he had supposedly learned the language well enough 
to write the Mixtec cartilla alluded to earlier, which was published soon 
after. A  similar trajectory was followed by Albuquerque. He was sent to 
Oaxaca and assigned in 1538 to the new convent in Tehuantepec, where 
he presumably learned the Isthmian version of Zapotec, later adding Sierra 
Zapotec when assigned to the Villa Alta region, and Valley Zapotec during 
assignments in the Central Valleys. Along with producing the first catechism 
in Zapotec, he was one of the first missionaries to preach in Zapotec and as 
bishop was known to have conducted his own judicial inquiries without an 
interpreter.28 His gifts as master linguist and teacher were acknowledged 
by the great lexicographer Fray Juan de Córdova, whose standards were so 
high that few received even passing grades.29

How did the friars go about learning these “barbarous” languages, so dif-
ficult that some observers doubted that they could be learned? There were 
no written aids to guide the pioneers. The first grammar and dictionary for 
Zapotec did not appear in print until forty years after Albuquerque started 
to study the language. Mixtec equivalents had to wait even longer, until al-
most the end of the sixteenth century,30 and students of the other Oaxaca 
languages had to do without permanently. Nevertheless the languages were 
learned. Some did not hesitate to give credit to divine aid. No other expla-
nation could account for the first friars’ learning such difficult languages so 
quickly “without guidance, without teachers, without grammars, without 
tutors, without dictionaries or any other human assistance.”31 Some lan-
guages, such as Chinantec, were regarded as so impenetrable that learning 
them at all, never mind how quickly, seemed little short of miraculous. The 
Indians themselves were reported to have expressed the opinion that such 
skill in their language could not be owing to “natural ability but to assis-
tance from a higher power.”32

The amazing speed with which so many friars were said to master 
these languages would seem to require supernatural help. These are some 
of the most difficult languages known to linguists, and yet that Fray So- 
and- so learned one of them “quickly and to perfection” was a pervasive 
trope in any discussion of language proficiency, or that others learned it 
so fast and so well that they spoke it like their “mother tongue,” or, giving 
way to hyperbole, “better than the Indians themselves.”33 Even Córdova, 
master of understatement compared to the chroniclers, claimed that some 
could preach in six months, “others in a year, others in more or less time 
learned their languages.”34 Given all the boasts for Franciscans as well as 
Dominicans of rapid language learning, the one that Fray Pedro Guerrero 
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had learned Mixe in less than six months “with great competence” and 
preached so expertly that the Indians “were astonished” seems among the 
less far- fetched.35

Other friars wistfully and more plausibly admitted that in fact the Holy 
Spirit had not seen fit to repeat the miracle of Pentecost, had not for the 
most part granted the “gift of tongues” that the first apostles had enjoyed 
in spreading the gospel message. With few exceptions, the sixteenth- 
century missionaries had had to rely on their own hard work and “indefat-
igable tenacity.”36

LANGUAGE LEARNING

However much aid the Holy Spirit may have provided (or failed to pro-
vide) the early students of indigenous languages, what is clear is that the 
aid of Indian collaborators was the key to success. The chroniclers allude 
only obliquely, when at all, to the enormous debt they owed to the Indians. 
They acknowledged, of course, that they had to learn the languages not 
from textbooks “but from the mouths of the Indians themselves.”37 Early 
missionaries have been called the first anthropologists mainly because of 
their assiduous compilation of ethnographic information. Another simi-
larity is the system of fieldwork instituted from their earliest years in 
Mexico, in which the friars were sent out to the villages to live among 
the Indians and “by continual communication more easily learn their lan-
guages” while they served as parish priests.38 This technique of learning 
on the job, combined with total immersion, that served the first friars 
continued to be followed with new missionaries into the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries. As soon as a friar arrived from Spain or a local recruit 
finished his novitiate and was ordained, he would be sent out to one of the 
doctrinas to learn an indigenous language (figure 4.1).39

This was a very good thing, according to some of the missionaries, with 
an important dividend beyond language acquisition. God, to whom all 
things are possible, could have given them “the gift of tongues,” but Fray 
Juan de Córdova and others, instead of complaining of the grueling labor 
endured in penetrating the mysteries of these alien tongues, suggested 
that this omission was deliberate in order to make the friars more humble 
and more loving. In leaving them to rely on their own efforts, He had “re-
quired them to live among the Indians and become fond of them while 
learning their languages.”40 In this Córdova described his own career, his 
own long and close contact with the Zapotec, which produced in the crusty 
former soldier not only unparalleled knowledge of their language but also, 
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as comes through time and again in his writings, intimate knowledge of 
their ways coupled with sympathy and affection.

It would be a mistake to picture the early friars merely “picking up” the 
indigenous languages by listening to the Indians. The process, as best we can 
reconstruct from the evidence, required a much more active collaboration, 
in which teaching and learning occurred on both sides. The main steps in 
cracking the language codes depended specifically on a select group of well- 
educated young Indians who were at least bilingual and often trilingual. 
The role of Indian children in teaching Nahuatl to the first Franciscans has 
been vividly described in the chronicle of Fray Jerónimo de Mendieta, who 
tells how the friars were making no headway in preaching to the Nahuas 
until God inspired them “to become as children with the children they had 
as pupils in order to take part in their language.”41 They had gathered the 
sons of nobles and lords in their schools to teach them Spanish, Latin, 
and Christian doctrine, and the language learning was transformed into 
a reciprocal process, although with undoubtedly much less effort required 
from the youngsters to learn Spanish than for their older mentors to learn 
Nahuatl.

An eminent scholar of sixteenth- century Mexican history has questioned 
Mendieta’s version of the early language learning via children as highly 

Figure  4.1 Late twentieth- century language learning. Juana Vásquez discusses Zapotec 
grammar with Divine Word missionary Pablo Merne, Yagavila, Sierra Norte. 1993.
Photograph by author.
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implausible. His rationale was that there must have been a number of 
Spaniards and adult Indians who could speak and understand each others’ 
languages by the time the first contingent of twelve Franciscans arrived in 
1524, especially Spanish military commanders and those who had to deal 
with tribute and administration, so that the friars would not have had to 
depend on Indian children.42 This argument correctly points to the almost 
certain existence of a cadre of bilingual speakers but nevertheless implau-
sibly assumes that they were available as tutors for the friars. The bilingual 
adults would have all been busy with their own affairs. It is hard to im-
agine some battle- hardened ex- conquistador or Tlaxcalan warrior, engaged 
in consolidating the gains of war when not conducting new campaigns, 
having the time and patience to sit down and help the friars compile word 
lists, whereas the Indian boys— joined by Alfonsito, the young bilingual 
Spaniard— were boarders, students living with the friars under convent 
discipline— if not exactly “captive” labor, something close to it.

There is no record of an Alfonsito in Oaxaca or other bilingual Spaniard 
of any age available to tutor the friars, but soon cadres of young Indians 
locally trained in Spanish stepped in to assume the major role of language 
training. As previously noted, Nahuatl commonly served as an introduc-
tory portal to the other indigenous languages in the viceroyalty for the first 
half century and beyond. Most of the friars already knew Nahuatl before 
reaching Oaxaca and learned Zapotec or Mixtec and other local languages 
from their bilingual pupils and nahuatlatos.43 It is highly likely that this 
trajectory was and remained universal, especially with the minority lan-
guages, well after Zapotec and Mixtec had their grammars, dictionaries, 
and missionary teachers. The experiences of two friars in the Chontal re-
gion illustrate the importance of Nahuatl as a medium and the frustrations 
encountered when it was not available. Until the creation of the new 
Dominican province of San Hipólito Mártir in Oaxaca and its separation 
from Mexico in 1592, friars newly arriving or professing in New Spain 
were normally first sent out to a Nahuatl- speaking doctrina as a kind of 
linguistic basic training. One friar was singled out as being at a great dis-
advantage when posted as minister to the Chontales almost directly after 
arriving from Spain, without the opportunity of learning a “word in any 
language but his mother tongue.”44 He made no headway whatsoever in 
learning Chontal and became “extremely disconsolate” until he came upon 
some bilingual Spanish- Chontal materials produced by a predecessor who 
had already mastered Zapotec and, more usefully, Nahuatl when he had set 
out to learn Chontal some forty years previously.45

Knowledge of Nahuatl did not always provide an effective entrée to the 
local language. A  lively narrative has been recorded of the trials of Fray 



L a nguag e B a r r Ie r S unde r SIe g e ( 93 )

Francisco de Saravia, as he tried to learn Chinantec in the 1580s. Although 
his interpreter knew Nahuatl well, either because he was secretly opposed 
to evangelization or because he simply preferred to retain his monopoly on 
communication, he supposedly sabotaged the friar’s efforts by translating 
incorrectly. Saravia sensed that something was wrong but was able to re-
solve the impasse only with the help of a schoolboy, like the ones who had 
tutored the first Franciscans. The son of a local cacique, the boy had studied 
at the nearest convent school in Villa Alta and become converted as well as 
learning Spanish— or at least sufficiently well to perform the task of lan-
guage coach. According to a later chronicle Fray Francisco was soon able 
to preach in Chinantec, and together the two produced a catechism and a 
collection of sermons in that language.46

Whether the learning was done via schoolboys or already bilingual native 
adults, the method seems to have been the same as that noted by the early 
friars and in fact used by any linguist learning an unwritten language from 
informants. Francisco de Burgoa described this technique as if from per-
sonal experience, although possibly his information came from memoirs 
written by the first friars. It required compiling word lists of terms that 
they heard from native informants, checking and marking pronunciation, 
studying and then rechecking with the Indians. Starting with these “single 
words,” the next step was to build up a structure of how to “put them to-
gether”— that is, a syntax or grammar.47

Some Spaniards born in Oaxaca (hence creoles) and those arriving 
at an early age had the good fortune to learn a local language in the ef-
fortless fashion that any language is acquired in childhood— through 
imitation— like the renowned Nahuatl linguist Fray Alonso de Molina and 
the Dominican Fray Diego de Durán, both of whom learned from their 
Nahua playmates. Only two Dominicans in Oaxaca are specifically re-
ported as having learned at an early age: two creole brothers who “from 
childhood by listening to the Indian servants in their house  . . .  learned 
their language with much fluency.”48 But there were others whose early 
bilingualism can be surmised from their biographies, for example, the 
Dominicans Bartolomé and Gonzalo Alcántara, descendents of one of the 
colony’s founding conquistadors and praised by Fray Gaspar de los Reyes 
as the ne plus ultra of linguists in Sierra Norte Zapotec and appointed di-
ocesan examiners of the first catechism to be published in that language.49 
Clearly not all creoles became adept enough to dispense with the usual 
system of language apprenticeship in a doctrina. Burgoa, a creole himself 
but undoubtedly from the regional capital Antequera, where by his time 
Spanish predominated, mentioned that he was sent out to the Mixteca to 
learn the local language.50
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The first generation of linguists had to rely exclusively on indigenous 
informants. In time other teachers and study aids also became available. 
But they could not entirely substitute for learning directly from native 
speakers, according to the master linguist Fray Juan de Córdova: because 
of the difficulties in pronouncing Zapotec, “whoever wants to learn the lan-
guage well has to pay attention to how the Indians speak and try to speak 
as they do.”51 And so, except for those creole friars who learned as children, 
fieldwork continued to play an important role in the system of language 
acquisition, combined with written aids and coaching from other friars al-
ready adept in the language. Córdova mentioned that Bishop Albuquerque 
was the one who taught him the “first rudiments” of Zapotec, presumably 
in addition to direct instruction from the Zapotec themselves. Fray Jordán 
de Santa Catarina gave Zapotec lessons to his colleagues in Villa Alta, and 
Fray Domingo Grijelmo in retirement supposedly was pleased to impart 
classes in Zapotec to anyone who visited his cell.52

By the early eighteenth century the Dominicans had devised a system 
of field schools for training in the local languages. The novice linguist was 
sent out to a doctrina and assigned six months of full- time language study, 
which presumably still included practice with native speakers along with 
the formal study of written aids. Otherwise why bother going into the 
field? These studies were supplemented by tutoring from the other friars, 
to clarify any “doubts that arose,” along with periodic oral exams to monitor 
the student’s progress and even “some punishments” meted out to laggards 
who failed to learn fast enough. This form of dispersed but formalized study 
was intended merely as a prelude to life- long learning: language seminars 
that the friars, once they had become proficient, would nevertheless hold 
among themselves, to discuss lexical subtleties and fine points of rhet-
oric.53 One suspects that this description presented an idealized picture, 
since the report was submitted on behalf of the Dominicans in a conflict 
with the bishop of Oaxaca over secularization of doctrinas, and the trump 
card the Dominicans always sought to hold over the secular clergy was their 
superior linguistic prowess.

Still, it is clear that the Dominicans always took language learning very 
seriously. They were enjoined not merely to learn the languages but also 
to keep polishing their skills, “so that every day they should progress in 
the [indigenous] language.”54 They certainly devoted considerably more 
systematic attention to this goal than the secular clergy, and their corpo-
rate structure and resources allowed them to support friars who concen-
trated full time on language learning. They also enjoyed the advantage of 
a collective approach to learning, forming cadres of linguists able to pass 
on skills and help each other. Burgoa described a total immersion system  
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instituted by a group of friars that he personally observed, so zealous to 
learn that they all agreed not to speak or write to each other except in 
the indigenous language they were studying.55 Fray Francisco de Saravia, 
the pioneer in learning Chinantec, retired only after training a successor 
in the language. After the Chinantec area came under the secular clergy’s 
aegis and without the support of the Dominican system of apprentice-
ship, newcomers had to undergo a painful and lengthy program of self- 
education, when they bothered at all to learn the language. In 1730 the 
parish priest of San Pedro Yolox and author of the first catechism published 
in Chinantec reported that he had been obliged to start at zero. None of his 
predecessors from the diocesan clergy knew Chinantec, and it had taken 
him twenty years, apparently with frequent prodding from his bishop, to 
learn the language well enough to produce this basic text.56

Even if the system described in the 1706 Dominican report was 
idealized, there is ample evidence that skilled Dominican linguists aided 
newcomers assigned to the doctrinas to learn the local language.57 The 
Dominicans, aside from face- to- face instruction, also produced grammars, 
phrase books, and other materials designed to help their fellow friars ac-
quire the languages well enough to preach and confess in them.58 Many of 
these materials were not available in print and the manuscript copies were 
more likely to be shared among fellow friars than with the secular clergy. 
The Dominicans might not explicitly exclude the clerics, but the implica-
tion was that the latter had to fend for themselves.

How these secular clerics learned indigenous languages, other than 
picking them up as children, has not been recorded. The Royal and Pontifical 
University in Mexico City had no chair in indigenous languages until 1640, 
and, even then, classes were confined to the central Mexican languages, 
Nahuatl and Otomí.59 Most clerics spent periods as coadjutors and interim 
curates after being ordained. These career stepping- stones would have 
provided an opportunity to learn on the job like the Dominican novices 
enjoyed and thus to qualify for the tenured benefices that required passing 
an examination in language competence. Unlike the friars, however, each 
cleric was on his own. Their training was less formal and systematic than 
the Dominicans and possibly, although not necessarily, with the inferior 
results that the Dominicans claimed.60

The optimum approach to language learning was to combine field prac-
tice with written aids. The latter may have been inadequate by themselves 
as guides to pronunciation, but once a basic grounding was acquired, 
dictionaries and grammars provided the student with the vocabulary he 
would need— especially the preaching vocabulary— and the rules on how 
to put the words together. The experiences of Fray Mateo Da Roca, who 
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attempted to learn Chontal on his own, and those of two different students 
of Chinantec, who also sought to learn the language directly, indicate the 
obstacles faced by adult Spanish speakers who tried to penetrate those 
“diamond- hard” languages without written texts, especially when coupled 
with the absence of bilingual tutors. The dictionaries, grammars, and other 
study aids all had their limitations, as shall be outlined below, but without 
them the student might be condemned to decades of slogging through the 
“opaque shadow of confusion and wearying labors” alluded to by one of the 
self- taught students of Chinantec.61

FROM GLYPHS TO ALPHABET

Although the main purpose of language learning was for speaking— in 
sermons, teaching doctrine, and confession— the foundation of language 
study involved writing and reading; that is, evangelization ultimately 
depended on literacy, or more specifically on the capacity to record the in-
digenous languages in the Latin alphabet. If learning all the main indige-
nous languages, and most of the minor ones, in the space of a generation 
and codifying them in grammars and dictionaries was a major linguistic 
feat, equally impressive and probably far more transformative in its 
ramifications was the translation of these languages into alphabetic script.

The friars did not introduce writing into Mexico. Unlike the rest of the 
New World, Mesoamerica possessed its own writing systems that in their 
array of glyphs were perfectly capable of recording a wide range of informa-
tion, from the most practical to the most esoteric. The fact that alphabetic 
script was the technology used by the conquering power guaranteed that 
it would eventually prevail over the aboriginal writing systems. But aside 
from this sociopolitical advantage, the alphabet possesses certain tech-
nical qualities that aided its widespread and rapid adoption. Mesoamerican 
writing relied mainly on pictographic elements with only a minor (and 
varied) amount of phonetic or syllabic material, and so they could register 
information, often in a very compressed, efficient way, but they did not 
for the most part register sounds.62 They were to be read, not as individual 
words but as cues for a verbal narrative that the reader himself would 
supply, functioning like a very sophisticated picture book.

A visually based communication system, in which signs represent units 
of meaning rather than units of sound and are thus not closely tied to a 
particular spoken language, facilitates communication across linguistic 
boundaries. Lacking this range of accessibility, the European alphabet 
possesses its own advantage. One of them is a greater ease of learning 
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because of the small number of characters or letters. Instead of thousands 
of distinct characters, each with its own meaning, the student using a Latin 
alphabet has to learn only twenty- four signs in the alphabet used by the 
Spanish, all of which retain more or less the same sound value even when 
combined in different ways. Along with simplicity comes flexibility, owing 
to the arbitrary and abstract nature of the graphic signs. Even the most 
stylized glyph in pre- Hispanic writing had some visual connection, how-
ever remote, to its original referent. Not so an “A” and a “P,” which rep-
resent sounds and not things and acquire meaning only in combination 
with other sounds. Thus the Latin alphabet was able to accommodate 
indigenous languages within its code, one in which in theory a letter of 
the alphabet can stand for any sound one wants to assign to it. Although 
problems arose, these owed more to the missionaries’ own preconceptions 
and auditory limitations than to any intrinsic shortcomings of the writing 
technology itself.

The replacement of pictorial representation with alphabetic writing can 
be seen as an example of colonial oppression.63 If not a deliberate program 
to obliterate native culture, by giving preference to alphabetic texts in all 
official communications and judicial cases, the Spanish forced the pictorial 
tradition into obsolescence. “Paintings,” once accepted as conclusive evi-
dence in judicial disputes over territory and boundaries, eventually came to 
require a written statement to “substantiate” their authenticity— in other 
words, alphabetic text became the guarantee of legality64— before disap-
pearing from the official records altogether. The pictorial tradition persisted 
as a parallel technology for a long period within the Indian communities, 
although with increasing amounts of alphabetic glosses added.65 While in 
theory they could have maintained this dual or hybrid system indefinitely, 
the link with the larger colonial regime, ecclesiastical or secular, worked 
against the conservation of the indigenous technique. At some point pic-
torial documents ceased to be produced, although old ones continued to be 
preserved, many until the present, as dimly understood but much prized 
historical records of territorial boundaries and ethnic origins.66 One may 
deplore the decline of pictorial codices, but they were doomed to extinction 
by the fact of European domination rather than by teaching the Indians 
alphabetic writing. In fact by equipping the Indians with literacy the friars 
enabled them to operate within the new system, if not on an equal footing 
at least with an important tool for survival.

Colonial pressures, however, tell only part of the story. Alphabetic script 
prevailed also because the Indians took this new technology and made it 
their own for their own purposes, analogous to the voluntary and trans-
formative adoption of horses by North American Plains Indians. The Indian 
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elites must have recognized the broad utility of the new mode of commu-
nication almost immediately. It quickly became self- perpetuating within 
Indian society, a much- prized skill handed down from one generation to 
the next without need of further Spanish intervention. Local and national 
archives continue to yield an enormous number of colonial documents in 
indigenous languages, including languages that exist exclusively in man-
uscript or only in passing references to no longer extant texts.67 Along 
with the many records generated for colonial administrative purposes, 
there were many produced for use within Indian society, some intended 
exclusively for Indian eyes and carefully although not always successfully 
guarded from Spanish view. These are the texts that encode in alphabetic 
form ancient myths and rituals, like the Yucatec Books of Chilam Balam, 
or the Ritual of the Bacabs, and in Oaxaca the booklets containing divina-
tory tables of the 260- day calendar. The pictorial versions of these sacred 
texts termed “books of the devil” were confiscated and destroyed whenever 
discovered, but the alphabetic versions were no safer from the bonfire.68 
At what point the ritual experts who consulted these books made the shift 
to alphabetic mode is not known. The fragment of a divinatory calendar, 
dating from the late Postclassic or early colonial period, and its reverse side 
converted into a cover for an early colonial book of Christian music, may 
signal the transition.69 The divination system based on this calendar did 
not die out, but once the shift to Latin script was made, the glyphs became 
obsolete and the codex eligible for recycling.

The irony of using this new technology, introduced in order to further 
Christian indoctrination, to preserve elements of the pagan religion that 
the friars and other clergy pursued so relentlessly, seems to have been lost 
on the extirpators, possibly because of the time lag between the introduc-
tion of alphabetic literacy in the 1530s and the first discovery of its adapta-
tion to pagan use at least a century later. This use supports my contention 
that alphabetic writing prevailed in part because it served Indian purposes, 
easier to learn than the pictorial system, faster to produce, and practical 
for communication among themselves. Much was lost with the eclipse of 
the pictorial traditions, but something was gained as well. Visual beauty 
was traded for a more egalitarian, more “practical,” and more ephemeral 
technology of communication. Some of us would have been allied with the 
old- timers mourning the loss of the artistic skills of the tlacuiloque and 
the vibrant colors on deerskin and bark paper they produced, replaced by 
monochromatic squiggles on European rag paper. At the same time, young 
convent- trained nobles would have welcomed the ease and speed of the 
new technology with as much eagerness as a middle- school student with 
an iPad (figure 4.2).
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The spread of alphabetic literacy resulted in a huge corpus of documen-
tation in Indian languages in a wide range of genres far beyond the original 
purposes of language instruction and evangelization, as we have indi-
cated. The production of these texts required first and foremost that the 
spoken indigenous languages be rendered in alphabetic script. In devising 
orthographies the Spanish friars logically were tied to the sound system of 
their own language. Although they most certainly all knew Latin, this did 
not appreciably enlarge their phonetic vocabulary, if at all, since by some 
reckonings Spanish and the other Romance languages are merely dialects 
of Latin. Some of the indigenous languages lent themselves more easily 
than others to being transcribed in the letters of the Latin alphabet.70 
Colonial Nahuatl is by all accounts especially amenable. Since almost all 

Figure  4.2 From glyphs to alphabet. Dominican friar writes at a desk, with two Indian 
leaders at his side identified by indigenous name glyphs (Ten Monkey and Seven Deer). 
Codex Yanhuitlán, 1540– 1550, Mixteca Alta. Biblioteca José María Lafragua, Universidad 
Benemérita de Puebla.
Photograph courtesy of Fundación Alfredo Harp Helú de Oaxaca.
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the sounds in spoken Nahuatl have “close equivalents” in Spanish, an or-
thography based on Spanish has been pronounced “perfectly serviceable” 
by a modern student of the colonial language.71

Zapotec, predictably, posed greater obstacles. Many of the sounds can 
be accommodated within the Latin alphabet, but the fit is far from per-
fect. A more severe limitation was that the friars, as mentioned, probably 
had difficulty hearing or distinguishing all the sounds, in particular tones, 
which are nonexistent in both Spanish and Nahuatl but common in Zapotec 
as in all Otomanguean languages. Nor does it appear that colonial linguists 
ever resolved the technical problems of how to represent them, when they 
did recognize them. Fray Juan de Córdova included several kinds of accents 
in his Vocabulario and stated emphatically in his preface that these “little 
marks” were essential for distinguishing meanings, at the same time failing 
to indicate exactly what distinctions they signified.72

There was considerable experimentation with these patently inadequate 
graphic resources. No one adopted Córdova’s system— such as it was— of 
accents, even though his 1578 Vocabulario remained a lexicon much used 
by subsequent linguists. A more consistent and ultimately widespread de-
vice first appeared even earlier. In his 1567 Doctrina christiana en lengua 
çapoteca, the first catechism and indeed the first book published in Zapotec 
still extant, Fray Pedro de Feria introduced a system of doubling vowels 
that was followed, although not always consistently, in all subsequent texts, 
and this expedient may well represent a stab at indicating vowel length.73 
Feria’s Doctrina was not only a major milestone in the history of evangeli-
zation in Oaxaca (one that will be scrutinized at length in  chapter 7), but 
as the only catechism available in Zapotec for over a century and one of 
the few printed sources in Zapotec during the entire colonial period, also a 
major influence on the evolution of the written language; in the opinion of 
a modern student of Otomanguean languages, its effect was comparable to 
Dante’s Divina Commedia on the formation of the Italian languge.74

There were certainly serious gaps in how faithfully these written texts 
represented spoken Zapotec of that period. At this remove it is impossible 
to say exactly how serious, given that the sounds of Spanish itself were 
subject to regional variations and enjoyed a far from fixed orthography at 
the time. Added to the uncertainties about the Spanish phonetic base are 
the aberrations in typesetting.75 A failure to register distinctions did not 
necessarily mean that they were undetected or misunderstood. Omission 
could have been a deliberate choice because of a lack of either graphic re-
sources or of agreement on how to employ them, a conclusion supported 
by a similar omission in the major publications for the related language 
Mixtec and by the fact that even today native speakers often omit tone 
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markers in their efforts to construct new orthographies for Zapotec and 
related languages.76

If the early linguists experimented with ways to render tonal distinctions 
and ended up ignoring them in writing, they could not do the same with cer-
tain other sounds that also had no exact Spanish equivalent but that could 
not be omitted. These “equivocal” sounds presented a much more serious 
headache than tones (or at least one that was more openly acknowledged), 
sparking considerable discussion among colonial linguists and some confu-
sion among their modern counterparts. Even when Spaniards did not fail 
to detect the sounds, they appeared to be unable to match them with their 
own categories, a failure sometimes blamed on the Indians’ imprecise or 
“equivocal” enunciation rather than any limitations in their own auditory 
faculties. “These Zapotec have a way of pronouncing when they speak in 
which they make some letters sound like others.”77 Similar explanations 
were offered for “difficulties” with other indigenous languages, whether the 
related Mixtec and Chinantec or the more distant Huastec.78 Such reactions 
call to mind the complaints of the hard of hearing who accuse others of 
mumbling and urge them to “speak up.”

The terms “equivocal” and “equivocations” applied to indigenous lan-
guages referred to sounds (and by extension meanings) that were unclear 
to European ears, or more precisely that seemed to hover between several 
possibilities. Translated into visual terms, it is as if the Spanish were not 
exactly color- blind— confusing red and green— but unable to discern be-
tween colors much closer to each other on the spectrum such as blue and 
green. An example offered by a frustrated Dominican grammarian was 
the difficulty in distinguishing between two words in Valley Zapotec that 
had different meanings but to his ears sounded virtually the same: guije, 
meaning flower, and guie, meaning stone.79 The slight difference in spelling 
presumably represented the difference in pronunciation, but the author 
did not explain what that might be. The only advice Córdova offered in 
confronting these ambiguities holds its own ambiguity: one should “try to 
speak like the [Indians], even when in reality that is not the letter that 
in [their] pronunciation sounds like it is spoken.”80 One has to pity the 
aspiring linguist who had first to decipher Córdova’s meaning and then  
act on it.

A good part of the slipperiness noted by linguists was owing to the dia-
lectical differences we have previously mentioned. Some of the differences 
were seen as quite regular, for example, the correspondence of the p in 
Valley Zapotec with the b of Sierra Zapotec (and qu: gu, t: d, and oo: ao) 
a correspondence as predictable as tt:  t and t:  d between Italian and 
Castilian. The glosses on pronunciation that most grammars provided did 
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at least acknowledge local differences, not merely “from valley to valley but 
also from parish to parish.”81 Some of the later texts identified the spe-
cific location of the dialect they were using, and one Mixtec grammar even 
mentioned linguistic differences from one “neighborhood” to another 
within the same town.82

It was one thing for preachers and confessors to make adjustments from 
place to place in the spoken language. Such flexibility, even if more of an 
ideal than achieved in practice, could not extend to the written doctrinal 
material, as was sometimes openly conceded; for example, the author of 
the first catechism published in Chinantec acknowledged that the text 
was probably useful only for his own parish of San Pedro Yolox and not for 
other Chinantec areas because of differences in pronunciation and “signi-
fication.”83 Given the limited publishing resources available, how to make 
allowances in print for this great diversity posed a serious challenge. One 
solution was to select a single version of the language with the widest pos-
sible accessibility because of the prestige or strategic location of its base. 
This was the rationale given in a 1732 Zapotec catechism for the choice 
of the version spoken in Zaachila, the former “capital and royal court” of 
the Postclassic Zapotec, a version supposedly understood throughout the 
Central Valleys despite all the local variations.84 A similar criterion was ap-
plied to Mixtec. Of the many spoken versions, that of Teposcolula, another 
political and economic center, was considered the purest and most elegant 
variant and also the one most widely intelligible throughout the region.85 
Fray Benito Hernández, author of the first extant catechism in Mixtec, 
wrote one version in the dialect of Achuitla, his base of operations and pre-
sumably the version he knew best, but very quickly rendered it also into 
the Teposcolula dialect for an almost simultaneous publication.86 We have 
only the Dominicans’ word for the universality of the Teposcolula dialect 
as the Mixtec equivalent of Mandarin Chinese, but that was certainly the 
intention.

Despite the greater range of linguistic variation for Zapotec, only one 
catechism in that language was available in published form until the end 
of the seventeenth century, Fray Pedro de Feria’s in some as yet uniden-
tified version of Valley Zapotec. Hernández’s solution was explicit and 
widely commented upon. For Feria’s we are left to guess. Certainly it can 
be narrowed down geographically to the Central Valleys, an obvious choice 
in consideration of the area’s wealth, the density of its indigenous popu-
lation (not unrelated elements), and the proximity to Antequera, the seat 
of royal and episcopal authority and Dominican governance. With a single 
exception, the few extant published texts in Zapotec beginning with the 
1567 Feria catechism were written in the same or closely related form of 
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Valley Zapotec, not Isthmus, or southern or northern Sierra.87 But within 
that category we do not know if the surviving version, which was remark-
ably uniform from text to text, represents the strategy followed for Mixtec, 
that is, the selection of a particular variant for its widespread prestige and 
accessibility.

Perhaps a version that the authors knew particularly well was the basis 
for the choice. A fairly restricted portion of the Tlacolula Valley could well 
meet that criterion, especially if we accept the notion that the origin of 
doctrinal Zapotec was the Feria catechism. If doctrinal Zapotec represents 
(or mainly represents) a single local variant, we can perhaps pinpoint lo-
cation even more narrowly. Córdova’s linguistic experience, while deep, 
was limited in breadth. Except for a few early years in the Isthmus (with a 
linguistic variant that some see as very closely related to Valley Zapotec), 
he spent his entire missionary career in the Central Valleys and much of 
that in two almost contiguous towns in the Valley of Tlacolula.88 Both Feria 
and Córdova were assigned to the same doctrina there, San Juan Teiticpac, 
during formative periods in their linguistic careers, and Córdova retired to 
the neighboring convent of Tlacochahuaya to prepare his two works.89

Another possible strategy pursued in creating the written form of doc-
trinal Zapotec, and equally impossible to assess, was amalgamation. Rather 
than selecting a single dialect that he deemed intelligible over a wide 
area, as did Hernández and others, Feria may have combined a number 
of versions in a composite carefully concocted to smooth over dialectical 
differences, one that might correspond to no single locale but be accessible 
over a wide range of them— a sixteenth- century equivalent of BBC English, 
no one’s native tongue but designed to be understood by all.90

Such homogenization, if it was employed, could possibly have been ef-
fective in transcending variations within the Central Valleys but not more 
widely. Printed texts made no attempt to address more distant dialects or 
languages until 1687, when a parish priest of the Rincón area of the Sierra 
Norte, Francisco Pachecho y Sylva, published a translation of a popular 
Spanish catechism into the Netzicho variant of Sierra Zapotec.91 Even then 
the Sierra Sur Zapotec continued to lack a catechism published in their 
own language, nor does one in Netzicho address the question of the two 
other northern Sierra variants, Cajonos or Xhon and Vijanos. Although 
Fray Gaspar de los Reyes treated Sierra Zapotec as a single language, the 
subdivisions are not mutually intelligible. Present- day native speakers of 
one can recognize similarities, especially if they have pursued linguistic 
studies, but they cannot ordinarily converse.92

Since we are unable to conjure up sixteenth- century spoken Zapotec, 
we cannot assess how faithfully contemporary published texts reproduced 
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any form of it, whether a kind of rootless amalgam divorced from place but 
theoretically accessible to all (at least all Valley Zapotec speakers) or some 
specific version, selected because that is where the early linguists found 
themselves and where they had native informants at hand. We do know 
that the colonial grammars and other written aids placed great emphasis on 
correct pronunciation. For, as Córdova noted, it mattered little how many 
words a preacher knew if he did not know how to pronounce them.93 The 
written texts also acknowledged the difficulties in achieving this goal; as 
useful as these texts may have been for learning vocabulary and grammar, 
they were an inadequate guide to pronunciation, and inevitably so.

The problem of graphics as a representation of spoken language is that 
they are different codes, and the correspondence is both arbitrary and nec-
essarily partial. Alphabetic script is after all only an approximation and 
not designed to provide a fully phonetic rendering of all speech forms. The 
principal goal was correct (or intelligible) pronunciation which, as all the 
manuals emphasized, depends less on achieving a perfect correspondence 
between grapheme and sound than on knowing the language and how it 
should sound. Native speakers, so long as they were literate, could make 
the appropriate allowances and manage with defective renderings. A set of 
liturgical texts written in the Chinantec language some time in the colo-
nial period and found still in use in the 1930s, illustrates the adaptability 
and elasticity of these graphic codes and how a less than perfect transcrip-
tion can nevertheless be entirely serviceable. As with many of the early 
Zapotec texts, there are differences between the written texts and modern 
Chinantec, but these limitations posed no obstacle to the Chinantec them-
selves, who (at least in the 1930s) were still reading the texts out loud and 
apparently able to understand them. Moreover in more modern copies they 
have dropped any accents that the friars may have included in the earliest 
versions as aids to pronunciation, not because of any language change but 
because native speakers do not need them.94

At the same time, even the most perfectly rendered orthography was 
of little use to the initiate unfamiliar with the spoken language. I  can 
attest to the gap from experience, when I  sought to read transcriptions 
I  had made of colonial Zapotec documents to a group of Zapotec elders 
in a northern Sierra town where literacy in their own language had died 
out. The transcriptions were correct (as I later learned from a native Xhon 
Zapotec speaker who did acquire literacy), but I had so little idea how to 
pronounce the words that they came out as gibberish to the politely baffled 
assembly. Córdova acknowledged that mistakes were made in registering 
sounds correctly, by him as well as his predecessors. But he was less con-
cerned with orthography than with persuading students that the written 
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guides, no matter how correct, could not substitute for learning directly 
from the Indians and seeking to “speak the way they do.”95

ARTES AND VOCABULARIOS

A major weapon in the assault on language barriers was the codification 
of indigenous languages in written form. The missionaries’ production 
of grammars, word lists, and other learning aids in Mesoamerican and 
some other American Indian languages preceded the same production in 
European vernacular languages, with the exception of Spanish.96 Nahuatl, 
as was customary, inspired the largest array of materials, produced by both 
Franciscans and Dominicans, followed by the major local languages, such as 
Tarascan in Michoacan and Cakchiquel in Guatemala.97 In Oaxaca Zapotec 
and Mixtec received the most attention, although with few exceptions 
we know of these materials only through references in later writings. The 
published works are the already cited Zapotec Arte, or grammar, and the 
massive 860- page Vocabulario (both by Fray Juan de Córdova, published 
in 1578), and their Mixtec equivalents, both published in 1593 by, respec-
tively, Fray Antonio de los Reyes and Fray Francisco de Alvarado. The pio-
neer linguists also produced “notebooks and essays to communicate [the 
language] to others,”98 writings that, like so much of the colonial litera-
ture in Zapotec or other indigenous languages, circulated freely among the 
friars in manuscript but never reached a printing press.

In addition to grammars, word lists, and phrase books, the written 
catechisms, collections of sermons, and other devotional materials 
(whether in manuscript or published) also served as aids for language 
instruction, sometimes the most widely if not the only ones available. 
Contrary to what may seem the logical sequence, the grammars and 
dictionaries, when published at all, always came after the catechisms, re-
flecting the missionaries’ priorities. The first order of business was to teach 
Christian doctrine to the Indians, and only then did they turn their atten-
tion to codifying the languages so that their fellow friars could learn them 
more easily. The Zapotec and Mixtec catechisms (1567 and 1568) preceded 
their grammars and dictionaries in print by a decade and a quarter of a 
century, respectively, and the condensed versions mentioned earlier had 
already been in circulation before 1544. Bilingual catechisms in other 
Oaxacan languages, many of which lacked grammars and dictionaries until 
recent times, had to do the double duty of teaching language as well as doc-
trine on their own.99 Chontal lacked any published texts, but the bilingual 
catechism, the sermons, and other “spiritual exercises” that Fray Diego de 
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Carranza, the region’s first missionary, produced in the 1550s survived in 
manuscript form and provided his successors with the means to learn and 
preach in the language for at least another half century; he was not only 
the first to acquire this obscure language but also “the one who opened the 
door for others to learn.”100

Judging from the Zapotec materials, I would venture to guess that the 
bilingual catechisms, and even those without literal translations, were in 
fact considerably more useful for learning the native languages than the 
formal grammars.101 A condemnation of one of the early grammars might 
serve for the whole genre: “They turned out to be prolix and full of useless 
precepts and rules that were more apt to confuse and bore than teach.”102 
The grammars were all modeled strictly on a Latin schema, in accordance 
with the influential grammar produced by Antonio de Nebrija for Spanish, 
a schema that “obscures the characteristic psychological [conceptual?] 
categories of Indian languages.”103

There is no doubt of an ill fit between the structure of the Otomanguean 
languages and Latin, as mentioned earlier. Whereas Latin and other Indo- 
European languages rely in the main on separate words (nouns, adjectives, 
adverbs) to complement the verb, Zapotec and other Otomanguean lan-
guages do the same work by agglomeration: attaching words to the begin-
ning and end of a verb root (affixes) or between these words and the root 
(infixes). Such a system simply does not fit into a Latin schema, and it is 
painful to read Córdova’s attempts to explain Zapotec using this alien tem-
plate. All the sixteenth-  and seventeenth- century Dominicans who relied 
on his grammar would have known Latin well as a basic element in any arts 
and letters education and thus understood the grammatical terms used to 
explain Zapotec, but that does not mean the terms helped to understand 
the very different structure of the Otomanguean languages.

The imposition of Latin grammatical norms on indigenous languages has 
been seen as a form of colonization.104 The frequently used term “reduce” for 
the process of codifying the native languages hints at the notion of control, 
analogous to the spatial “reduction” of scattered Indian populations into 
orderly settlements.105 While the linguists’ intention was to explain, any 
codification— and, for that matter, translation itself— inevitably reshapes 
the original to some extent. Boas, the founder of modern American an-
thropology, cast the work of these pioneer grammarians, for whom he 
expressed profound respect, in a kindlier light. He argued that their use 
of a Latin template was less an example of cultural imperialism than a re-
liance on the only tools at hand— the only metalinguistic models available 
to them— and the template obscured the structure without distorting it.106 
Thus while the Latinate grammars like Córdova’s do not offer a good entry 



L a nguag e B a r r Ie r S unde r SIe g e ( 107 )

into the language, they do contain useful information once one is past the 
beginner stage. Córdova’s Arte is like a travel guide in which the road map 
is incorrect but in which accurate descriptions of the local sights will prove 
invaluable once you manage to arrive on your own.

More generally and enduringly useful is the massive Spanish- Zapotec 
dictionary that Córdova published in the same year, and on which he had 
been toiling for decades. The Arte was an afterthought dashed off at the 
insistence of the Dominican provincial to accompany what was clearly the 
master work to which Córdova had dedicated a good part of his life and 
efforts.107 Burgoa praised both works but singled out the Vocabulario for its 
lasting power, that still “after 120 [sic] years all the ministers to the Zapotecs 
study it.”108 This huge tome— 430 folios, or 860 pages— is a treasure store 
of linguistic and also ethnographic information unmatched by any of the 
other colonial dictionaries. The number of entries— nearly double that of 
the prototype, the great Spanish- Latin compilation by Antonio de Nebrija, 
or the nearest colonial competitor109— is only one measure of the richness. 
It is more an encyclopedia than a dictionary. Entries are rarely single words 
but rather contain explanatory phrases and on the Zapotec side almost al-
ways a list of variants and synonyms. It is no surprise, then, that Córdova’s 
Vocabulario (although less the Arte) should have been the vade mecum of 
serious Zapotec scholars for well over two centuries, in fact to the pre-
sent day. A seventeenth- century work by the Dominican Fray Cristóbal de 
Agüero, Miscelaneo espiritual, in its only known copy contains many manu-
script notations in the margins and between lines, an anonymous running 
commentary on the publication’s Zapotec usage, citing Córdova’s 1578 
Vocabulario, often with folio numbers in which alternative or additional 
renderings are provided.110

Latinate grammars seem to have been secondary to the bilingual 
lexicons as the most common tools for language learning, with pride of 
place assigned to the Córdova Vocabulario as an essential reference work. 
This does not mean that Nebrija’s contribution was ignored. His Latin- 
Spanish dictionary provided the model for all the colonial lexicographers, 
who followed his original outline even when adding new entries. (Córdova 
added a large number.)111 However, Nebrija’s lexical model would not have 
the same confusing effect as his analysis of linguistic structures.

In the exchange of skills that enabled the missionaries to learn indige-
nous languages, document their structures, record their lexicons, and pro-
duce doctrinal literature in them, the debit ledger was not tipped entirely 
to one side. In return for teaching their languages, many of the Indian 
elites learned Spanish and other skills that enabled them to survive and 
sometimes even to prosper within the new colonial context. Above all, 
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they gained the boon of alphabetic literacy, which they were able to turn 
to their own purposes in myriad ways, both in dealing with the Spanish 
and in maintaining their positions of power and influence within their own 
social orbits.

From the viewpoint of the missionaries this gift of alphabetic literacy 
was, of course, a mere byproduct or rather a means to another end. The 
purpose of the alphabetic writing and the texts they produced was to fa-
cilitate instruction in language learning for the missionaries and Christian 
doctrine for the Indians. Thus the dictionaries and grammars can be seen, 
not as linguistic texts in themselves, but forming with the catechisms an 
integrated tripartite oeuvre directed to the single end of catechesis. This 
highly focused instrumentality accounts for the absence in so many of the 
dictionaries of a section translating from the indigenous language into 
Spanish. For the purposes of evangelization it was, if not superfluous, de-
cidedly lower in priority, since communication was to be heavily weighted in 
the one direction. The dictionaries’ main function was to aid in translating 
Spanish (that is, Christian) concepts into Zapotec, or Mixtec, and not vice 
versa.112 Another clue to the primacy of catechesis is that the published 
grammars and dictionaries, which might logically form the foundation for 
other texts, in fact tended to appear after the first bilingual catechisms had 
already been published, sometimes after a considerable lag in time.113 This 
does not mean that manuscript word lists did not previously circulate— 
what Burgoa describes as “loose handwritten sheets of paper.”114 What it 
does mean is that the considerable resources represented by publication— 
the labor of typesetting, the engravings, the ink, and especially the paper, 
which came from Spain— were directed preferentially to the production of 
catechisms.115

Nor did the doctrinal primacy of the linguistic projects mean the total 
absence of scholarly impulses. Such impulses seem to have taken over 
at least part of Córdova’s motivation for pursuing his linguistic projects 
with such zeal and tenacity. He confessed so little interest in sharing the 
results of his research with his fellows that only an order from his provin-
cial “por obediencia” compelled him to publish the fruits of so many years 
of labor.116 The size and scope of his Vocabulario betoken a labor of love, a 
project that may have originally been imposed or undertaken out of a sense 
of duty but at some point became at least in part an end in itself. His lexical 
entries, some of them very lengthy, reveal much about the intellectual curi-
osity that lay behind his labors, containing a wealth of ethnographic detail 
on Zapotec life. Like a number of his fellow missionaries, Córdova col-
lected information well beyond the range of what seems strictly needed to  
support the evangelizing mission. Many entries, not surprisingly, touched 
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on the ancient beliefs and practices that the missionaries were so intent on 
eradicating, along with other information that might have some practical 
use for the clergy, such as aspects of political organization. But much of it, 
powered by an inquisitive mind, appears as much a tribute to the charm 
exerted by quaint information as knowledge vital to an understanding of 
native faith and morals that the clergy were entrusted with supervising. 
Córdova was no Sahagún and produced nothing remotely comparable to the 
massive ethnographic compilation that the Franciscan supervised during 
roughly the same decades.117 But these entries can be seen as the product 
of a similar impulse to document all facets of indigenous life and thought. 
Perhaps Córdova believed that no information about the Zapotecs’ way 
of life was too trivial or homely if it helped the friars while studying the 
Indians’ languages also to “learn their ways and become fond of them,” all 
in order to become better missionaries.118

This accumulation of texts over the centuries, the grammars and 
dictionaries and phrase books, are a tribute to the enormous effort the 
Dominicans expended not only in learning these “elusive languages” but 
also in codifying them in such a way that others could learn.119 For all their 
shortcomings, the colonial lexicons and language primers represent a mon-
umental achievement, recognized as such by modern scholars,120 and of 
invaluable use to succeeding generations of missionaries and language 
students. For the language barrier never remained breached. With rare 
exceptions the hard- won language proficiency was not inherited. Each gen-
eration of newly arrived or newly professed friars would have to lay siege 
all over again.
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CHAPT ER 5

w
 Speaking the Word of God

The intense effort to learn indigenous languages and to provide in-
structional materials so that others could do the same was directed 

toward the single end of saving souls. The goal itself was far from simple. 
Persuading Indians to accept baptism was merely the first step in a long— to 
some missionaries, endless— process. To be saved, converts had to become 
good Christians, and their ministers had the obligation to instruct and ex-
hort them and monitor their behavior through the dialogue of confession. 
This set of duties was no different from what, by the time of the Council of 
Trent (1545– 1563), had come to be seen as the basic responsibility of every 
parish priest entrusted with the “cure of souls” in his keeping. Formerly 
left largely to the religious orders, especially the Dominicans, preaching 
by the end of the sixteenth century had also been included in the parish 
priest’s standard duties, and as a corollary every pastor had to know the 
language of his parishioners. The mass would remain in Latin until the 
Second Vatican Council, but for preaching and confession, mastery of the 
vernacular was universally required.1

LANGUAGE REQUIREMENTS

The Council of Trent affirmed what had already become an accepted tenet 
in Spanish America by the time its decrees were promulgated there:  the 
vernacular languages were to be the official medium of evangelization. 
Indians could not be expected to learn Spanish, or at least not fast enough 
to achieve salvation, nor could interpreters or a lingua franca serve as ei-
ther permanent or universal remedies. Thus, to the usual and traditional 
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qualification of competence in theology was to be added the hurdle of 
language proficiency. In 1565 the Second Mexican Provincial Council 
had urged parish priests to learn the vernacular; by the Third Provincial 
Council twenty years later the recommendation had become a require-
ment. Setting aside its earlier insistence on teaching the Indians Spanish, 
the Crown decreed that no priest, secular or regular, was to be presented to 
a doctrina without prior proof of proficiency in the local language, a rule the 
Dominicans in New Spain had already instituted.2 No formal requirements 
are on record for the Franciscans, but their writings in Nahuatl attest to the 
attention they paid to the vernacular as a tool of evangelization. And else-
where in the empire the outpouring of doctrinal and linguistic publications 
in a multitude of indigenous languages, from Mapuche in southern Chile 
to Tarascan in Michoacán, points to this priority even without formal leg-
islation from Crown or church.3 The boldest expression of this emphasis 
was made in 1688 by the bishop of Quito in his pastoral handbook, where 
he declared that ignorance of the local language renders the pastor so “un-
qualified” that he exists in perpetual mortal sin, incapable of performing 
the required functions of his ministry.4

Just as chroniclers attributed the success of their missionary enterprise 
primarily to language skills— sometimes but not always sharing pride of 
place with spiritual fervor and ascetic lifestyle5— both secular and regular 
prelates gave priority to these skills in evaluating the clergy’s qualifications. 
The 1569– 1570 reports prepared on the Dominicans and Franciscans in 
New Spain and the dioceses of Oaxaca and Mexico regarding the ministry 
to Indian parishes all place language at the center, and reports from other 
quarters, if they ever came to light, would most likely concur.6 A century 
later another bishop of Oaxaca, the only Indian to occupy that post, placed 
language at the top of the criteria for appointment to doctrinas, even above 
knowledge of moral theology.7 Ambitious clerics filled their résumés of pro-
fessional qualifications with accounts of their preaching success in Indian 
languages, placing this skill even ahead of descent from conquistadors and 
first “settlers” as a criterion for preferment.8

Córdova wrote in his report on the Dominicans that to be a suc-
cessful missionary required only knowledge of the language and an 
austere life:  “For dealing with the Indians there is no need to be very 
learned.”9 The two pioneering figures he singled out as representing the 
order’s highest achievements— Domingo de Santa María and Bernardo 
de Albuquerque, who had produced the first catechisms in Mixtec and 
Zapotec, respectively— he rated as men of only “middling learning” and 
“mediocre education,” although of “much benevolence” and “good char-
acter.” Another Dominican, Domingo de Ledesma, expressed the relative 
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valuation concretely:  “If a priest does not know the language of his 
parishioners he will be of no use, even if he knows as much [theology] 
as Saint Thomas [Aquinas].”10 Ledesma himself was far from despising 
scholarship: he had held the chair of theology in the Royal and Pontifical 
University of Mexico and published a hefty treatise in Latin on the 
sacraments before being raised to the bishopric of Oaxaca.11

Because language proficiency was rated so highly for missionary suc-
cess, it figured prominently in many of the factional battles that swirled 
around the project of evangelization, most notably the rivalries that di-
vided the religious orders from the secular clergy and the creoles from 
their European- born cousins, the peninsulars. The same issue also lay at 
the center of ongoing tension within the Dominican order.12 Founded as 
a preaching order, with the duty to go out into the world and save souls 
through proclaiming the word of God, the Dominicans nevertheless had 
adopted the rule of Saint Benedict to regulate their lives, requiring that 
they live secluded in a community to pursue a collective routine of daily 
prayer. Clearly a certain opposition inhered between this rule and the need 
to live among the Indians, learning their languages and preaching to them. 
We have already encountered the Dominicans’ local founder, Domingo de 
Betanzos, leading the condemnation of Indian languages and indeed of the 
Indians themselves as unfit for Christianity. Betanzos and his faction also 
regarded an apostolate among the Indians, which required friars to live 
scattered about in pairs and sometimes even make the rounds alone, as a 
threat to the religious life, exposing the friars to temptations of all kinds; 
to save Indian souls they placed their own at risk. Exactly how Betanzos 
proposed to reconcile the priority of personal salvation with the project of 
evangelization, or whether at some point after arriving in Mexico he had 
come to regret the whole enterprise, has not been made clear.

A less consequential conflict was posed between the apostolate and 
the life of learning, the pursuit of intellectual excellence embodied in a 
long line of Dominican theologians that included Duns Scotus and Saint 
Thomas Aquinas. Fray Juan de Córdova, as we have seen, took sides firmly, 
declaring that erudition was irrelevant to the task of evangelization. Burgoa 
wavered. He often praised the apostolic calling; indeed his chronicles are 
extended hagiographies aimed at inspiring later generations to emulate 
the great linguists and preachers of evangelization’s heroic age. But he also 
alluded to the sacrifice it represented for those whose intellectual gifts 
would otherwise have merited honors as urban preachers or academics, 
and he paints a grim picture of intellectual and cultural exile buried in 
some remote doctrina to learn “a barbarous language.”13 At the center of 
the tension was the laudable decision to apply energy and intellect not to 
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traditional learning but to the study of Indian languages. Rather than any 
earthly prize or recognition, such efforts could anticipate a different kind 
of reward: “The merit of gaining a single soul is greater than that of many 
years of scholarship.”14

Language skill also figured prominently in the enduring arguments over 
who should be in charge of the Indian doctrinas. Because these parishes 
were the most lucrative benefices and in many regions were a major source 
of wealth in general, it is not surprising that such competition— between 
regulars and seculars and among clerics for particular parishes— should 
have been fierce. In addition to the variety of ecclesiastical taxes that were 
levied on the Indians, access to Indian labor and Indian products was the 
principal means by which income was generated in Oaxaca, a province that 
lacked important mining centers or large haciendas. Many secondary is-
sues provoked accusations and counteraccusations; greed and extortion 
from the Indians constituted a favorite on both sides, whether through 
overly ambitious building programs or “trafficking” in Indian- produced 
commodities.15 Language competence, however, was the principal criterion 
around which the rivalry revolved.

What is clear through the haze of parti pris is that by almost any cri-
terion the regular clergy carried the day on the score of language. Aside 
from spoken proficiency they had a virtual monopoly on linguistic and doc-
trinal works in indigenous languages until late in the colonial period. With 
few exceptions these works, along with miracle stories, sacred theater, and 
every other kind of devotional literature, were the work of Franciscans, 
Dominicans, Augustinians, and Jesuits and their native collaborators. In 
the realm of writing, at least, it was no contest. As one Franciscan rejoined 
when defending the regulars against attacks on their qualifications, “Simply 
ask this question of the clerics: Who of you has composed even a basic cate-
chism?”16 The Dominicans in Oaxaca could validly pose the same challenge 
at any time before 1687, when a cleric published a catechism in Netzicho 
Zapotec. What member of the secular clergy had produced any writing in 
Zapotec, Mixtec, or any other local language?

The difference in language competence was especially evident in the mi-
nority languages from the earliest times. And this discrepancy or imbal-
ance continued. As previously noted, the 1569 report on the parish clergy 
in Mexico revealed that, while almost all knew Nahuatl, few were equipped 
to preach and confess in the minority languages, such as Otomí, whose 
speakers outnumbered Nahuatl in the archdiocese.17 The regulars, in con-
trast, were said to provide for language diversity either by assigning several 
friars to a doctrina or those with knowledge of more than one language. 
Mendieta boasted of brother Franciscans whom he knew personally who 
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regularly preached three sermons in three different languages, all “before 
lunch.”18 Dominicans in Oaxaca who knew at least one of the local lan-
guages in addition to Nahuatl were the norm in the sixteenth century. 
Those who acquired true mastery in two or more local languages, some-
times from completely different linguistic families, were rare enough to 
merit special mention, and one can question how much territory these 
multilingual prodigies could include in their ministry. But because of the 
greater number of friars who, if not totally fluent, could manage to get 
by in several languages and because of their greater flexibility in assigning 
ministers, the regulars had a better record in serving the mixed doctrinas.19

A history of evangelization drawn purely from the Dominican chronicles 
would feature the friars as sole protagonists, or at least the sole effective 
ones. In that version the secular clergy lurk in the shadows, disgruntled and 
incompetent, and leave the hardships and heroics to the regulars.20 Lacking 
the esprit de corps that inspired the Dominicans’ collective hagiographies, 
the seculars have left no chronicles of their own to challenge this picture. 
But enough pieces can be assembled from the highly fragmentary early 
records to question the notion that the Dominicans had the field entirely 
to themselves. In fact more often than not they followed in the footsteps of 
secular clerics, starting with the chaplains who accompanied the military 
expeditions sent to Oaxaca from central Mexico in the period 1520– 1526 
and continuing with the next wave of clerics, who in succeeding decades 
were usually the first resident priests in any given area, responsible for 
establishing the beginnings of ecclesiastical administration in the dio-
cese. Along with many of the baptisms, the work of constructing the first 
simple churches and residences and establishing the yearly round of sacred 
rituals— in short, the initial carving out of Christian space and time— fell 
to these men, about whom we know little and who are almost wholly ab-
sent from the Dominican chronicles.

When they did appear, it was fleetingly and merely to be replaced by 
Dominicans, and it was only with the arrival of the latter that true evan-
gelization began— or so the chronicles would have us believe. Language, 
as usual, was the key. Without it the clerics could not properly in-
struct or supervise. One cleric, the curate of Cuilapan, was portrayed in  
Dominican accounts as so linguistically inept that he had to negotiate the 
provision of food in sign language. Walled off from his flock, the most 
he could do was to celebrate mass— in Latin.21 In all the verbal dueling 
about rights over the doctrinas and language proficiency, the issue is not 
really which group was better prepared: the regulars were clearly far ahead. 
Rather it was whether the seculars were good enough. How did they 
measure up? Did their detractors, Burgoa among them, exaggerate their 
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inadequacy? It seems as if the condemnations do not lack substance, but 
they do require qualifying.

The first kind of shading needed for the portrayal of the incompe-
tent cleric is chronological. The most egregious examples date from the 
first decades of parish organization, and it was entirely the case that be-
fore the 1570s the Dominicans held a decided advantage over their sec-
ular colleagues. In this period both groups were composed entirely of 
peninsulars who all started on an equal footing as Spanish- speaking adults 
with no knowledge of an Indian language. But the regular clergy rapidly 
drew ahead. Not only did they give language learning high priority and sys-
tematic attention; they also had the advantages of a corporate structure 
and corporate resources that enabled them to dedicate themselves more 
effectively to this task.

Aside from lacking corporate support, the secular clergy were subject 
to a system of appointment, at least in benefices controlled by the Crown, 
that in the early years seemed designed specifically to discourage language 
learning. These priests were moved frequently, some almost yearly, rarely 
staying in any one parish more than a few years. This mobility may have 
been a deliberate policy designed to prevent priests from exploiting the 
Indians.22 If so, the cost was certainly high in linguistic competence, since 
they do not even seem to have been kept within a single language area. 
Some were shuffled through as many as four or five different parishes; even 
more puzzling are the cases of clerics who actually knew one language— 
Zapotec, for example— but were posted instead to one or more other lan-
guage areas, in some instances all of them in succession, although never 
long enough to gain competence in any one of them.23

Little wonder, then, that the regulars, specifically in Oaxaca the 
Dominicans, acquired superior language skills. The three examples that 
Burgoa recounted in much detail may be the most notorious:  Cuilapan, 
Achiutla, and Tlaxiaco, where, we are told, elderly and ineffectual clerics la-
bored in frustration and incomprehension during the late 1540s and early 
1550s, making no real contact with their only nominally Christian flocks 
until relieved (in both senses, surely) by a Mixtec- speaking Dominican 
who, through his command of the language, was able quickly to effect a 
genuine conversion.24 Exhibit A offered for the inadequacy of the secular 
clergy was the case of Achiutla, where the curate, unable to speak Mixtec 
and thus unable to control, much less extirpate his flock’s pagan practices, 
was replaced in 1556 by one of the greatest Dominican linguists, Fray 
Benito Hernández. Prominent in the gallery of sixteenth- century heroes, 
Hernandez rapidly succeeded in rooting out idolatry because, according to 
the favored trope, he had mastered the language. Documents, however, 
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reveal a backstory to this exemplary tale, suggesting that the Dominican 
opinion of the cleric was not wholly impartial. It turns out that while still 
curate of Achiutla he had been commissioned by the interregnum cathe-
dral chapter to conduct an inquiry into local Dominican misdeeds and had 
included a highly unfavorable report (including the friars’ alleged theft of 
vestments from a church reassigned to clerics) that was forwarded to the 
Crown.25 The Dominicans’ charge of ineptitude in his ministry could have 
been at least partial payback for this report.

That caveat aside, there must have been enough basis in this and other 
condemnations of clerical incompetence for the bishops and viceroys to 
entrust the Dominicans with increasing responsibilities over the course 
of the sixteenth century, assigning to them not only new territories, like 
those of the Mixe and the Chontal, but also many parishes formerly in sec-
ular hands.26 Some of the reason for the Dominican expansion may have 
been a shortage of clerics, but the main deficiency seems to have been in 
competence. The friars were considered more effective as missionaries, on 
the whole more zealous than the seculars but also better prepared, and a 
major part of their preparation was linguistic proficiency. Typical of the 
comments were those of Bishop Albuquerque of Oaxaca, who in 1571 
explained that an increasing portion of the Indian parishes were being 
administered by the friars because “they take greater care in catechizing 
the natives and they learn the language[s] .”27 Albuquerque might have 
been biased by his own Dominican affiliation, but this same viewpoint was 
shared by other prelates and lay officials of the period.28

Two developments worked over time to narrow the gap in language 
proficiency between seculars and regulars. One was the coming of age of 
the first generation of Spaniards born in the colony or raised there from a 
young age and who thus had the opportunity to learn an indigenous lan-
guage from childhood.29 Centers of Spanish population surrounded by 
dense concentrations of Indians afforded an ideal opportunity. Villa Alta in 
the Sierra Norte seems to have been an especially fruitful breeding ground 
for bilingual and sometimes multilingual creoles who, as noted earlier, 
were able to employ their language skills in both church and state careers. 
In addition to the interpreters in royal courts, early records mention clerics 
from Villa Alta proficient in Zapotec, Mixe, and possibly Chinantec, as well 
as Nahuatl.30 This cause- and- effect relationship was recognized at the time. 
As a witness in an inquiry supporting a cleric’s qualifications put it, “It is 
common knowledge that he speaks Zapotec very well, because he was born 
and raised in the province of [Villa Alta].”31 No doubt Teposcolula provided 
a similar opportunity for Mixtec. Whatever their hometown, by 1571 a 
sizable number of young clerics— twenty- six of them— appeared in the 
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records with some knowledge of at least one of the local languages: thir-
teen Zapotec speakers, six Mixtec, three Chinantec, one Cuicatec, one with 
both Cuicatec and Chinantec, and two whose particular language com-
petence was unspecified.32 Although the survey supplied no biographical 
information, we can identify some of the names from other documents 
as creole or brought from Spain at a very early age and can presume the 
same background for most of the rest, since the bishop noted as an excep-
tion a recently arrived Spanish cleric who was diligently studying a local 
language. In fact many of the people on the list shared surnames with 
conquistadors and first colonizers of the province who were prominent in 
the records of thirty or forty years earlier. They were no doubt the second 
or third generation, now vying for the ecclesiastical and civil service jobs 
that Oaxacan creole families whose genealogies were more substantial than 
their incomes had come to see as their birthright.33

The second development to help even the odds was the introduction for 
all of Mexico in 1574 of a new “Ordenanza de Patronazgo” that instituted 
a system of permanent benefices to be filled by competitive examination. 
This innovation promoted language acquisition among all secular clergy, 
whether creole or peninsular, by making knowledge of the local language 
a requirement to be formally tested and by offering a handsome reward 
for proficiency. Seculars may not have enjoyed the corporate support for 
learning languages that the regulars provided their novices, nor like them 
been subject to penances for laggardly progress, but the prospect of life-
time tenure with a guaranteed income if they learned on their own served 
as a strong incentive that resulted in a significant increase in linguistically 
qualified clergy.34

In Oaxaca the changeover to permanent benefices seems to have started 
around 1577, and by the next decade we find many of the young clerics 
recommended by Albuquerque for language skills in 1570 occupying, if not 
always permanent benefices, at least long- term tenures in parishes where 
they knew the language.35 In the 1579– 1580 Relaciones geográficas, for ex-
ample, all the curates listed in the preparation of the reports for the sec-
ular parishes were able to question the Indian elders directly; that is, they 
knew the local language.36 By the seventeenth century, clerics— especially 
creoles— were already closing the gap in the language competition.

Perhaps it was the more precarious position of the Dominicans when 
Burgoa wrote his chronicles in the 1670s that accounts for his overblown 
emphasis on the friars’ superior skills, notably more hyperbolic than the 
province’s first chronicle, written almost a century earlier when Dominican 
control was expanding. By Burgoa’s time Dominicans found themselves in 
retreat on two counts. Secularization of doctrinas was well underway, even 
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if in fits and starts, and although clerics perhaps still lagged behind in the 
most refined language skills, they were proficient enough to administer 
the increasing number of Indian parishes that were being reassigned to  
the seculars.

LANGUAGE QUALIFICATIONS

Whatever the relative merits of creoles and peninsulars or seculars and 
regulars, the church’s formal pronouncements from general councils to 
provincial chapters unequivocally supported the primacy of language skill. 
In order to enforce the language requirement for Dominican doctrinas, the 
province began in 1552 to require a proficiency examination before any friar 
was licensed to preach or hear confession, and in 1558 special examiners 
for their three main languages— Nahuatl, Mixtec, and Zapotec— were for-
mally appointed.37 Adding to the repertoire of carrots and sticks, one of the 
friars who attended the order’s General Chapter in Rome in 1571 obtained 
from Pope Pius V a number of relics and benefits for his brothers in New 
Spain, and among the latter was an indulgence of one hundred days from 
Purgatory for each time a friar preached in an Indian language.38

For secular clergy the Third Mexican Council introduced a language 
qualification for ordination as one of two means by which a cleric could be 
guaranteed an adequate income. As a general rule a candidate for the priest-
hood had to possess an inherited benefice (that is, an endowed chantry) as 
a guaranteed source of support. Otherwise he could be ordained only if 
he demonstrated competence in an Indian language, which would enable 
him to “earn his living with the decorum befitting his ecclesiastical state” 
through employment in an Indian benefice.39 Since the endowment of a 
chantry generous enough to qualify could alienate in perpetuity a signif-
icant portion of even a wealthy family’s capital, it is not surprising that 
clerics ordained “by language qualification” eventually constituted the vast 
majority of the secular clergy in the diocese.40 To ensure competence for a 
particular parish the “oppositions” for vacant benefices were to include an 
additional examination in the local language, although rigorous enforce-
ment had to wait close to a century, and even then there is doubt about 
long- term consistency.41

The Spanish regime in America is notorious for the production of ide-
alistic rules, especially promoting the welfare of the Indians, rules that 
colonial administrators either could not or would not enforce. This oft- 
remarked gap between theory and practice included the indigenous lan-
guage requirement, although measuring the size of the gap encounters 
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ambiguities in the historical record. The rivalry between secular and reg-
ular clergy continued to focus on language as the major test of merit, since 
all seemed to agree that this was the key to success in the ministry. And 
in Oaxaca the Dominicans continued to enjoy an edge in language skill, 
acknowledged by the seculars even when the latter were overtaking them 
in numbers. A strong indication of this advantage is that the bishops con-
tinued to rely on Dominicans to administer the language exams, including 
for the secular curacies.42

The secular clergy did not bother to question the Dominicans’ linguistic 
competence. Rather their efforts were directed toward establishing that 
they were equally if not more proficient. The conflict heated up consid-
erably in the early eighteenth century during the tenure of Bishop Angel 
de Maldonado and produced an immense amount of documentation that 
revealed an apparent contradiction. Although there had possibly never 
been a shortage of clergy in absolute numbers, except for the earliest 
postconquest years, bishops had consistently lamented the shortage of 
linguistically qualified clergy. The shortage was already in decline by the 
end of the sixteenth century and by the eighteenth had by all appearances 
turned into a glut.43 In 1710, in addition to seventy- four priests who held 
some kind of ecclesiastical post as curate or coadjutor or assistant (and 
another fifty- seven who had no language qualification and may have held 
an inherited chantry), the diocese could count 127 priests with language 
qualifications but without any full- time employment.44 At the same time 
there is evidence of long vacancies in some Indian parishes, others with no 
applicants for an empty post, and curates’ receiving appointment without 
knowing the local language.45

Such evidence seems at sharp odds with the apparent abundance, even 
overabundance of qualified clerics. One explanation is that the language 
standard for ordination was in fact low, possibly as low as some univer-
sity language exams that allow a pass for all but the most stubbornly mon-
olingual student. The Dominicans asserted, without contradiction from 
the clerical side, that some clerics had asked Dominicans for coaching in 
a new language for a vacancy, expecting to pass an examination in only 
a few months.46 In addition bishops sometimes ignored the language re-
quirement. They were under constant pressure to find livings for secular 
clergy, including their own, often sizable entourage of retainers, not all of 
them competent in local languages.47 The advantages of ordination, not 
least of them ecclesiastical immunity, or benefit of clergy, were sufficient 
to attract a surplus of ordinands (Bishop Maldonado was reported to have 
ordained thirty clerics in the first four years of his tenure in Oaxaca), who, 
especially when unemployed, constituted a clerical underclass causing 
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major headaches for the hierarchy.48 For this reason the prelates may have 
at times been willing to apply low standards in order to place candidates 
regardless of qualifications.49 Bishop of Oaxaca Nicolás del Puerto reported 
in 1679 that “some of his predecessors had given out benefices with the ex-
pectation or hope that the appointees would learn the languages, but once 
installed they did not bother to do so,” and he assured the Crown that he 
intended to make no appointment permanent until the candidate actually 
passed the examination.50

Bishops might also be tempted to waive the requirement of language 
proficiency in favor of otherwise better qualified candidates. Arguments 
against the language preference reflected an ongoing tension between lan-
guage and theology similar to the division within the Dominican order be-
tween the apostolate and scholarship. Archbishop Francisco de Lorenzana 
of Mexico lamented in the late eighteenth century, “Bishops find them-
selves almost obliged to propose for curacies a candidate who is less learned, 
less prudent, and of low birth,” and whose only merit is knowing the local 
language.51 Even Bishop Albuquerque, firm advocate of the language re-
quirement, acknowledged that those otherwise best qualified by character 
or training or both often lacked this essential skill.52

Others went even further and, apropos the competition between creole 
and peninsular clergy, suggested a link between language skill and moral 
and doctrinal deficiency based on the conveniently racialized criteria that 
prevailed within the ranks of overseas peninsulars. A 1596 memorandum 
pondering the dilemma posed by creole (and also mestizo) candidates for 
the priesthood argued that they were apt to know the indigenous languages 
better than peninsulars because they had learned them as infants from 
Indian women, either their wet nurses or their own mothers. But precisely 
because it was assumed they would simultaneously have acquired (the 
common phrase was “imbibed with mother’s milk”) erroneous doctrines 
and lax moral standards from these same women, they were not well suited 
for the duties of the priesthood.53

Still another possible explanation— none of these mutually exclusive— 
for the discrepancy between numbers of clergy and a supposed shortage 
of candidates was a mismatch between vacancies and available language 
skills. Just as modern- day shortages of teachers and physicians afflict inner 
cities and rural areas rather than affluent suburbs, in colonial dioceses few 
candidates were drawn to vacancies in poor, remote curacies nor inclined 
to learn the languages that would qualify them. The already mentioned im-
balance revealed in the 1569 report on the archdiocese of Mexico is a case 
in point. Despite the fact that the Otomí language was territorially more 
extensive than Nahuatl, the archdiocese had only a fraction of the number 
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of Otomí- speaking priests compared to those who knew Nahuatl,54 and, 
although Otomí as an Otomanguean language would be more difficult to 
learn, it was also a fact that the Otomí parishes tended to be much less at-
tractive as benefices. They tended to be farther from the capital and other 
Spanish centers and their parishioners less sophisticated and far poorer 
than the Nahuas— New Spain’s Appalachia.

The mismatch between ambitions and available vacancies was as evident 
in Oaxaca as in central Mexico. Since any indigenous language would allow 
ordination “on the basis of language,” many clerics continued to choose 
to qualify in the easy- to- learn Nahuatl. A 1710 diocesan report listed six-
teen clerics who offered Nahuatl as their sole language of ministry, when 
fewer than a handful of secular parishes had substantial Nahuatl- speaking 
populations; at the same time only twelve offered any of the numerous mi-
nority languages that the diocese encompassed.55 The bishop had ordained 
one cleric “by language qualification” in Mixe, although not a single ben-
efice was available in the Mixe region, since all their doctrinas were still 
administered by Dominicans.56

The larger curacies with good incomes, agreeable climates, and easy 
access to the cities (that is, the Central Valleys) never lacked candidates, 
but bishops often had difficulty filling the less attractive posts even when 
qualified clergy abounded. Unlike the regulars, the seculars took no vow 
of obedience to go wherever they were sent. Their expenses also tended 
to be higher, with a plethora of dependents to support, so that an “ade-
quate living” generally had to cover any number of poor, predominantly 
female relatives as well as the curate himself, plus salaried assistants who 
often did the major work of ministry. The Dominicans had an equivalent 
arrangement based on their corporate structure, in which their wealthier 
doctrinas subsidized the urban convents along with the novitiates and 
other non- income- producing dependencies. With the regulars’ holding 
on fiercely to the doctrinas that had been assigned to them during the 
course of the sixteenth century, especially the lucrative ones, and the 
clerics spurning the poorer secular parishes, the apparent contradiction 
between a glut of secular priests and benefices that remained vacant or 
were served, often on an interim basis, by unqualified clergy becomes re-
solved as a disparity between supply and demand. Thus of the fifty- three 
clerics listed on an early eighteenth- century diocesan roster as Zapotec 
speakers, not one felt inclined to apply for the vacant Zapotec curacy 
of Chichicapa, which had been secularized but continued by default to 
be administered by the Dominicans, who had only forty- four Zapotec 
speakers on their rolls.57 It was simply too poor to attract a qualified sec-
ular candidate.
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Colonial patterns are still discernible in recent times. Candidates are 
never lacking for the larger, relatively prosperous parishes, some so close 
that curates can actually commute by automobile from Oaxaca City. (In 
times of less advanced communications, those who wished to reside in the 
city had to hire a resident assistant and pay him out of the benefice’s sti-
pend.)58 Not so the remoter areas of the Sierra Norte, for example. The 
Dominicans are gone, but the entire Sierra Mixe has been turned over to the 
Salesian order, and several parishes in the Zapotec Sierra are administered 
by the Society of the Divine Word.59 The language barrier remains less of an 
issue, since the advance of Spanish has left only pockets of monolinguals 
in the more remote areas. Even so, old patterns persist. Although there is 
no longer a language requirement, members of the regular clergy make an 
effort to learn the local languages, and some even achieve fluency, while, 
except for the small number of ordained native speakers, the seculars rely 
on indigenous catechists to minister to monolingual parishioners.60

Language competence was never as uniformly advanced as colo-
nial prelates thought necessary, and the minority languages, whether 
in central Mexico or Oaxaca, constituted the most serious lag. After the 
early postconquest period, the complaints and laments about language 
deficiencies in the clergy must have been directed principally at these ne-
glected languages even when not explicitly naming them. For example, 
a 1554 report from the viceroy about a shortage of lenguas, made at a 
time when first- generation creole priests had become available, when the 
regulars had had thirty years to learn Nahuatl and when several catechisms 
had already been published in that language, could not plausibly be referring 
to Nahuatl.61 And when Fray Pedro de Feria complained in 1585, “Even 
today there are pueblos in this New Spain that have yet to see a priest who 
knows and speaks the native language of the Indians,” he also must have 
meant the minority languages.62 By then bishop of Chiapas but with many 
years’ experience as a missionary in Oaxaca, Feria had also been Dominican 
provincial as well as publishing the colony’s major Zapotec catechism; he 
possessed more than sufficient experience to distinguish evangelization’s 
linguistic successes from its ongoing challenges.

The challenges appear in a lament from the Dominican Fray Juan 
Salmerón to Philip II in 1583 that in some part of the bishoprics of Oaxaca 
and Tlaxcala and other areas “where the Indians’ languages are very di-
verse and obscure, it is said as a well- known fact that they have become 
accustomed to making do with teaching doctrine and administering the 
sacrament of confession through interpreters.”63 Nor was the shortfall 
confined to outlying provinces. Documentation from the period, such 
as surveys conducted by diocesan officials and religious orders and the 
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Relaciones geográficas commissioned by the Crown, all revealed a clear and 
uniform picture that we have already pointed to several times, that is, the 
discrepancy between the relatively well- served major language groups and 
the neglected minorities. By the third quarter of the sixteenth century, if 
not before, Indians who spoke Nahuatl, Zapotec, or Mixtec could count 
on having resident ministers to preach to them and hear confession in 
their own languages. And more than a few among their ministers could 
almost pass for a native speaker, as we have noted for some of the creole 
clergy. Not so the Indians whose mother tongue was any of the many mi-
nority languages. They were out of luck— or in luck, depending on the point 
of view. If, as was often the case, they lived in small settlements remote 
from the parish center, they received little attention from their ministers, 
who showed up on rare occasions during the year to collect their fees and 
contributions. This neglect may have been a source of distress for some; 
for others it was a welcome dispensation from intrusive surveillance to the 
extent that some Indians in the archdiocese of Mexico reportedly sought 
to discourage resident priests from staying long enough to learn their 
language.64

Despite the variety of obstacles, ranging from the scattered distribu-
tion of the minority populations to the paucity of written materials for the 
linguistic underachievers, some progress is recorded on the minority lan-
guages, even within the secular clergy. There is no systematic later survey 
comparable to the 1569 reports, but records compiled on other topics re-
veal that by the latter part of the seventeenth century clerics competent in 
Soltec (a no longer extant Zapotec variant), Chinantec, and Mazatec were 
being appointed to benefices in those areas and very possibly covering 
other minority languages.65 Nevertheless language requirements did not 
address the issue of multilingual parishes, which in Oaxaca were the norm 
rather than the exception, and examinations for benefices measured profi-
ciency only in the main language of the curacy. A permanent multilingual 
staff was far from common among Dominicans either, but, as noted earlier, 
a combination of greater attention to local languages and the flexibility 
afforded by frequent and temporary reassignments meant that minority 
populations were better served in their doctrinas.

Often lost from view in the bickering over who should administer 
the Indian parishes is what was actually meant by language proficiency. 
While all could subscribe to its necessity, agreement broke down over 
the particulars of how it was to be measured or even defined. There is no 
single, objective standard of language proficiency, as anyone who has ever 
taken or administered a language examination can attest. One source of 
contention or confusion in the colonial literature is that standards did not 
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always measure the same thing. While allusions to learning a language “to 
perfection” appeared to be employing a superlative that simply denoted 
the height of excellence— in other words, a measure of degree— it seems 
to have meant instead a kind of mastery rather than a degree. It referred 
to a formal command of a language in all its grammatical and rhetorical 
complexity, as expounded by Fray Gaspar de los Reyes in his 1704 treatise 
on Zapotec grammar, where he declared that it is impossible to learn any 
language “to perfection,” whether Zapotec or Latin, without “arte,” or the 
study of grammar.66

This type of mastery was contrasted with and declared to be superior 
to knowledge that might be gained informally, in particular the idiomatic 
command that creoles tended to acquire by learning a language from child-
hood. The difference became clear in Reyes’s insistence that although no 
creole from Villa Alta failed to learn Zapotec, he was eager to refute the 
commonly held notion that Spaniards “raised in Indian pueblos speak the 
language perfectly, which is a fallacy.” To Reyes, they merely spoke a kind 
of “kitchen” Zapotec “with many imperfections and improprieties,” which 
they could purge but only through formal study.67

These declarations underscore the division into two kinds of mastery. To 
know a language like a native speaker is one kind. It includes more correct 
pronunciation, possibly even an ability to perceive and use tones and other 
inflections, and a more unerring choice of verb forms, but at the same time 
may lack the capacity to codify that knowledge, to name the parts of speech 
or parse a sentence, just as native speakers generally know what to say 
without knowing why. Obviously a definition of mastery based on fluency 
and pronunciation would favor creoles, and thus usually the secular clergy 
in whose ranks creoles predominated. Explicit knowledge of grammar 
would favor the Dominicans, not only because of the greater number of 
peninsulars but also because of the order’s emphasis on academic study 
and scholarly achievement and their own record as the ones who produced 
the grammars of the indigenous languages. Equally obvious is that there is 
no reconciling this apples- and- oranges comparison.

A similar discrepancy in definition and criterion, linked to the difference 
between idiomatic and grammatical mastery, is that between speaking and 
writing, which are related but separate skills. When Franciscans reported 
in 1569 that the only members of their order who knew Nahuatl “to per-
fection” were Fray Andrés de Molina and Fray Bernardino de Sahagún,68 
they referred, as the Dominicans did, to formal knowledge of the language, 
as evidenced in their writings. While recognizing the prodigious learning 
and achievements of these and the small number of other experts who, 
along with their native collaborators, produced the bulk of the literature 
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on which the evangelization project depended, it is time to turn to an-
other, equally fundamental need, that of the spoken word. It is one of the 
principal reasons why language- learning materials gave as much emphasis 
to pronunciation as to grammar and vocabulary. Córdova placed a much 
lower premium on formal book learning (and hence perhaps his indiffer-
ence to producing a grammar without his provincial’s prodding) than on 
practical language skills, in particular on the “art of speaking well.”69 The 
apostolic project depended not only on the content of God’s word but also 
on the form in which it was delivered orally: on making themselves under-
stood when preaching to the Indian neophytes and guiding them in their 
confessions.

PREACHING

Since the vast majority of Indians were illiterate and would remain so, 
whatever they learned of the Christian faith would have to be conveyed 
through the spoken word. Hence the relevant question for their ministers 
was how well they could communicate with them from the pulpit and in 
the confessional. Preaching was ordinarily rated as the most challenging 
measure of speaking skill. Later chapters will deal with such aspects of 
preaching as content and style and what we can glean about its effective-
ness. Here I address the question of competence: To what extent were the 
preachers able to speak well enough to convey the message of Christianity 
in their sermons?

Preaching played a central role in the ecclesiastical culture of the six-
teenth century. It was the major qualification presented by most clerical 
candidates for preferment in New Spain,70 and the chronicler Francisco 
de Burgoa devoted more space to recounting the oratorical performances 
of the Dominican pioneers than to any other single element in their 
biographies.71 Even if we grant the dexterity and effectiveness of the master 
preachers, the chronicles make clear that they were exceptional. Instead 
of the “great perfection” achieved by the most outstanding linguists, the 
best that others could muster might be “much sufficiency.”72 One set of 
gradations for the great majority who did not dazzle the Indians with lin-
guistic pirouettes is included in the list of secular clergy provided by Bishop 
Albuquerque in 1570, in which he divided those who knew any Indian lan-
guage into five levels, ranging from “beginner” through the numerically 
largest group, classified as competent, to the pinnacle reached by only 
two of the twenty- four clerics rated in Zapotec and awarded the highest 
marks: “knows well” for one and “knows very well” for the other.73
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We have no comparably graded assessment for the Dominicans. Córdova’s 
report as provincial merely mentioned the most outstanding handful of 
pioneering linguists.74 One modern scholar has trawled the Dominican 
chronicles to find twenty of Córdova’s contemporaries who were identified 
as Zapotec lenguas, at least five of whom were said to have written a lin-
guistic or doctrinal text. However, even this group ranges from Fray Juan 
de Villalobos, whom Albuquerque had qualified as the best Zapotec lengua 
bar none (presumably, that is, beyond even Córdova and himself), down 
to Fray Jordán de Santa Catarina, who, for all his saintly qualities, even in 
Burgoa’s hagiography did not rate above a mediocre command of the lan-
guage.75 These were still the crème de la crème, the ones who would have 
qualified (perhaps sometimes at a stretch) for Albuquerque’s highest grades. 
But the list of great preachers identified by Burgoa was much smaller, since 
“master preacher” and “eminent linguist” are not synonymous. Córdova 
clearly commanded a vocabulary and a knowledge of grammar rivaled by 
few, if any, and yet he was never singled out for his preaching success, which 
depends as much, if not more so, on literary talent and artful delivery as on 
knowledge of the language. Fray Gonzalo Lucero, for example, apparently 
compensated for his middling skill in Mixtec with the great fervor of his 
preaching style.

Below the level of eloquence or even high proficiency were arrayed sev-
eral hundred clergymen assigned to Zapotec doctrinas during the course 
of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, who were in theory obliged to 
deliver some kind of sermon on all the Sundays and holy days of the year. 
Although we lack the means of assessing performance, there is evidence 
that language competence was extremely uneven. Alongside the virtuosi 
were many not proficient enough to compose even simple sermons on their 
own and who memorized or read out loud the ones prepared by their ex-
pert brethren. The observation that in Peru “most preachers preach from 
papers and notebooks prepared by others” could apply equally to Mexico.76 
The large number of sermonarios, or collections of sermons that circulated 
mainly in manuscript but also in print, attests to the labor undertaken by 
the experts to help the less linguistically adept preach the word of God 
in the vernacular.77 Many examples of this once extensive corpus run to 
hundreds of pages and cover the entire liturgical year of Sundays and feast 
days. The only extant collection in Zapotec bears the name of a Dominican 
friar but appears to be a later handwritten copy made by an anonymous 
cleric who used it for his Sunday preaching for decades, carefully noting 
where and when each sermon was delivered (figure 5.1).78

Some of the preachers fell short of even a minimum level, inexpertly 
seeking to parrot sermons written by more accomplished colleagues that 
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they did not fully understand. This ignorance must be the explanation 
for the strictures against the circulation of manuscript copies of sermons 
and other doctrinal material. Errors, it was said, could creep into the un-
monitored copies. The blame lay only in part with the ineptitude of the 

Figure 5.1 Page from Zapotec sermonario of Fray Antonio del Pozo, recording the date and 
place of the sermon’s delivery (Xalapa, 1692) in the upper right corner. “Arte zapoteco . . . con 
la doctrina cristiana y sermones,” c. 1600.
Courtesy of the Hispanic Society of New York.
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scribes— presumably Indians; uncorrected errors would be passed on to 
the faithful by fledgling preachers reading from the corrupted texts be-
cause they did not always know the language well enough to recognize 
a heresy.79 The remedy noted in Peña Montenegro’s Itinerario de párrocos 
was to print texts compiled by experts so that the unpracticed ministers 
could teach doctrine “without risk of error” or of “imparting offensive and 
absurd propositions.”80 And for those whose command of the spoken lan-
guage was shaky, the dictionaries and grammars produced by the linguistic 
experts often, as we have noted, included guides to correct pronunciation, 
and at least a promise of texts that would be written phonetically so that 
a preacher totally ignorant of the vernacular could still communicate with 
his audience. Mispronunciation risked a totally incorrect meaning, one 
that, if not doctrinally suspect, could be scandalous on some other score.81

Another risk, perhaps not as serious in the minds of the preachers, 
was being poorly or not at all understood because of differences in dia-
lect. During the sixteenth century, amid all the concern expressed about 
the great number of languages and the differences among them, the 
differences within the languages themselves were relegated to secondary 
importance. We have already noted how these variations were addressed— 
or not— in the printed catechisms: Mixtec was published in only two dif-
ferent versions, presumably deemed sufficient to cover all the dialects, and 
Zapotec, with a far greater range of variations, had to make do with a single 
version, a (possibly homogenized) form of Valley Zapotec, until a Netzicho 
catechism was published in the late seventeenth century.82

During the sixteenth century Zapotec was invariably referred to in the 
records as if it were a single language and apparently treated as such in 
practice, to the extent that fluency gained in one region was regarded as 
portable over long distances. One cleric who learned Sierra Zapotec in Villa 
Alta and ministered in Bijanos- speaking Choapan was said to be a highly 
effective preacher in Mitla in the Tlacolula Valley and was later appointed 
to serve as interpreter in idolatry cases centering on Miahuatlan and 
Suchitepéquez in the Sierra Sur area because he “knows the language of the 
witnesses.”83 Thus he was held to be competent in four different Zapotec 
variants that might differ from each other as much as Italian from French. 
We do not know what this and other designations of Zapotec as a single 
language might have meant in practice, with clergy seeming to move un-
hindered across regional and dialectical boundaries. It may simply have 
meant that competence in one version facilitated gaining competence in 
another, just as mastery of French would help in learning Catalan. It is 
also possible that distinctive varieties were recognized in practice and that 
skilled, experienced lenguas could navigate among them.84 What we do not 
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know is how much of the cargo of meaning and nuance might fall over-
board during that navigation.

Examiners as well as interpreters were routinely selected as experts in 
“the [sic] Zapotec language,” without any breakdown or distinction, as in 
the 1577 license to publish Córdova’s Vocabulario. The two friars appointed 
to vet the manuscript were, we know from other documents, specialists in, 
respectively, Valley Zapotec and Sierra Norte Zapotec; the Arte’s examiners 
were the same Sierra expert and two other specialists in Valley Zapotec.85 
Albuquerque himself was regarded as an eminent linguist in Zapotec, and 
from his experience in a variety of regions he may well have recognized and 
taken into account at least some of the major variations, and that was the 
reason for the multiple examiners for each of the Córdova publications. The 
Dominican “Actas capitulares,” which recorded the provincial examiners 
beginning in 1558, listed only one each for Nahuatl, Zapotec, and Mixtec. 
Whether the appointment of additional language experts for the Zapotec 
and Mixtec “nations” beginning in 1581 responded to a recognition of 
language variation or simply an increase in the workload is impossible to 
judge.86

Formal recognition of variation emerged only slowly. By the late seven-
teenth century records of diocesan qualifying examinations for benefices 
(1684– 1691) make an explicit distinction between Sierra Zapotec and 
Valley Zapotec (the latter even sometimes in the plural) when designating 
the language of the benefice to be filled, in addition to a distinction be-
tween highland Mixtec and that from the Pacific coast.87

For Zapotec an apparent confusion in nomenclature still existed about 
which Sierra was intended, since Sierra Sur parishes were noted as also 
speaking “Sierra Zapotec” along with parishes in the Sierra Norte, but the 
confusion seemed in fact confined to the newly arrived bishop, Isidro de 
Sariñana, who presided over this set of examinations, and his secretary, 
probably also a greenhorn. The candidates themselves and the Dominican 
examiners clearly distinguished the two Sierras, each with its own language 
variation. What Sariñana identified, despite or perhaps because of his new-
comer status, is the issue of practice and the problem of intelligibility across 
these boundaries. A missionary who learned Zapotec in one region did not 
expect to preach to neophytes in another and be understood immediately. 
But he did expect to be able to learn the local version with a minimal effort 
compared to that involved in switching to, say, Mixe or Amuzgo. The key 
question became how quickly, one that Bishop Sariñana addressed while 
monitoring the examinations. He asked one Dominican examiner how 
great the difference was among the three variants and expressed concern 
about whether one of the candidates, who spoke Valley Zapotec, would be 
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able to preach effectively to parishioners in the benefice he was applying 
for in the Sierra Sur. The examiner replied that anyone who knew Valley 
Zapotec “perfectly” could preach in the Sierra version “within a few days.” 
The candidate passed the exam and the bishop was assured that “with the 
greatest ease and in a short space of time” he would be able to speak just 
the same as the Indians in Mixtepec.88 Moving in the opposite direction, 
another candidate was said to know one of the Sierra Norte versions well 
enough to teach it, and although he did not yet speak Valley Zapotec, “knew 
the grammar and differences and would easily be able to speak it soon.”89

One has to quibble with the examiner’s various assurances, although 
probably pronounced in good faith and from the perspective of a highly 
proficient linguist. Intelligibility, as argued in an earlier chapter, depends 
in part on individual capacity and experience. People trained in language 
study, among them the Dominican examiners, with the kind of formal un-
derstanding of linguistic structure that the Order promoted and prided 
itself on, can recognize analogous structures in related languages and un-
derstand and even master them with relative ease. Such is not the case 
with untrained native speakers who tend to perceive only differences in 
pronunciation. An ordinary priest who learned one version of Zapotec 
could be posted to another region and even without further training pos-
sibly be able to pick up a new version with more or less ease. But we need 
to distinguish between active and passive proficiency: although he might 
understand his parishioners, it does not follow that they understood him.

The fact that only one version of Zapotec was printed until 1687 does 
not mean that the friars thought they could get by with one all- purpose 
version of the language. Texts written in the indigenous languages were 
for the clergy and the literate native elite. They might help to standardize 
the languages, as writing does for any language, but the clergy were dealing 
with communication across unstandardized dialects with nonliterate 
speakers and were aware that written standardization would not overcome 
dialectical differences, as evident, for example, in the marginal comments 
inserted in a copy of Pedro de Feria’s 1567 catechism that show consonant 
and vowel changes from the printed version, and in grammars written after 
Córdova’s 1578 Arte that are careful to note orthographic and phonetic 
differences based on regional variation.

To acknowledge dialect differences is not the same as taking them into 
account in practice. For the less proficient, one possibility is that skilled 
native catechists, all of them literate and well educated, may have been 
able to adapt the doctrinal texts to the local language forms, even if the 
priests were not always able to do so when preaching and confessing. 
One documented example was the case of a catechist who taught from 
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the Mixtec text of Hernández to his Triqui- speaking fellows. (The two 
languages are distantly related as part of the larger Mixtecan family but 
not mutually intelligible.)90 This seems to have been the case in the Sierra 
Norte, where the 1687 Netzicho Zapotec catechism has also served Xhon 
or Cajonos speakers, or at least the local prayer specialists, who have been 
able to comprehend and adapt the material for local use.91 This adaptation 
attests beyond question that dialectic difference was no barrier to the use 
of doctrinal texts.

A further question in language competence that often receives short 
shrift is phonetics. Many elements are involved in the measurement of 
oral proficiency. Extent of vocabulary or lexical range, diction or appro-
priate choice of words, grammatical correctness: these are most often what 
is meant by saying that someone speaks well. But intelligibility, which 
depends on correct pronunciation, on cadence, and on intonation— that is, 
accent— also figures prominently in the art of speaking. If it receives less 
attention in the colonial record, it may have been because it is more diffi-
cult both to achieve and to measure than the more formal elements. There 
must have been an enormous range in the mastery of the spoken language 
obscured by the emphasis on correct grammar and syntax.

The political implications of these different criteria have been noted. 
Adherence to formal rules favored the peninsulars and the regular clergy, 
while ease of understanding favored the creoles and by extension the sec-
ular clergy in whose ranks the creoles predominated. The ability of a na-
tive speaker or quasi- native speaker to reproduce the specific sounds of 
a language, as well as its cadences and intonations, could easily be more 
relevant than a formal command of grammar or an extensive command 
of vocabulary. At one extreme would be the creole cleric Gaspar de Tarifa, 
first mentioned in 1570, the sole recipient of the accolade “very good lin-
guist” in Zapotec, which he had almost certainly learned as a child in his 
hometown of Villa Alta. Once ordained, he spent all or most of his ecclesi-
astical career in nearby parishes in the Sierra Norte.92 Surrounded by and 
interacting closely with monolingual Zapotecs from a single region for 
most of his life, it is not surprising that he spoke Sierra Zapotec, perhaps 
not with the formal “perfection” touted by the grammarians but, as we 
have on the authority of his parishioners, with complete fluency: “so well 
that he needed no native- speaking assistants.”93

Tarifa might even have reached the tipping point in the other direction, 
of mixing words and formations from another language into one’s native 
tongue, mentioned by Burgoa as a risk for isolated clerics (and what among 
Mexican and Mexican American bilinguals is sometimes called speaking 
pocho).94 These linguistic leakages were common in the Spanish documents 
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prepared by bilingual court officials of Villa Alta; one encounters Zapotec 
constructions and idioms translated literally, as well as Zapotec words and 
phrases. Fray Gaspar de los Reyes, possibly a creole, himself displayed this 
tendency after assiduous study of Zapotec and a very long career as minister 
in the Sierra Norte. In a 1705 complaint about diocesan fees addressed to 
Bishop Maldonado, recently arrived from Spain and certainly monolingual, 
the Dominican sprinkled Zapotec phrases used by the Indians, thereby, one 
suspects, further irritating the bishop, who already had it in for Reyes on 
another score.95

One has to assume that the majority of peninsular priests spoke indig-
enous languages imperfectly, given the frequency of complaints about dif-
ficult phonetics. Indians, it was reported, tended to be distracted from the 
meaning of a sermon by poor pronunciation,96 and shortcomings in the 
spoken word help account for the popularity of the sacred autos, or dramas, 
in which the parts, although written by Dominicans, were spoken by the 
Indians.97 Some of the pleasure in hearing their own kind speak lines pre-
sumably came from identification with the speaker, but it also may have 
been a preference for hearing their language pronounced correctly. One au-
thor included in his Mixtec plays some verses in Spanish for the Spaniards 
in the audience to be amused by the “poor pronunciation of the Indians.”98 
Perhaps the Indians were equally amused, when not exasperated, when 
hearing Spaniards mangle their languages.

More serious would be mispronouncing so radically that the audience 
could not understand the speaker.99 For all his celebration of rhetorical el-
egance in some preachers, Burgoa seems to have plumped in the end for 
clear pronunciation as the most important element in preaching, as did 
Córdova before him, since without it no one would understand and rhetor-
ical flourishes would be beside the point. How rampant was this problem 
in colonial Oaxaca? It may not be easy to find out, because in measuring 
language competence we are often dealing with a closed world: of Spanish 
clergy who judged their fellows and were able to assess grammatical mas-
tery and even levels of fluency but not necessarily detect accents unin-
telligible to the ordinary native speaker. The minority languages may in 
fact have had more expert judges precisely because of their obscurity. For 
Amuzgo or Chinantec or Mazatec there were no examiners able to assess 
proficiency, and the diocese had to commission Indians. In one test, a can-
didate was instructed to preach a sermon in Mazatec on the evils of drunk-
enness. The two Mazatec examiners were then questioned (in Nahuatl, 
since they did not speak Spanish) about the content and by giving a good 
account demonstrated that the priest had communicated well. A bilingual 
native of San Pedro Yolox gave another candidate a qualified pass on his 
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knowledge of Chinantec: “Although not perfectly, [the priest] gets into it 
little by little, and [the examiner] thinks that within a year he will know it 
completely.”100

Proficiency in the major languages was vetted entirely by the Dominican 
examiners, and we do not know how well they could judge intelligibility for 
a native audience. The congregations themselves were unlikely to complain. 
Like modern- day monolingual Zapotecs I have seen at mass celebrated by 
Spanish- speaking clergy, they might have sat or even stood stoically while 
incomprehensible sermons washed over them. Perhaps what really matters, 
after all, is the liturgy.

CONFESSION

Unintelligible sermons were far from the most serious consequence of 
failure to master a language. The sacrament of confession represented 
the true Achilles heel in the evangelization program. All the other basic 
duties that fell to a parish priest could either be delegated to native church 
servants or were covered in boilerplate texts that provided formulae 
for administering baptism and the last rites or translations of scripture 
readings. Even preaching did not require a high level of proficiency be-
cause of the many collections of sermons that existed and could be read 
from or memorized for all the major feast days in the liturgical year as well 
as on many doctrinal topics.101 Although not recommended, one could 
even use an interpreter until an elementary level of language skill was ac-
quired. And if preaching failed completely, basic doctrinal instruction in 
any case depended on the native catechists. However, the onerous job of 
administering the sacrament of confession annually to each and every 
baptized adult was the exclusive responsibility of the ordained clergy. Not 
only was there no substitute in the confessional, but the mediation of a 
third party was strongly condemned even when confessor and penitent 
could not communicate.

In official documents preaching usually ranked higher than confession 
as the pinnacle of linguistic challenges. Diocesan language examinations 
in Oaxaca, for example, established a lower standard of proficiency for 
administering the sacrament of penance than for “explaining the mys-
teries of the faith.”102 However, the Dominican lengua Fray Diego de Durán 
challenged this ranking and the notion that confession required only a 
minimum of language skill; on the contrary, he argued, “this sacrament 
depends on greater mastery of the language than any other [task].”103 And 
so it would seem, if the rules regarding confession outlined in  chapter 2  
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were a faithful guide to practice. Rather than follow any set formula, 
priests were enjoined to elicit a full account of each penitent’s sins by thor-
ough questioning and to detect gaps with follow- up prompts. The improv-
isational quality of this interrogation would in theory require the highest 
level of language proficiency, in fact, a mastery of the spoken language that 
few achieved.

Nor could the confessor count on the abundance of written props 
that supported the task of preaching. Confessional manuals were even 
scarcer than catechisms and slower to appear. The immediate task had 
been to instruct and convert (not necessarily in that order), and the prac-
tice of confession received little formal attention until the new emphasis 
on this sacrament provided by the Council of Trent. The first manual, or 
confessionario, in Mexico, as was invariably the case, was a Nahuatl ver-
sion, by Alonso de Molina, appearing in 1565, some twenty years after his 
Nahuatl catechism.104 There seems to have been no confessional manual 
published in any Oaxacan language before the Zapotec version by Fray 
Cristóbal de Agüero a century later (although several earlier unedited 
examples have been cited), and nothing appeared in any other language 
until a 1733 Mixe edition.105 An added reason for the relative paucity of 
confessionarios may have been their limited market, intended as they were 
for the exclusive use of priests, whereas catechisms, written sermons, and 
various other types of devotional literature were also read and used by 
catechists and other literate Indians.

Priests relied on indigenous language texts to help explain the meaning 
of confession to the neophytes and its necessity in the overall scheme of 
salvation. The author of the Mixe confessional manual found ignorance and 
confusion so rife that he devoted over half of his published catechism to a 
series of essays on the sacrament of penance, to be read to the congregation 
every Sunday as a permanent adjunct to the recitation of the catechism.106 
The confessionarios were also and primarily to aid the priests in guiding 
penitents through an examination of conscience via a template or list of 
questions. Extant examples vary enormously in length and thoroughness. 
Some were exhaustive (and undoubtedly exhausting) compilations that 
led the sinner through all the church’s commandments and precepts along 
with a plethora of moral failings, both those universal to mankind and 
those regarded as especially prevalent among the Indians.107

Each group in colonial society was assigned its culturally specific frailties, 
so that in questioning Indians there was no point in belaboring the evils of 
blasphemy or greed or avarice— sins to which Spaniards were considered 
particularly prone108— any more than the latter would be pressed about idol-
atrous practices. Special attention was also paid to sexual behavior within 
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the indigenous population— not because Indians were regarded as more 
lascivious than Europeans, but because the indigenous definition of appro-
priate sexual partners included many categories that the church objected 
to as incestuous. Although some scholars have mined confessionarios for 
clues to indigenous attitudes and behavior, it is not always easy to separate 
the inclinations of the Indians from the preoccupations of the clergy who 
compiled the questions.109

Nor can the small number of very detailed manuals, generally known 
as confessionarios mayores, be considered a reliable guide to the Indians’ 
experience of confession. They must have been intended as omnibus 
compilations from which to select relevant questions, or so at least one of 
the authors explained: to follow them fully would have been a “great im-
prudence . . . and very onerous.”110 The extensive and individually tailored 
interrogations that a valid confession supposedly required also must have 
been an ideal that only linguistically proficient priests could achieve, with 
or without the written guides as sources. In fact the majority of surviving 
confessional manuals— in Zapotec and probably other languages— are 
greatly abbreviated texts that indicate a practice falling far short of the 
prescribed in- depth examination of conscience. They were the confessional 
counterpart to the basic catechism (which will be discussed in the following 
chapter), containing a stock set of questions and answers organized around 
the Ten Commandments, the Creed, and other doctrinal formulae.111

The emphasis in many of the manuals was on providing aid to students 
and other clergy with rudimentary language skills. One author even declared 
that the purpose of his confessionario was “to teach not morals but Mixe,” to 
which end he also provided explanations of Mixe grammar and guides to 
pronunciation.112 One of the Zapotec texts included an admonition for the 
priest to say in Zapotec, “Speak slowly, so that I may understand you.”113 
Some versions were reduced to only a page or two, so brief that a novice 
linguist could memorize the text and administer the sacrament in extremis, 
since the lack of knowledge of the language did not excuse the priest from 
the obligation to perform this rite. How the delicate issues of renunciation, 
restitution, and contrition on the part of the penitent— all in theory re-
quired for absolution— were to be negotiated in the absence of language 
was not addressed. These abridged manuals are probably a surer guide to 
the practice of confession than the extended versions, which echoed the 
ideals of the conciliar decrees and theological treatises. That practice fell far 
short of the prescribed ideal and closer to the norm recognized by the di-
ocesan examiners in Oaxaca should come as no surprise. Time constraints 
tended to make confessions more routinized and perfunctory than in- depth 
examinations even when language skills were not in question. Chronically 
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understaffed, the clergy were hard- pressed to fulfill the mandatory annual 
“Easter duty” in even pro forma fashion: they had to crowd into the six- week 
Lenten period confessions for every member of their sprawling, often mul-
tilingual parishes above the “age of reason.”

In the case of minority languages, even the minimum annual require-
ment frequently could not be fulfilled, and the secular clergy were particu-
larly remiss. The clerics generally had to depend on the friars to lend a hand 
in hearing confessions, as we have noted.114 The regulars used this depend-
ence to defend their continued administration of Indian doctrinas against 
demands to relinquish control to the diocesan clergy: “What cleric during 
Lent does not go in search of regulars to help him confess because he is ig-
norant of the language?”115 Evidence provided by the seculars themselves 
tended to support the allegations of neglect by revealing the existence of 
parishes in Mexico and Oaxaca (and presumably in other parts of the vice-
royalty) where minority- language speakers went their entire lives without 
the sacrament of confession.116 The regulars may have had a better record 
on secondary languages, but it was not spotless. The Dominicans turned 
out at times to be no better equipped than the clerics they succeeded 
when taking over secular parishes, able to hear the confessions of the 
Nahuatl- speaking elites but obliged to use interpreters to communicate 
with the monolingual commoners.117 That this was not a unique problem 
is suggested by repeated admonitions in the Dominican “Actas capitulares” 
that “no priest is to act as confessor for Indians without first being deemed 
competent in the language by the provincial examiners.”118

Language proficiency, of course, provided no guarantee that confes-
sion would serve its intended purpose in the process of conversion and 
the attendant cure of souls. In theory the sacrament served as an ideal 
monitoring device. It was an annual obligation for all baptized adults for 
which certificates of compliance were issued, and the ministers were to 
keep a careful tally based on the parish rolls. Such measures could guar-
antee only formal compliance, and the widespread evidence of apostasies 
that were discovered “extrasacramentally”— that is, outside the sacrament 
of penance— underscores the difficulty of ensuring candor and thorough-
ness in the confessional, regardless of how well the clergy might master the 
indigenous languages.

Such evidence is material for another study, regarding the effect evan-
gelization was to have on the behavior of the neophytes and how their be-
havior was monitored. Here our main concern is how the message of what 
they “must believe and must do to be saved” was communicated.119 For the 
most elementary instruction the language competence of the clergy was 
scarcely relevant, since the task was almost entirely delegated to Indians. 
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The indigenous catechists were the ones who handled classes for adults and 
children, where the fundamental tenets of Christian doctrine, essentially 
unchanged from remote times, were memorized and chanted in unison. It 
was the more complex Christian message— that is, the meaning of these 
time- honored prayers, creeds, and commandments— as well as arguments 
in support of heeding the message, that fell exclusively to the clergy. Before 
looking at these explanations and exhortations, however, we need first to 
examine the basic instruction, the minimum doctrine everyone was sup-
posed to learn, and which for many Indians, perhaps most, turned out to 
be all that was communicated.
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 The Means and the Message
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CHAPT ER 6

w
 Catechists and Catechism

The project of evangelization could have made little headway by relying 
solely on the Spanish missionaries. It depended also and in large 

measure on the Indian elites, whose conversion was a logical first step in 
winning over the entire society. More than simply starting at the top as a 
way to influence the masses through example— in a cuius regio cuius religio 
rationale (as the ruler goes, so goes the entire polity)— the missionaries’ 
goal was to recruit the elites as active collaborators. In the military dis-
course often used in referring to evangelization, the Indian upper class was 
to join the friars as soldiers in the spiritual conquest. Their service was in-
dispensable, especially in the earliest period, when the shortage of Spanish 
clergy, their lack of language skills, and their ignorance of local mores 
were all particularly acute, and when the moral, political, and spiritual au-
thority of the native rulers was only beginning to suffer erosion under the 
onslaughts of colonial rule. Still obeyed, even revered by their subjects, and 
eminently able to communicate with them, who better qualified to act as 
ambassadors of the new religion than these native leaders?

RECRUITING THE ELITE

Robert Ricard’s famous condemnation of the “spiritual conquest” of 
Mexico as ultimately a failure because it never created a native church 
requires some qualification.1 It is valid only if “native church” is confined 
to the ordained clergy. Indians were not entirely excluded from holy or-
ders despite an increasingly negative assessment of their suitability for 
the priesthood. Records of the Royal and Pontifical University of Mexico 
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indicate that sons of the native nobility began to study for higher degrees, 
and a small but increasing number did in fact become ordained;2 one even 
ascended to the bishopric of Oaxaca in the late seventeenth century.3 But 
the exceptions were rare enough to support Ricard’s condemnation on 
that score. In general Indians were relegated to a secondary position in the 
Mexican church, not to be entrusted with spiritual authority or the highest 
levels of administration: in other words, the priesthood. However, for the 
Indian masses the face of the Catholic Church in a wider sense was almost 
entirely an Indian face. To pursue the military metaphor, Indians were the 
noncommissioned officers in the spiritual conquest. Europeans held ulti-
mate authority, but discipline was enforced, doctrine imparted, and the 
church’s ritual life organized and carried out by the same Indian elites who 
had always been in charge of things.

It was in this broad sense, across a wide range of duties and activi-
ties, that the indigenous elites in their frequently interchangeable roles 
as civil authorities and church servants were called on to share in the 
project of evangelization. Those who cooperated could generally count 
on the church to reciprocate with staunch support of their positions. 
The Crown may have pursued an ambivalent policy toward the native 
elites in its system of indirect rule, relying on them to maintain order 
and keep tribute flowing, while at the same time gradually undermining 
their privileges and elevated status. But the church, and especially the 
regulars, far from supporting the state´s leveling efforts, made common 
cause with the Indian elites, against the Crown as well as against the 
colonists, and in favor of the status quo. A strong native ruling class was 
seen as conducive to buena policía (good order) in general and the promo-
tion of Christianity in particular.4

The elite’s opposition to Christianity, never wholesale at its most in-
sistent, eventually gave way to a pragmatic accommodation with a system 
they had no hope of routing and which it behooved them to endorse if they 
were to retain any semblance of power. It became obvious that those who 
resisted openly had no political future. At a minimum Christian baptism 
became a prerequisite for holding or succeeding to any office.5 But mere ac-
ceptance was not enough. Sooner or later rulers and nobles also realized that 
continuation in power depended on embracing Christianity— regardless of 
any private reservations or clandestine adherence to old loyalties— and 
taking an active role in its support. They were to provide houses of worship 
and living quarters for the missionaries, and they were to ensure that their 
subjects conformed, at least outwardly, to all the demands the new cult 
imposed, whether it was to provide material sustenance or to attend cate-
chism classes. Among the duties outlined in official writs of appointment 
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was the responsibility to detect and punish any instances of idolatry as well 
as contribute to the teaching of Christian doctrine.6

In order to serve as allies in the spiritual conquest the indigenous elites 
had to be trained. Those in power at the time of conquest were often too old 
to learn new ways. There was “little to be hoped for from their Christianity,” 
at best passive accommodation, and so the friars logically turned instead 
to the younger generation of boys and young men who were to respond to 
their proselytizing with considerably more enthusiasm.7 It turned out that 
the missionaries’ first order of business, rather than preaching, was to es-
tablish schools for the elite boys, who, once baptized and catechized, could 
serve as auxiliaries and even be sent out as an advance guard to proselytize 
on their own, as discussed in an earlier chapter.

Following an early precedent set by Cortés, who took the sons of native 
rulers into his household, the task of educating elite youth was undertaken 
exclusively by the missionary orders,8 and the first schools, as with other 
aspects of the evangelization project, were the work of the Franciscans. 
Some have seen these as modeled on the calmecaque, the Aztec schools for 
young nobles, but peninsular Spain had its own long tradition of monastic 
education that the Franciscans could draw on, and in Hispaniola they had 
already begun gathering young Indian elites into convent schools before 
reaching Mexico.9

The best- known component of this system was the previously mentioned 
Colegio de Santa Cruz de Tlatelolco, which for a time provided a select group 
of Indian boys with an education on a par with the best European schools, 
envisaged as preparing at least some of them for the priesthood. This idea, 
as well as the school itself, was eventually abandoned. Our interest here 
is not in the short- lived experiment in forming a native Catholic priest-
hood, which in passing created a generation of superbly trained scholars 
renowned for their Classical learning and translation skills, nor in the 
disenchanted retreat from that project.10 It is in a far more extensive and 
long- lived program outlined by Viceroy Luis de Velasco in 1554. Although 
Indians were not suited to the priesthood, he reported, their education was 
to continue, confined to reading and writing and basic Christian doctrine, 
which they could then teach in their pueblos from printed catechisms.11

The more influential model for the training of indigenous auxiliary per-
sonnel had been founded soon after the Franciscans arrived and persisted 
well after the heyday of the Colegio de Santa Cruz. Attached to their main 
convent in Mexico City, it operated as a boarding school for hundreds 
(perhaps as many as a thousand) boys drawn from the nobility and ruling 
families in outlying communities, and followed a modified monastic rule 
and traditional course of Christian education in doctrine and basic letters.12 
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A contemporary engraving depicts the founder, Fray Pedro de Gante, with 
groups of boys gathered in a stylized church patio to study catechism and 
reading and writing.13 The venerable friar was still there teaching at age 
ninety in 1569.14

Following this same model schools were established in all the doctrina 
centers. Although on a smaller scale and not exclusively for boarders, 
the local schools retained the basic goal of providing specialized training 
for the sons of the rulers and nobility separate from the children of the 
commoners, who were to be taught only basic catechism.15 With a less elab-
orate curriculum than the Colegio, the schools continued to focus on two 
key interdependent skills required of catechists:  alphabetic literacy and 
knowledge of Christian doctrine.16 So deeply entrenched was this system 
in central Mexico that it was adopted in the secular doctrinas.17

Indian rulers and nobles did not at first welcome the idea of handing 
their children over to the friars, and “because they give them unwillingly 
or hide them,” the scheme required the authority of Cortés and later the 
Crown to enforce.18 Some were suspicious of the friars’ motives. In Yucatan 
rumors circulated that they were collecting the children in order to fatten 
them up and eat them.19 A cacique in Coatlán, Oaxaca, resisted handing 
over his son in the belief that “the priests remove their hearts when they 
baptize them,” and he condemned a fellow cacique for surrendering his 
sons to be sacrificed.20 Even without such gruesome rumors there was 
ample cause for parents to oppose their children’s indoctrination in a be-
lief system hostile to their own tradition. There must have been plentiful 
examples of alienated loyalties similar to, if not quite as dramatic as that 
of the Tlaxcalan youth who denounced his father’s pagan “apostasies” and 
supposedly was killed to ensure his silence, enough at least to help explain 
why the Mixtec gobernador of Yanhuitlan kept his son hidden from the 
Spanish for eighteen years in order to prevent his being Christianized.21 
The Franciscans boasted that in raising these boys the friars managed to se-
cure their loyalty, transferred from their biological fathers to their spiritual 
fathers.22 More likely is that the youths ended up with loyalties that were 
divided rather than thoroughly reassigned. But there is no doubt that their 
role in the expansion and consolidation of the evangelizing project was es-
sential. Equally so was their role in ensuring that the Christianity that took 
root in this New World would bear the unmistakable stamp of their own 
indigenous culture.

Because of the spotty record- keeping of the early years, we do not know 
what proportion of elite boys was missed in the general roundup. Some 
native rulers are said to have sent commoner boys or slaves in place of 
their own sons.23 But as the usefulness and political importance of these 
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new skills became clear, opposition dissipated. Even rulers not especially 
keen on the new religion might value the education enough to send their 
sons for schooling. For example, the Chinantec cacique who sabotaged the 
Dominican efforts at evangelization in his region nevertheless had sent his 
son to the friars to learn to read and write.24

Resistance to convent schooling, however common in the beginning, 
eventually converted into more or less enthusiastic acceptance of a system 
that, after all, helped to preserve the existing social hierarchy. If control 
of the sacred had been a major component of the pre- Hispanic elite’s 
power, they could not afford to permit the new sacred order to fall into an-
yone else`s hands. Ambivalences no doubt persisted, but the generations 
of those educated in the convents from childhood proved themselves on 
the whole to be energetic collaborators and generous patrons, the source 
of endowments and donations of materials and labor that made possible 
the splendid ecclesiastical establishments dotting the Oaxaca landscape.25 
They also supplied the intellectual manpower on which the missionaries 
relied so heavily for the project of evangelization.

The Dominican program for educating elite youth was similar in pur-
pose and format to the Franciscan but on a less ambitious scale. There is 
no record of a centralized school in Mexico City, nor any annexed to the 
main Dominican convents in Oaxaca or Puebla. They did not share the 
Franciscan enthusiasm for a native priesthood (a partial and ephemeral 
enthusiasm in any case), but they shared the same need to form local teams 
of auxiliary evangelizers, and that required a system of education. Literate 
Indians were crucial, and literacy required schooling. A boarding school es-
tablished by Fray Jordán de Santa Catarina in Villa Alta in 1558 may have 
been exceptional for its size, ethnic diversity, and formal organization, 
designed to serve a very extensive region that was still barely evangelized 
and had no other Dominican house. Sons of caciques from the entire Sierra 
Norte, from Totontepec in the Mixe region to the Chinanteca, were sent to 
study there, as well as Zapotecs, who constituted the majority.26 However, 
the Dominicans had been operating in Oaxaca for over twenty years by the 
time Fray Jordán established the school in Villa Alta, and he almost cer-
tainly drew on some prototype, possibly smaller in scale.

The Dominicans, like the Franciscans, formed strong bonds with 
these surrogate sons, many of whom lived with them in close proximity. 
Frequent mention was made of Indians who were “raised in the convents,” 
as distinct from the larger mass of students who simply attended classes. 
“Belonging to the household and beloved by the friars,” they were referred 
to in terms connoting a close, intimate relationship of nurturance.27 When 
Fray Bernardo de Albuquerque became bishop of Oaxaca he continued 
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the custom he had established as friar of raising Indian boys in his house-
hold as pajecitos (little pages). An appealing anecdote has the aging bishop 
traveling on foot fifteen miles in order to perform the wedding of one of 
his former pupils, “a young Indian boy he had reared,” now back in his 
hometown.28

In each doctrina the sons of the rulers and nobles were separated from 
the commoner children and taught to read and write, at first in Latin and 
Spanish and eventually in their own indigenous language. This two- tiered 
system, modeled on the Franciscan precedent, was even further divided on 
the basis of talent and inclination, and a smaller group was given specialized 
training in European sacred music and liturgy, while others received ad-
vanced instruction in doctrine to serve as catechists. In the early years, be-
fore they could form adult staffs, the friars relied on these young liturgists 
and catechists to serve at mass, perform in the choirs and orchestras, and 
act as general assistants, constituting the church staff under the rubric of 
“doctrina boys,” who also acted as nahuatlatos, messengers, and, like the 
boys from Tlaxcala, spies and enforcers to help the friars establish new 
norms of behavior.29

The two- tiered structure was designed not only to teach upper- class 
youth to read and write but also to provide them with other skills “which 
equip them for the government of their communities as well as service in 
the church,”30 although the close intertwining of secular and religious roles 
both before and after conquest blurred such a distinction. Even when the 
rule of separating the pupils by social rank was sometimes violated, and 
talented commoners were allowed to join the sons of the elite, the prin-
ciple persisted of a specialized curriculum for a privileged minority.31 As is 
typical in any system of elite maintenance, the acquisition of a skill set is 
both restricted to the elite class and serves as a marker, even if members of 
lower ranks occasionally slip through.

Another term applied to these boys was pilhuan,32 derived from the 
Nahuatl but also having Zapotec antecedents in the pre- Hispanic phe-
nomenon of the vigañas, or elite boys who served an apprenticeship 
to the priesthood during a certain period of adolescence, presumably 
the same young sons of rulers and nobles “secluded in the houses of 
the devil.”33 References persisted to vigañas within postconquest indig-
enous society and even well into the period of organized evangeliza-
tion. Their precise role is unclear, whether they were priests in training 
or undergoing a period of service that was required of all upper- class 
youths.34 What is clear is that the Franciscans and Dominicans could 
draw in part on this preconquest indigenous tradition for their system 
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of educating upper- class youth in the skills required for religious and 
secular leadership.

While direct evidence for organized Dominican education in Oaxaca 
is scanty, indirect evidence is abundant in the form of large numbers of 
literate “church Indians” who populated the scene within a few decades 
of the friars’ arrival, and the even larger numbers of caciques and 
principales who could read and write and who knew Christian doctrine. 
All were products of Dominican pedagogy, the sons of rulers and nobles 
“offered” (or surrendered) to the friars for schooling and Christian doc-
trine.35 One well- recorded product of those early classes can stand in 
for the elite youth of Oaxaca. The nobleman Francisco García of Santo 
Domingo Petapa was baptized in the 1530s and instructed well enough 
to be appointed maestro de doctrina, or chief catechist, in his native 
town. His family legacy, narrated in a history of the community written 
in Zapotec, revealed the close interweaving of elite status and local iden-
tity with the establishment and support of Christianity.36 From the in-
itial baptism of the “local lords” (xuana) the elite’s credentials revolved 
around passing on to the commoners the doctrina (laya) learned from the 
Dominicans in the parish center. A dynasty of maestros descended from 
this first convert and culminated in the author of the history recorded 
in 1698. In this document, which is clearly intended for Spanish as well 
as local consumption, his ancestors’ legitimacy rests on the twin pil-
lars of genealogy, or their status of xuana when the area was conquered 
(that is, the traditional foundation), and their role in their community’s 
Christianization, based on knowledge of doctrine and Latin and the lit-
urgy.37 He himself displayed enough expertise in Latin to give the cor-
rect titles of prayers and the Latin form of dates and advocations (for 
example, Nativitatis) as they appeared in the liturgical calendar included 
with Feria’s 1567 Zapotec catechism, along with the correct names of 
ecclesiastical vestments. He was highly literate, able not only to write 
this extensive account of local postconquest history, which was derived 
from either oral tradition or earlier documents, but also to draw on 
parish records to supply exact names and dates for the friars assigned 
to the area as ministers from well over a century previously (1560s).38 
Santo Domingo Petapa was never a major settlement, never a cabecera 
or parish center, always subordinate to the doctrinas of Jalapa or Nexapa 
or Tehuantepec. Nevertheless this colonial backwater could count on 
at least one family of local intelligentsia, highly literate and liturgically 
knowledgeable, on whom the Dominicans were able to rely as deputy 
curates.
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INDIGENOUS LITERATI

Alphabetic literacy, for evangelization and service in the church, was in 
many ways the linchpin of the whole enterprise, the skill on which the 
rest of the operation depended. The Protestant emphasis on promoting 
literacy can obscure the degree to which the Roman Catholic Church also 
depended on and endorsed the same skill: not literacy for the lay masses 
nor for reading the scriptures, which still generally remained untranslated 
for Catholics, but restricted literacy for one segment of the laity, to aid in 
the administration of the church and in America to aid in the implantation 
of Christianity itself.

The church depended in Mexico on a cadre of literate Indians edu-
cated by the friars, the “catechism boys” promoted to “church Indians,” or 
adult members of the church staff depicted multiple times in a sixteenth- 
century pictorial document in a cassock- type garment denoting ecclesi-
astical affiliation (figure 6.1).39 Under such titles as nahuatlato, sacristan, 
cantor, and alguacil (bailiff), they performed a variety of tasks in support 
of parish administration. There was scarcely an aspect of religious life not 
under their purview. Although ultimate authority was held by the clergy, 
the staff enjoyed considerable autonomy, especially in the visita (subordi-
nate) churches with no resident ministers. There and generally also in the 
cabeceras, or parish centers, day- to- day operations and often much else were 
directed by an official who held the title of fiscal and who served as chief cat-
echist and a kind of deputy curate, with duties that ranged from marriage 
inquiries (ascertaining whether the prospective partners fell within pro-
hibited degrees of kinship) to overall responsibility for the church fabric.40 
He seems to have been the Mexican equivalent of the powerful figure in 
the Yucatec churches, the maestro cantor (choir master).41 Only an ordained 
priest could validly perform most sacraments, as we have pointed out, but  

Figure 6.1 Fiscal and sacristan, dressed in cassocks. The Nahuatl text records an annual salary 
of forty pesos paid to teopanenque (“church staff”). Detail from Codex Sierra Tepuxpan, Mixteca 
Alta, 1550– 1564. Biblioteca José María Lafragua, Benemérita Universidad Autónoma de Puebla.
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much of the other business of the cure of souls could be delegated. The 
fiscales could even substitute for the minister in baptizing infants when 
necessary and succor the dying in the priest`s absence; they also exercised 
much power as gatekeeper to the sacraments and other rituals.42

Most of the duties performed by the “church Indians” depended on lit-
eracy, primarily in their own languages but also to a much lesser extent in 
Spanish and Latin. Aside from the responsibility for teaching catechism 
and the classes for elite youth, the fiscal and his colleagues maintained the 
church’s records of baptisms, marriages, and deaths, the registers of eli-
gible tribute- payers based on them, and the account books of income and 
expenditure.43 Thus even the care of the material fabric required the ability 
to read and write, as did the provision of funds and accoutrements for the 
various devotions that grew up around particular images. The fiscal might 
even be called on to record testimony in ecclesiastical judicial proceedings,44 
the office of fiscal mirroring in many ways that of official scribe (escribano) 
in the town council. In more than one community both offices fused into 
a hereditary caste of interchangeable personnel, the same person moving 
back and forth between the two and succeeded by members of the same 
family.45

The liturgy also depended on literate assistants. The post of cantor, which 
included instrumentalists as well as singers, soon became an important so-
cial identity, and even the smallest pueblo had its own choir and comple-
ment of musicians. While it is possible to learn to play and sing without 
reading music, and it is not clear whether the musicians all played from 
musical scores, the singers had to be able to read the texts of psalms and 
other songs. Evidence has been recently coming to light that formal exper-
tise in European musical conventions was a well- nigh universal part of the 
colonial elite’s curriculum.46 The adoption of European musical techniques 
was as independently grounded as alphabetic literacy but enjoyed better 
lasting power. Whereas literacy began to die out after Independence, the 
musical legacy has remained vibrant in the indigenous communities of 
Oaxaca. No high mass, wedding, burial, or other major ritual is properly 
performed without accompaniment of the village banda, a musical group 
that can be traced to the earliest postconquest parish church.

The fiscal and his helpers also kept track of the church calendar and 
saints’ days. The indigenous- language catechisms were intended as much 
for the use of these church servants as for the clergy, not only for the cate-
chism but also for the liturgical calendars they contained noting which days 
of obligation and fasting affected the Indians: an oral church bulletin that 
the catechists read out to the faithful every Sunday.47 They also contained 
instructions specifically for the sacristans and acolytes on how to prepare 
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the altar and serve at mass, such as the gestures and verbal responses to 
use in the various sections and even how to perform emergency rites on 
their own.48

The importance of literacy to the evangelizing project cannot be 
overstated. The teaching and other ecclesiastical tasks assigned to the 
indigenous elite depended on their mastery of this skill, and so much 
emphasis was placed on its key role that “knowing how to read” was un-
derstood in early times as synonymous with their having made a suc-
cessful transition to the colonial order. Being able to recite a few prayers 
might suffice for macehuales (Indian commoners), but for the elites, 
apart from all the other purposes they eventually found for the new 
technology, the ability to read and write served as the principal marker 
for their dual identity of Christianized ruling class, distinguishing them 
from both the commoners and also from the diehards who resisted ac-
commodation with the new regime.49 One of these diehards, a Mixtec 
nobleman, retorted to a pilhuan who admonished him on unseemly be-
havior, “Just because you know how to read a little now you think you 
are a Christian.”50

Alphabetic literacy was among the most important cultural imports 
from Europe. Historians perhaps have exaggerated its importance, be-
cause it produced the medium— the written document— on which we 
depend so heavily. But there is no doubt that it had far- reaching effects, 
many of which were entirely unforeseen by the friars who, together with 
their Indian collaborators, adapted the Latin alphabet to the indigenous 
languages. These ancillary effects or purposes to which the Indians put 
alphabetic writing, outlined in an earlier chapter, eventually rivaled or 
outstripped the intended purpose.51

Given the myriad uses the Indians found for literacy, it is not surprising 
that this skill soon became a self- perpetuating tradition, passed down au-
tonomously by the Indians themselves along with European music. One 
reason the Indian elites quickly took charge of teaching was the importance 
of these new skills as status markers. In Oaxaca the association between 
high rank and alphabetic literacy became quickly established. One measure 
of the spread of this skill is the proportion of principales who were able 
to provide their own signatures to petitions and other official documents. 
Starting from zero in the earliest records from Oaxaca in the late 1520s, 
within four decades up to about half of the Zapotec witnesses signed, and 
in increasing proportion as the century progressed.52 Signing one’s name 
does not guarantee functional literacy nor does ownership of a book. But 
there are well- documented instances of considerable command:  a scribe 
who served as notary for the Dominicans; a pilhuan who wrote letters on 
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commission; a town official who kept a written record of materials extorted 
by Spaniards; a local gobernador, literate in three languages, who conducted 
a correspondence in Nahuatl with the local curate. And of course the many 
who read catechisms and devotional literature as well as teaching doctrine 
from them— the main purpose for which the friars had introduced alpha-
betic literacy.

Reading was not confined to catechisms. Once they embraced 
Christianity, the indigenous elite, or some significant portion of it, devel-
oped a keen taste for religious literature in general. The advent of printing 
in Europe had led to the publication of quantities of devotional works, and 
Europe at the time of conquest was awash in lives of saints, commentaries 
on the scriptures, didactic tracts, exempla, miracle stories, and spiritual 
treatises of all kinds, in both Latin and the vernacular. The popularity of 
these works extended to the New World, and before long the catechisms 
were being followed by other types of Christian literature in indigenous 
languages.

Only a small portion of these works survives, mainly because relatively 
few were actually published. If literacy even among Spaniards was by a large 
if not precisely known proportion a manuscript culture, much more so was 
indigenous language literature. A bibliography of works printed in Mexico 
in the sixteenth century indicates that in indigenous languages most of 
the works that reached the printing press were doctrinas or catechisms, 
followed in quantity by artes and vocabularios.53 Devotional materials in 
Spanish and Latin did not figure prominently in the list, not because they 
lacked a market but because they were generally imported from Europe. 
Locally printed publications encountered a variety of obstacles, not least 
of them the cost of production, relying as it did on paper imported from 
Spain, which was often in short supply.54 And indigenous texts incurred 
additional costs above those in Spanish or Latin because the typesetters 
struggled with languages unknown to them and with an abundance of un-
familiar diacritical marks.

All publications required along with substantial financial resources pow-
erful sponsors to obtain the necessary licenses. The indigenous- language 
texts had to run a double gauntlet, requiring an imprimatur not only from 
theologians but also from linguistic experts who could attest to the accu-
racy and orthodoxy of the translation.55 These were difficult hurdles to sur-
mount, and if we bear in mind that only one of the many works in Nahuatl 
written by or under the supervision of the great Franciscan linguist Fray 
Bernardino de Sahagún reached printed form (the Psalmodia christiana), it 
will be easy to accept the estimate that of approximately one hundred works 
in, mainly, Nahuatl by sixteenth- century Franciscans only twenty- three 
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were published.56 A tally of colonial Dominican writings in Zapotec produces 
a similar proportion, most of them known only by their titles.57

Much of this literature, whether manuscript or printed, reached the pop-
ulation of literate Indians, who copied and recopied both types of works in 
an enormous semi- underground system of scribal publication organized 
to satisfy what was obviously an avid demand not met by the printing 
press. The extent of this literature will by its nature always escape accurate 
measurement, but it clearly thrived among the “indigenous intellectuals” 
formed from the first and succeeding generations of convent- trained elites 
and far outstripped the production of printed material. The Indians’ role in 
composing doctrinal literature, which ranged from total independence to 
close collaboration with the clergy, will be dealt with in a later chapter. Here 
we are concerned with its reproduction and circulation— the scribal publi-
cation of uncensored (although not therefore always unorthodox) texts by 
and for an eager audience of literate Indians, which reached proportions 
that alarmed the Mexican hierarchy.

The idea of the Indians’ creating religious works themselves was, of 
course, anathema to the church authorities, as would be any freelance 
composition by anyone in any language. But even the copying of carefully 
reviewed texts carried its own dangers, according to the First Mexican 
Provincial Council of 1555, of “errors and inaccuracies that occur” in 
transcription.58 Some of the copyists’ “errors” may have been deliberate 
reinterpretations of the Christian texts, as has also been argued for 
examples of idiosyncratic translations.59 The Franciscans were inclined to 
attribute the discrepancies more to ignorance than intention, even if some 
of the “absurdities” could be considered heretical.60 Whatever the cause, 
the deviations eventually sparked a debate sponsored by the Holy Office 
in Mexico in 1572 about how to shield Indians from exposure to possibly 
heterodox material in their native languages. The results were inconclusive, 
since expert opinion ranged from complete censorship (except the basic 
catechism) to complete liberty, with a middle ground permitting access 
to carefully vetted printed works and even to manuscripts so long as they 
were composed by ecclesiastics and the copies certified by the author.61

In practice the production and circulation of scribal literature were im-
possible to control. The demand for printed texts always outstripped the 
supply, and the local clergy were not unaware of the dangers. One rationale 
offered for publishing works was so that the Indians did not have to copy 
them by hand with the “risk of many errors by the copyists.”62 Fray Cristóbal 
de Agüero offered his work on the mysteries of the Virgin for publication 
because of requests not only from many friars but also “from the Indians 
themselves for me to give them or permit them to make copies . . . so that 
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they may recite them in their homes and communities.”63 Given that even 
printed works from the period, such as Agüero’s, sometimes survive in only 
a single copy, and others are known by their titles alone, it is not surprising 
that so few examples of the semiclandestine manuscript literature held in 
Indian hands should have been spared.

The obstacles, ideological as well as financial and technical, to publishing 
religious works in indigenous languages simply stimulated the market for 
unauthorized manuscript texts, compounding the risks of heterodoxy. 
Scribal publication also flourished in part precisely because it escaped 
official supervision and allowed for more freedom of expression. In ad-
dition, evidence appears here and there that literate Indians sold copies 
of manuscripts or charged fees for letting someone else make a copy of 
a text. These practices came to light because the texts in question were 
confiscated— theatrical works full of improprieties that had been com-
posed by church cantors and divinatory calendars owned by native priests 
(sometimes doubling as Christian fiscales)— but there is no reason to be-
lieve that they were confined to proscribed material.64 This commodifica-
tion, which seems largely to have escaped Spanish notice, created an added 
incentive for the elite to restrict literacy to their own kind. The sale of man-
uscript texts added direct economic gain to the social prestige and political 
power that literacy helped to sustain and provides one more example of 
how the elites turned this new technology to their own ends beyond its 
original purpose as an aid to Christian evangelization.

Indian literacy was promoted as a basically passive skill confined to 
reading works of Christian doctrine, which were to be kept free from du-
bious mutations and intrusions. Although some minority of Franciscans 
had apparently entertained the notion of forming an indigenous intelli-
gentsia from which a native priesthood could be drawn, this does not seem 
to have been a goal advanced by either Dominicans or an increasing pro-
portion of Franciscans, for whom indigenous literacy served a more limited 
function, that of enabling Indians to perform important but subordinate 
roles in the evangelizing project. Their assignment, in addition to keeping 
records, taking care of the church, and assisting in the liturgy, was ped-
agogical:  to teach the basic elements of Christian doctrine to the Indian 
macehuales, as well as to pass literacy on to the next generation of elites.

TEACHING CATECHISM

Teaching reading and teaching catechism were closely intertwined and 
often presented as if they were a single instructional process. Indeed the 
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same term, cartilla, did double duty as a reading primer and a basic cate-
chism, not only because the term cartilla at the time denoted any short in-
troductory text but also because the two elements— the basics of Christian 
doctrine and the basics of reading— were often combined in the same 
handbook.65 For example, some of the first bilingual catechisms published 
in Mexico prefaced the doctrinal text with an abecedario (alphabet) of all 
the possible combinations of consonants and vowels (such as ba, be, bi, bo, 
bu) in different type faces as a cartilla for learning to read. 66

There was an even more intimate link between learning to read and 
learning the catechism than physical juxtaposition in the same publication. 
In order to understand that link it is necessary to outline how the cate-
chism was taught. The basic elements of Christian doctrine, which consist 
of such prayers as Our Father and various precepts and enumerations of 
sins, virtues and other elements (see Table 6.1 for a list of these elements) 
have scarcely changed in form or content from the early Middle Ages to the 
present. And the method of teaching also remained unmodified, at least 
until recently. Those who are old enough to have attended catechism class 
before Vatican II will have learned the same prayers in the same way as 
any young child anywhere in the Catholic world any time from the twelfth 
or thirteenth century until the 1970s— and beyond in many places. The 
method was rote learning, repeating in unison each phrase as pronounced 
first by the catechist. This method was already so well established in Spain  

Table 6.1  ELEMENTS OF BASIC DOCTRINA

Per signum Crucis

Four Prayers (“cuatro oraciones”):Paternoster (Our 

Father), Credo (Creed), Ave Maria (Hail Mary), Salve 

Regina (Hail Holy Queen)

Ten Commandments of God (Decalogue)

Five Commandments of the Church

Fourteen Articles of Faith

Seven Sacraments

Seven Mortal Sins

Seven Virtues (three theological, four cardinal)

Fourteen Works of Mercy (seven corporal, seven 

spiritual)

Three Enemies of the Soul

Three Faculties of the Soul

Seven Gifts of the Holy Spirit

Five Corporal Senses
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by the time of the conquest— as indeed anywhere in Europe— so taken 
for granted that its export to America as an ensemble together with the 
contents of the doctrine itself was also a given, forming a bridge between 
Old World and New, Old Christian and Indian neophyte. The link between 
this method and literacy is that the already memorized texts would then 
form the basis for the first reading lessons. Even when the ABCs and 
syllabaries were not included with the catechism, learning the prayers first 
aurally and orally would facilitate learning them graphically. Aside from this 
practical link, students of sixteenth- century pedagogy see a strong con-
ceptual connection between these two processes as together representing 
the “beginning of knowledge.”67 Learning the catechism as a prelude to 
learning to read, instead of vice versa, may seem an inversion of logic, but 
as one who eased into reading from an already memorized children’s book, 
I can recommend its efficacy.

There are numerous references to this functional link in the colonial 
sources. The prologue to Fray Alonso de Molina’s 1546 bilingual catechism 
outlined the book’s dual use for learning both catechism and reading.68 In 
Oaxaca the first published catechisms in Zapotec and Mixtec, referred to 
as cartillas in 1544, probably served as reading primers as well as the basic 
catechism text from which the early elite converts learned their prayers.69 
We can conjecture their similarity to the 1580 Chuchona catechism, which 
is the only such dual primer to survive in a Oaxaca language; it opened 
with a “cartilla to teach reading,” consisting of an abecedario, which was 
followed by a sixteen- page section that encapsulated the basic catechism 
text.70 Even catechisms that lacked a specific ABC section were still excellent 
vehicles for the friars to learn the indigenous languages and for the Indians 
to learn to read, precisely because they contained the prayers that every 
adult Christian already knew by heart (or should know) and which were 
the first passages the children memorized.

The supposition expressed in the history of primary education in Spain 
is that most students would move on from memorizing the basic prayers 
and precepts to learning to read and write.71 Whatever the rate of lit-
eracy in Golden Age Spain, a progression from catechism to letters was 
not the norm in Mexico, where “doctrine” and “letters” were inseparable 
and interactive only for the elite— Spaniards and upper- class  Indians. 
Literacy rates among mestizos and other castas is less well documented 
but presumably also closely linked to social status. Commoner children 
had no use for literacy. All they needed was an hour of daily catechism 
before being sent off at the age of twelve or so to help their parents in the 
fields and other types of physical labor that would be their lot in life, and 
during planting and harvest they might be excused from catechism class   
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altogether.72 Elite boys were thought to need and to merit this next step of 
literacy because of the station in life that awaited them. They were phys-
ically segregated in separate quarters, where they spent the entire day 
learning letters and music.

The catechism, however, was supposed to be the same for everyone, girls 
as well as boys, commoners as well as nobles, not only in content but also in 
mode of instruction. The Franciscans provided the most detailed descrip-
tion of this rote learning,73 a system followed by the secular clergy and by 
the Dominicans, having been universally mandated by Mexico’s Primera 
Junta Apostólica in 1524– 1525 and repeated in later provincial councils.74 
The same technique has persisted in rural Mexican parishes to the present 
day, where groups of Indian children are gathered in a corner of the church 
patio to be drilled by a lay catechist, their voices repeating in unison the 
same time- honored phrases, now mainly in Spanish. Mindful that all but 
the most sophisticated among the faithful continue to need their memories 
refreshed, Mexican church councils required that adult Indians attend an 
hour or two of catechism class every Sunday and feast day as a follow- up 
to the daily lessons held for children. All would be assembled in the patio 
according to the same barrio organization that governed the children’s 
classes; attendance was taken by the barrio officials, with mild punishment 
meted out for truancy, and the atrium gates might be locked so that no one 
could slip out after roll call.75

The link between literacy and Christian doctrine was further 
reinforced— closing the circle— by assigning the Indian elites, who learned 
to read through written catechisms, to teach the catechism classes to the 
macehuales. In the early days of evangelization, the catechists were boys 
and young men, who took the doctrine taught to them by the friars and 
passed the lessons on to the commoners in their own and neighboring 
communities. As outlined above, these boys eventually became adult 
“church Indians,” who in turn became the self- perpetuating cadres of 
catechists who taught doctrine to everyone and letters and music to suc-
ceeding generations of elites.76 This practice of Indians instructing other 
Indians was not as formally acknowledged as the one of daily and weekly 
classes. There was a sense that teaching catechism was a task the clergy 
ideally should undertake themselves. However, it was also conceded that 
they could not do so unaided:  there were not enough of them to cover 
all the territory, especially the widely separated visitas, and even in the 
cabeceras they did not always know all the languages. It was acknowledged, 
often in passing, that the Indians were the ones responsible for catechism 
classes. Their identity is not always known, other than that they were lit-
erate Indians, sometimes referred to as fiscales, sometimes more generally  
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and variously as “indios ladinos” or “trusted Indians”; whatever the title, 
they were supported financially by the community.77

The role of the clergy varied. As with all types of ecclesiastical supervi-
sion, the cabeceras received more attention than the scattered visitas, and 
regulars tended to be more assiduous in their oversight than the secular 
clergy. In the cabeceras the Dominicans were urged to conduct the Sunday 
and holy day classes in person.78 But their practice may have been like that 
of the Franciscans, who claimed that they taught doctrine but who seem to 
have in fact been referring only to the preaching component of instruction. 
The common practice for both cabeceras and visitas was for the priest to de-
liver a sermon before or after mass but to leave the rote recitations entirely 
to the Indian catechists, and any supervision was confined to examining 
the classes at unspecified intervals.79

Indian catechists did not inspire the same unease and debate that 
surrounded the use of Indian preachers and nahuatlatos discussed in 
 chapter 2. The danger of deliberate heterodoxy or even inadvertent error 
was virtually nil. Catechism classes involved no interpretation, no op-
portunity for creativity, since they were confined to repeating in unison 
carefully vetted set texts. The risk was rather of sins of omission, of neg-
ligence and slackness in requiring attendance or keeping discipline: all the 
shortcomings of lax pedagogy, which could result in the failure to learn 
any subject properly. The only thing to monitor was whether in fact the 
doctrine was being learned. The boilerplate nature of the content accounts 
for the fact that teaching the basic catechism, as distinct from preaching, 
was not considered an integral part of the minister’s duties. It could be 
delegated to the Indian catechists who could, if anything, do a better job of 
communicating in their native language.

How effective the catechism classes were in actually teaching Christian 
doctrine is difficult to establish. It is true that the children were obliged to 
attend daily classes and to learn to repeat the texts “in chorus.” Chanting 
in unison is not, however, a good measure of individual proficiency, no 
matter how charming a spectacle it was for a visiting bishop to hear an 
entire group of children recite together the prayers and commandments.80 
And what is memorized as a child is not always well remembered later in 
life, despite the weekly recitations after mass designed for adults.

In the early period of evangelization, when a good portion of the Indians 
were baptized in adulthood, allowances were made for people categorized 
as “elderly.” Even among long- term Christians and even when the content 
of the prayers remained unchanged, learning to recite them in a different 
language could be difficult for adults. Protestant reformers in Europe, 
seeking to recast the prayers, commandments, and other articles of faith 
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from Latin into the vernacular, ran into the same obstacles as the Catholic 
missionaries in America: the resistance of the older generation to learning 
new ways, or their inability to do so, most likely a combination of the two. 
Both the European reformers and the American missionaries came to the 
same pragmatic conclusion that efforts should be concentrated on the 
young.81 Time and again the friars marveled at the mental agility of their 
young students while they despaired at the imperviousness of the old folks, 
whether deliberate or not.82

The category of “elderly” persisted long after adult baptism would have 
been a thing of the distant past, and presumably referred to those who had 
once learned only to forget, like the aged “maestro de idolatría” of Betaza, 
who in 1703 declared that “he had known Christian doctrine at one time 
but now has forgotten it.” This memory lapse was common to almost all 
the rest of the “town’s elderly,” in part apparently because they failed to 
attend the weekly refresher courses held for adults.83 Mechanisms were 
introduced to detect these pedagogical failures and lapses of memory. The 
Dominicans from early on required that each adult be examined sigillatim, 
or separately, at least once a year, and the annual recitation of the basic 
elements of the catechism as a preliminary to the yearly sacrament of con-
fession by each adult Christian was a commonly recommended practice.84 
The recommendation appears in handbooks, but it was not an obligatory 
preliminary to the sacrament, and along with many other aspects of the 
ideal, in- depth confession, the care with which penitents were quizzed 
on their knowledge of Christian doctrine, when done at all, depended on 
the amount of time available as well as the zeal and the language skills of 
the minister. As time ran short during the Lenten and Easter seasons, the 
clustering of confessions must have approached an assembly- line routine.

That even this net had large holes is suggested by the fact that laggards 
were often not detected until they sought to marry.85 The stipulation that 
candidates for marriage were to pass a test on doctrine before the wedding 
was a hurdle that could be applied with more care than a preconfession ex-
amination, lacking the press of the universally required and annually recur-
ring Easter Duty. People tended to marry young, so that usually only a short 
period elapsed between finishing catechism classes and reaching marriage-
able age, but even the lapse of only a few years was enough to consign the 
catechism lessons to oblivion, and curates might hold the betrothed couple 
hostage while they “relearned” the basics. There were accusations of abuse, 
the candidates locked up and forced to work in the curate’s house or fields 
until they could pass the test.86 The requirement has continued (or been 
restored) in Oaxaca, and in mid- twentieth- century Yalalag hapless couples 
would pay the local rezandera to coach them in the prayers in Zapotec,  
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which they would promptly forget again once the wedding took place. In 
other words, learning to recite doctrine was no indication of what might be 
retained— and much less of what might be understood.

DOCTRINAL BASICS

The basic doctrine that the Indians, along with every other Christian, 
were supposed to memorize before First Communion had been firmly es-
tablished for centuries by the time of conquest. It could be found, to cite 
one of many possible examples, in a short catechism published in Granada 
shortly after the 1492 Reconquest of the Moorish kingdom and under-
went only slight evolution in America.87 First presented in Latin, it was 
eventually translated into the vernacular as soon as the friars and their 
native collaborators devised appropriate means of recording the texts in 
alphabetic script. The content, however, remained fixed. It consisted of a 
collection of prayers, mandates, and definitions (listed in Table 6.1), de-
rived either directly from Holy Scripture or distilled from Christian tradi-
tion. This collection formed the core of what was usually called the doctrina 
breve, or short catechism, in other words, the cartilla together with several 
additions, intentionally presented free from any “commentary,” as distinct 
from a more elaborated one “with substantial explanation” of the articles 
of faith and other elements.88

The no- frills text of the cartilla was included in every catechism in 
Mexico. It might appear on its own, as in the Nahuatl catechism of 1546 by 
Fray Alonso de Molina— apparently the sole surviving example of a stand- 
alone doctrina breve— and this format may well have been the most pop-
ular, but because it often appeared only as a pamphlet or in manuscript 
copies and received such hard use it has not tended to survive. What has 
survived is the same assembly of basic elements but as part of the doctrinas 
largas, or long catechisms (the more elaborated versions of doctrine that 
will be discussed in the next chapter), either as a separate division, which 
was the case with all early Oaxaca catechisms,89 or interspersed as headings 
for longer explanatory sections.

The Council of Trent, which initiated so many modifications in Roman 
Catholicism in response to the challenges of the Protestant Reformation, 
came and went without a ripple affecting this centuries- old assemblage. 
Except for minor modifications in wording, the collection of prayers and 
articles and their form remained intact, included in every catechism in any 
language from the beginning of the colonial period until its end, and be-
yond. There was no escaping it.
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The first five components through the fourteen Articles of Faith were 
the most commonly mentioned in colonial documents and constituted a 
progressive initiation into Christian practice as well as belief. The opening 
item, the Per signum Crucis (Sign of the Cross), is both an invocation and 
a ritualized gesture, in which the supplicant calls on protection from the 
Trinity while signing a cross on forehead and chest.90 Hammered home in 
the doctrinal literature was the notion that the visual symbol of the cross, 
liberally scattered about the landscape as well as depicted on all kinds of 
objects, was a powerful talisman to protect the Christian from all sorts of 
ills, and the invocation a sure- fire weapon against the devil.91 Little wonder 
that this short but potent and multipurpose formula should head the list 
of incantations to learn.

The Per signum Crucis was followed by what were termed the “four 
prayers”:  the Our Father, the Hail Mary (both derived directly from the 
Gospels), the Apostles’ Creed (which was not strictly a prayer but dated 
from the first Christian centuries), and the later Marian hymn, the Salve 
Regina, or Hail Holy Queen.92 The two sets of commandments are the 
Decalogue of the Hebrew Bible, usually called the Commandments of God 
to distinguish them from the other set, the five commandments specific to 
the Catholic Church, enumerating the duties of the faithful, such as weekly 
attendance at mass. Closing this first rank of components, the Articles of 
Faith present fourteen propositions derived from the Creed, half of which 
pertain to the divine attributes of God and half to the life and redemptive 
role of Christ. The remaining components were considered important but 
not strictly essential. They provide unembellished lists of such elements as 
sacraments, mortal sins, and virtues, down through the corporal senses in 
descending order of importance, to be included or not at the discretion of 
the author.

Armed with this compendium of concepts about the nature of God, 
man, and the universe, this collection of do’s and don’ts, with their risks 
and rewards, the Christian neophyte possessed the totality of knowledge 
he needed to confront life in this world and ensure a safe passage to the 
next. Leaving aside for now the question of translation into the indigenous 
languages, the only difference in all the published texts was an occasional 
variation in the order of elements and sometimes in the number included. 
These bedrock components of Christian doctrine may have been fixed, 
scarcely changing over the centuries, but as soon as we try to establish how 
much of this corpus the Indian catechumens were actually required to learn 
we find much flexibility, even inconsistency, and a dash of controversy: re-
quired when? by whom? of whom? for what purpose?
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To begin at the beginning, we find the vexed question of how much in-
struction adult Indians received prior to baptism. In Oaxaca during the 
chaotic and poorly documented period that followed conquest, it was re-
ported that itinerant clerics traveled around offering to baptize Indians for 
a fee. 93 No information has survived about which elements of doctrine 
they imparted, if any; by the time their initiates appeared in the historical 
record they were hard put to remember even the saint’s name they had 
been given at baptism.94

The regular clergy, by their own accounts of mass baptisms, whether in 
the millions or the tens of thousands,95 might give the impression that they 
also neglected instruction, given the enormous disproportion between the 
numbers of catechumens and the friars attending them. But this calcu-
lation ignores the assistance the friars received from the corps of young 
nahuatlatos whose training we have discussed and who could multiply 
many times over the numbers reached directly. What is clear from the early 
records is that the friars sought to teach only the most basic elements of 
doctrine. The main difficulty lies in pinning down which portion of instruc-
tion preceded baptism and which came later. This may seem a minor point, 
but the question of consent hinges on the chronology. To the Franciscans 
in Mexico the great number of potential converts constituted an emer-
gency that demanded dispensing with elaborate preparation and ritual 
refinements. Their critics, mainly Dominicans, questioned whether this 
stripped- down version of baptism, greatly simplified in form and lacking 
more than minimal instruction, could be considered a valid sacrament. It 
should not surprise us that the passionate defender of indigenous rights, 
Bartolomé de Las Casas, included this issue in his influential treatise De 
unico modo vocationis in which he condemned conquest, enslavement, and 
other forms of violence against the Indians, arguing as well that valid con-
version required informed consent and that baptism without proper in-
struction was a form of coercion.96 The tract circulated widely in manuscript 
and helped to enlist support from Mexican bishops, the pope, and fellow 
Dominicans in his crusade for Indian rights. The renowned theologian 
Francisco de Vitoria, best known for his writings on just war that placed 
Spain’s American empire under theological interdict, soon linked the case 
for prebaptismal instruction with Saint Thomas Aquinas’s view of conver-
sion as necessarily a voluntary act based on persuasion, in which any pres-
ence of fear or force, even indirect, rendered it a “sacrilege.”97 Consulted by 
the Spanish Crown in 1541 on the level of preparation that would satisfy 
the requirement, a panel of Salamancan theologians declared that adults 
should be baptized only after gaining sufficient knowledge to enable them 
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to “lead a virtuous Christian life,” which in turn required instruction “not 
only in faith but also in morals.”98

The First Mexican Provincial Council of 1555 settled the question for-
mally, ratifying the general conclusion of the Salamancan theologians, 
that no adult was to be baptized without prior instruction, while leaving 
to the conscience of the clergy the definition of exactly how much was ad-
equate.99 By that date it was almost a moot point. Only a smattering of 
unbaptized adults would have been left, hiding in the hills or concealing 
their status as holdouts and sometimes seeking secret baptism late in life 
to avoid scandal.100 The 1546 Molina catechism had included a brief section 
on adult baptism omitted in later versions.101 It must have become obsolete 
after the last of the transitional generation had died off, since once parish 
administration was established it was virtually impossible to elude the re-
quirement to baptize the newborn.

The debate about what ought to be done by way of prebaptismal prepara-
tion provided scarce illumination about what actually took place. Those in 
favor of substantial preparation won the arguments, but evidence points to 
a practical victory that favored the minimalists. Motolinía described what 
may have been the Franciscan norm, declaring that he could teach bap-
tismal candidates the Per signum Crucis and the Our Father in three or four 
hours, presumably meaning that he could drill the Indians in reciting the 
texts. The adults were taught “what they were to believe, what to abhor, 
and the rules of [Christian] marriage (a token, it would seem, for the entire 
category of morals), and then they were baptized.”102 He filled out the list 
of basic lessons with the Creed, the Hail Mary, the Salve, and the command-
ments, but these additions were apparently to be learned as a postscript to 
baptism rather than a prelude.103

Despite their stance favoring instruction as a prerequisite for a valid bap-
tism, the Dominicans seem to have defined the requirement in practice no 
more amply than the Franciscans. The doctrinal program that their founder 
and provincial Betanzos outlined for his missionaries was more elaborate 
but did not indicate which part, if any, was to precede rather than follow 
the sacrament of baptism.104 The Zapotec themselves may have provided 
a hint. Their chronicles, or títulos primordiales, placed strong emphasis on 
the initial baptism of rulers and nobles as marking the foundation of any 
local polity. Generally they lack attending details. But one chronicle distin-
guished between an elementary preparation that preceded baptism and the 
“strong sermon” that followed later, which I take to be the more elaborate 
instruction undertaken once the parishes were formally established.105

Regardless of theological arguments and conciliar decrees, what 
prevailed in practice in Mexico was the Franciscan concept of conversion 
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as a gradual process, with baptism the beginning and not the finale, a base 
point from which further preparation for admittance to the Eucharist and 
full participation in Christian life would take place in stages. Judging from 
the requirements as evangelization progressed, the pace was exceedingly 
slow. In the early postconquest years the priority was to establish the 
identity of Christian, for which only a token set of elements was distilled 
from the basic list. The first item on the list and the first the neophytes 
were to learn was the physical gesture of the Per signum Crucis, a gesture 
deeply ingrained by repetition from childhood (an example of habitus par 
excellence) in “cradle” Catholics, but obviously not so for older converts. 
Catechisms of the period made a point of describing the hand movements 
in detail for the benefit of adult Moorish converts in Granada as well as for 
Indians in America.106

The sign of the cross was the emblem of Christian identity for recently 
baptized Indians in the earliest years of evangelization before regular cat-
echism classes had been established, when they were not yet able to re-
cite any of the Christian prayers. In judicial proceedings witnesses were to 
be sworn under an oath appropriate to their status in order to guarantee 
truthful testimony, and therefore it was necessary to distinguish an Indian 
eligible to take the Christian oath on the Holy Cross from one who swore 
“according to their own custom,” which was to “touch the ground with his 
right hand and then raise it to his tongue.”107 At some early point it became 
accepted that what were designated the “Four Prayers” would be added to 
the Per signum Crucis as the defining marker, and the test of status became 
whether the Indian (witness, defendant, or plaintiff) could recite at least 
some part of the Our Father and the others. When the cacica of Cuilapan 
and her two sons failed this test of Christian doctrine despite having been 
baptized, they were sentenced to thirty days of compulsory catechism 
lessons.108 One can assume that the object was to learn to recite the “Four 
Prayers,” the same that the recently baptized lord of Santo Domingo Petapa 
was taught by the Dominicans in the 1530s in Nexapa and which he was 
charged with passing on to the local macehuales.109

Once regular catechism classes were underway the number of re-
quired elements increased. Standards varied widely in practice. The 
Yanhuitlan Inquisition trials of the mid- 1540s offer in capsule form the 
gamut of possible outcomes that the same basic course of instruction 
could produce within the indigenous upper class. The star pupil was Don 
Domingo, baptized in late adolescence and immediately taught the first 
rudiments of the catechism (again, without indicating whether any in-
struction preceded the baptism):  probably the Four Prayers, which he 
was able to recite in Latin to the satisfaction of the judges. Then, as the 
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Dominicans had become established in the period between their first 
foray in 1529 and his trial in 1544, he was taught to read, including 
in Latin, and learned to recite in Mixtec more of the basic cartilla, in-
cluding the fourteen Articles of Faith.110 Next in accomplishment were 
two young men who had been indigenous priests and after a few years 
of obligatory study were able to recite the Four Prayers in badly pro-
nounced Latin, and the Articles of Faith and Commandments in Mixtec. 
A nobleman somewhat older than Don Domingo managed to remember 
only half the Articles, in addition to the prescribed prayers in fractured 
Latin.111 Finally, the elderly gobernador (he gave his age variously as sixty, 
seventy, and eighty and elsewhere declared he was the oldest person in 
the town) scored a catechetical zero. Admitting that he knew only a few 
words of the prayers, when challenged to recite them was unable to do 
so. Indeed he could not even make the sign of the cross, the most el-
ementary step in Christian initiation. In defense he asserted that he 
had not resisted learning and in fact had attended catechism classes— a 
claim confirmed by one of the local clergymen— but that he was simply 
too old to learn.112 That may well have been true, but it is also likely that 
he had little interest in doing so, and that attending catechism and mass 
in what was alleged to be a drug- induced haze may not have sharpened 
his powers of assimilation.

A similar whiff of false innocence emanates from testimony given by 
the caciques of Coatlan in the same year, 1545. They also did not know the 
basic catechism. Their defense attributing their ignorance to neglect from 
the clergy rings somewhat false in view of their physically violent resist-
ance to gospel preaching.113 In other cases resistance may have been less to 
the catechism’s content than to the challenge of committing it to memory, 
once this obligation became a widely established and recognized sequel to 
baptism. One aged principal in the Mixteca who declared himself too old for 
baptism must have meant too old to memorize the catechism rather than 
to undergo the ceremony.

Age may have in fact eased the burden for this principal and others of 
his generation. In setting requirements for learning doctrine, allowances 
were made not only for the elderly but in general for those considered for 
any reason to suffer diminished capacity. Just as in the medieval Europe of 
Old Christians, it was assumed that many of the Mexican faithful fit this 
designation, hard put to learn and recite more than the basic prayers.114 
Included in this category along with the “negros” was some portion of 
Indians— unspecified in size but by implication the large majority— who 
were deemed “simple” and “ignorant” and thus held to a less exacting 
standard.115
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It is difficult to escape the conclusion that the mass of Indians in 
Mexico had been baptized with no clear sense of the basic tenets of the 
new faith, even less an understanding of the rules they were duty- bound 
to follow when becoming Christians. As late as 1585, when the Third 
Mexican Provincial Council reiterated earlier rulings that no one was to 
be baptized “without a good understanding of Christian doctrine,” it turns 
out that good understanding had a fairly rudimentary meaning of “to learn 
in their own language” several prayers and the Ten Commandments,116 
surely not what the Salamancan theologians had in mind when arguing 
for informed consent as a requisite for baptism. Such consent was to con-
sist in an understanding of the faith and morals preached by the church 
and of the specific obligations to “believe and act upon” that they would 
undertake in accepting baptism.117 Nor does it appear that doctrinal for-
mation improved markedly after baptism. The only standard additions 
to the basic set of four prayers and two sets of commandments were the 
fourteen Articles of Faith in order to be eligible for the sacraments of pen-
ance and marriage.118 It should be noted that this list was not uniquely 
lax but represented throughout the Spanish- speaking world the yardstick 
for evaluating knowledge of Christian doctrine and the customary marker 
of Christian identity.119 In practice the standard for recitation may have 
been even lower, confined to the original Four Prayers, which had a better 
chance of being learned in toto than any of the other elements because of 
their frequent repetition in the recurring Ordinary of the mass and the 
litany of the Rosary. And there were some, Spaniards included, who could 
not manage to meet even that requirement.120

Not only did most converts receive a highly abbreviated catechism at 
best, but it is not at all clear how much of the prayers they understood, 
even once they began to be translated from Latin into the indigenous lan-
guages. Influenced by the Council of Trent, the Third Mexican Council of 
1585 for the first time articulated officially the need for explanation of this 
unembellished distillation of Christian doctrine represented by the basic 
catechism. It added to the requirement already decreed in 1565 that the 
Indians learn— which, let us recall, meant memorize— the prayers and 
commandments, because “this doctrine repeated frequently, will fix in 
our memory the fundamentals of our faith.” In addition, the curates were 
enjoined to explain what was being memorized, since “it is useless to retain 
the doctrine in memory if each person does not understand what is neces-
sary for salvation.”121

This last clause is the first formal acknowledgment by the Mexican church 
that while the time- honored texts of the basic catechism provided the es-
sential tenets of Christian doctrine, their meaning was not immediately 
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apparent to the indigenous neophytes. Even among Old Christians, al-
though the content was more familiar, its significance was not necessarily 
more self- evident than to the newly converted. The Counter- Reformation 
church recognized the need for explaining the word of God and placed a 
new emphasis on preaching.122 If we wish to understand the Christian mes-
sage the church attempted to convey to the Indians in Mexico and else-
where in Spain’s overseas empire, we must look beyond the doctrina breve 
to the sermons and the other elaborated doctrinal tracts through which the 
missionaries sought to interpret and explain the gospel message and thus 
continue the process of conversion begun by baptism.
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CHAPT ER 7

w
 The Word of God

The clergy could safely delegate the teaching of basic catechism to their 
native assistants. The formulaic character of the doctrina breve in which 

the catechumens and later the baptized children were drilled, guaranteed 
orthodoxy regardless of the skill or probity of the catechists. Not so 
preaching. Since it is not a sacrament, preaching does not strictly require 
holy orders, but the Catholic Church has always regarded it as the sole re-
sponsibility of the clergy. Proclaiming and interpreting the word of God 
was considered too delicate a task to leave to the laity, the risk of error too 
great and the consequences of error too dire.

THE SPOKEN WORD

In theory preaching played a key role in prompting the Indians to seek 
(or accept) baptism. The lack of direct testimony means that the actual 
circumstances surrounding this pivotal step in the process of conversion 
will always remain outside the historians’ grasp. Despite the inevitably 
self- serving and possibly even deluded accounts of the missionaries them-
selves, which assigned pride of place to the force of their rhetoric (whether 
directly or via interpreters), pragmatic considerations appear the more 
likely stimulus for the ruling class, either to cement alliances and gain favor 
during the period of conquest or to maintain their high- ranking positions 
later. In candid moments the friars admitted that few converted “willingly” 
and attributed the motivation to “fear” and to the desire to “ward off ill 
treatment.”1 Referring to the execution of Tlaxcalan rulers for idolatry a 
few years after the Franciscans arrived, a chronicle states, “Then, at the 
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death of the rulers, the terror began. It was then that they flocked to bap-
tism.”2 Doctrinal conviction cannot have played more than a minor role, if 
it figured at all.

Accounts of eloquent, impassioned preaching in the first years of con-
tact were all composed decades, sometimes generations later. Even had 
the encounters taken place as reported, they did not necessarily effect 
the switch in allegiance that so often forms a part of the Christian con-
version narrative. The famous Coloquios, which purport to record an inter-
change between the first Franciscans and a group of Nahua priests, is a 
classic example of a “dialogue of the deaf.” Whether an idealized distilla-
tion or an actual exchange, it lays out clearly the unbridged gap between 
Christian assertions and Nahua concepts and actually represents a failure 
of Christian rhetoric. The Nahuas were clearly less interested in doctrine 
than in honoring the modes of behavior established by their ancestors.3

My argument is not so much that baptisms were performed without 
preaching as that preaching eloquence had little impact on the formal 
process of conversion. The Saul- to- Paul conversion story on the road to 
Damascus is a misleading model for colonial Mexico and arguably excep-
tional for any time and place. The assimilation of new ideas, the conversion 
from one way of looking at the world by someone already formed in his own 
mode of thinking, may well require direct divine intervention, especially if 
the ways of thinking are very far apart and not simply different versions 
of the same Judaeo- Christian worldview. A  more appropriate model for 
Mesoamerica (and mainly for the young) would be the long, tortuous pro-
cess that Saint Augustine traversed from paganism to Christianity. That 
process is closer to the teetering between two worlds that we see in transi-
tional generations that tried to accommodate the new while clinging to the 
old, exemplified by the tragic figure of Don Juan Cortés of Tehuantepec, 
who supported the church lavishly while at the same time leading clandes-
tine rituals for the old gods and was eventually convicted of apostasy.4

This is not to argue either that all those raised in Christianity from in-
fancy made the complete transition. It is simply to suggest that they more 
often managed to transcend the divide, to create their own syntheses, 
which, even when not necessarily compatible with Spanish notions of 
orthodoxy, allowed the Indians to consider themselves at the same time 
Christian and Zapotec— or Maya or Nahua, as the case might be.

The missionary’s task, in any case, was seen to have only begun with 
formal conversion. Recognized as more lengthy and halting than envisioned 
in the early moments of euphoria, it was the postbaptismal process of 
transforming the Indians from nominal to “real” Christians.5 This slower 
transformation was the hoped for “fruit of preaching,”6 and eloquence was 
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to be a lifetime duty of the zealous missionary. Elementary rote instruc-
tion in the core elements of doctrine continued to be the exclusive focus 
of the evangelizing process for decades after the first missionary forays. 
At some as yet unidentified point the missionaries added to the basic cat-
echism the second regular component in the church’s instructional pro-
gram: the sermon, designed to explain and above all to advocate the beliefs 
and practices distilled in the doctrina breve.7

What is misleading in the discussion of doctrine is that the term had two 
meanings, one ample and one restricted. The first sense of the term referred 
to the stable set of prayers and precepts that we have been discussing and 
that varied only slightly in inclusiveness. “Teaching doctrina (catechism)” 
meant the act of imparting the text of these prayers and precepts, phrase 
by phrase, and, correspondingly, “learning doctrina” meant memorizing 
these texts through oral repetition, as has been related. It is worth 
underlining that this process involved no interpretation and that to “know 
doctrina” meant simply that one could repeat the texts from memory. This 
unadorned doctrina was not considered self- explanatory. Instead it was the 
foundation for doctrina in the more ample sense, which referred to the en-
tire body of Christian doctrine from which the basic elements were distilled 
and which served to elaborate on and explain the core tenets.8

The two types of text were distinguished clearly by the 1555 Mexican 
Provincial Council as the doctrina breve, “short and without commentary,” 
and the doctrina larga, “with substantial explanation of the articles of faith” 
along with the rest of the elements “necessary for [the Indians’] salva-
tion.”9 They are represented by the first two bilingual catechisms published 
in Nahuatl, a short version in 1546 by the Franciscan Alonso de Molina 
and the longer one by the Dominicans in 1548.10 It might be tempting 
to see these two versions as representing differences in what the two or-
ders taught: that the Franciscans were content with a pared- down set of 
precepts while the Dominicans insisted on a more elaborate one, in the 
same way that the latter recommended a relatively more extensive cate-
chetical preparation for baptism. But I think instead that they represent 
two bodies of material and two modes of teaching and learning, with dif-
ferent functions, both of them encompassed by the evangelizing process 
and both mandated by the bishops as valid and necessary.

The prologue to the 1548 Dominican catechism outlined the two types 
and their relationship: “In order to understand better and more easily what 
is contained here,” it is necessary first to have the Indians memorize all 
that is included in the “doctrina chiquita [little catechism],” so that they 
can absorb what is presented in the more elaborate explanations in the rest 
of the catechism.11 The interpretive elaborations on the basic texts were the 
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equivalent of sermons even when not strictly following their form. Their 
content corresponded to what was often meant by preaching and what was 
always meant by the ample sense of doctrina, a sense that implicitly included 
understanding the tenets of the faith as well as learning them by heart. 
Bishop Albuquerque intended this ample sense when in 1577 he declared 
that the Indians needed “more frequency of doctrina and more ministers to 
preach it.”12 He did not mean more catechism classes to memorize prayers, 
for which there was by that date no shortage of native catechists.

The church fathers in the Council of Trent placed a new premium on 
preaching throughout the Catholic world, in response to the heresies 
raging across Europe at the time and the existence of vast numbers of 
souls so recently, and precariously, wrested from the clutches of Satan.13 
In America by that time not only had the missionary linguists (or at least 
some of them) acquired enough mastery to attempt a more elaborate rhet-
oric, but they had also begun to encounter an audience more receptive to 
the gospel message than the first generation of neophytes, who may have 
accepted baptism for whatever reason but found “listening to the word of 
God very wearisome” when not actually offensive.14 By the 1550s the recal-
citrant old guard was giving way, hastened along by providential “plagues 
and epidemics,” to a younger cohort baptized as children and instructed in 
Christian doctrine from an early age: “These lords and principal ministers 
did not accept [God’s law], but God provided a remedy, killing off many of 
them with the above- mentioned plagues and epidemics  . . . and rulership 
has passed down from those who died to their sons, who were baptized as 
children and brought up in God’s house, so that God himself delivers their 
domains to those who believe in Him.”15

Starting in the last decades of the sixteenth century sermons in Mexico 
became part of the standard instructional repertoire for the cure of 
souls, instead of being reserved only for special celebrations or revivalist 
movements.16 In the Indian parishes that meant at least sixty sermons a 
year if we add to Sundays the holy days of obligation binding on Indians 
as listed in the liturgical calendars. The Sunday and feast day observances 
were divided into three segments: rote recitations of the catechism, usu-
ally led by native fiscales, followed by the celebration of mass, and, finally, 
a sermon by one of the parish ministers, in which the Indians “were called 
to account for their vices.”17 They were to be exhorted to put into practice 
all they had been taught and warned of the dire consequences of failing 
to do so.

In the early years of evangelization— and in many senses permanently— 
preaching and the interpretive part of doctrine were addressed primarily to 
the rulers and other elites. Motolinía distinguished between the minimum 
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elements relayed to the ordinary adults and the more extensive explana-
tion reserved for the “ruler and nobles.”18 Bishop Zumárraga distinguished 
among different levels of sophistication that catechisms were designed 
to address, from “proficient” (as opposed to “beginners”) down through 
those too “slow- witted” to assimilate any specific teachings at all. Not all 
Indians occupied the same rank, and it was only the portion defined as “the 
most simple and ignorant” for whom elaborations and explanations were 
considered unsuitable. The definitions might refer to level of education 
(“people without erudition or letters”),19 but given the contrast between 
the relatively advanced education offered to principales and the minimum 
received by macehuales, the distinction of capacity to assimilate doctrine 
can be translated into a distinction of rank and social class. Even after bap-
tism only the basic catechism was thought appropriate for the masses “at 
least for now . . .  leaving the sermons on other material for the future.”20 
This does not mean that the explanations in the doctrina larga had no au-
dience, only that the immediate audience was seen as the Indian upper 
classes, and only indirectly the commoners through the latter’s mediation.

Everyone was obliged to listen to the sermons that accompanied mass, 
just as attendance at the weekly mass and the catechism classes was obliga-
tory once parishes and the routine of the church calendar were established. 
But it is clear that the macehuales were not expected to assimilate much 
if anything beyond the basic prayers. As with most of history we have at 
best a spotty record of what the common folk were doing and virtually a 
blank on what they made of it all. Since they did not attend the reading and 
writing classes restricted to elite boys they have left no written records of 
their own. They are even largely absent from the oral testimonies in trials 
for heterodox practices, since those responsible for the array of activities 
loosely grouped under the category of “idolatry” tended to be members 
of the elite. Moreover, possessing little or no property, they rarely left 
testaments formal enough to have been preserved. They might never have 
existed except for their names in the surviving parish registers and for the 
architectural monuments and the major forms of wealth produced in the 
period, all fruits of their labor.

It is distasteful to have to relegate this large proportion of colonial hu-
manity to the attic of history, stored there until more revealing sources, 
finer tools, or more acute intelligences can release them.21 As individuals 
they were certainly missing from the records of evangelization. Not only 
did they not read or write; they do not seem to have participated in any 
of the documented activities beyond the basic rites of passage undergone 
by all Christians, their names recorded in parish registers of baptisms, 
marriages, and burials. The entire edifice of the church as well as the state 
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and almost all the private economy depended on their labor, but what they 
thought about the whole colonial experience is virtually unrecoverable. 
One account, although generally sympathetic to commoners, declared that 
they were highly resistant to the Christian message, “fleeing” from the 
friars “like animals, irrational and untamable.”22 Were they eventually won 
over, or did they simply fall in line after their rulers voted for cooperation? 
We just do not know. If their actions were ill- recorded, their motives re-
main even more of a cipher.

From the viewpoint of the missionaries it was logical to direct their 
attention and their preaching to the lords and nobles, who had the au-
thority to bring their subjects into the Christian fold en masse, enforce the 
new codes of Christian behavior, and serve as a conduit for the Christian 
message. Evidence regarding colonial preaching is necessarily scanty. 
As oral performances sermons have of course been lost to the historical  
record, and, although a large number of written sermons were produced in 
indigenous languages, since most circulated only in manuscript in single or 
reduced numbers of copies, few have been preserved.23 What has survived 
in far greater number are the printed doctrinas largas. These sixteenth- 
century publications are the prime written source for the more elaborated 
Christian doctrine that was presented to the Indian neophytes, either di-
rectly to the literate minority or indirectly to the Indian masses. They all 
constituted a type of preaching manual, even if only one of the examples 
was explicitly and formally arranged as such:  the 1548 Spanish- Nahuatl 
Doctrina prepared by the Dominicans, which appeared in the form of forty 
“little sermons.”24 The doctrinas largas were conceived of as sermonarios, 
or collections of sermons, addressed directly to the Indians as “my chil-
dren” or “dear children,” didactic in presentation, and presented as a com-
plement to the standardized material of the doctrina breve.25 They can be 
considered a single genre despite differences in format, all composite texts 
incorporating in one form or another the prayers and other basic elements 
to be memorized, along with the more elaborate explanations that would 
help the neophyte understand the core doctrine and act in accordance 
with it.

THE WRITTEN WORD

The colonial church failed to provide a clear policy about how the full 
Christian message was to be communicated to the Indians. It was never 
considered safe or profitable to confuse the Indian masses with more than 
a minimum dose of doctrine, and the embellished versions were intended 

 



t he Wor d of god ( 173 )

strictly for the literate indigenous elite deemed capable of assimilating 
them and who in turn could communicate some portion to the common 
people.26. But a portion of the clergy, the ideological heirs of those who 
had all along harbored doubts about the Indians’ capacity for Christianity, 
feared that even the elites should be denied unmediated access to doc-
trinal elaborations. Such access simply provided an opportunity for them 
to misinterpret or, worse, intentionally corrupt the Christian message and 
lead the macehuales astray. In an earlier chapter we dealt with the Mexican 
Inquisition’s efforts in the early 1570s to suppress unregulated scribal lit-
erature in native languages because of the risk of copying errors or even 
deliberate deviations from orthodoxy. The concern soon broadened beyond 
possibly suspect content to cover the danger posed by exposure to any 
doctrinal or devotional material, printed or manuscript, because even the 
most orthodox text could elicit erroneous interpretations, and the Mexican 
Holy Office recommended keeping all religious materials out of the hands 
of Indians except only the prayers and other standard components of the 
cartilla.27

The Inquisition’s policy of strict censorship failed. The move came too 
late, after a flurry of printing activity had already taken place from the 
1540s through the 1560s. Almost every major indigenous language had at 
least one doctrina larga published during that period, and if we are to judge 
from the Zapotec and Mixtec cases copies were widely disseminated among 
the Indian elites, who read them and also used them to teach Christian doc-
trine to their fellows.28 Another source of the new policy’s futility is that 
printed works seem to have represented only a fraction of the doctrinal and 
devotional material available to the literate Indian elites. Most of the mate-
rial, as noted in the previous chapter, was widely available in a flourishing 
medium of scribal publication despite misgivings by a portion of the clergy 
and efforts by the Inquisition to prevent its production and circulation.

It has become commonplace that, because of this thriving culture of 
manuscript literacy, indigenous Christianity in Mexico developed a far 
richer panorama of beliefs and practices than those prescribed in the official 
doctrina largas. As we refine our understanding of the native traditions and 
colonial conditions that have also contributed to that mix,29 the orthodox 
Christian component can also repay closer study. Sometimes this strand is 
taken for granted. It is generally the more familiar, in part because it shares 
a cultural background with that of most scholars and in part because it 
possesses a much more extensive corpus of published literature: for every 
study of Zapotec cosmovision one can find a hundred titles on a single as-
pect of medieval Christian theology. But the Christian tradition itself was 
neither monolithic nor unchanging, and it is worth examining with care the 
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particular version or versions that were presented in the sixteenth- century 
doctrinas largas. They were not the only source of Christian teaching and 
possibly not even the major influence on Mexican Christianity. This may 
well have been the cult of the saints, which depended far more on the visual 
imagery and ritual practices imported from Europe.30 The Word of God pro-
vided only the conceptual framework for the lived Christian life, and not 
the model. Nevertheless it is that conceptual framework that we seek here, 
and although the doctrinas largas were not the only source, they were un-
doubtedly the primary one, the official point of departure for all Christian 
teaching, and in the Zapotec and Mixtec versions they remained in circu-
lation as the principal source for a good part of the colonial period, in the 
case of one Zapotec version up to at least the mid- twentieth century. They 
cannot tell us what the Indians thought of the message. But if we are to 
attempt from other sources even a rudimentary Rezeptionsgeschichte, we 
ought first to have a clear idea of exactly what they were reacting to.

None of the earliest texts has survived in any language. The first were 
undoubtedly abbreviated catechisms mentioned in the previous chapter. 
Not until 1544 do we have a more elaborate Christian message composed 
specifically for an indigenous audience in Mexico, although published 
in Spanish and based on a text written in the Antilles by the Dominican 
Fray Pedro de Córdoba and modified for the Mexican context. (How ex-
tensively modified cannot be judged in the absence of the original text.)31 
And not until 1548 did the first doctrina larga appear in an indigenous lan-
guage, followed by a number of similar publications in Nahuatl and other 
languages.32

These doctrinas from the middle decades of the sixteenth century give 
us the version or versions of the Christian message imparted during the 
peak years of the evangelization project. The Indians with rare exceptions 
had all been baptized, most from infancy, and the holdouts had largely died 
off; the structure of parish administration was in place, with regular cat-
echism classes, sacraments, and preaching, the frequency of the sermons 
dependent on the size and distance of the community and the number 
of clergy available. Even the scattered estancias might hear a homily once 
every month or so. And whatever the frequency, except for the most lin-
guistically adept or adventuresome preacher, the content of the homily was 
likely to be cribbed from the written sermons or sermon- like writings of 
some more dexterous colleagues.

All the doctrinas, regardless of format, tone, style, or emphasis, sought 
to convey a similar message with two ends in mind— exposition and 
exhortation— which in turn correspond to the two main divisions of the 
Christian religion, with which the Catholic Church concerned and concerns 
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itself: faith and morals, or belief and practice. Despite the Renaissance re-
newal of interest in Classical rhetoric and the Dominicans’ emphasis on 
persuasion as the mechanism of conversion, most early examples of a 
doctrina lacked much in the way of Christian apologetics. They offered 
little argumentation but rather a confidence that simple declaration of 
the “truths” was all that was needed. Or if blindness prevailed, demon-
stration of Christian truth would banish pagan error. One of the Indians’ 
“blind spots” was to “adore” the sun, moon, and stars as deities, and in 
order to combat this fallacy, Fray Gonzalo Lucero— noted for his visual 
representations— would produce one of his favored teaching aids, a globe, 
and “demonstrate” that these celestial bodies all revolve around the earth 
in obedience to God’s orders. Discredited view of the solar system aside, 
we can doubt that the demonstration failed to convince the Mixtec and 
Zapotec audiences that this alien version of the cosmos was more “true” 
than their own.33

Beginning his ministry in the early 1530s, Lucero represented the first 
wave of proselytizers, whose contact with truly alien belief systems (not 
merely variations on their own, like Judaism and Islam) had been insuffi-
cient to shake their confidence in the compelling nature of simple declara-
tion, who believed that the “truths of our faith” were so obvious as to require 
no more than simple exposition. This confidence was also coupled with and 
partly rested on a still rudimentary knowledge of Indian cultures in those 
early years. The detailed compilations of the great applied anthropologists 
Sahagún and Durán would be four more decades in the making, and the 
less codified but nevertheless extensive knowledge that active missionaries 
were to gain from their own observations and interactions in the field were 
only beginning.

An early, still Euro- centered approach to proselytizing can be seen 
in three catechisms published by Bishop Zumárraga during the mid- 
1540s.34 Despite the dates they represent the first wave of indoctrination 
rather than the next stage embodied in the Córdoba Doctrina published 
at the same time and which we will examine shortly. Even though all 
three texts were supposed to be suitable for Indians and one of them was 
even addressed exclusively to that audience, they all seem to look back to 
Europe as if America and its Indians did not exist. The treatment of the first 
commandment is symptomatic. In later catechisms it was firmly linked 
to the sin of idolatry, which, as we shall see, was to become an increas-
ingly salient theme to the point of obsession. As treated by Zumárraga  
idolatry was either embedded in lengthy discussions of general heter-
odox practices, especially European forms of witchcraft, or subsumed 
under metaphorical comparisons with materialism, or dismissed as a vice 
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common to all gentiles, before the advent of Christianity and therefore 
strictly relegated to the past.35

Zumárraga’s Erasmian leanings underlay his emphasis on spiritual re-
newal, but his isolation from the Indian population in Mexico also helps 
to account for the unrooted quality of his text. It is likely that, despite the 
fifteen years already spent in Mexico when he published the first catechism 
(having arrived in 1528) and despite his role as protector de indios, he did 
not in fact have much direct contact with them. Certainly he had no unme-
diated contact, for like another great champion of Indian rights, Bartolomé 
de Las Casas, he never learned an Indian language. And, although he for-
mally presided as Inquisitor over a number of the previously cited trials of 
native idolators, he may not have assimilated much detail on the specific 
practices they were charged with, much less understood the set of beliefs 
in which the practices were embedded. As noted earlier, a decade or two 
had to pass before any European was to have much of a handle on this alien 
belief system qua system.

The Zumárraga catechism contrasts with the text attributed to Pedro de 
Córdoba and published in 1544, the first extant publication produced spe-
cifically for the native population, the first to engage directly with the in-
digenous world. This work was in turn the basis, with some amplifications, 
for the Spanish text of the first bilingual doctrina larga in America, prepared 
by an anonymous group of Dominicans and published in 1548. As the of-
ficial doctrina larga in Nahuatl, reissued twice in 1550, this work may well 
have been the most widely disseminated source of Christian doctrine in 
early colonial Mexico, and together with the 1544 original represented the 
second generation of proselytizing— or at least its Dominican version. The 
Franciscan version would be represented by Fray Pedro de Gante’s Doctrina 
of 1553, so clearly directed to the Indians that it contained no Spanish text 
to accompany the Nahuatl. If anything, it was even more deeply inspired by 
indigenous culture, drawing on locally based imagery to illustrate Christian 
doctrine and even employing the reverential forms of address and lush dis-
course familiar to the highly cultivated Nahua elites to whose education 
Fray Pedro had already dedicated almost thirty years of his life.36

As appealing as the Gante catechism may have been to the indigenous 
upper classes, the Dominican catechism subsuming the 1544 Córdoba 
text is the main focus of our attention. Not only did it have much wider 
dissemination in Nahua territory than Gante’s work, adopted as the offi-
cial doctrina larga in that language; it also served as the antecedent to the 
sixteenth- century Dominican catechisms of Oaxaca, in particular the 1567 
Zapotec version by Fray Pedro de Feria. The Córdoba text and especially its 
offspring contrast with the Zumárraga publications not only by directly 
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addressing the Indians and their culture but also by acknowledging indige-
nous religion as a still active, contemporary phenomenon and confronting 
the implications of its actuality. In Zumárraga’s Eurocentric, in some senses 
still late medieval vision, Christianity occupied the entire scene and the ac-
tion was directed to perfecting its practice among people already familiar 
with the outlines of the faith; in the Dominican publications it shared the 
stage, contending with paganism for the allegiance of exotic and only par-
tially converted neophytes.37

The point of departure in the Dominican catechisms was traditional 
indigenous cosmology (as perceived by the authors), which required de-
tailed refutation in the form of the Judaeo- Christian account of the way 
the world works and its origins. Since unfamiliar material is most easily 
assimilated in narrative form, Córdoba’s catechism wove the Articles 
of Faith into a précis of the Bible story beginning with the Creation and 
ending with the Resurrection of Christ.38 Whether or not one believes in 
it, the narrative of the Fall and the subsequent redemption of mankind 
is a stirring epic, full of drama and pathos and with heroes and villains 
sharply delineated. To make sure that the account was easy to follow it was 
cast in simple, everyday language that a neophyte could understand, even 
if not necessarily accept. The attempt might not always hit the mark. For 
example, the definition of angels as spiritual beings created by God with 
no corporeal form rests in turn on a sharp distinction between matter and 
spirit that was not and is not universally recognized.39 My intention here 
is not to measure success or failure but to note the effort to communi-
cate with the non- European catechumens:  to address them directly, not 
only by the use throughout of the second- person plural form of Spanish 
address— vosotros— with its corresponding verb form, but also by specific 
references to their own traditions cast in a style and format that sought to 
make Christianity understandable and ultimately irresistible.

Córdoba’s original text, written in Hispaniola before the Dominicans 
reached Mexico in 1526, has not been preserved. The published ver-
sion contains additional material specific to central Mexican religion, 
representing the first example of the use of local ethnographic informa-
tion and the points of contrast between native tradition and Christian or-
thodoxy. In this as in a variety of other respects the 1544 Córdoba text 
was to serve as a model for subsequent Dominican catechisms, which 
tended to combine direct knowledge of Indian culture with gloomy 
interpretations of its implications. Although Bishop Zumárraga and the 
Dominican Fray Domingo de Betanzos were both mentioned as editors, my 
candidate for the source of the additions is Betanzos or a close follower. 
Whereas Zumárraga did not bother to include any local material in his own 
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catechisms, Betanzos’s fiercely unfavorable view of the Indians, his fixation 
on idolatry, and his dire pronouncements on its effects were well known 
and have been discussed in previous chapters. As Zumárraga’s confessor he 
managed to modify the bishop’s earlier, more favorable views, but unlike 
many Franciscans who underwent a sense of deception and letdown after 
an initial period of almost euphoric optimism,40 Betanzos seemed from 
first sight to have regarded the Indians, if not as hopelessly damned, at 
least as extremely poor candidates for salvation.

EVIL: A TRIAD

A bleak view of the prospects awaiting Indians and mankind in general 
infused the sixteenth- century Dominican doctrinas produced in Mexico. To 
one degree or another they are all ordered by a cosmology of evil that rests 
on three interrelated elements or concepts. The first is sin, the propensity 
of humans to misbehave by disobeying God; the second is the devil, the in-
dispensable causative agent to explain not only the existence of sin but also 
its prevalence in human nature and history;41 and, finally, the ineluctable 
consequence of sin. The role in this cosmology of the redemption offered by 
Jesus Christ, if not an afterthought, certainly figures as a detour from the 
usual or expected trajectory. It was presented as a possible alternative but 
only to a fortunate few: a narrow and little- traveled path compared to the 
broad, crowded avenue leading the multitudes to perdition.

This worldview was distilled in the “Post- Baptismal Sermon” from 
Córdoba’s 1544 catechism, summarizing for the Mexican neophytes the 
doctrine of original sin through which we all lost heaven and God and in 
exchange fell heir to hell and to the devil as “our lord.” The Indians were in-
formed that their baptism cleansed all previous sin and expelled the devil 
but were admonished that the reprieve was only provisional. The devil 
would return with greater malice and perseverance, requiring them, along 
with the rest of fallen humanity, to “engage in continual warfare” to avoid 
eternal damnation.42

Each of these elements received much intricately wrought embellish-
ment, like the fearsome gargoyles adorning Gothic cathedrals. The sin- 
devil- hell triad formed the foundation of all Christian cosmology of the 
period, unchallenged by either the Protestants (who merely repudiated 
Purgatory and with it the church’s mediatory role) or their Counter- 
Reformation opponents. Both vied for honors in producing the more lurid 
and gruesome accounts of the “wages of sin.” On the Catholic side, the 
Dominicans had established themselves since the late fifteenth century 
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as the chief champions and enforcers of orthodoxy, personified in Grand 
Inquisitor Tomás de Torquemada.43 In their Mexican catechisms, begin-
ning with the 1544 Córdoba model, they gave the triad its most elab-
orate exposition, with special emphasis on its New World relevance.44 
Sin served as the operating principle of the postlapsarian world in these 
evangelizing texts. Easily the fullest treatment of the topic can be found 
in Feria’s Zapotec version. The words “sin” and “to sin” (spelled peccado, 
peccar) or a synonym occur in over one- third of the catechism’s pages (at 
least eighty out of 232). If to this number we add all those dealing with any 
action condemned as sinful, the passages outlining the origin and nature 
of sin in general, the various enemies of the soul, the ways to combat sin, 
and, finally, the wages of unatoned sin, which is damnation, then well over 
two- thirds of the text can be considered a disquisition on the topic. The 
only section in which sin is not prominent is that on the life, death, and 
resurrection of Christ.45 Sin and sinners are mentioned, certainly, in the 
passages on Christ’s Passion and its purpose and on the Last Judgment. 
Christ’s role as redeemer makes no sense without the existence of sin. But 
sin qua sin is not the major theme.

A binary opposition between spirit and matter provided the context for 
sin, “personified” in the opposition between good and bad angels.46 One 
could even expand the proportion of text dedicated to sin by including the 
introductory section on creation and the origin and nature of mankind. 
In this topic Feria did not dwell on the specific word but set the stage or 
context for its operation by the division of divine creation into matter and 
spirit and assigning the former— in its nexus of the world and the flesh— 
as the seat and source of all sin.47 He sought to persuade the Zapotec that 
all that they could see, touch, and perceive with any of their senses— in 
short, the entire material world, including and especially their bodies— is 
not only perishable but also foul and despicable and, moreover, dangerous 
to their immortal souls. Here Feria outdid himself in conveying a dual-
istic repugnance for the body, which he presented as something filthy and 
disgusting and declared to be “made from the feces of the earth.” One of 
Feria’s apologists in a gem of understatement allows as how “there is a cer-
tain undervaluation of the body” in his text.48 Intensifying the effect with 
the literary device of the couplet, Feria asked, “What is the body but a bit 
of manure, a bit of putrefaction?,” and expressed “the greatest revulsion” 
for the body and all its emanations compared to the “most precious and 
pure soul.”49

Feria’s highly Manichaean exegesis of the Judaeo- Christian creation 
story did not necessarily tally with generally accepted lines of theolog-
ical thought within Feria’s own Dominican order. Despite the Pauline 
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emphasis on the sinfulness of the flesh (see, for example, Romans 7 and 
8, and Galatians 5 and 6), repudiation of the flesh runs counter to or-
thodox views on Christ’s dual nature as outlined by Saint Thomas Aquinas, 
the Dominicans’ and some would say the Catholic Church’s premier the-
ologian.50 It certainly contradicted deeply rooted organizing principles of 
Mesoamerican cosmology.51 For people who did not regard matter as dan-
gerously alien nor the human body as “putrid” (hediondo), these declarations 
must have at the least raised a few eyebrows.

The devil served as the second support of the tripartite schema in the 
catechisms, making concrete the forces that promoted sin and addressing 
the obvious sticking point for believers and would- be believers in Christian 
cosmology:  how to reconcile an all- good and omnipotent God with the 
presence of evil. The tale of Lucifer and his banishment from Heaven will 
not get everyone past the sticking point, but it is a good story, and his re-
sentment and envy provide a cogent explanation for all the mischief he 
and his followers have subsequently inflicted on humanity, especially if we 
accept the corollary notion that humans were created to take the place in 
Heaven of the disobedient angels who had been expelled with their rebel-
lious leader.52 Whether uppercase singular (Demonio) or lowercase plural 
(los demonios), these fallen angels were seen as ubiquitous in the world and 
key causative agents in the Indians’ history: “The bad angels who are devils 
have persuaded you that they were gods and made you adore them.”53

From early on in colonial history the Spanish turned to devils as the 
best interpretation of what they perceived as indigenous modes of wor-
ship. On the Caribbean islands they had encountered crude anthropomor-
phic images (called cemíes), which, whether they represented ancestors 
or apparitions or nature spirits, were commonly classified as “idols” in-
spired by the devil.54 What began as a handy, somewhat offhand explana-
tion of a puzzling phenomenon in the islands, in Mexico developed into 
an elaborate account of indigenous culture, all ultimately traceable to the 
War in Heaven. The Mesoamerican gods were never dismissed as possible 
hallucinations but condemned as wicked imposters aspiring to the posi-
tion of gods. “False gods”— meaning real ones but deceptive rather than 
fake— were to the devil(s) as idolatry was to sin, the local manifestation of 
a universal feature of the history of mankind, which was the existence of 
lesser rivals seeking to compete with the divinity of God.

Missionaries decided very early on— indeed already foreshadowed by 
Cortés— that the main point of contention between Christian theology and 
the Mesoamerican variety was the belief in the One True God versus the 
delusion that all the myriad devils the Indians worshipped were gods, and 
especially that these gods actually inhabited any material objects, such as 



t he Wor d of god ( 181 )

rocks, rivers, animals, planets, or sculpted images. I am not at all convinced 
that the major difference between Christian and Mesoamerican cosmology 
lies in the conception of the divinity. What is important in this discussion 
is that the missionaries should have thought so and therefore dedicated so 
much effort to refuting what they took to be central Mesoamerican beliefs 
and proving the rightness of their own, despite the futility of trying to 
prove or disprove a belief. One can only wonder how convincing the cir-
cular reasoning they had to employ could have been.

Attempts to prove the uniqueness and incorporeity of the divinity 
abounded in examples of petitio princips, or the fallacy of the unproven 
premise, in, for example, the argument against a divine presence in land-
scape features or sculpted images on the grounds that God had created the 
features of the material world without souls.55 The Franciscans were not 
immune to circular reasoning. Valadés, in a model sermon, began with the 
point supposedly to be proven: since, he declared, there is only one god, 
“therefore the very multiplicity of your idols bears witness without any 
doubt of your error.”56 Feria represented the Dominican camp with sim-
ilarly circular reasoning:  “Since God is all powerful and there cannot be 
more than one all- powerful being, there is therefore only one god.”57 What 
the Indians made of this argument has not been recorded.

For Christian apologetics the devil is an essential element in explaining 
why, despite the existence of an omnipotent God, things go so badly and 
why, if humans were created to inhabit Heaven, they have such a difficult 
time getting there. The recurring trope is that life is a battle, starting with 
the struggle between God and Lucifer, or Satan, and the latter’s expul-
sion from heaven. Satan won the next round by luring Adam and Eve into 
Original Sin. Christ then returned with redemption, but it was not a fatal 
blow since baptism only wipes out original sin without guaranteeing sal-
vation. Individual lives are locked in a continual struggle to overcome the 
devil’s snares, that is, temptation. “You should know that while we humans 
inhabit this world we never have a moment of peace; [we live] in continual 
struggle and contention with our enemies:  the devil, the world, and our 
own flesh.”58 The sign of the cross is an infallible, all- occasion weapon, since 
the devil cannot abide its presence,59 and the sacraments serve as the soul’s 
armor and fortification. These passages depict a harrowing struggle that 
ends only at death, the portal to the next world where the soul will harvest 
its reward or punishment.

The main body of Feria’s catechism is designed as a field manual, which 
if followed strictly will ensure victory in this battle. It contains instructions 
on what we are to believe, “what we are to do,” what especially we are not 
to do, and, finally, the “remedies for the remission of sins and repair of the 
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soul,” mainly in the form of the sacraments.60 The same cosmology and dis-
course of warfare pervade the other Dominican texts. Sin is a constant and 
the devil spares no efforts to lead us astray. The sacraments are represented 
primarily as defenses against the devil and sin: first baptism, to erase the 
stain of original sin; then penance in order to confess subsequent sins; con-
firmation “to fortify us against the devils who persecute the faith,” and the 
Eucharist to strengthen the soul against sin; finally, Extreme Unction to 
deal with any remnants of the same and also provide a shield against the 
devil’s well- known last- ditch efforts to lure souls into hell on their death 
beds. Even the explanation for the sacrament of ordination emphasized its 
role in the battle against the forces of darkness, by empowering the priest 
to “absolve us from our sins.”61 The poetics are familiar and included the 
various military tropes of “arms,” “adversaries,” “shields,” “combat.”62 The 
battle trope continued to its logical conclusion in the outcome of victory 
or defeat. Victory will take the soul “to experience the joy of beatitude,” 
that is, to join God in Heaven. But defeat, meaning to die in mortal sin, 
consigned the hapless soul to the familiar “depths of hell to be eternally 
tormented.”63

In Roman Catholic doctrine this binary opposition has since the twelfth 
century been softened or complicated by a third option:  purgatory.64 
Although Feria did not devote much attention to purgatory, seeming to 
prefer the starker choice of heaven or hell, his predecessors offered an en-
tire section that elaborated on the concept and described four levels of 
the nether region. In one of them, purgatory, souls are in temporary con-
finement, purging the venial sins they have accumulated and able to be 
speeded along by intercessions and prayers from the living, and also by 
indulgences attained by themselves avant le lettre. As for the other levels, 
there was “no point in praying” for the souls condemned to hell nor for the 
unbaptized children permanently assigned to limbo (a category and con-
cept recently eliminated from the Roman Catholic list of options) “because 
they are never going to be saved.”65 The saintly fathers in the final level, 
reserved for those who died in holiness before the time of Christ, needed 
no prayers or intercession either, because Christ had already released them 
and taken them with him to Heaven.

The depiction of hell in the proselytizing literature bears comparison 
with Joyce’s famous hellfire sermon in Portrait of the Artist. Fray Gonzalo 
Lucero’s lienzos, as described by Dávila Padilla, represented heavenly hosts 
playing musical instruments and singing “hymns of praise.”66 Otherwise, 
in both the doctrinal texts and the visual representations, heaven is 
largely ignored in favor of hell, where sinners are bound by chains, torn 
by the talons of beasts, and boiled in cauldrons “without hope of relief.”67 
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The visual correlate can be found in the many representations of the Last 
Judgment on altar screens or the simpler sculpted image of a “soul in pur-
gatory” (alma en pena) lapped by flames that is to be found in most parish 
churches (figure 7.1).

Feria’s hell lacked the multilayered complexities offered by his Dominican 
predecessors but typically offered considerably more detail than his account 
of heavenly delights, just as all these texts devoted more space to the seven 

Figure 7.1 The Last Judgment. Christ in Heaven surrounded by saints; below, the risen 
dead are poised to enter paradise on one side and on the other are herded into the shadowy 
flames of hell. Retablo del Juicio Final, Miguel de Mendoza, 1709, parish church of San 
Cristóbal Suchixtlahuaca, Mixtec Alta.
Photograph by Eumelia Hernández Vázquez, Instituto de Investigaciones Estéticas, Universidad Nacional 
Autónoma de México.
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deadly sins than to their counterpart, the cardinal virtues. One might be 
tempted to see this emphasis on punishment as especially tailored to local 
circumstances: an indigenous population thought to be motivated only by 
fear, and for whom positive incentives were deemed ineffective,68 except 
that similar images and a similar emphasis on the triad of sin, the devil, 
and hell also infused the European imaginary of the same period on both 
sides of the Reformation divide, as attested by the figures of Faust, Don 
Juan Tenorio, and the Satan of Paradise Lost.69

NO OTHER GODS

The triadic cosmology outlined earlier, while common in general to 
Christendom of that period, provided the explanatory framework for the 
particular message addressed to the Mexican neophytes, which in the 
Dominican catechisms under scrutiny here centered around the theme of 
idolatry. This emphasis was already apparent in the Córdoba Doctrina and 
its 1548 bilingual derivation, differing notably in kind and degree from the 
treatment received in Bishop Zumárraga’s Doctrina of the same vintage. 
Idolatry in the Dominican exposition is first of all specifically Mexican. If in 
Zumárraga the devil was a generically maleficent and abstract entity, in the 
Dominican texts he had multiplied and gained recognizable (even if barely) 
Mexican labels, such as “Uicilobos” (Huitzilipochtli) and “Texcatepuca” 
(Texcatlipoca), and taken the material form of “idols” bearing those names, 
housed in the temple pyramids called “teucales” (teocalli). Also, the error of 
idolatry was reduced from Zumárraga’s long and varied catalogue of mainly 
superstitions to what was represented as a specifically Mexican aberration, 
namely various forms of blood sacrifice to these deity “devils.”70

Without Córdoba’s original text, there is no way to tell whether the 
idolatry is a wholly new intrusion or merely an adaptation to Mexican 
conditions. We do not know whether the Dominicans on Hispaniola had 
finally subsumed Taino religion under this definition of idolatry or were 
still inclined to discuss it in terms of apparitions and visions applied by 
the earliest witnesses.71 Whichever the case, this notion of idolatry was 
to form a foundation for subsequent Dominican doctrinal schemata, with 
considerably more prominence than in Franciscan expositions. It would 
be misleading to draw too great a contrast. One has only to think of Fray 
Francisco de Landa in Yucatan to realize that the Franciscans were capable 
of grim thoughts and stern measures when confronted by evidence of idol-
atry.72 Here the point is not how extirpation campaigns were conducted 
but the form in which the Christian message was presented.
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One could also argue that Sahagún’s appendix to the Florentine Codex’s 
book 1, “On the Gods,” is among the most vehement denunciations of idol-
atry in colonial literature. But its position as an appendix is telling. Rather 
than form an integral part of his oeuvre it was tacked on as an angry or 
despairing afterthought. What I  argue here and will try to demonstrate 
is that in the particular version of Christian cosmology offered by the 
Dominicans in Mexico idolatry played a fundamental role. This emphasis 
took clear shape in the 1544– 1548 catechisms and reached an extreme in 
Feria’s Zapotec 1567 version, heavily influenced in content and tone by its 
Dominican predecessors. Even if not all Dominicans took the same fierce, 
castigating stance on idolatry, to which Feria remained faithful long after 
leaving Oaxaca,73 it permeated this principal source of Christian doctrine 
for the Zapotecs and was prominent, although less stridently so, in other 
Oaxaca texts. It suffused the official and most widely used Nahuatl doctrina 
larga of 1548, so that even in central Mexico, where the Franciscans were 
the main missionary order, the same discourse dominated the communica-
tion of Christian doctrine.

Although the worldview outlined earlier provides a comfortable plat-
form for the theme of idolatry, it should be noted that idolatry was a log-
ical focus for the Christian message in Mexico but not an inevitable one. 
This can be seen in the first presentation of the worldview, that of Fray 
Gonzalo Lucero, which preceded any of the written catechisms by several 
decades. Lucero brought his cosmology intact from the Old World, with 
sin, the devil, and hell in the forefront, and with little specific modifica-
tion for the American context. His emphasis certainly was on the sharply 
contrasting fates that awaited those who followed the precepts contained 
in God’s commandments and those who failed to do so. In emphasizing why 
we should believe, before going into what we should believe, and especially 
focusing on the dire consequences of wrongdoing, he conformed closely to 
the sin- centered worldview echoed in the 1548 catechism, which devotes 
the first “little sermon” to a comparison between the advantages of heaven, 
presented in cursory outline, and the lovingly detailed torments awaiting 
the hapless in hell, all of which preceded the appearance of the first basic 
proposition of Christian doctrine: the existence of the one true God.74

Lucero foreshadowed the prominence his fellow Dominicans were to 
give to the first commandment and its transgressions by focusing on 
the unitary and all- powerful nature of the Judaeo- Christian God, but he 
linked this concept only tangentially to idolatry. He attempted to por-
tray God as the first cause and sole mover of the universe, using the pre- 
Copernican demonstration described earlier of heavenly bodies “circling 
around the earth” at God’s command.75 This demonstration matched a 
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verbal disquisition on cosmology given in the Córdoba text, which also 
provided a detailed description of how the sun circles the earth every 
day, with the winsome extra detail (possibly also included in Lucero’s 
account) that it is the angels who actually carry out all the heavenly 
movements “at God’s command.”76 This exposition, whether in visual or 
verbal form, was designed to combat the misplaced reverence in which 
the Indians held the celestial bodies, which can be considered a type of 
idolatry. However, idolatry as such was not Lucero’s primary target but 
rather ignorance of the way the world works and of God’s role as sole cre-
ator and mover. In his narrative and worldview the principal sins were 
not yet those associated with idolatry or the first commandment. The 
ones depicted as leading to damnation in the lienzos portraying the di-
vergent paths to heaven and hell were the same ones to which Zumárraga 
also devoted so much attention in the catechism he addressed primarily 
to Europeans: sins of the flesh such as gluttony, drunkenness, and, es-
pecially, lust.77

There is undoubtedly a historical explanation for the eventual shift of 
focus to idolatry. The sin- devil- hell nexus does not depend on a partic-
ular kind of transgression; any type of sin will do. For the catechisms and 
preachers to zero in on idolatry as the quintessential local sin, the prin-
cipal sign of the devil’s power, and the principal path to hell, required some 
further trigger not wholly dependent on how processes were unfolding in 
Europe. The enabling ideology was imported but not the particular em-
phasis. That seems to have depended on the perception that the devil con-
tinued to exert a hold on the Indians and on an increasing conviction that 
the first waves of baptism had not signified conversions in the sense first 
imagined.

Here is not the place to outline the resistances, ambivalences, and 
deviations that were already evident by the time the Córdoba text was 
published, and if not more manifest as the century passed its midpoint cer-
tainly more shocking from perpetrators born or at least raised as Christians. 
Was there a nativist backlash, a resurgence of traditional rites? Or did more 
cases simply happen to come to the attention of the authorities? Signs of 
the widespread persistence of old practices decades after the supposed im-
plantation of Christianity elicited a sense of betrayal, accounting in large 
part for the excessive rigor of extirpation campaigns.78 Whether or not 
there was heightened apostasy, there was certainly a heightened sense of 
threat from a generation supposedly no longer in transition and among 
many missionaries a profound, even embittered pessimism about the fruits 
of their labors, which had produced only a “feigned Christianity” or one too 
feeble to last on its own.79
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Whatever occurred to move the missionaries, especially but not exclu-
sively the Dominicans, to place idolatry front and center as a topic and a 
target in their evangelization project, it is unlikely that they imagined or 
invented the practices they so defined. They invented the label of course 
and the significance and the place they assigned to the practices within 
their own Christian worldview. Here and in the catechisms that expounded 
that worldview idolatry served a whole range of rhetorical and explanatory 
functions, as if made for that purpose, which of course as a discursive phe-
nomenon it was.80

Idolatry served as the thread that could weave the past, present, and fu-
ture of the Indians into the Judaeo- Christian narrative. First of all, it could 
account for their history and their culture, which was defined as an abom-
ination and from which they were to be rescued. The devil, expelled from 
heaven and aiming to exercise his thrall over mankind, had met with par-
ticular success in Mexico. The Indians had let themselves be persuaded to 
accept the devil and his minions as gods, had built them temples, rendered 
them homage, and performed all kinds of “accursed” sacrifices in their 
honor.81 In this they, or rather their ancestors, had been sorely deceived, 
and for that reason they were informed, “Understand, dear children, that 
your parents and grandparents” and all your deceased relatives have been 
condemned and “suffer the enduring tortures of hell.”82 This chilling proc-
lamation is hard to surpass as a marketing gambit. So much for the entire 
New World population prior to the arrival of the Europeans: consigned to 
eternal damnation without exception.

The next phase of the Indians’ history, evangelization, unfolded within 
the same framework. God had sent the friars to save them from blind-
ness (the contrast of pagan blindness or darkness with Christian illumina-
tion was a favored trope) for which they were admonished to be grateful. 
However, the Indians’ inability to free themselves from the clutches of idol-
atry threatened them with the same fate suffered by their ancestors. As if 
the condemnation of all the audience’s loved ones to eternal and excruci-
ating agonies were not enough of a hard sell, this version of Christianity 
required that the new believers accept the distinct likelihood of sharing 
the same fate. And what may have been even more painful to contemplate 
as well as bearing more verisimilitude than an as yet unexperienced after-
life could offer, the Zapotecs were confronted in Feria’s catechism with the 
warning that they were destined to disappear entirely as a race as punish-
ment for their idolatry. No one who survived the terrible epidemics that 
assailed the native population in the decades after conquest, or had word 
of them, could consider this an idle threat. Feria’s Zapotec listeners would 
have found all too real his vivid description of the depopulation, in which 
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the biblical promise to Abraham that his descendants would multiply like 
the “sand upon the sea shore” (Genesis 22:17) was reversed:  “When the 
Christians came here some forty- eight years ago, you were like ants, in-
numerable and countless. Now, in many towns that then had twenty or 
fifty thousand men no one is left, and everywhere you have been wiped 
out by great epidemics. . . . Few of you are born and of these even fewer sur-
vive. . . . Formerly you were like the plants of the fields, the sands of the sea, 
even though many died in the frequent wars and through the heavy toil of 
tribute. Now, all are at peace and no one makes war, and even so you are 
dying out.”83

This grim and all too true picture may well have been much more con-
vincing than any threats of hellfire, and more distressing. To this day 
Indians will often contemplate with what appears to be stoicism, if not fa-
talism, their own individual fates, in sharp contrast with fears of a collec-
tive annihilation, of ceasing to exist as an ethnicity. I do not know whether 
this is a common human preoccupation, especially with minority groups, 
or whether the genocidal experiences of the native races in America lie be-
hind this worry. The proximity to extinction and the attempts to erase in-
digenous languages and culture, as well as forced sterilization programs 
in some regions, could easily bring concern with collective survival to the 
forefront. Or perhaps they simply have not yet succumbed to the individu-
alist perspective of sauve qui peut.

No one could dispute the facts presented in Feria’s bleak account 
of postconquest indigenous history, and these must have lent plausi-
bility to his horrendous assertion that all the grief and destruction were 
sent by God as divine retribution. For in this version of Christian cos-
mology idolatry is not simply one among a number of serious sins. If 
sin can take myriad forms, the Indians displayed a propensity for the 
one most repugnant to God and therefore deserving of the most severe 
punishment.84

For all their condemnation of idolatry the Franciscans do not seem to 
have shared the Dominicans’ notion of its earthly consequences. Bishop 
Zumárraga in the lengthy treatise on idolatry in all its forms, which formed 
a substantial portion of his 1544 catechism, did not even place it at the pin-
nacle (or nadir) of human transgression. And Sahagún, when expressing 
his bitter disappointment and frustration at the persistence of idolatry in a 
later diatribe, probably written in 1579, stopped short of the Dominicans’ 
apocalyptical vision. He concurred with Feria in considering idolatry the 
“worst of all the sins” and believed that “idolaters suffer the worst torments 
of all the sinners in hell,”85 but he did not attribute the Indians’ decline in 
numbers to divine wrath.
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Confronted with the same grim demographic facts that Feria outlined, 
Fray Pedro de Gante had found an explanation in human wickedness of 
another sort. Writing to Charles I, he implored his kinsman to find a way 
to protect the Indians from the rapacity and ill treatment inflicted by the 
Spaniards in Mexico, or “soon these parts will be more depopulated than 
the islands” of the Caribbean.86 Gante had no more tolerance for idolatry 
than Feria and was as keen to replace the local religion with Christianity as 
any other missionary (and probably considerably more effective than many 
of them in his methods). But he did not see the hand of God in their decline 
in numbers. If any sin lay behind their dying off it was Spanish greed and 
not Indian idolatry.

As a preoccupation with idolatry took an increasingly strong hold on the 
imagination of many missionaries in America, for reasons both external— 
such as the Protestant Reformation in Europe— and internal to New World 
experiences, they turned to the historical books of the Old Testament as 
a source of explanation and inspiration, to the world of ancient Judaea 
and the Canaanites rather than the Classical world of Greece and Rome 
or even that of Saint Paul and late Antiquity. Although they often invoked 
the Christian apostles as models for their own endeavors, late sixteenth- 
century missionaries in America found a closer affinity with the Hebrew 
prophets of an exasperated Jehovah, and they drew tropes from Old 
Testament tirades against idol- worshipping Jews for anathematizing this 
New World form of apostasy.

Feria, along with the Franciscan Sahagún and the Jesuit José de Acosta, 
turned to the Book of Wisdom for an explanation of the origin of idol-
atry as devotion to a deceased relative or to a distant monarch, a devotion 
that then became perverted. In each case an image of the absent one was 
fashioned and over time acquired its own identity, so that people began to 
think that the images were gods.87 A process that in the Old Testament was 
attributed to human folly in Feria acquired an even more sinister twist, 
with the intervention of the devil bent on deceiving people.

The Hebrew Bible also provided poetics and images in which the sin of 
idolatry is likened to sexual transgression in contrast with lawful marriage. 
This imagery is presented from a strictly masculine viewpoint, with the fe-
male body serving as the site where honor and dishonor, good and evil, 
contend for domination. In a masterpiece of male chauvinist discourse, 
Feria compared the ordinary sins of Spaniards, such as theft, to a wife who 
is slovenly or quarrelsome, faults that justify her husband’s thrashing her 
soundly. But that is the limit of the punishment to be administered. A wife 
who is unfaithful, however, can legitimately be killed, and a wife’s infidelity 
is the equivalent of idolatry: cosmic adultery, or betrayal of the exclusive 
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covenant with the One True God. The sexualized imagery of this relation-
ship accounts for the frequent trope of the jealous God and the idolators 
as harlots.88

By the time our corpus of catechisms appeared most of the audience had 
already been baptized, formally received into the ranks of the church mili-
tant, although not yet fully evangelized. The increased centrality of idolatry 
in the Christian discourse of the middle to late decades of the sixteenth 
century seems to have replaced an earlier, more benign message like that 
offered by Fray Gonzalo Lucero to the supposedly ignorant but still inno-
cent potential converts, with a harsher one sparked by frustration at the 
growing evidence (or perception) of recidivism. Even within this corpus the 
tone hardened from the mildly admonitory but generally amiable one of the 
Córdoba catechism, through a sterner version in the revised text of 1548, 
with its Nahuatl translation, and which introduced the declaration that all 
the ancestors were in hell (where the current population was headed as 
well), to the punitive and acrimonious harangue of Feria, which addressed 
what was clearly for him a central issue long after there were any adults left 
to baptize. The Córdoba catechism in discussing the benefits of baptism 
warned the catechumens of the dire fate that awaited any who accepted 
baptism without delivering up their “idols”: the sacrament will be “of no 
benefit to you. . . . You will still be condemned to hell.”89 The 1548 version 
leaped ahead even further than a four- year period might seem to explain. 
It lamented, “Even today there are [native] priests who used to serve the 
devil and still do.” Instead of the dual world of paganism and Christianity 
confronting each other, as in the Córdoba catechism, it depicted a world 
that was nominally Christian, but behind this façade images of the devil 
sheltered safely, property was held for the benefit of the proscribed cults, 
and sacrifices continued to be made to deceased ancestors and other pagan 
spirits.90 Everyone was by then Christian, but most, in this discourse, were 
bad ones.

Even so restricted and regulated a corpus as the doctrinas published in 
sixteenth- century Mexico for Indian converts failed to present an entirely 
uniform, stable message. Although theologically all hewed to the same or-
thodox line of Roman Catholic Christianity, guaranteed by the rigorous 
processes of vetting before publication, they display differences in content, 
in emphasis and organization, and in style or mode of expression. Some of 
these differences responded to collective influences and historical shifts, 
while others clearly reflected personal taste and experience.

In Feria the contemplation of idolatry inspired a full- blown and sus-
tained diatribe. It produced an especially high concentration of rhetorical 
devices in an impassioned attempt to pry the Zapotec loose from what he 
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perceived as their tenaciously held ideas and loyalty to their ancestral gods. 
He wasted no opportunity to fulminate against idolatry. When discussing 
the sacrament of marriage, for example, he had little to say about the in-
stitution itself other than to admonish parents against teaching their 
children sacrifices and other things “in service of the devil.” In discussing 
the Eucharist, he devoted more attention to condemning pagan blood 
sacrifices than expounding this central Christian ritual.91 Aside from  
general historical developments and a widespread gloominess regarding 
Christianity’s precarious hold on the Indians, the extreme bitterness and 
stridency of Feria’s tone may also have been rooted in more specific per-
sonal history about which we can only speculate. One modern student of 
doctrinal literature attributes Feria’s focus on idolatry to his experience as 
a missionary, which supposedly revealed the Indians’ duplicitous profes-
sion of Christianity.92 This pastoral experience was in fact relatively slight,  
according to the province’s records. From his first assignment in Oaxaca 
in 1553 he actually spent only eight years on the job, in contrast with 
Albuquerque’s thirty and the fifty years that Fray Juan de Córdova spent 
ministering to the Zapotec.93 There is no record of his having led any extir-
pation campaign during that period. But two almost back- to- back traumatic 
episodes in his brief ministry may provide some clue. One was a disastrous 
foray into Florida in 1559, for which the viceroy appointed Feria leader of 
the small group of Dominicans accompanying the Spanish soldiers. The ex-
pedition had sailed with great hopes of establishing a Christian beachhead,  
but the local Indians killed one of the Dominicans and vigorously resisted 
any evangelizing overture. Feria suffered severe disillusionment and fled 
back to home base in Mexico (via Cuba) with his small group of missionaries 
as soon as he could persuade the expedition’s general to spare a boat. Even 
though the chronicler tries to cast the narrative in a heroic light, the im-
pression that Feria panicked and abandoned his post cannot be avoided.94

The second incident occurred in Oaxaca, in the Zapotec town of Teiticpac, 
in 1560. Several accused idolators were burned to death in a supposedly 
mock auto- da- fé that went horribly wrong. The incident became a scandal 
that reached the ears of the viceroy, brought disgrace to the friar held re-
sponsible, and created serious political problems for his prelates. Although 
not directly implicated, Feria served as head of the Teiticpac doctrina both 
immediately before and after the fiasco, which underscored the persistence 
of the old cults (a persistence that none of the documents disputed), along 
with the Dominicans’ exasperated, heavy- handed, and ultimately futile 
efforts to eradicate them.95

The attribution of fanaticism to particular biographical events is a du-
bious exercise. The correlation is never inevitable, since much depends also 
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on character. Fray Juan de Córdova spent as much time, if not more, in 
Teiticpac during this period and in the same year of the bonfire incident 
was closely involved in another notorious idolatry case that had a less grue-
some denouement but must have been even more disheartening, that of 
Don Juan Cortés, the lord of Tehuantepec, who had aided the Spaniards 
and favored the Dominicans so generously.96 Yet in his encyclopedic dic-
tionary of 1578 Córdova reported on traditional Zapotec beliefs and rituals 
in the same matter- of- fact tone he employed for varieties of maize or 
Zapotec hairstyles.

Juan de Córdova was an old soldier and made of very stern stuff, and 
his mandate was to produce a dictionary rather than a catechism. Still, it 
should be noted that the Mixtec catechism published in the same year, and 
addressed to the same generation of already baptized Christians whose 
ancestors had been led astray and who might be tempted to follow their 
lead, also failed to pay the obsessive attention to idolatry displayed by Feria. 
The contrast is more in style than content. In both texts idolatry played the 
same conceptual and narrative role as the fruit of diabolical deceit and if 
pursued was certain to lead to “burning in hell,” and both offer the same 
admonitory message to take heed and repudiate their ancestors’ gods in 
favor of the Christian God.97 But Fray Benito Hernández, the author of the 
Mixtec versions, was more given to coaxing than to reproof, resembling 
Lucero in his emphasis on the advantages of good behavior over the risks 
of disobedience. He devoted the same attention to describing heaven in 
enticing terms as Feria did to cataloguing the horrors of hell, in his version 
of avoidance therapy. He treated the Indians as already converted, merely 
needing encouragement to behave in such a way that they could be assured 
of salvation. Yet Hernández had gained fame as the most energetic and ef-
fective extirpator in the Mixteca in the 1540s and 1550s. Perhaps rather 
than a paradox, his more relaxed tone was the result of those campaigns. 
He may have felt that he had the problem quite well in hand in the Mixteca 
by the time he wrote the catechism.98

Whatever triggered Feria’s far more aggressive stance on idolatry, he 
maintained it through the rest of his career, including his stint as bishop of 
Chiapas (1575– 1588). Were it not for the evidence of the 1567 catechism, 
one might assume that his later fulminations communicated in 1585 to the 
Crown and to his fellow bishops derived from the discovery of another idol-
atry cause célèbre among the Maya elites in Chiapas the previous year.99 
But this latest revelation could only have confirmed his long- held pessi-
mism about the nature of indigenous Christianity. Feria stands out among 
the authors of catechisms for the degree and stridency of his emphasis 
on idolatry. But the topic and even the style of discourse place him firmly 
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within the genre of extirpation sermons reported for the time and place. 
His declaration to the Zapotec that because of their terrible sins they “de-
served to be imprisoned in the dungeon of hell for all eternity”100— to cite 
one excerpt from his punitive discourse— was the same trope that fellow 
missionaries were incorporating into their preaching in that period, for 
example, an idolatry investigation that culminated with “a great sermon 
outlining to [the assembled Indians] the journey of that soul to the dun-
geons of hell.”101

Regardless of tone, the same conceptual framework dominated the 
sixteenth- century Dominican writings that held a virtual monopoly on 
the Christian message presented to the Zapotec and other Indians of cen-
tral and southern Mesoamerica and even in the Nahuatl- speaking center 
of Mexico. For the most part, this message has been culled from the 
Spanish versions of the texts. What remains to explore in more detail is the 
form that message took when communicated to the Indians in their own 
languages.

Any translation is inevitably an exercise in interpretation. To inter-
pret the mysteries of the faith is a delicate task under any circumstances, 
dealing as it does with such weighty matters as the nature of the divine 
and the fate of mankind. Doing so across the linguistic and cultural divide 
that separated Christianity from the indigenous world was especially diffi-
cult, an undertaking that held many pitfalls and posed many dilemmas for 
the missionary linguists and their native collaborators. The choices they 
faced and the decisions they made, as they juggled multiple and frequently 
incompatible criteria in order to render the message comprehensible and 
compelling to the Indians while remaining faithful to the original, will be 
the subject of the next two chapters.





PART IV

vwv
 Lost and Found in Translation
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CHAPT ER 8

w
 The Problem of Meaning

No translation can deliver an idea from one language to another in 
perfect shape. The meaning inevitably swells or shrinks or suffers 

some other kind of distortion as it moves to a new location. This is be-
cause meaning depends on context. Words are such imperfect vehicles for 
conveying meaning, so loosely connected to the thing they are supposed 
to represent, that they must rely on a framework of other words— often if 
not usually implicit— to anchor them in place. Language is a code, no ele-
ment of which is entirely free- standing; each depends on others to do its 
job. Even a fairly simple, concrete referent carries the contextual baggage 
of secondary meanings not shared by both languages. The small mammal 
with long ears is the same entity whether termed rabbit in English, conejo in 
Spanish, or tochtli in Nahuatl, about as exact an equivalence as is possible. 
Yet each term is embedded in a different matrix of associations that create 
different, even contrasting meanings, from the warm fuzzy connotations 
of pet rabbit and Easter bunny to the Aztec god of pulque, Ometochtli, 
linked to drunkenness and excess in general, with perhaps some overlap 
through the notions of fertility and procreation that adhere to the animal 
in European culture. The more general and abstract the term, the more de-
pendent upon context for meaning.

DIALOGIC DISTANCE

Translation from one language to another embodies in extreme form the 
process that takes place in any verbal communication, even within the 
same language, the process by which meaning is constructed dialogically. 
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According to this view of communication, language, like culture, is not a 
fixed system but fluid and mobile, constantly being re- created and modi-
fied through utterance and other nonverbal means of communication in 
the space between speaker and listener, writer and reader. No word or ut-
terance can have a single fixed meaning since meaning is contextual, and 
each speaker along with each listener possesses his or her own context, his 
or her own cultural universe or collection of experiences that will adhere to 
the sticky- coated word and create a unique flavor. Because each personal 
universe is inevitably unique, even among people who share many of the 
same experiences, inevitably some slippage occurs between emission and 
reception, between the meaning originally intended by the speaker and 
what the listener understands. Through further utterances, a new, hybrid 
or syncretic meaning is forged dialogically— in the space in between. But it 
always remains subject to further modification in the dynamic, generative 
process of verbal communication.1

If we accept this dynamic model of language and culture, it follows 
that all communication is a form of translation entailing some slippage in 
meaning. The degree of slippage will depend on the distance between the 
interpretive contexts, which in cross- cultural exchanges can sometimes be 
more relevant than any differences or similarities in linguistic structure. 
Translations from Spanish to Hebrew, for instance, might well be easier on 
many topics than translations into, say, one of the Niger- Congo languages 
of West Africa. Even though the Indo- European language family may be no 
closer in structure to the Semitic family, the cultural matrices of the first 
two groups of speakers have inherited certain common elements from the 
Judaeo- Christian tradition as well as sharing the material culture of crops 
and animals (for example, wheat, sheep) that were domesticated in the 
Middle East and spread across Western Europe but have not found equally 
hospitable environments in sub- Saharan Africa.

The geographical and cultural distance between Iberian colonists and 
Amerindians could not have been wider, lacking any lasting contact during 
the previous thirty thousand years or more. Whereas in the Old World no 
region, however remote, had been totally isolated from at least the indirect 
effects of crisscrossing movements and influences, the gap between Old 
World and New— that is, the lack of any overlap in the contextual matrix— 
presented challenges to the preaching of the Christian gospel far more se-
rious than the great differences in linguistic structure. The missionaries 
were certainly aware of the challenges. If some had in fact ever naïvely 
assumed that Christian doctrine could be easily conveyed, the notion was 
soon dispelled. Among a significant portion of the clergy it was replaced 
with the equally extreme position that the task was futile and should not 
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even be attempted. The fundamental objection, as outlined earlier, was that 
the native languages lacked the lexical and syntactic resources to render ac-
curately the “mysteries of our holy Catholic faith.”2

Christian missionaries in other parts of the world, such as China, 
also debated the adequacy of local languages for conveying the gospel.3 
Disagreement was not confined to mission territories, nor was resistance 
there always or necessarily based on a negative view of native languages. 
The Roman Catholic hierarchy tended to regard all vernacular languages 
as inadequate for conveying the word of God as revealed in the scriptures 
and through the church fathers. Broader than the strictly linguistic argu-
ment was a basic theological argument about the risk of misinterpretation. 
Even if one could create an accurate translation, the common people could 
not be trusted to interpret it correctly. The arguments in both Europe and 
America used similar terminology and were based on similar principles: a 
highly elitist approach, authoritarian, and exclusivist, which by confining 
the texts to a language accessible only to the educated few retained the 
power of interpretation in their hands. The European vulgus was no more 
to be trusted than the Zapotec or Nahua neophyte, since the tendency to 
misconstrue sacred writings— whether out of mere brutishness or Satan’s 
promptings— was seen as universal.

Spanish Catholics had to wait until 1825 for the first Vatican authorized 
translation of the entire Vulgate Bible into the vernacular. In this sense 
the literate Zapotec was no more discriminated against than his or her 
Castilian— or Catalan, or Valencian— counterpart. All were to receive the 
word of God only in the distilled form of basic prayers and articles of faith, 
the carefully prepared and vetted longer catechisms, and the snippets of 
scripture presented for exegesis in sermons. Only those who knew Latin 
could roam at will in Holy Writ and patristic tracts and interpret these on 
their own. The restrictions inhibited although they did not entirely prevent 
translations. The influence of Erasmus favoring direct access to the Bible 
was evident also in the New World in the form of manuscript collections 
of biblical passages translated into various indigenous languages.4 In no 
case were attempts made to translate entire sections of the Bible; most 
commonly the translations were the particular passages selected as 
the readings for Sunday and feast day liturgies. It is unlikely that these 
and other examples of sacred scripture were intended for publication or 
for Indian consumption but rather as preaching and teaching aids to be 
circulated only among fellow clergy. This does not mean that Indians did 
not gain access through the manuscript copies despite Inquisition efforts 
to keep them out of Indian hands.5 The more or less clandestine circula-
tion of samizdat devotional literature that has been described previously 
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accounted for many times the volume of printed material. But official pro-
scription was unequivocal. The danger was seen less in the translation itself 
than in direct access, which would permit literate Indians and other laymen 
to make their own interpretations without the clergy’s guidance.

New World evangelization coincided with a serious challenge in the Old 
World to the hegemony of Latin as the language of God and about God. 
The invention of movable type and the spread of printing presses enabled 
a public that was literate in the vernacular but largely ignorant of Latin 
to read the Bible in their own languages along with devotional tracts and 
works by the church fathers. The simultaneous rise in demand and supply 
helped feed the Protestant movements, with their emphasis on transla-
tion and direct access to God’s word. Although the Counter- Reformation 
church continued to proscribe translation of holy writ into any vernacular, 
Spain could not entirely avoid the issue. Aside from pressure for making 
scripture accessible to its own Christian population, Spain faced the im-
mense and urgent challenge of presenting the gospel message to the pol-
yglot populations of America as well as to the Arabic- speaking Moriscos 
at home. It is thus no accident that the first known treatise published on 
translation was by a Spaniard and marked the “beginning of modern trans-
lation theory.”6

Not only Spanish but all the vernacular European languages were deemed 
inferior to Latin for rendering sacred texts, for want of sufficient and ap-
propriate words.7 The issue was cast as lack of copia et abundantia (lexical 
range and sufficiency).8 The frequently expressed rationale for prohibition 
was that the vernacular could not replicate the same meanings. To claim for 
Latin the unique capacity of expressing Christian doctrine ignores the fact 
that the life and teachings of Jesus were all enacted and expressed first in 
Aramaic and then translated into Greek before eventually being rendered in 
Latin in the fourth- century Vulgate version. In fact Christianity is uniquely 
dependent on translation to pursue its mission, even more than the other 
aggressively universalist religion, Islam, which has a more monolingual tra-
dition and a tendency to link the spread of Arabic literacy and the Koran as 
an integrated package. Of the three “religions of the book” Islam is closer 
to Judaism in that both operate basically in the original Semitic language 
in which divine revelation was cast: Hebrew or Arabic. Christianity quickly 
burst the monolingual bonds of Aramaic and spilled into the Greek and 
Latin of the church fathers. In the Eastern church linguistic expansion con-
tinued into new communities; in the Roman West it stalled at the Latin 
Vulgate.

It is absurd to privilege Latin as the only acceptable sacred language, 
especially to question the suitability of the European vernaculars, which 
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share similar structures— indeed Romance languages are at times classi-
fied as mere dialects of Latin— along with cultural traditions.9 The suspi-
cion cannot be avoided that the insistence on Latin had as much to do with 
clerical power as with linguistic orthodoxy. However, it is not absurd to 
treat the translation of Christian doctrine into wholly unrelated tongues, 
spoken in wholly exotic and alien cultures, as a delicate proposition. The 
project of the sixteenth- century missionary linguists in America did not 
differ in kind from the efforts in Europe to translate holy scripture into 
vernacular languages. It did, however, differ in degree. One element that 
made the American project immensely more difficult was the distance that 
separated the language families. Because of the wide disparities in grammar 
and syntax, even if the translator found an appropriate root word, he could 
err seriously in the use of a wrong verb form, and thus “many heresies could 
be spoken.”10 More fundamental was the perhaps unbridgeable distance be-
tween New World indigenous cultures and Christianity. In Europe, even if 
scripture had not previously been available in the vernacular, Christianity 
itself was far from alien. European culture had long been saturated with 
Christian concepts, narratives, and dramatis personae from visual imagery, 
sermons, and memorized catechism lessons.

The translation problems in America did not evaporate with greater 
linguistic mastery. As friars gained greater knowledge of the native lan-
guages and an appreciation of their subtleties and rhetorical richness, they 
came to see the issue as one of commensurability rather than adequacy. 
Indigenous languages did not so much lack resources in a general sense; 
they simply had the wrong resources, so that while notions of linguistic 
poverty faded, the obstacles did not. In fact the better the missionaries 
knew the languages, awareness of the difficulties replaced the early naïve 
belief in total transparency. They came to understand that it was not 
merely a question of learning the language and thus finding the correct 
words; often there were no words in Zapotec or Mixe or Tarascan for the 
alien reality of Christianity.

The sense that Christianity did not translate across cultural divides, that 
the native languages were too permeated with pagan associations, rather 
than an ethnocentric conviction of the superiority of their own languages, 
lay behind much of the language policy that insisted on evangelization in 
Spanish, or even Latin. As Bishop Isidro de Sariñana of Oaxaca expressed 
in 1688, because of the pagan associations of their own languages, “only 
when they speak Spanish will they be true Christians.”11 A century later a 
parish priest of the northern Sierra reiterated the notion that the successful 
inculcation of Christian doctrine depended on the Spanish language be-
cause their “bad habits and errors are an intrinsic part of their language.”12 



( 202 ) Lost and Found in Translation

Clergy in North America also found language and culture interdependent. 
In 1710 the Puritan divine Cotton Mather advised missionaries, rather 
than translate the Bible, to direct their efforts toward teaching the Indians 
English, because “they can scarce retain their language, without a tincture 
of other savage inclinations.”13 The pagan traditions and mindset that the 
clergy found so deeply rooted and frustratingly impervious to eradication, 
if not preserved through the language, were certainly intertwined with it 
and mutually reinforced by it.

These experienced missionaries expressed the same conceptual sophis-
tication regarding the complex feedback mechanism between language and 
thought that modern linguists have discussed at length.14 The sixteenth- 
century Spanish missionaries were the prototype ethnographers of the 
modern era, a discipline that has continued to develop in symbiosis with 
empire for much of its history, and the evangelization of America has been 
deemed an impressive feat of applied anthropology and applied linguis-
tics. During years of study and fieldwork and coexistence the missionaries 
learned not only the languages but also the cultural embeddedness of 
language. They came to understand the mutually reinforcing nature of 
language and its cultural matrix. In the words of perhaps the greatest 
twentieth- century ethnolinguist, Edward Sapir, “The worlds in which dif-
ferent societies live are distinct worlds, not merely the same world with 
different labels attached.”15

The best early linguists dedicated much effort to overcoming the ig-
norance that separated the two worlds. The Franciscan Fray Bernardino 
de Sahagún produced a vast and comprehensive ethnographic treatise 
on Nahua history and culture compiled by teams of learned Nahua sages 
and known under the title of the Florentine Codex. Fray Juan de Córdova’s 
contributions to Zapotec ethnography are far less codified, dispersed 
throughout his encyclopedic 1578 Vocabulario as lexical entries along with 
brief appendices to the Arte of the same year.16 Both works qualify Córdova 
as a genuine culture broker, concerned not only with explaining Spanish 
culture— mainly but not exclusively Christian— to the Zapotec but also 
with educating his fellow missionaries about Zapotec norms, concepts, and 
practices.

Most of the ethnographic information that Córdova provided is scattered 
as separate entries throughout his dictionary. More than anything he fo-
cused on pagan beliefs and practices, using a past tense or the term 
antiguamente (in olden times) to indicate the elements that Christianity 
had supposedly superseded: for example, “temple mound where they used 
to sacrifice in olden times.”17 If he believed that these practices had died out 
there might seem no point in including them in the dictionary. However, in 
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this period of transition it was useful to present as full a context as possible 
so that missionaries could understand the host of associations the Zapotec 
might attach to any discussion of the sacred: the gamut of alien referents 
the recently converted would draw on to understand the new message. 
Implicit in Córdova’s method was the acknowledgment that almost any 
word or phrase could be translated in a variety of ways. For example, the 
entry for santificar o consagrar (sanctify or consecrate), which already in-
cluded a synonym, was given several Zapotec variations as translations. 
One was “to make sacred” (tonilayaya) and another was literally “to offer 
to a deity” (tiquillapitaoa). The latter term was further explained as done 
“according to their ancient rites,”18 alerting the missionary that the term 
carried pagan connotations.

The ground covered with these scattered but numerous references to 
cosas antiguas (ancient matters) is extensive. Córdova provided an invalu-
able guide to the preconquest world that scholars have mined for lengthy 
essays on Zapotec religion and even on political organization.19 His eth-
nographic curiosity covered all corners of Zapotec life and included many 
pagan practices that had become incorporated into Christian rituals openly 
enough for him to provide thumbnail sketches in the present tense, such 
as the ceremony of the whirling voladores in bird costumes.20 Others, like 
the “devil’s food that was consumed in sacrifices and fiestas in olden times,” 
were proscribed but nevertheless persisted, as Córdova himself had reason 
to know, having served as judge in cases prosecuting these rites.21 Even 
practices that had ostensibly died out entirely (for instance, a dance with 
a “stuffed human skin”)22 were included, not for their curiosity value but 
because they surely lingered in memory and tradition.

A utilitarian impulse lay behind the compilation and not simply lin-
guistic scholarship for its own sake (without ruling the latter out entirely). 
Even such apparently secular matters as kinship terms could prove useful 
to the parish ministers who supervised so many spheres of native life, al-
though the sheer pleasure of registering information must account for the 
myriad details on Zapotec daily life, for the eleven entries for “maguey,” 
and double that number for “maize.”23 Nevertheless the overwhelming bulk 
of his oeuvre of cultural translation concerns religion in one way or an-
other. His dictionary was designed as a vade mecum for the missionary, not 
merely the words they would need to preach the gospel in Zapotec but also 
as much as possible of the cultural context that the Zapotec would perforce 
draw on to interpret this new message.

While Córdova provided details of indigenous life and thought to help 
the missionaries understand their flock, another Dominican, Fray Pedro 
de la Cueba, used the indigenous cultural context as a means of explaining 
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Christianity to the Zapotec. In a bilingual treatise written c.  1600, he 
sought to make Christian doctrine intelligible in the same way that Jesus 
Christ is recorded as conveying much of his gospel message to the country 
folk of his day: by way of parables based on familiar aspects of rural life.24 
Although the specifically local allusions to Oaxaca are rare (the yagahuichi, a 
tree with very deep roots, was likened to sin), all the similes and metaphors 
referred to the worlds of agriculture and nature known to every Zapotec. 
He compared the soul to earth and the word of God to seeds; the devil 
was likened to thorns and poisonous spiders, and the enigmatic concept of 
“divine grace” to a “refreshing rain shower reaching the [dry] earth.” How 
successful this familiar imagery was in rendering intelligible Christianity’s 
exotic concepts has not been recorded.

The notion of ignoring these lexical and cultural divides by proselytizing 
in Latin or Spanish never wholly disappeared. It was an ideal to be cherished 
in theory and from time to time promoted as a remedy for all that was 
found imperfect in the fruits of evangelization. But it enjoyed no currency 
among the active missionaries— the troops in the field— however popular 
in headquarters. As noted earlier, they opposed on pragmatic grounds the 
idea of teaching all the Indians Spanish. There simply were not enough 
troops. No matter how inadequate or incommensurate the indigenous lan-
guages were deemed to be, the missionaries had no choice. To accept the 
impossibility of translating Christian doctrine into them would mean to 
renounce Christianity’s claim to universality, abandon the project of evan-
gelization, and leave an entire sector of humanity without hope of eternal 
salvation.

TRANSLATION AS COLLABORATION

The friars who set out to bridge the lexical and cultural gaps between 
Christianity and the Amerindian world were superbly well equipped to 
undertake what was by any measure a daunting task. The Christian hu-
manist education of the period provided them with a firm foundation in 
both the source languages, Latin and Spanish, training in theology as well 
as Classical literature, rhetoric, and philosophy, and a thorough knowledge 
of patristic literature. Added to this was invariably a long period dedicated 
to learning one or more indigenous languages through direct contact with 
native speakers, which also provided the opportunity to observe and im-
bibe many aspects of the languages’ broader cultural context.

The friars did not labor alone. Almost every account of early language 
learning agrees on the importance of skilled Indian collaborators who 
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played a far more active role than as reservoirs of linguistic information. 
They were the rarely acknowledged but often equal partners in converting 
their native languages into alphabetic form and creating the dictionaries, 
grammars, catechisms, and other devotional literature the missionaries 
and fellow Indians relied upon. They were often as well trained as the friars, 
receiving an elite education in Spanish and Latin grammar and letters and 
Christian doctrine, even after the notion of preparing a native clergy had 
faded.25

An account of how Fray Francisco de Saravia learned Chinantec from the 
son of a local cacique could stand for the birth of native- language writing 
and doctrinal literature in general. As outlined in an earlier chapter, the 
boy had already acquired some Spanish in the convent school of Villa Alta 
and on his return learned to read and write from Fray Francisco. He in 
turn taught the friar Chinantec, and together they produced the first doc-
trinal texts in that language.26 This exchange of skills, in which the friars 
traded Spanish and alphabetic literacy for coaching in the local language, 
highlights the reciprocal nature of the enterprise, as well as pointing to the 
key role that writing played in the project.

The mutual dependence that supported the development of the writing 
system carried over into the creation of the major published texts, even 
though the precise nature of the collaboration is difficult to pin down. The 
linguistic models for all Christian doctrinal literature in indigenous lan-
guages are not at issue. Obviously they were supplied by the usually anony-
mous bilingual and sometimes trilingual indigenous mentors who advised 
and assisted the missionary translators. These were the sole providers not 
only of a language’s grammar, syntax, and vocabulary, as well as most of 
the contextual information necessary for interpretation, but also of the in-
digenous figures of speech, specific tropes, and rhetorical devices that were 
incorporated into the doctrinal literature and which will be discussed in a 
later chapter. However, aside from this role as the ultimate source of the 
literature’s linguistic and cultural raw material, the question is what part 
they played in the choice of content and form.

At one extreme are the texts that can be attributed solely to indigenous 
authorship. There is no doubt that by the latter half of the sixteenth cen-
tury there had come to exist a large indigenous intelligentsia tied closely 
to the church, all educated by the friars and most serving as either full- 
time members of the church staffs or cycling in and out of offices affili-
ated with the church. All of these men— they were invariably men— were 
capable of producing translations on their own, in the sense that they had 
sufficient mastery of Spanish and sometimes Latin and were well versed 
in Christian doctrine. And records exist of some who did produce their 
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own translations of catechisms, sermons, and other religious texts, al-
though none of the works has survived.27 That these projects were carried 
out under some form of ecclesiastical supervision has less to do with lin-
guistic expertise than with the church’s concern with doctrinal orthodoxy. 
Another, more intriguing category of indigenous writing is one that existed 
on the fringes of doctrinal literature, the invariably anonymous texts that 
were produced independently of the clergy’s supervision and most likely 
without their knowledge. Whether or not they were written by some of 
the same people who collaborated with the clergy on other texts, they pro-
vide evidence of close engagement with these new ideas by well- educated 
Indians. They were largely Christian in inspiration and displayed consider-
able knowledge of Christian teachings, although these were too radically 
reformulated along indigenous lines to have received approval or even any 
contribution from the clergy. Not exactly clandestine in the same sense 
as the mainly pagan texts of the Guatemalan Popol Vuh, the Yucatec Libro 
de Chilam Balam de Chumayel, or the Zapotec ritual calendars, which were 
designed for undercover circulation solely within indigenous society, they 
existed in a shadow area unrecognized by the authorities. Examples have 
been found in Nahuatl and Yucatec Maya, but none so far in any Oaxaca 
language, although one source cited a collection of heterodox theatrical 
pieces composed in Mixtec.28 The current rarity of this genre is no sure 
indicator of how common it may have been at one time, given how small 
a proportion of colonial manuscript texts has survived, even those by the 
missionaries themselves.

The vast majority of extant texts with doctrinal content in either man-
uscript or printed form bore the name of a friar (rarely a secular cleric) 
as the lone author. These attributions have fostered a view of the Indian 
collaborators as little more than informants and “scribes,” providing the 
raw material and then later making fair copies of texts that the friars 
elaborated by themselves.29 Such a view is reinforced by chronicles of the 
religious orders conveying the impression that once the friars mastered 
the languages they toiled completely on their own, their texts the fruit 
of solitary labors.30 This was not necessarily the view expressed by the 
authors themselves. The Franciscans assigned a key role to their native 
collaborators, in particular the students and former students of the Colegio 
de Santa Cruz de Tlatelolco, “who taught them how to translate the books 
that are written in that language.”31 The Jesuits also acknowledged the lin-
guistic contributions of elite students and graduates from their colegios.32

The Dominicans must have been equally indebted, even if they were less 
inclined to say so explicitly. An exception was Fray Francisco de Alvarado, 
compiler of the first Mixtec- Spanish dictionary. After expressing gratitude 
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for the pioneering work of his predecessors, he then credited “the Indians 
themselves, who are the best teachers [and] were and have been the 
authors.”33 Perhaps to other friars the contribution of the Indians seemed 
too obvious to mention. Who else but the Indians could have provided the 
twenty- nine thousand or so entries that Córdova published in his 1578 
Zapotec dictionary?34 And the sheer wealth of synonyms and other vari-
ations had to have been the work not of a single informant but of an en-
tire cadre of linguists wrestling jointly with the task of producing almost 
seventy thousand glosses and alternative readings. Surely it was in recog-
nition of this key role that the two Dominican linguists appointed to vet 
the Vocabulario prior to granting a license for publication relied on four 
learned Zapotec speakers to examine the text along with them.35 Similarly 
the examiners for Alvarado’s 1593 Mixtec dictionary consulted “the 
meaning of the words with the Indians who are most able and expert in 
that language.”36

Acknowledgment of the role of native collaborators was in fact rare in 
any of the colonial texts, which at best and with few exceptions tended to 
refer only in very general terms to the Indians’ linguistic expertise rather 
than to particular native partners by name. One reason may have been 
the atmosphere of suspicion surrounding devotional texts in indigenous 
languages, especially those produced by the Indians themselves. If the 
laity among Old Christians were regarded with distrust as prone to stray 
into heresy when discussing doctrinal matters in their own vernacular— 
which appears to be the notion underlying the caution against unguided 
theological interpretation— there was no reason to suppose that these 
neophytes were any less susceptible to error. Indeed as tender plants so 
recently exposed to the word of God they were at greater risk. We have 
also mentioned the many obstacles to publication in that time and place 
and the small proportion of written works that managed to overcome the 
hurdles. Even when fear of the Inquisition did not serve as a deterrent, the 
church’s wariness about indigenous authorship and the need to avoid any 
hint of heterodoxy would have been sufficient incentive to omit mention of 
any but a passive and minor role on the part of the Indians.

Although we can surmise a more active role for the Indians than mere 
informants and scribes, we lack a clear picture of how the collaboration 
functioned. The texts themselves, constituting the “sedimentation” that 
“precipitates as form” from the actual process of production, provide some 
clues about the interaction.37 From the Christianizing rationale that the 
texts invariably displayed and the Old World templates they followed, we 
can conclude that the Spanish “authors” controlled at the minimum their 
overall conception. Such was clearly the case with the dictionaries and 
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grammars. The choice of words to be translated generally followed the word 
list established in Nebrija’s Latin dictionary, modified according to mis-
sionary priorities, as can be seen in Córdova’s Zapotec dictionary, where the 
overwhelming predominance of terms associated with Christian doctrine 
and practice signaled it as a tool specifically for evangelization. The artes, 
of course, were also modeled on the Latin grammars and produced exclu-
sively from the point of view and for the benefit of the nonnative language 
students. Even the ethnographic and historical works, based on indigenous 
content and largely written by the Indians, followed the schemata imposed 
by the friars who compiled the material and reflected their concerns and 
their modes of codifying knowledge.38

The doctrinal and devotional texts are also obviously of Spanish concep-
tion. Some of them were not translations but original compositions based 
on an outline provided by the missionary author. For example, no Spanish 
text has been found for the monolingual Mixtec catechisms published 
under the name of Benito Hernández in 1567/ 1568; a partial Spanish 
fragment recently discovered in manuscript seems instead to be a back- 
translation made from the Mixtec.39 Even in some bilingual publications 
the Spanish text may not have been the source for the indigenous text but 
also a back- translation— none too full nor exact— from an indigenous orig-
inal, as for example in the Florentine Codex or in the Zapotec pláticas in the 
1666 work by Fray Cristóbal de Agüero and sections of Fray Pedro de Feria’s 
Doctrina, where a terse Spanish text ill corresponds with the more florid 
Zapotec in a facing column.

Whether translating closely from a Spanish text or composing from an 
outline, the assignment of authorial and editorial roles would have ranged 
along a spectrum. One type of collaboration was that practiced by Domingo 
de la Anunciación before he had learned Nahuatl:  he would write out a 
sermon in Spanish to be translated by an interpreter and then memorized 
for delivery by Fray Domingo, who himself knew too little Nahuatl to judge 
the accuracy of the translation. This kind of strict division of labor was 
probably not the norm for any but monolingual missionaries. Coming 
to question the translator’s honesty over time, Fray Domingo dismissed 
him and set about learning the language himself.40 By the mid- sixteenth 
century, translations in which both sides of the collaboration— friars and 
Indians— would have been bilingual to some degree became the standard 
practice.

Within that new norm it may be that the principal work of translation 
was often assigned to the Indians, who “composed, verified and edited the 
final version,” although under ecclesiastical supervision.41 They seem to 
have had a wide range of discretionary power, from virtual autonomy to 
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meticulous examination by the author of record. Printed texts were subject 
to the closest control, submitted for careful vetting by expert linguists be-
fore being granted the license to publish. Yet even such formal mechanisms 
of scrutiny could let pass material that modern scholars have found to be 
heavily infused with indigenous meanings. One example is the Psalmodia 
christiana, which was published under Sahagún’s name but which he ac-
knowledged was in fact composed by his native assistants. In one of the 
songs, for instance, the quintessentially Spanish figure of Santiago was 
transformed from Spain’s patron saint and its reputed ally in both the 
Reconquest from the Moors and the conquest of America into a figure more 
akin to an Aztec warrior and in general more congenial to Nahua concepts, 
not only challenging Spanish interpretations but also skirting the borders 
of Christian orthodoxy.42 One must wonder whether Sahagún failed to de-
tect the shift or took a calculated risk for the sake of closer engagement 
with indigenous culture.

For other works Sahagún’s description of the interventions of his Nahua 
collaborators assigns them more of an editorial than an authorial role, 
correcting errors and incongruities in the texts, as well as supplying the 
primary material.43 In the prologue to the Coloquios de los doce he gives an 
idea of the teamwork involved and the mode of composition: the Nahuatl 
text was produced “with the most able [indigenous] students expert in the 
Mexican and Latin languages,” and then it was “polished with four oldsters 
very chatty and knowledgeable about their language as well as all their an-
cient lore.”44

Joint authorship can take a variety of forms. It is not surprising that 
so little information has survived on the process of translation in colonial 
Mexico when in even so renowned a project as the King James Bible we 
rarely know precisely how the translations were done nor by whom within 
the various teams assigned to different portions of scripture. In lieu of any 
detailed account of how teamwork may have functioned to produce the 
indigenous language literature in colonial America, a nineteenth- century 
Christian translation project from the other side of the world— Australia— 
provides one possible model. An English missionary has left a corrected 
draft of a translation of one of the gospels produced in close partnership 
with his bilingual Aboriginal collaborator. His first draft was already a joint 
product in that before writing he had discussed lexical and syntactical issues 
with his partner, and in this draft the missionary left many words blank or 
in English, along with marginal queries and alternative renderings. The text 
was then subjected to several rounds of revision, as the native speaker (in 
a different hand) filled in blanks and made corrections, and the missionary 
explained words and concepts his collaborator did not understand.45
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This sequence represents a plausible division of labor for many of the 
doctrinal texts we have from colonial Mexico: the overall authority for the 
general outline and content resided with the missionary, while respon-
sibility for the most appropriate choice of words, for grammatical form, 
and for word order lay with the native speakers. Roles may also have been 
reversed, with Indians in some cases acting as the primary authors and 
clergy as editors. But at the very least the Indians were responsible for 
reviewing and correcting. A 1730 Chinantec catechism was produced in this 
fashion, according to the parish priest whose name figures as sole author. 
He claimed credit for the initial text, produced after long labor dedicated 
to learning the language, a text that was then repeatedly submitted to the 
Indians for revision, “reexamining it with them many times” so that “not 
a single word appears that was not approved by the Indians themselves.”46

It may be otiose to try to pick apart responsibilities for the colonial doc-
trinal texts, if, as has been argued, so much mutual feedback occurred in 
the process of jointly producing them that both the indigenous and Spanish 
languages absorbed heavy admixtures from each other along with the 
concepts they expressed.47 In light of this process, a heavily Christian slant 
to indigenous words and phrases need not indicate the absence of native 
speakers, only that the words had already assimilated new meanings. Nor 
would skilled use of indigenous literary tropes and sophisticated knowledge 
of preconquest styles of discourse preclude Spanish authorship any more 
than Christian content is a foolproof diagnostic of their direct contribution 
(although heterodox formulations would certainly signal lax ecclesiastical 
oversight). As we shall argue in a later chapter, missionary linguists valued 
traditional indigenous rhetoric enough to incorporate its figures of speech 
and other literary devices into Christian discourse.48 Exceptional artistry 
in an acquired language may be rare but is not unheard of, as in recent 
times the works of Joseph Conrad or Vladimir Nabokov attest. Thus the 
elaborate Zapotec compositions published under the authorship of Fray 
Cristóbal de Agüero may have been written on his own, just as Domingo de 
Vico, the extraordinarily gifted Dominican working in Guatemala, was able 
to employ the “high register of highland Mayan moral and ritual discourse” 
in composing his doctrinal masterpiece in Quiché.49 Conversely one Nahua 
scholar achieved such exquisite command of Latin rhetoric that he was 
compared to Cicero and served as Latin master to successive generations of 
Spanish novices as well as Nahua students.50

Regardless of how little, or how much, assistance the Spanish linguists 
relied upon, no one can have doubted that the ultimate source of the 
translations was the Indians themselves, the almost invariably nameless 
but clever elite youths and the “chatty and knowledgeable oldsters” who 
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worked alongside the friars in the challenging task of communicating 
Christian doctrine across the linguistic and cultural gap— if not to say 
chasm— that separated the world of Christianity from their own.

PURSUIT OF EQUIVALENCE

At some point between the early wave of optimism, in which transparency 
was assumed, and the onset of a disillusioned suspicion of deliberate de-
ception came the realization of the daunting difficulty of the task of trans-
lation, even with the best of faith and effort on both sides. Missionaries 
became aware of serious “lexical gaps,” in the parlance of translators of that 
period: terms and concepts that simply had no equivalent in the target lan-
guages. It was not a problem that further study and redoubled efforts by 
missionary lenguas and their native assistants could resolve. As Córdova 
noted about Zapotec in his dictionary, the problem was that “their mode 
of expression and their words do not coincide in their meanings with 
ours.”51 And the obstacles could obstruct in both directions. A 1574 record 
of an idolatry trial, conducted by friars fluent in Zapotec and with bilin-
gual Zapotec interpreters, recorded several ritual incantations that defied 
translation into Spanish. In one case they made a stab and produced a 
garbled rendering; in another they admitted defeat, saying that it “cannot 
be represented in Romance,” that is, translated into Spanish.52

The reason for these “lexical gaps” of course was the cultural distance 
separating the two worlds. Obviously they varied greatly in magnitude. 
Many terms and concepts occupied the same semantic space in Spanish as 
in the indigenous languages, or nearly so, and this was especially the case 
for the material world: the aforementioned rabbit, say; common features 
of nature that transcend geographical location, such as the sun, rain, or 
rivers; parts of the human body and physiological processes like birth and 
death and eating and sleeping. All, like the exemplary rabbit, carried a host 
of associations, explanations, and connotations in, for example, Zapotec 
that distanced their congeries of meanings from those in Spanish. But a 
sizable overlap existed nonetheless. Another category of considerable com-
mensurability was behavior, and this curiously gave the sections on moral 
theology in the catechisms an easy flow that the frequently convoluted 
phrasing in other sections lacked. Mesoamericans and Christians might 
hold profoundly incompatible notions about the definition, origins, and 
consequences of transgression, but the norms of conduct themselves were 
similar enough to facilitate translation. The behavioral do’s and don’ts of 
the Ten Commandments (with the notable exception, of course, of the first, 
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against idolatry) were echoed in indigenous moral codes so that the basic 
precepts, such as murder, theft, adultery, and honoring one’s parents, had 
more or less equivalent terms.53 These and other homely matters having 
to do, for example, with growing food and the processing of materials in 
general all coincided considerably. In fact the easiest way to gain an idea of 
where Spanish and Zapotec overlapped most closely is to thumb through 
Córdova’s Vocabulario for entries that are brief on both sides, that is, where 
one word or a short phrase in Spanish is matched by an equally succinct 
entry in Zapotec, and vice versa: árbol (tree) = yaga; cabeza (head) = quique; 
sangre (blood) = tinni; and so on.54

Not surprisingly the longest dictionary entries clustered around the 
key concepts in Christian theology, not only because these were the cru-
cial points that the missionaries were attempting to convey but also be-
cause these were the areas of greatest distance between the two “worlds,” 
where equivalence was most elusive. Apart from the existence of wide cul-
tural differences, they were seeking to translate the most delicate points of 
dogma, which entire church councils pondered without always resolving 
clearly.55 And the stakes were high. An infelicitous translation was not 
merely an aesthetic and intellectual failure but also a theological and pas-
toral problem: souls were at risk. The difficulty in finding strict equivalences 
was inevitable in the colonial doctrinal literature. How could there be a 
Zapotec (or Nahua or Mazatec) word for “angel” or “sacrament” or “grace” 
if such a thing or idea did not exist in the Zapotec conception of things? If 
they had an enormous lexicon for maize and maize production— like the 
proverbial Inuit lexical richness for snow while lacking a term for palm 
tree— at the same time they had no way to say “saint,” or at least no way 
that the missionaries considered ideologically acceptable.

In the imperfect world of incomplete equivalence or correspondence, 
every translation (even every communication) produces either a deficit or 
a surplus of meaning; that is, it selects a word or a phrase that lacks the 
full complement of associations that the original has accumulated (def-
icit), or it carries some that the original lacked (surplus). For example, the 
Spanish word for “heart” was generally translated into Zapotec by the word 
lachi. Close, but no cigar. Lachi does not refer to a physical organ but rather 
amorphously to the interior of a person, the body’s innermost recess. And 
while both have multiple associations with emotions, such as valor or de-
sire or fear, lachi possesses a much wider semantic range. It combines with 
other morphemes to construct an almost infinitude of meanings from in-
telligence to timidity, so many that in the Córdova Vocabulario one can find 
it forming part of nine different lexical clusters without going further than 
“Ab” and “Ac” in the word list.56 The doctrinal literature was liberally salted 
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with expressions incorporating lachi, and among its numerous duties in the 
Christian lexicon it was recruited to serve as the basis for the term coined 
to translate the concept of belief or faith: tieliilachi (ir- recto- corazón = go- 
straight- heart),57 as an inner inclination to proceed along a straight, or cor-
rect, path.58

Since exact equivalence is usually impossible to achieve, the translation 
process involves an uneasy balancing act of compromises, trade- offs, and 
other kinds of accommodation. In the search for equivalence translation 
theory of the period recognized three criteria. The first and most essential 
was termed propietas, what one might think of as accuracy, faithfulness, or 
closeness between a thing and its sign. Clearly the most accurate transla-
tion is no translation at all, that is, simply keeping the original word. As we 
shall see, this was an expedient chosen in many instances, but here is where 
the trade- offs begin, this one between accuracy and intelligibility. To retain 
the original is to violate the other two criteria, puritas and perspicuitas. The 
first means roughly “customary” within the particular speech community 
and the second is a subjective measure of intelligibility to a particular lis-
tener.59 In the absence of strict equivalence concessions would have to be 
made to reconcile the conflicting goals of propietas and perspicuitas. Some 
degree of accuracy would have to be sacrificed for the sake of clarity, or vice 
versa, and sometimes some of both.

A choice for absolute purity over clarity would favor retaining the orig-
inal word or words, called loan words by linguists:  absolute purity, but 
total deficit. Imported or inserted into the target language unmodified, a 
loan word is shorn of any and all associations in the new language, not 
only inappropriate ones, and thus rendered meaningless to the native 
speaker. The adoption of loan words is a universal phenomenon when lan-
guages come into contact, a common recourse wherever the thing and its 
label exist in one of the cultures but not in the other. It occurred in both 
directions between Spanish and indigenous languages. Nahuatl, as the first 
Mesoamerican language the Spanish learned and certainly the dominant 
one in the viceroyalty, supplied most of the imports into Spanish. Once 
the Nahuatl term had been adopted for such local phenomena as metate 
(metatl), there was no need to borrow the Zapotec or Mixtec or Mixe term 
for “grinding stone,” and the Nahuatl term spread quickly throughout most 
of the viceroyalty, forming an integral part of Mexican Spanish.60 In the 
other direction, the pace and nature of Spanish cultural influence showed 
up in the incorporation of loan words into native texts. As might be ex-
pected the earliest referred to imported elements of the material world, 
such as plants, animals, and artifacts, followed by more abstract terms 
for institutions and procedures, often clustering around the pragmatics 
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of colonial rule, like tax collection and the new writing technology that 
underpinned the regime.61

In the religious sphere the earliest loans concentrated on the material 
trappings of the Christian cult: the ornaments and sacred vessels, the basic 
actors, and the musical accompaniment of trumpets and other European 
instruments which so rapidly captured the Indians’ fancy. These are all 
terms that would have entered into play as soon as the sacred liturgy was 
introduced— that is, from the arrival of the friars— before systematic in-
doctrination began.62 Not until the 1560s and 1570s did the more abstract 
theological terms, like “purgatory” and “Holy Spirit,” contained in the in-
digenous catechisms work their way into the Nahuas’ own texts.

These theological loan words arrived wholesale from the catechisms 
and their spin- offs, the sermons, and not through oral exchanges, as 
occurred in political administration or judicial proceedings. It is perhaps 
more accurate to call them inserts or implants rather than loan words, 
given the circumstances of their importation— forced loans rather than 
any voluntary adoption— but the linguistic term “loan word” is well en-
trenched in the literature. The core loans relating to fundamental tenets 
of the gospel message seem to have been decided fairly early and remained 
fixed over time, regardless also of the affiliation of the author (whether 
Franciscan or Dominican) or the indigenous target language. Dios, gracia, 
gloria, to name a few, were all liberally sprinkled throughout the different 
catechisms in roughly the same density, whether in Nahuatl, Mixtec, 
Zapotec, Chuchona, or Mixe. Experiments and modifications could have 
been rampant in earlier versions that have not been preserved. Variation 
depended more on differences in length and scope of the text and subject 
matter than changes in linguistic policy. For example, Molina’s Nahuatl 
catechism contains seventy- five Spanish and Latin words compared to the 
ninety- eight in Feria’s later but longer and more elaborate Zapotec text, 
while Hernández’s choice of an extended narrative of the gospel story and 
more recent Christian history dictated the addition of numerous proper 
names of saints, historical figures, and biblical sites such as Nazareth and 
Jerusalem in his catechism of the same year.63 Sacred plays composed in 
Mixtec some time around the turn of the sixteenth century contained the 
by then familiar core list of loan words augmented by new ones specific to 
the topic of the plays (for example, cofrades for the piece written for the 
confraternity of the Rosary).64

One recourse with loan words was to team the word with an indigenous 
rendering, as a way to hedge bets between accuracy and accessibility. Thus 
in the 1550 Dominican Nahuatl catechism we find infierno (hell) by itself 
in some passages but in others combined with Mictlan, the Nahuatl term 
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for the Underworld. Feria’s Zapotec text contained a number of examples 
of this pairing done in several different ways. Most commonly he used the 
Zapotec and Spanish alternately or interchangeably: fee (sic) or cheliilachi 
for “faith,” doctrina or xiticha bejoanna Dios (literally “words belonging to 
our Lord God”) for “doctrine.” Other times he would provide a brief defini-
tion of a term in Zapotec followed by the Spanish equivalent and link the 
two by the word nila (which is called) or laa (named). I take these pairings 
to represent attempts to balance propietas with perspicuitas: to try to create 
leakages or permeability between the two languages through juxtaposition 
so that some Christian meaning will rub off on the Zapotec while enough 
Zapotec meaning will adhere to the Spanish to overcome total mystifica-
tion. The elimination of many of these Zapotec doppelgängers over time 
could signify that the Spanish terms had become naturalized or, equally, 
that the Zapotec term was thought to do its work too well, raising fears of 
its contaminating effect.

Aside from proper names of places and people— including most prom-
inently and frequently Jesu Christo and María— the terms that were 
imported intact as loan words tended to fall into two categories: either too 
distant from any indigenous term or too close to it. At one extreme, some 
concepts such as “grace” and “sacrament” were so specific to Christian doc-
trine or practice, and so alien to Mesoamerican conception, as to frustrate 
any attempt to come up with even an approximation in the indigenous lan-
guage. Here the lack of equivalence or concurrence is too radical. It is not 
merely a partial overlap with some slippage but a gap that the translators 
must have deemed so unbridgeable that they had no choice but to sacrifice 
comprehension for accuracy and simply transfer the terms intact as loan 
words into the indigenous texts. The opposite problem was posed by words 
that had close but not entirely equivalent meanings and therefore risked 
confusion between old and new meanings. Most words offered some de-
gree of correspondence, and it was often in the partial overlaps that the 
translators confronted their most delicate choices.

The concept of the soul in Christian doctrine provides a good example 
of the kinds of pitfalls the translators confronted and the trade- offs they 
employed when seeking to make key elements in the catechism acces-
sible to the indigenous neophytes without compromising their orthodox 
meaning. In Zapotec and the other Mesoamerican languages there exist 
approximations but no exact equivalent for this fundamental Christian con-
cept of an incorporeal and eternal soul with which all humans are endowed 
by God. It is the conceptual bedrock on which the whole edifice of original 
sin and redemption rests. Without a soul that goes to everlasting reward or 
punishment the entire gospel story becomes absurd. Not surprisingly the 
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translators decided to keep the original term (actually most often using the 
Latin anima rather than the Spanish alma). But it was also important to 
try to convey to the neophytes the meaning of this new word in their own 
terms. Feria devoted a long section at the beginning of his catechism to 
expounding the contrast between material and spiritual categories in the 
Christian scheme of things and included an explanation of the soul and its 
relation to the body.65 The very fact that the soul is immaterial and invisible 
presented a rhetorical as well as an epistemological challenge. Even if one 
leapfrogs over any question of how to establish its existence and takes such 
a thing on faith (a helpful fallback in such cases), the catechism still had to 
define the soul and explain its function.

It may in fact have been easier to explain the soul to Mesoamerican 
neophytes than to modern skeptics who stick with the brain as fully ex-
planatory and dismiss the existence of the soul as unproven and in any case 
superfluous in accounting for any perceptible phenomena. The Nahuas, the 
Zapotec, and the rest of the Mesoamericans already possessed a concept of 
some kind of intangible animating spirit. The Zapotec had several related 
terms, such as pii and pee, that Córdova used to convey the sense of “soul” 
and its Spanish synonyms, all with some connotation of breath, air, or 
wind, movement, even animating force.66 This concept certainly overlaps 
with Feria’s description of the soul as something intangible hidden inside 
the body, “giving life to our bodies, which otherwise are like an inanimate 
stone or stick.”67 What disqualified these terms as exact translations for 
the Christian “soul” is that the indigenous concept of animation applies to 
all living creatures and is moreover ephemeral. Feria in his catechism was 
at pains to make clear the difference between this concept of spirit, which 
belongs to animals and which dies along with their body, and the human 
spirit, which lives on after death, and this eternal quality is what makes it 
an anima.68 Thus the catechism used one of the Zapotec terms as a point of 
departure but took care to clarify the distinct and crucial shade of meaning 
of the Christian concept.

Because these quasi- appropriate terms existed in the native language, 
the concept of soul did not require as elaborate a gloss as other loan words, 
such as “sacrament,” which were so much more foreign. On the other hand, 
an approximation— the “almost but not quite” quality of the native word— 
required care to elucidate the distinction. So anima took its place among 
the basic loan words (by my count second in frequency in Feria and the 
other doctrinal literature only to the prime loan word, Dios) to be used on 
its own or occasionally paired with the indigenous word, which could serve 
as a bridge to or an element in the Christian meaning.69 Thus while loan 
words were inserted for terms that had no equivalent in the indigenous 
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languages, they were also selected for concepts and practices on the oppo-
site end, that is, for those close enough in meaning to the pagan referents 
to pose a risk of contamination. In the trade- off between orthodoxy and 
intelligibility some terms were too important and too subject to misunder-
standing to entrust entirely to the indigenous lexicon.

TOOLS OF THE TRADE

The missionaries and their collaborators in America did not have to invent 
new techniques to overcome the perceived lexical gaps. They could draw 
on a set of devices elaborated in Classical rhetoric and codified during the 
Renaissance. These had already been employed in a similar instance of lan-
guage contact during the spread of Christianity to the Germanic tribes 
and their neighbors in northern Europe. The languages and cultures of 
these groups were almost as alien to the Latin speakers sent from Rome— 
missionaries such as Saints Columba and Augustine— as the Mazatec or 
Mixe were perceived by the friars from Salamanca.70

The less than elegant but sometimes unavoidable recourse for translating 
the untranslatable is a particular type of circumlocution called periph-
rasis. Circumlocution receives bad marks in style manuals as excessive 
wordiness: “the putting of things in a roundabout way.”71 However, when 
translating, such an expedient may be necessary in order to “fill a lexical 
gap.” Periphrasis was in fact a time- honored device in European rhetoric, 
dating back to the translation of texts from Greek to Latin, common in 
the translations from Latin to the vernacular, and especially so in the case 
of the Germanic vernaculars because of their greater distance from Latin 
compared to the Romance languages.72 The friars in Mexico were aware of 
lexical gaps, which the great Nahuatl linguist Fray Alonso de Molina cited 
as one of the three principal obstacles to satisfactory translation (the other 
two being the multitude of dialects and, in an excessive show of modesty, 
his own ignorance). He explained that many things did not exist in one 
language or the other (referring to Nahuatl and Spanish), so that it was 
necessary to make “detours and circumlocutions.”73

The extent of circumlocution is directly proportional to the dissimi-
larity between the two languages. In addition, the size of the gap, or the 
difficulty in spanning it, could be exaggerated by the “lexical poverty of the 
target language and the technicality of the original text.”74 One could not 
ask for a clearer description of the double challenge confronting the friars. 
As explained earlier, the lexical poverty of the indigenous languages was 
not general; indeed the abundance and variety of their lexical resources 
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were widely acknowledged. But the lack of cultural congruence as well as 
the structural dissimilarities resulted in a poverty of resources available for 
the evangelizing project, for the type of material to be translated. The dif-
ficulty of doctrinal texts, outlining abstract and esoteric theological points 
that had been honed to precision by centuries of debate, can scarcely be 
exaggerated.75 The insistence on teaching the gospel in Indian languages 
was a bold and courageous move on the part of the friars in the field, and 
one can sympathize with the verbal hand- wringing that has been recorded. 
It was a truly daunting task, and they often had to resort to remedies 
that no one could have regarded as entirely felicitous, among them wordy 
circumlocutions— when propietas (accuracy) could not be reconciled with 
perspicuitas (intelligibility).

In principle there is no such thing as an untranslatable term or state-
ment. If two languages were “so radically incommensurate that transla-
tion is impossible, speakers of one would not recognize that speakers of 
the other are speaking at all.”76 Such was certainly not the case in colonial 
America, where detractors of indigenous languages might declare some 
of the phonology to resemble animal rather than human sounds, but the 
translators themselves, to a large degree fluently bilingual, did not ques-
tion each other’s languages qua languages, no matter how much the friars 
might grouse about the differences. In fact anything can be translated from 
one language to another, although not necessarily well and certainly not 
succinctly or elegantly. At issue is what some linguists have called “pro-
cessing effort.”

The more extreme forms of periphrasis can be found in the 1578 Córdova 
Vocabulario. In the absence of equivalences he created glosses for the more 
abstruse Christian concepts, stringing together phrases in an attempt to 
explain in Zapotec terms what did not exist in Zapotec experience. One by 
no means especially lengthy gloss is that for Cuaresma (Lent): “to give up 
Carnival dancing, to give up gorging with food; when bread is set aside; a 
holy period of time when meat is forbidden.”77 The entry conveyed some of 
the specific aspects of Lenten practice, although without actually either de-
fining it or providing any rationale for the fasting and abstinence. The more 
remote the Christian concept, the more elaborate the gloss. Some terms, 
like “grace,” “sacrament,” and “saint,” were defined with clusters of parallel 
phrases that constituted condensed theological treatises akin to encyclo-
pedia entries. The various terms for “saint” included “just person, holy 
person, wise person, chosen person above in heaven, person in the sky who 
fulfilled his duty (was virtuous) here on earth.”78 “Sacrament” presented 
a greater challenge because of its greater degree of abstraction. Córdova 
made a game attempt, producing “a sacred sign that transforms (makes 
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holy) through the action of grace; the sign of the sacred that consecrates; 
sacrament; likeness; image that has the holiness of God, that has the sa-
crality of God.”79 Here Córdova was struggling with a concept difficult in 
any language regarding a relationship that is at the same time referential 
and instrumental: a sign that is more than a sign because it transforms.

These elaborate entries were less translations than glosses or translated 
commentaries. They do not appear in expository texts; rather they 
constituted a reference work of key Christian terms, giving an extended 
definition or explanation for the terms— often left as loan words in the 
catechisms and other doctrinal texts— that lacked equivalences and which 
clergy and catechists could provide orally as needed. All the loan words 
in Feria such as Cuaresma (Lent) were supplied with these periphrastic 
entries in Córdova, and Córdova himself, after explaining loan words in an 
initial extended gloss, used them by themselves in subsequent entries. For 
example, gracia, having once been defined in a lengthy gloss, appeared as a 
simple loan word in a later entry for sacramento and so on, and sancto, once 
defined, could be used as a loan word in the definition of reliquias (relics)— 
“flesh, bone belonging to a holy, precious saint”80— without needing to be 
explained again. The list of these elaborately glossed words that were then 
employed later in unadorned form is lengthy: justicia, gloria, doctrina, cruz 
were among the most common, along with the ones already listed.

Only the most alien and ineffable or theologically delicate terms re-
ceived the full periphrastic treatment. Shorter glosses made do for such 
terms as the sacrament of confirmation, “the bishop’s placing a mark.”81 
These shorter glosses sometimes made their way into the doctrinal texts 
but not necessarily as substitutes. Feria, as previously mentioned, tended 
to combine an abbreviated gloss with the loan word, linked by the term nila 
or laa (“which is called” or “named”), as miniature vocabulary lessons that 
disappeared from later doctrinal material, usually in favor of the loan word 
by itself. Similarly the extensive periphrastic explanations of key terms were 
entirely missing from the later and much more succinct Mixtec Vocabulario 
of 1793 compiled by Alvarado, whose entries are far fewer and generally far 
shorter. Alvarado either gave a boiled down definition of these key words 
or, as with sacramento, omitted them altogether, content to leave them as 
unglossed loan words in the doctrinal material. Perhaps he reasoned that 
after a quarter of a century the Mixtecs had learned their meaning, and if 
not, then no amount of elaboration would penetrate their ignorance.

Very short glosses slide into the category of neologism, distilling the 
essentials of a description into a succinct compound word. For example, 
“confirmation” lost its reference to the bishop and became merely the 
“placing of a mark.”82 One of the most common of these compounds was 
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the term for “baptize,” pairing the verb for “pour” with the noun for “water” 
(topa + niça),83 as depicted in figure 8.1, a combination that had its equiv-
alent in other Mesoamerican languages and may well have originated as a 
translation from the Nahuatl.84 The compound root for “belief” and “believe” 
mentioned earlier— teliilachi (go- straight- heart)— was a similar amalgam 
coined for the doctrinal texts, aiming at description but in this case referring 
metaphorically to a mental state rather than a concrete action.

One obvious question is whether these definitions and explanations were 
any more comprehensible to the Zapotec neophytes than the loan words they 
were meant to gloss. Córdova produced lengthy constructions that, even if 
grammatically correct, were often unidiomatic and awkward. Zapotec is an 
agglutinative language in which entire sentences are formed by attaching 
prefixes and suffixes to verb roots and inserting a string of other lexical 
elements in between (infixes). A favored example of the kind of cumbersome 
construction that a careful gloss can produce is the translation for “Inqui-
sitor of the Holy Inquisition,” by no means the longest entry but possibly 
the composite word comprising the longest string of different elements. The 
literal rendering contained thirteen of these elements, translating idiomat-
ically as “person who judges words concerning belief about holy doctrine.”85 
The entry exemplifies what one style manual has condemned as circumlo-
cution, “strings of nouns” connected by prepositions.86 But gracelessness   

Figure  8.1 Friar baptizing an Indian by “pouring water on head.” Detail from Codex 
Telleriano- Remensis, 1541, Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris.
Line drawing by Jamie Forde.
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was not the main problem. The gloss for “Inquisitor” represented a failure in 
communication less because of its prolixity and awkward form than because 
of the culturally alien notion it embodies. A gloss of “eyeglasses” that reads 
in Zapotec “transparent mirrors on the nose with which to see at a distance” 
would not present the same obstacle.87 The thing itself was novel but did not 
rest on a wholly novel conception of the cosmos, which underpinned the 
Inquisition— the notion of policing ideological conformity, as distinct from 
monitoring behavior. To judge a person’s belief (and the entire composite 
term concocted for “belief” was probably problematic) in God’s teaching was 
a strange idea, when in Mesoamerican religion, as in many others around 
the world, what counted in relating to the sacred were actions, practice, and 
not the underlying rationale. As already argued, the fundamental problem 
was cultural distance. Rather than ignorance of the language, the cumber-
some glosses were due to the absence of any single word or neat phrase that 
would convey the meaning, ultimately because the thing itself did not exist. 
The choices often fell between loan word or elaborate description, or the 
two in combination. One need only try to imagine what phrases would ad-
equately convey the rapidly evolving culture of electronic communications if 
“internet,” “chat,” “tweet,” “blog,” and “texting” were not almost universally 
adopted loan words.

A frequently used device midway between the two extremes of no trans-
lation at all— represented by a loan word— and an elaborate explanation or 
gloss in the target language is what in translation theory is called a doublet, 
which pairs two alternative expressions when no single word offers the pre-
cise meaning.88 It is not easy to find simple doublets in Córdova. As always 
generous to the point of surfeit, he usually supplied multiple alternatives, 
presumably none of which was an exact equivalent but each supplied some 
of the appropriate overlapping associations. It was as if, unable to hit the 
bull’s eye squarely, he peppered the target with buckshot. Most entries 
offered three or more synonyms, variations, or aspects of the Spanish 
original. The term “to bless,” for instance, was provided with five parallel 
phrases in Zapotec, including one that he identified as “ancient” usage.89 As 
argued earlier, the inclusion of pagan material, in this case the pagan rite 
of blessing, was not a display of idle antiquarianism but rather a bid to pro-
vide missionaries with all the associations surrounding a word or practice, 
including the ones that Christianity was seeking to supplant. It could also 
be that in linking Christian ritual with traditional practice Córdova sought 
to help recent neophytes understand the new meaning even while risking 
contamination with the old, in the same way that Christian loan words 
were sometimes paired with a Zapotec approximation. Almost invariably 
what can seem quirky in Córdova or the scholar’s urge to be comprehensive 
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can also and probably mainly be seen as instrumental in promoting his pri-
mary goal of evangelization.

The frequent appearance of paired constructions in Feria and other doc-
trinal texts in Zapotec, Mixtec, Nahuatl, and several Maya languages (and 
likely in other Mesoamerican languages that lack surviving texts) raises the 
question of origin and definition. What is likely is that two separate rhe-
torical traditions produced similar, in many cases identical structures that 
converged to perform overlapping functions. The doublet, as discussed so 
far, was a device employed in Europe at least as far back as the Classical 
translations from Greek to Latin. It was considered an “indispensable” re-
course when rendering “delicate and important subject matter requiring 
precision” and in the Renaissance especially recommended for translating 
sacred texts,90 all reasons for the Spanish missionary linguists to turn to this 
device for their challenging project. At the same time, parallel structures, 
especially pairings, are so characteristic of all known Mesoamerican lan-
guages as to be designated a principal marker for the entire “linguistic 
area.”91 The structure itself, although not all examples of it, is clearly of in-
dependent preconquest origin, raising the question whether the doublets 
found in Feria, Sahagún, and others were a European translation device in 
search of an elusive equivalence or a Mesoamerican stylistic element incor-
porated into sermons and other doctrinal literature in order to appeal to 
the indigenous audiences. There is no reason they cannot be both.

Stylistic analyses of ceremonial discourse in indigenous languages— 
whether colonial or modern, recorded in written texts or from oral 
performances— have tended to see the parallel constructions as entirely 
homegrown,92 and no doubt they are primarily indigenous. But the use 
of pairing as a translation device, especially evident in the Córdova dic-
tionary but also noted for the colonial Yucatec and Tzeltal dictionaries,93 
can only have reinforced and enriched this Mesoamerican literary tradi-
tion, creating doublets or couplets that were semantically novel— that is, 
two words or phrases not ordinarily paired— but structurally familiar. The 
absence of pairings from the Nahuatl and Mixtec vocabularios of Molina 
and Alvarado, despite their prevalence in the ceremonial register of those 
languages, may point to nothing more than the contrast between Córdova’s 
uniquely comprehensive offerings and the terser entries in these, compar-
atively speaking, stripped- down lexicons.

Among the other tools that translators used to tackle the hurdle of 
incommensurability— to convey totally unfamiliar concepts from one lan-
guage to another— was one referred to as a “loan translation,” also called 
a “calque” from the French word for “copy” or “tracing.” It is a literal trans-
lation that retains the form and meaning of the original— as in a loan 
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word— but employs elements from the target language and represents a 
middle ground or compromise between the total bafflement produced by a 
loan word and a comprehensible but ungainly explanation: familiar constit-
uent words combined succinctly in an unfamiliar way. The classic example 
of this type of device given in modern times is the English term “sky-
scraper,” which is turned literally into the French grotte- ciel or the German 
Wolkenkratzer. Many calques from Latin (some of them in fact originally 
from the Greek) that have wended their way into modern English date to 
the spread of Christianity from the Latin south to western and northern 
Europe, for example, “almighty” (from omni + potens) and “Holy Spirit” 
(Spiritus Sanctus).94

Interpreted broadly a calque could be any word or phrase translated lit-
erally, in which the target language, say Zapotec, supplies the constituent 
morphemes and structures, or building blocks, and the blueprint for the 
way they are put together, but the guiding design or meaning of the combi-
nation comes from the originating language. In that broad sense of a word- 
for- word rendering calques abounded in Feria’s Doctrina, which is full of 
Christian tropes and concepts clothed in literal Zapotec translation. We 
have already mentioned what is probably a loan translation or calque from 
Nahuatl to Zapotec— the combination “pour” + “water” to signify baptism. 
Among the calques or mini- glosses from Spanish that abounded in Feria 
and other Zapotec doctrinal literature are “Our Father” = Bixosena (father 
+ our); “mortal or deadly sin” = tola hueti (fault + that kills); “hellfire” = quii 
capiilla (fire + underworld); and for the more abstract concept of gloria 
(heaven) = quihui quiepaa (palace + sky).

The supposed advantage of these loan translations over unmodified loan 
words is that, while the latter lacked any meaning in the target language, 
the former would be partially accessible: each constituent word was a per-
fectly good Zapotec term. However, the combination usually fell short of 
conveying the alien meaning and could in fact be quite puzzling. Bixose, 
for example is the word for “biological father” and can be extended to 
mean forebears in general or ancestors. Who, then, was the “Our Father” 
addressed in the Christian prayer (or possibly “Fathers,” since Zapotec 
lacks a marker for number)? Hardly the Zapotec ancestors, since they were 
supposed to be writhing in hell, according to the catechism, condemned 
for their idolatrous practices. As for hellfire, since capiilla (the underworld) 
was envisaged throughout Mesoamerica as a cool, damp, dark place, like 
the caves from which the notion of underworld was undoubtedly derived,95 
fire would be incongruent. And “mortal sin” in Christian parlance means a 
sin that condemns the soul eternally, which is not quite the same as a “fault 
that kills.” An alternative calque for “mortal sin” must have been downright 
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baffling. In Spanish this term is pecado capital (major sin), derived from 
the Latin capus, capitas for head, to denote major or important, which 
was rendered as tola quiquie (fault + head). However, the Zapotec word for 
“head” in its metaphorical meaning, beyond the literal one of a body part, 
points to physical location rather than to an abstract sense of prominence 
or importance, and so this doctrinal calque would have meant “on top (or 
at the top) of sin,” which makes little sense in any language.

Calques that are literal translations of metaphors, such as the case of 
“major or capital sin” and other figures of speech, do not usually travel well 
across the kind of cultural space that separated Spain from Mesoamerica. 
A  “place for crying” may work well as a calque for the Christian trope 
“vale of tears” that in scripture and prayers refers to earthly existence and 
suggests that man’s lot in this world is not a happy one.96 Whether one 
agrees or not, the concept is not absurd. But other figures or tropes might 
require reinterpretations of constituent elements. For example, camino 
del cielo (path to heaven) is rendered as neza quiebaa (path, road + sky). 
Quiepaa is a perfectly good word meaning “sky,” but in order to make sense 
in this context— in doctrinal language— it had to acquire the new meaning 
of “heaven,” in the same way that cielo in Spanish and himmel in German 
have come to do double duty for the physical firmament above and God’s 
dwelling place, which is also the metaphysical destination for virtuous 
souls. Without the concept of heaven as a place of reward in the afterlife, 
the image of a path or road to the sky must have seemed puzzling.

On a scale balancing accuracy with intelligibility, loan words fall at one 
end, achieving total fidelity to the original at the expense of meaning, and 
at the other, a device called semantic extension (to be dealt with in the 
next chapter), which seeks to adapt words from the target language and 
thus puts fidelity at risk for the sake of intelligibility. Occupying the middle 
ground in which the two goals or criteria are compromised in roughly equal 
measure were the loan translations (calques) and glosses or circumlocutions 
(periphrases), including doublets. They moved partway toward accessibility 
by employing familiar materials but lost some clarity by combining the 
materials in new ways in order to create new meanings, meanings that, if 
not wholly opaque, were nonetheless not wholly transparent either, and in 
the case of glosses tended to achieve clarity at the cost of conciseness.

All translation projects seek the Holy Grail of complete fidelity 
(propietas) coupled with complete intelligibility (perspicuitas). That a per-
fect balance eludes all projects is axiomatic; trade- offs of one kind or an-
other continually tilt the artifact in one direction or the other. The stakes 
were especially high in the attempt to translate Christian doctrine for in-
digenous peoples in Africa, Asia (outside of Islam), and especially America. 
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That enhanced accessibility almost invariably came at the cost of orthodoxy 
was integral to the project itself, as missionaries discovered from China to 
Chinantla. In the next chapter we will take up in greater detail and spec-
ificity the strategies that sixteenth- century Spanish friars pursued in the 
delicate linguistic horse- trading in which any move to make the Christian 
message more meaningful risked evoking in the listener the memory of a 
pagan past that the translated message was designed to obliterate. A per-
fect double bind.
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CHAPT ER 9

w
 Adoptions and Adaptations

When equivalence is elusive, the translator faces choices that run from 
loan words, which represent a complete deficit of meaning, through 

loan translations (calques) and glosses, which produce only a partial deficit, 
to the opposite extreme of modifying an indigenous or “inherited” word 
in order to create a new meaning The attendant danger with this last de-
vice is a surplus of meaning, a residue of unwelcome associations that the 
inherited word may retain from its original semantic and cultural matrix.

In secular matters the adaptation of inherited words, called semantic 
extension, is an obviously useful means of filling a lexical gap when new 
referents are introduced. One simply looks for the closest available approx-
imation. No horses in preconquest Mexico? No problem. Another large 
quadruped will do: deer in most of Mexico (pichina in Zapotec), the local 
tapir in Yucatan (tzimin in Yucatec Maya). A donkey became a “Castillian 
rabbit” (pella castilla).1 Lacking an exact term for “jail,” the sixteenth- century 
Zapotec created “house + metal” (lichiquiba), which referred to the iron grills 
that marked doors and windows, and this term was extended to refer to 
hell, as “God’s jail.”2 These early adaptations or extensions to cover material 
entities seem to have been the work of the Indians themselves. The native 
speakers decided which of their own words most closely approximated the 
imported novelty. For example, noting the flashing effect of polished steel, 
they named a sword queçaquiba,3 meaning a metal lightning bolt. Another 
advantage enjoyed by these coinages was the immediate and palpable re-
lationship between the sign and the thing it represented: horse, sword. If 
you did not understand what a “Castilian rabbit” referred to, a donkey was 
available to be pointed out. And the cage- like jails known as “metal houses” 
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soon became common features of the townscapes, still visible in remote 
village plazas at the end of the past century.

Not so the incorporeal, immaterial world of Christian doctrine, which 
prided itself precisely on giving priority to spirit as opposed to matter. 
There was often nothing tangible to point to. Eventually Christian ico-
nography would provide a wealth of imagery in paintings, sculpture, and 
a variety of other media, easily as rich a visual world as the pre- Hispanic 
cultures had created. But these new symbols were not self- explanatory and 
needed words to link them to the Christian narratives and concepts that 
inspired them and that they illustrated. Unfortunately, indigenous words 
relating to religious matters inevitably carried over some objectionable 
meanings from their original context. Wherever Christianity has expanded 
into new territories beyond its Holy Land crucible, the religious vocabu-
lary that would have to supply the key words— whether from first- century 
Latin, seventh- century Norse, or sixteenth- century Zapotec— could not 
fail to be tainted by pagan associations.

In making use of “inherited words” from the Indian language to render 
key terms in Christian doctrine, the friars in sixteenth- century Mexico 
could draw on a long tradition in Christian proselytizing. For example, the 
emissaries sent from Rome in late Antiquity to evangelize the Germanic 
tribes of northwestern Europe had faced a similar set of challenges in 
attempting to introduce Christianity to a pagan population that neither 
spoke nor understood Latin and whose religions would have seemed 
as alien to Christianity as any in Mesoamerica. Nevertheless the papal 
emissaries drew on the local lexicons to render key concepts in Christian 
doctrine, selecting terms that over time would be purged of their pagan 
accretions in favor of new Christian meanings. Let us see how successful 
the Spanish missionaries in Mexico were in appropriating Mesoamerican 
terms for Christian use, beginning with the basic concepts regarding the 
afterlife.

HEAVEN, HELL, AND THE DEVIL

In the traditional Christian concept the afterlife is divided, physically and 
metaphysically, into two contrasting locations where earthly accounts are 
settled: a heaven, where God resides and where virtuous souls are destined 
to enjoy eternal bliss in his company, and a hell, where the sinful receive 
equally eternal punishment at the hands of the devil. (A third location, 
purgatory, was to be only a transitory way- station to heaven.) In keeping 
with this spatial concept, the Zapotec catechisms adopted the indigenous 
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words for “sky” (quiepaa) to denote heaven and “underworld” (capiilla) 
to signify hell, both of them distinguished from the middle register, the 
earth or “terrestrial place” (quechelayoo). The Mixtec catechisms made the 
same obvious choices of “sky” for heaven (andehui) and “underworld” for 
hell and (andaya). They were less aggressive than Feria’s Zapotec text in 
contrasting the two destinies but made clear that andehui was associated 
with good deeds and good people, while the “villains” and the “wicked” 
were condemned to “burn in the hell of andaya.”4 These designations may 
have worked well enough when dealing solely with the physical metaphor 
of space and using Zapotec verbs for vertical movement. Christ descended 
to the underworld, rose from there, bringing with him the Old Testament 
patriarchs who were waiting in limbo, before ascending further to heaven 
(after forty days on earth— presumably having sent the patriarchs on 
ahead). Human souls after death also were destined to go down to the 
capiilla or up to the quiepaa (at least eventually), according to their com-
portment on earth.5

Where the Christian and Zapotec semantic codes definitely part com-
pany is in the metaphysical meanings that the catechisms sought to add 
to the physical meanings. It is clear that in the Zapotec code quiepaa is 
the place where clouds form and thunder roars and from which rain and 
hailstones fall.6 These and other observable phenomena associated with 
the sky were as linguistically portable as any other aspect of the mate-
rial world. Capiilla also had a physical referent of a space at the center of 
the earth, a hole or cavity underground.7 Leaving aside the transcendent 
powers Mesoamericans may have attributed to the sun, the moon, and 
the stars— and to lightning divinized by the Zapotec as Cociio (or Cocío, 
Gosío)— neither the sky nor the spaces underground possessed the 
metaphysical qualities, for good or for ill, that Christianity attached to 
them. One way that the doctrinal literature sought to accomplish this 
extension of meaning was to assign each space to the appropriate sov-
ereign power, so that quiepaa was the house (lichi) or palace (quihui) of 
God, and capiilla the house of the devil.8 Another way was to explain the 
role of each location in the Christian drama of salvation, or damnation, 
and describe the contrasting fates that awaited the souls according to 
whether they earned a place in heaven or hell. In attempting to stretch 
the Zapotec meanings of these physical locales to include their metaphys-
ical Christian connotations, the translators skipped a crucial step. They 
seem to have assumed the existence in Zapotec thought of a link between 
these localities and the sacred similar to the one that underpinned their 
own Christian cosmology. But such a link was lacking, and instead of 
making the connection explicit in their translations of Christian dogma 
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they concocted a collection of glosses that, like a Möbius strip of intercon-
nected signs, lacked any referential starting place. For a sixteenth- century 
Roman Catholic clergyman the link between “ecstasy” or “transport” on 
the one hand and “sky” on the other would be understood as relying on the 
figurative concept of the mystical contemplation of the divine. Without 
that concept, a phrase in Zapotec juxtaposing the two suggests instead 
something like levitation or personal space travel.9 Similarly the meta-
phorical concept of the sacraments as heavenly medicine for the soul was 
missing in the translation that gives us instead the puzzling phenomenon 
of “blessed healing plants from the sky.”10

As for the locales themselves, the depiction of hell as a place of 
eternal flames clashed with the Mesoamerican notion of the underworld 
mentioned in the previous chapter as cave- like— cold, damp, and dark. In 
contrast with the detailed descriptions of hell and the painful sensations 
it offered, heaven turned out to be vaguely depicted. If sixteenth- century 
Zapotec possessed a vocabulary suitable for describing a Christian heaven 
it eluded the translators. Córdova made a poor show of conveying his be-
atific vision of heaven in an elaborate gloss full of abstractions— “heaven, 
the glory where the saints are, which is a royal city, eternal, everlasting, re-
splendent, blessed”— in an attempt to define the ineffable for the Zapotec. 
Feria was more succinct but equally nebulous.11 Possibly it is more difficult 
to portray bliss than the opposite. Feria’s catechism, echoed in the 1793 
Zapotec “Confessionario” of Tilcajete, resorted to listing what heaven does 
not have: “hunger, thirst, neither cold nor heat. There are no enemies nor 
quarrels . . . no sickness nor even the lightest of labors.”12 The translators 
found it easier, or perhaps more urgent, to portray the horrors of hell, a 
place where souls “cry, lament, groan, howl, sing songs of bitterness, of 
sadness, of regret,”13 and where, aside from being deprived of the “presence 
of God,” the damned will “burn and suffer eternally in the fires of hell.”14 
These descriptions were the verbal equivalent of the painted scenes Lucero 
was said to have used to illustrate his sermons forty years earlier, versions 
of which still grace some altar screens. More even- handed than the Feria 
treatment, these Last Judgments contrast ecstatic souls floating on sun- 
drenched clouds and accompanied by angels playing musical instruments 
with a scene below of the damned engulfed in flames, mouths agape in 
agony as horned demons with forked tails stab, pummel, and dismember 
them (figure 9.1).15

How effective either depiction, verbal or visual, may have been as an in-
centive for good behavior, or deterrent for bad, is a question several steps 
beyond our current concern, which is whether the Christian meanings of 
heaven and hell even succeeded in attaching themselves to the Zapotec 
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words, along with or instead of the purely spatial referents of sky and 
depths of the earth. So far as we can tell they did not.

The Zapotec term that the translators sought to recruit for the Christian 
heaven (quiepaa and variants) seems to have been so Teflon- coated that the 
new meaning never adhered. In Spanish a single word, cielo, does double 
duty for both “sky” and “heaven,” and Córdova included both meanings, 
the physical firmament and the abode of God, with an elaborate gloss for 
the second meaning that referred to the “glory where the saints are” and 
to a city characterized as “royal, eternal, everlasting, resplendent, and 

Figure 9.1 Torments of Hell. Detail from anonymous mural painting, early eighteenth cen-
tury. Choir loft, parish church of San Lorenzo Zimatlan.
Photograph by Abraham Crispín Villavicencio García, Museo Nacional de Arte, Instituto Nacional de Bellas 
Artes, PESSCA 1433B.
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blessed,”16 in order to provide some content for a concept that had no 
meaning for the Zapotec. In his later dictionary Alvarado simply offered 
the single Mixtec word as an exact equivalent for both meanings, as if the 
semantic extension had made the transition and no longer required eluci-
dation. Yet there is no evidence that the metaphysical meaning of God’s 
dwelling and place of eternal bliss in the afterlife ever caught on in Zapotec; 
if it did, it has slipped back into oblivion and left “sky” as the sole meaning 
in modern Zapotec usage.

The contrasting destiny in Christian eschatology, hell, offered similar 
resistance despite receiving more attention in the doctrinal literature than 
almost any other concept. Capiilla, the Zapotec term adopted for “hell,” 
was one of the most frequently occurring words in Feria’s text and usually 
appeared without any gloss or pairing that would nudge the indigenous 
sense of the word toward the Christian meaning; he must have thought 
that this new meaning was secure. He also provided details on the some-
what less dire but still unpleasant sites “adjacent to hell,” designed for 
those who died before their taint of original sin had been cleansed by bap-
tism (limbo) or for those doing penance in preparation for heaven (purga-
tory), and took care to remind the neophytes repeatedly that the perpetual 
sentence of capiilla itself was reserved for those who died in mortal sin.17

Capiilla might seem to require less of a stretch to accommodate the 
Christian concept than its counterpart designating heaven because, like 
“hell,” it also signified a place for the dead and combined the spatial sense 
of the bowels of the earth or underworld with the temporal sense of af-
terlife. Although in some accounts, such as the Maya Popol Vuh, the un-
derworld could be represented as a fearsome place, what without doubt 
the Mesoamerican afterlife lacked was the notion of reward or punish-
ment and, specifically, the physical torment and mental anguish that 
Feria and Córdova sought to impress upon the neophytes as the inevitable 
consequences of serious misconduct.18 Andaya, the Mixtec place of the 
dead, was as neutral as the Zapotec equivalent, as was the Nahuatl Mictlan, 
so that missionaries’ attempts to use this last as a threat to the Indians 
were deemed futile, since “everyone expects to end up there anyway.”19 This 
resistance to change held steadfast. Capiilla continued to refer to an after-
life with temporal and spatial dimensions but one that neither inspired 
dread nor served as a warning. In the words of a late eighteenth- century 
Zapotec language primer for priests, it “is not something bad; it is only an-
other world where one no longer sees, eternity.”20

Efforts at semantic modification ran into similar obstacles with the 
Zapotec term chosen for the Christian idea of the devil, the fallen angel 
who rebelled against God and seeks to create havoc in the world. The main 
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problem with hell, the devil, and similar concepts is the morally neutral, 
dualistic nature of much indigenous religion, which did not translate well 
into the more Manichaean terms of Christian binary opposition, or vice 
versa. It is difficult to find supernatural beings who are wholly good or 
wholly evil; they tend to combine qualities and manifest one or another 
aspect according to circumstances or mood.

The logical choice to represent the devil was the god of the underworld, 
the central Mexican Mictlantecuhtli, which did appear in some of the litera-
ture. However, both in Nahuatl and Mixtec the translators more frequently 
turned to a lowlier though wholly baleful figure, Tlacatecolotl, translated 
as “Owl Man,” to convey the uncompromising malevolence appropriate to 
Satan,21 and in Zapotec the name selected seems to have been that of a 
major deity, perhaps the principal deity in some localities. Pezelao (under 
a variety of spellings, such as Bezeloo or Peceloo) was cited as such in 
some of the late sixteenth- century Relaciones geográficas, for example, for 
Miahuatlan, as “universal god over all [others]” or in Teococuilco, “the most 
important of the devils,”22 which amounted to the same definition, since all 
Zapotec deities were collectively labeled diablos or demonios. Exactly what 
Pezelao may have represented in the Zapotec pantheon is difficult to dis-
cern behind the Christian overlay, since by the 1580s demonio and Pezelao 
had become synonyms in Spanish- language documents, 23 and Córdova had 
translated the God of Hell (Dios del Infierno) as Pitao Pezèelào,24 as if the 
terms had already become equivalents.

The etymology of the name is unclear, and several possibilities have been 
proposed by students and speakers of Zapotec.25 Córdova’s identification 
of Pezelao as god of the underworld was strengthened by his attribution as 
chief deity in Mitla, the supposed principal burial place for Zapotec royalty 
and the entrance to the realm of the dead in general.26 Whatever his orig-
inal status or advocation in the Zapotec pantheon, Pezelao would have had 
to shed the ambiguous, capricious, dualist qualities of any Mesoamerican 
divinity and assume the single- minded malevolence of the Christian 
demonio, bent on inflicting every conceivable ill on postlapsarian mankind. 
The evidence we have suggests how resistant some indigenous “inherited” 
words could be to such manipulation. A century and a half after the publica-
tion of the Feria Doctrina, that is, in the early 1700s, the Zapotec continued 
to appeal to Pezelao for aid, not as the devil but as a powerful supernat-
ural being who operated according to traditional indigenous norms.27 Any 
new meaning he had acquired was in a cultural rather than a theological 
or moral dimension, becoming a means of denoting the traditional reli-
gion proscribed by the authorities. For example, to perform rituals labeled 
by the Spanish as “idolatry” would be called “serving Pezelao.” Córdova 
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had already recorded ways in which Pezelao served as a cultural signpost 
for non- Christian, whether a pagan temple, an unbaptized person, or a 
type of traditional drink, probably pulque.28 For the Zapotec themselves, 
Pezelao and his fellow pagan deities also became a way to signal “gentile,” 
used in idolatry trials as a lexical boundary marker for their own home-
grown beliefs and practices.29 Even the term “devil” that appears in the 
Spanish translations of indigenous testimony seems to be a gloss that 
the interpreters included as their generic designation for all indigenous 
supernaturals. On both sides of the linguistic divide Pezelao had come to 
serve as a cultural marker for paganism rather than personifying malevo-
lence and rebellion against God’s law. This modification could be seen as an 
encapsulation of the effects of evangelization: a recognition of otherness, 
acknowledging a boundary separating the two worldviews, but without 
rejecting or condemning either one.

After these trials Pezelao dropped out of the documentary record and 
at some point from the pantheon altogether. One of the other deities, 
Gozio (Cociio), linked to rain, thunder, and lightning, shared equal billing 
in the colonial testimonies and in Zapotec sacred songs and continues to 
be linked to practices similar to those recorded in colonial documents for 
Pezelao, but I have never heard the latter mentioned in connection with 
any of the modern rituals. He may have disappeared altogether or ended up 
as a mischief- making spirit, although without turning into the implacable 
enemy of mankind that the role of Satan requires.30

SIN AND DISORDER

The obstacles that stood in the way of converting the Zapotec capiilla and 
other Mesoamerican underworlds into the Christian hell, or the phys-
ical space of quiepaa into the heaven of eternal bliss, and that prevented 
the Zapotec deity Pezelao from becoming the thoroughly malevolent 
Christian devil were linked to the larger worldview in which these entities 
or concepts were embedded. They all depend on a general system of reward 
and punishment, on a moral theology that by all accounts has no place in 
the Mesoamerican conception of man’s relationship with the universe. The 
Christian heaven and hell depend on a notion of sin that may or may not be 
unique to the Judaeo- Christian tradition but is certainly alien to the way 
Mesoamericans interact with the sacred.

As outlined in the discussion of doctrinal literature, the entire Christian 
message presented to the Indians depended on the idea of sin. It begins 
with the sin of disobedience to God’s will by Adam and Eve in the Old 

 



a d opt Ion S a nd a da ptat Ion S ( 235 )

Testament, for which they were expelled from paradise, and carries 
through the gospel story of Christ’s incarnation, passion, and resurrection, 
all directed to the ultimate triumph over sin. The major sacraments are all 
concerned one way or another with sin, whether to absolve existing sin or 
to fortify us against its lures. Finally, heaven and hell are the destinies that 
await us at the end of life according to whether or not we manage to avoid 
dying in the state of mortal sin.

There are certainly alternate emphases available to the Christian be-
liever, especially in more modern times and especially to those who prefer 
to pay more attention to Christ than to Saints Paul and Augustine. But for 
the sixteenth- century faithful, whether Protestant or Catholic, sin was the 
main focus of attention, the linchpin to which were attached all the causal 
explanations, precepts, warnings, and admonitions. If anyone wanted or 
needed to know what lay at the base of human nature— why we are the way 
we are and the world the way it is— he or she could do no better than start 
with sin, which is precisely what the authors of the doctrinal texts tended 
to do. In Córdova’s lexicon, pecado does not occupy the most space, as it 
does in Feria’s Doctrina, because some other Spanish terms are given longer 
glosses, but it has the largest number of entries of any single word group.31

Despite its centrality in Christian cosmology as the moving force of 
human history, and its defeat the main theme of Christian theodicy, sin 
was not perceived as posing a problem in translating Christian doctrine. 
It did not— or so we must assume that the translators believed— create a 
“lexical gap” in Zapotec that had to be filled with either a loan word or an 
elaborate gloss. Nor did the Zapotec word chosen to render “sin” receive 
any special modifiers like the ones attached to the Zapotec words for “sky” 
and “underworld” (“house of God,” “house of the devil”) in order to extend 
its meaning more solidly into Christian terrain, or the similar device of a 
loan word paired with a close cousin in Zapotec. The translators must have 
concluded that, unlike gracia, anima, or sacramento, the Zapotec lexicon 
possessed a suitable equivalent for pecado (sin). Or, rather, two equivalents 
were found: xihui and tola.

The first thing to establish is what might be the difference between 
them. For, although they were both translated as pecado and sometimes 
were used as if exact synonyms, they differ in form, tola being a noun and 
xihui a modifier and most commonly used in compounds to form nouns 
and verbs. They also differ subtly but importantly in meaning, carrying a 
distinction that the single word pecado glides over. Put most simply, xihui 
points to the act and tola to its effect, to the blemish or defect that the deed 
(or misdeed) produces in the perpetrator’s “soul,” which in Zapotec terms 
would more accurately be rendered as “psyche,” “inner being,” or “moral 
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center.” This distinction between xihui and tola was never spelled out, but 
the association of tola in the Zapotec lexicon with darkness and nighttime 
and darkened or clouded understanding point to the difference.32 In the 
doctrinal literature the discussions of mortal sin and venial sin and the 
distinction between them always used tola rather than any of the words 
compounded from xihui. Venial sin was “little sin” (tola huini), whereas 
mortal sin was “large sin” (tolatao) or “fat sin” (tola toba) or literally “sin 
that kills” (tola hueti).33 Tola was used for the condition of sin, venial or 
mortal, that is caused by a specific misdeed. The Spanish word culpa and 
the English words “guilt” and “stain” might more or less accurately convey 
the sense of the word. The same Zapotec term was used in a phrase for 
a preconquest rite equated with confession, a phrase that combined the 
word xoba, which means “to lay down or to present,” plus tola.34 The concept 
of something that can be externalized— laid before another and thereby 
expelled or canceled (even buried) must have seemed close enough to the 
Catholic ritual for dealing with sin for early translators to have adopted the 
phrase for the sacrament of Christian penance.35

Tola, then, was a noun that had already before conquest acquired a fig-
urative sense of a moral blemish to be removed. The other word, xihui, 
pointed to the act itself that produces the blemish. Thus in referring to 
mankind’s inherited condition of sin, Feria used tola, but when he meant 
the act of disobedience committed by Adam and Eve which resulted in that 
condition (that is, original sin) he used xihui.36 In form the latter term acts 
as an adjective or adverb that provides a negative slant to any otherwise 
neutral noun or verb. A 1633 Zapotec grammar designed as a handbook for 
confessors explained this function clearly: “Xihui is an adverb that can be 
attached to almost all verbs to denote sin, because although their [original] 
meaning may be neutral, joined to this xihui it makes them mean in malem 
partem.”37 Feria’s Doctrina (probably the source for the 1633 handbook) il-
lustrated this usage of xihui with various nouns and verbs in many different 
constructions throughout the text.38 Xihui was linked with “body,” for ex-
ample, to create “licentious” and with otherwise innocent verbs to denote a 
variety of misdeeds, such as “to slander” and “to covet.”39 However, just to 
confound attempts to establish neat distinctions, Feria inserted a passage 
in which tola was combined with different parts of the body (eyes, ears, 
mouth, hands, feet, heart, and head) to denote the different forms of sin 
with which the devil tempts us, and here the reference is clearly to acts.40

Unlike a number of other Zapotec words that the translators pressed into 
service to render Christian concepts of evil, xihui carried an unequivocal 
load of “badness.” It will be recalled that the missionaries sought to trans-
form capiilla from the neutral underworld to the fear- inspiring infierno, and 
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similarly worked to convert the dualistic, ambivalent nature that Pezelao 
shared with all Mesoamerican deities into the unconditionally malevolent 
being that “devil,” “demon,” or “Lucifer” represented in the Christian cast 
of characters. But, whereas they had no need to strip xihui of any positive 
qualities, this still does not mean that it did a proper job of conveying the 
Christian concept of sin. There may be no appropriate way to do so with the 
means available in any of the Mesoamerican languages, because of the na-
ture of Mesoamerican cosmology, in which concepts of good and bad con-
duct are embedded. A number of authors have noted that Mesoamerican 
cultures lack the same notion of sin.41 No one suggests therefore a lax code 
of behavior. Mesoamerican societies traditionally have imposed and con-
tinue to impose very strict standards and severe sanctions for disobeying 
them beyond the Mexican national penal code. The customary law (usos y 
costumbres) of indigenous communities in Oaxaca is a case in point. Mexico 
in practice abolished the death penalty over half a century ago, although 
the official declaration was not made until 2005. Yet it has continued to 
be imposed by community authorities for certain grave crimes such as 
premeditated murder, rape of an underage girl, and betrayal of community 
loyalties.42 The difference lies in the definition of misconduct and especially 
its origins and consequences. As appears to be very widespread in human 
societies, the chief principle in Mesoamerican cosmology is that of order, 
a principle that applies to the proper comportment between individuals, 
between the living and the dead, and between humans and the sacred. In 
this conception of things the earthly or human order is (and was) linked to 
cosmic order and vice versa, so that any upset in the divinely ordained pat-
tern of things affects all levels.

The maximum good in the Mesoamerican scheme of things is defined in 
terms of order, balance, control. These criteria can sound mechanical, but 
they carry emotional and aesthetic charges as well; there is much satisfac-
tion and pleasure to be derived from things operating in an orderly fashion, 
which includes people behaving properly, and the opposite— worry, cha-
grin, distaste— when they do not. This Mesoamerican dichotomy of order 
and chaos, a complex of observance and attentiveness versus negligence 
and heedlessness, are not the same as the Christian opposition between 
good and evil. The problem is less that the Mesoamericans found the 
Christian emphasis on sins of the flesh misplaced, relegating some acts 
such as adultery to a secondary order of transgression and failing to recog-
nize some others, such as masturbation, as worth bothering with at all,43 
and more that the moral quality of misconduct differed. What may have 
been lacking in the Mesoamerican definition is the Christian component of 
intentionality or volition— or not so much lacking as irrelevant. Disorder 
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(including and especially misconduct) is disorder, and it matters not what 
one’s intentions are. In the Christian system sin is a deliberate, conscious 
act of rebellion against divine laws for which the individual must atone or 
incur punishment; in a moral economy of transgression, sins are a form of 
lien which must be repaid to God, and Feria used this metaphor of a debt or 
theft of God’s property. 44 In the Mesoamerican system the act itself is what 
matters, along with the consequences that reverberate throughout society 
and the cosmos independently of the actor’s motives.45

In seeking to determine how well the colonial catechisms conveyed to 
the indigenous populations the full Christian concept of sin, with its ine-
luctable moral dimension of volition, possibly only the Nahuatl- language 
texts are extensive enough to allow for an adequate analysis. Very few 
Zapotec texts have survived from the sixteenth century apart from the 
doctrinal literature itself, and inconsistencies exist even within this lit-
erature. Behavioral patterns suggest that the traditional emphasis on the 
act and its consequences rather than intentionality persisted. Such an em-
phasis underlies the concept of blood money, or compensation paid for 
the death of a family member regardless of whether the death was acci-
dental or deliberate. Colonial archives recorded extrajudicial negotiations 
for such financial indemnification that replaced murder charges and thus 
sidestepped the Christianized concern with establishing guilt and exacting 
punishment in favor of the more Mesoamerican aim of restoring balance.46

Among the enormous number of entries in Córdova that contain the 
key word xihui in one combination or another are many that point to a 
meaning closer to “erroneous” or “mistaken” than to a deliberate misdeed. 
For example, the terms “take the wrong path,” “in vain,” “misunderstand” 
all seem to preclude volition, and the entry “sin through negligence” would 
seem to be an oxymoron in Christian terms while fitting neatly into the 
Mesoamerican conception of a misstep through carelessness.47

Another connotation that placed intentionality in doubt was that of 
“false.” Both Feria and Córdova used xihui with pitao to create “false gods,” 
and there were “false prophets” and “false scriptures” as well, meaning 
“fake” and opposed not to good but to real or authentic (nalii).48 Of course, 
an element of deception enters into “false” and “fake,” and xihui certainly 
figured prominently in the various entries related to engaño in Córdova, 
although the roots xiñ and xiguie were more common in the doctrinal lit-
erature as referring to the deception and guile practiced by the devil.49 
Another pairing of opposites, however, supports the reading that lacks 
the idea of intention. In the handbook for confessors that explained how 
xihui functioned to convert innocent words or acts into sins, xihui was 
contrasted with chahui, meaning “good” or “well,” which supposedly works 
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in a similar way by adding a positive slant to a neutral act— in bonam partem 
as opposed to the in malem partem that xihui conveys. However, according 
to the example given— “prepare the chocolate well”50— the terms are not 
precise opposites, chahui here meaning “skillfully” or “competently.” The 
slippage may point to a basic shortcoming of xihui as a rendering for “sin,” 
to a deficit of meaning in translators’ terms. If indeed it is a mirror image 
of chahui, it will translate as “faulty” or “inadequate” without the moral di-
mension required to define sin.

One might think that a useful lead in tracking down intentionality 
would be the Zapotec word lachi, often translated as corazón (heart) but 
having a more ample and figurative sense of interior seat of feelings 
and inclinations, as distinct from quiquie (head), the site of reasoning or 
thinking. And we do find lachi as one translation for “intentions”; it formed 
part of the opposed pair of “good” or “bad intentions,” as well as figuring 
in the translation for “malice,”51 which certainly was not to be mistaken for 
simple error or disorder. Yet of the many combinations of lachi with xihui 
there was no discernible predominance of volition, and it is unclear what 
lachi added to xihui by itself.52

We are left with the strong suspicion that the concept of sin, so central 
to the Christian narrative, was never conveyed adequately to the Zapotecs. 
The Mixtecs were offered a similarly unsatisfactory term in quachi (or 
cuachi), which like xihui was pressed into service for a gamut of meanings, 
ranging from “guilt” to “defect” to “sin” and variants, as well as “false,” 
but not for either “wickedness” or “malicious.”53 But whereas the Zapotec 
had only Feria’s flat, didactic explanation of sin as a theft of God’s haci-
enda (property), Hernández provided the Mixtec in his catechism with a 
richly imagistic list of punitive instruments: “sin is an iron knife, a lash, a 
stick (to torture), a pestilence, a poisonous plant.”54 Hernández associated 
cuachi with “darkness, shadows, obscurity, blindness,” like a mole living 
away from the sunlight, also with “filth” and “swine.”55 None of these may 
have provided a precise rendering of the Christian concept of sin, but by 
expressing it in Mesoamerican terms, in the concrete metaphors and figur-
ative language with which Mesoamericans make abstractions tangible, he 
at least gave it meaning and impact. The reaction to the Hernandez passage 
by a present- day bilingual Zapotec speaker was “That comes much closer 
[than Feria] to the way we understand things.”56

The Zapotec terms selected to represent sin would appear to have faced 
little resistance to successful incorporation into the Christian lexicon, since 
unlike the other two components of the “triad of evil,” hell and the devil, the 
adopted words already possessed highly negative connotations. Xihui found 
frequent employment in the colonial documents denouncing objectionable 
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behavior that the Zapotec presented to the Spanish authorities and in fact 
continues to find a solid niche in the spoken Zapotec of the present to ex-
press disapproval of actions or people. It has, however, performed these 
services without shifting its original meaning of simply “bad” or “unde-
sirable” (the opposite of “good”) to include a spiritual dimension of a blot 
against one’s soul; that is, it has not made the transition to the Christian 
concept of sin. In judicial denunciations its meaning could as easily be read 
as “crime” or “misdeed,” with moral indignation to impress the Spanish 
judges but emphasis on the transgression of community codes and royal 
laws and on worldly consequences.57

Xihui has continued to mean the same, apparently, as when Córdova 
first analyzed its original meaning: bad, erroneous, false, mischievous. In 
Isthmus Zapotec xihui points toward the traditional Mesoamerican conno-
tation of excessive or out of control. For example, when added to the term 
for “speech” or “words” (diidxa xihui) it means an exaggeration or tall tale 
rather than an outright lie,58 despite the doctrinal texts that placed the 
same compound term (spelled tichaxihuii) firmly within the universe of in-
tentional wrongdoing: “false testimony,” for example, and even “heresy.”59 
The use of xihui in a recent Netzicho version of the Lord’s Prayer has been 
translated with a highly Mesoamerican twist as meaning “losing control 
of oneself” rather than falling into temptation.60 Whatever these different 
shades of meaning, they all lack the specifically spiritual component of de-
liberate transgression intrinsic to the concept of sin.

Twenty years after the publication of the Zapotec and Mixtec catechisms 
Fray Pedro de Feria as bishop of Chiapas persisted in his futile attempt to 
instill in the Indians his exotic notion of sin. Unable to attend the Third 
Mexican Provincial Council, he addressed a memorandum to his fellow 
prelates complaining that the Indians did not understand the concept of sin 
in its spiritual dimension as an offense against God. Similar to the Pauline 
condemnation of those whose “own hungry bellies are the god they wor-
ship,”61 Feria denounced the Indians for their exclusive focus on temporal 
matters— on health and children, sustenance and other material goods— 
even after they had become nominal Christians. Thus they saw sin merely 
as a misstep for which they could be punished by the secular authorities, 
and confession was treated as a means to escape earthly justice rather than 
a means for God to pardon them. They did not see beyond this earthly life 
to the risk of being “lost,” or damned eternally.62 He recommended to the 
Council that a primer be written and distributed to all the priests in the 
archdiocese so that they could correct the erroneous ideas about sin and 
confession held by the Indians. Apparently he had remained unaware that 
in Mesoamerica the language for doing so was unavailable.
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It may be that inherited words cannot easily be stretched to represent 
sin and repentance, heaven and hell, salvation and damnation, because 
they cannot be reconciled with the Mesoamerican conception of the way 
things work in the world. They are not so much wrong as incongruous. After 
centuries of evangelization and despite deep devotion to certain aspects of 
Christian life, there are doctrines simply too alien to bond to the native 
conceptual stock without a complete overhaul of the Mesoamerican world-
view. This worldview includes a moral code as strict as any the Judaeo- 
Christian system offers; it simply rests on a different set of premises.

RISK OF CONTAMINATION

The use of indigenous words when translating any text is the best way to en-
sure intelligibility, the best way to convey a meaning to the audience. But it is 
not necessarily the best way to convey the desired or most accurate meaning, 
the one closest to the original. Semantic extension or modification— new 
meanings in the new context— carries risks. In sixteenth- century America 
or any context of Christian evangelization, the danger of error was greatest 
when presenting Christian concepts that possessed close analogies within 
the pagan world. As noted earlier, some concepts, like grace, for example, 
were so abstract and so foreign to Mesoamerican ways of thinking that 
they lacked even remote approximations. There was no base from which to 
make a semantic extension, to stretch a meaning to cover something new. 
These were in one sense the simplest terms to deal with; regarded as un-
translatable, they were always imported as loan words and provided with 
an elaborate gloss somewhere to explain the meaning. Loan words could 
also be the choice for concepts that were too close in meaning to pagan 
referents and therefore at risk of contamination by their non- Christian 
associations.63

In the trade- off between orthodoxy and intelligibility one term stands out 
as presenting the most delicate conundrum and sparking the most heated 
controversy among translators regardless of the target language: the word 
for God, or Dios in Spanish. It had apparent equivalents in the local lan-
guages, and therein lay the problem. If there was one overriding message 
Christian missionaries felt compelled to convey to the potential converts 
of any religious tradition, it was the crucial contrast between the “One true 
God” and what they perceived as the proliferation of “false gods” misguid-
edly worshipped by almost everyone else. Even within the select group 
of monotheists there can be controversy, as witnessed by the dissension 
in Malaysia (1980s to the present) between two monotheisms, in which  
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the Muslims object to and have banned the use of “Allah” to refer to the 
Christian God, while Christians argue that they have done so since the first 
translations of the Bible into Malay in the seventeenth century.64

Every Christian concept or practice that possessed some kind of counter-
part in indigenous culture gave rise to the same dilemma of how to commu-
nicate meaning, which requires bridging the cultural gap while protecting 
the Christian element from the corruption of pagan associations, which 
in turn requires a form of separation. These are in fact incompatible 
aims which always require a compromise or trade- off. The debates and 
experiments over exactly where the balance should fall are particularly ev-
ident in the case of Dios. The missionaries did not have to persuade the 
Indians of the existence of divinity; rather the challenge was to change 
their conception of this category. Whether pre- Hispanic deities were in 
fact regarded as a multiplicity of discrete beings or multiple permutations 
of one all- powerful entity or divine force, in the Spanish interpretation the 
Indians were polytheists. They worshipped a collection of gods that some-
times appeared to be almost infinite in number and variety,65 and their 
power over the Indians was not totally eradicated by conversion. Just as 
Old Testament prophets had constantly to do battle against Baal and the 
other cults that lured the fickle Israelites from strict allegiance to Yahweh, 
the missionaries saw their major task as the struggle against the native 
gods, in their material representations as “idols” and in the minds of the 
Indians who continued to believe in their power. Hence the need to main-
tain a clear, sharp distinction between Dios with a capital D and the prolif-
eration of dioses.

One complication is that the translators were not always clear about the 
precise definition of the native labels. Especially confusing was the ten-
dency in indigenous languages to elide meanings:  to use the same word, 
huaca, for example, for the sacred being and its material representation 
or, as with the Nahua term teotl, for the god and a human stand- in.66 The 
translators expended much energy trying to express distinctions that 
simply did not exist in the indigenous scheme of things, where sacrality 
could infuse things and people, and words like teotl could have a multi-
plicity of interpretations or referents.67 Feria admonished the Zapotec 
not to confuse God and the saints with the images they saw on the church 
altars, which were to be regarded merely as material “likenesses” and “fig-
ures.”68 The insistence on imposing these distinctions depended as much 
on Old World battles over the meaning of icons as on any local require-
ment, and the fact is that the difference between Mesoamerican ideas and 
sixteenth- century European interpretations of sacred icons was not al-
ways as clear- cut as missionaries wished and expounded in the catechisms. 
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Roman Catholic devotees were themselves also inclined to refer to an image 
of Christ or the Virgin Mary or another saint as if the material representa-
tion itself were the sacred being, without making a distinction between the 
icon and its referent.69

The indigenous concept of divinity had to be parsed into what the 
Catholic theologians would accept as meaningful distinctions:  huaca, for 
example, would in doctrinal parlance refer only to the “idols.”70 Less sus-
ceptible to tinkering was the dualist nature of Mesoamerican deities that 
disqualified any of the local terms for rendering the unqualified goodness 
of the Christian God. In some languages the composite, ambiguous quality 
of Mesoamerican divinity was deconstructed into the binary Christian di-
vision of good and bad, with each aspect represented by a different indig-
enous deity. As discussed earlier, one of the many dualistic sacred beings 
would be chosen to represent the purely evil figure of the devil (Pezelao 
in Zapotec) and once so selected would be set apart from the remaining 
pantheon of deities. Such a separation would in theory free up the general 
category of deity— teotl or in Zapotec pitao— which, sanitized by the hiving 
off of the evil member, then became available for more positive or, if not 
positive, certainly neutral designations of divinity. This step did not mean 
that teotl or pitao became a suitable equivalent of the Christian Dios, but 
at least the term had been cleansed of the worst connotations of its pagan 
meaning.

How to present the Christian Dios to the native catechumens sparked 
passionate debates. The Jesuits in China faced the same dilemma in the 
seventeenth century as their New World predecessors. They held a meeting 
in 1627 to try to settle on an appropriate Chinese rendering for God that 
would be both meaningful and at the same time free from the associations 
with the local gods. This was, as we have suggested, an oxymoronic exercise 
doomed to failure. In fact one of the Jesuits committed suicide a year later, 
despondent, it was said, that he could not persuade his fellows to accept 
the Chinese term he favored.71 No Dominican or Franciscan that we know 
of in sixteenth- century Mexico resorted to such an extreme sign of despair 
(a tougher breed or less exacting standards?), but they had already come up 
with a solution to the same challenge that prefigured the one the Jesuits 
eventually settled on. Unable to agree on any term, the Jesuits decided in-
stead that “God” and other “vexing doctrinal terms” were to be rendered 
only in phonetic transcription, that is, the loan words that also tended to 
be the fallback choice in Spanish America for any Christian term too alien 
or too risk- laden for translation.

Not everyone in America agreed with the principle of sharp separation 
between pagan and Christian terminology. Passions ran high in the 1550s 
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in Guatemala in a debate between Franciscans and Dominicans over the 
use of the Maya Quiché term cabahuil for Dios, a debate that was possibly 
even more heated than the conflict over baptism, which also divided the or-
ders. On this point the Franciscans took the more conservative stance and 
argued for leaving the term untranslated— that is, preserving the original 
as a loan word— for the usual reason that cabahuil referred to the Indians’ 
gods and should be reserved for designating idols, false gods, and the devil. 
Their Dominican opponents argued in rebuttal that the word Dios, like any 
word in Spanish, was meaningless to the Indians. The Quiché, whatever 
associations they may have accepted in Christian contexts, in their own 
communications continued to refer to their ancestral deities and their 
images of the deities by the term cabahuil without any apparent Christian 
overtones.72

The Dominican chronicler Remesal devoted an entire chapter to this 
controversy, which does not seem to have been settled conclusively.73 And 
the missionary orders were in fact far from internally consistent. Remesal 
himself seems to have taken a view contrary to his fellow Dominicans in 
Guatemala, a view shared by the authors of the Dominican catechisms in 
central Mexico, who used the loan word Dios almost exclusively.74 Among 
the Franciscans in Mexico, Sahagún argued against the use of teotl because 
of its pagan associations, while Fray Pedro de Gante compromised by re-
taining the indigenous term at times and pairing it with Dios in order, it 
would seem, to convey the concept of divinity while signaling the shift to a 
new interpretation.75 The Franciscans working in Yucatan followed a sim-
ilar strategy. Also less chary of possible pagan residues, they argued that 
the Indians deserved the same right as all peoples to use their own ex-
pression for God instead of Dios;76 the first Yucatec Maya dictionary em-
ployed the term ku to render Dios and divino, although in doctrinal texts 
specifically Christian modifiers helped to clarify the distinction and avoid 
ambiguity.77

We have no record of the early experiments and debates among 
translators into Zapotec. By the time the first extant catechism was 
published in 1567, the issue had been settled in favor of the untranslated 
loan word Dios, which appears throughout Feria’s text, Córdova’s mas-
sive Vocabulario, and all subsequent examples of doctrinal literature that 
have been preserved. Translators into Mixtec arrived at many of the same 
solutions, convergences that perhaps were not entirely coincidental. The 
friars’ peripatetic lives, frequent reassignments, and periodic chapter 
meetings must have facilitated informal consultations between linguists 
facing the same choices in these structurally similar languages. The Mixtec 
catechism published in the same year as the Zapotec used the untranslated 
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Dios, usually combined with the Mixtec term for “Our high Lord” (stohondo), 
just as the Zapotec texts used the equivalent bejoanana, and both occasion-
ally substituted the term meaning “male ruler.”78

Dios did not completely rout the Zapotec word for “deity” or “divine 
being”— pitao and its many orthographic variations— nor was this word 
reserved exclusively for pagan versions of divinity. As with so many aspects 
of evangelization, the missionaries in Oaxaca followed the lead of central 
Mexican pioneers. Similar to the Franciscans’ expedient with the equiv-
alent Nahuatl term teotl, hiving off what they considered its negative 
aspects in order to leave the indigenous term available for Christian uses, 
the Dominicans in Oaxaca assembled the negative aspects of pitao under 
the heading of the formerly ambiguous Pezelao, in order to render pitao 
detoxified as a neutral term. It could still refer to the indigenous deities, 
especially when designated as “your gods” or combined with the term xihui 
to create “false gods,” and it also served in a favored trope for indigenous 
sacred images or idols, “gods of stone and gods of wood.”79 Both the xihui 
modifier and the stone- wood pairing persisted throughout the period as 
ways of referring to pagan gods and their images, and pitao could be used 
interchangeably with demonios; that is, all the traditional deities were 
relegated to the status of demons, with Pezelao as their commander in 
chief, what in Christian terms would be Satan or Lucifer.80

Similarly in the Andes in order to designate this evil personage the 
Quechua translators had also selected the term for a supernatural being 
(çupay or supay) that lacked a clearly negative connotation and was ambig-
uous enough to require the modifier for “bad” or “false” in order to anchor 
that new meaning.81 But whereas supay came eventually to hold this neg-
ative charge all on its own, teotl and pitao did not and remained available, 
without a modifier, to be attached to the Christian God and to Christian 
objects and practices, such as Catholic priest and Catholic baptism, as well 
as for use as generic religious designations.82 It became a term, at least in 
the translators’ lexicon, devoid of explicit cultural value, removed from its 
original pagan context and significance.

What pitao (or bitoo) could not do in the early texts was refer on its own 
to the Christian God. It had to be accompanied by the word Dios, as in 
xibitooni Dios (Our god God), a frequent pairing of old and new in Feria and 
especially when contrasting the singularity of the Christian deity with the 
multiplicity of the indigenous divinities.83 On the rare occasions when Dios 
was omitted but the Christian deity was the referent, the distinction was 
made clear by, for example, adding the modifier for “true” (nalii) or “one” 
(tobici), whereas pitao by itself could mean any “god.”84 This usage made 
its way from the doctrinal literature into texts prepared by the Zapotec 
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themselves, such as the chronicle produced in the seventeenth century 
outlining the history of the town of San Francisco Yatee in the northern 
Sierra: xana dieo dios balii bedao (Our revered Dios true god).85

By combining pitao with Dios in these and other texts the translators 
sought to resolve a conflict that so vexed the presentation of Christian 
doctrine in any vernacular language:  how to reconcile meaningfulness 
with orthodoxy, the concepts of propietas and perspicuitas introduced in 
the previous chapter; how to preserve the purity afforded by the Latin 
or Greek (the original pagan connotations of deus and theos having long 
since been purged of such connotations) while communicating intelli-
gibly with the neophytes. The presence of the Zapotec or other native 
word for divinity linked God to an already familiar entity, providing a 
bridge between the old and the new, while the use of the loan word Dios 
or specific modifiers was designed to set the “One God true god” (tobi 
Dios nalii bitoo) apart from his pagan competitors,86 lest anyone should 
think that the newcomer was a mere addition to the existing pantheon 
of deities.

ONE GOD OR THREE

The fear that pagan connotations might undermine or pervert Christian 
meanings could lead to distortions in the doctrine itself, as it was conveyed 
through the Dominican texts we have been analyzing. The main casualty 
was none other than the gospel story’s chief protagonist, Jesus Christ, 
along with several key concepts regarding his role in Christian teleology. 
One important reason was undoubtedly the difficulty of reconciling the 
multiple persons of the Christian Godhead with the doctrine of mono-
theism the missionaries emphasized so strongly.

In the early doctrinal literature the need to mark a clear separation be-
tween the many gods identified as constituting the native pantheon and 
the One God of the Judaeo- Christian tradition remained foremost in the 
translators’ minds. The distinction was obscured by a lack in most indige-
nous languages of a marker for number, so that pitao and other terms for 
a deity can refer equally to one god or to gods in the plural. The task was 
further complicated by the nature of certain elements of Christian doc-
trine that could undermine the whole enterprise. One such element was 
the Catholic cult of the saints, and the other was the doctrine of the Trinity. 
Both represented what could easily appear to be exceptions to the First 
Commandment and awkward stumbling blocks to the campaign against 
polytheism. Doctrinal literature acknowledged the possible confusion and 
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took pains to emphasize that the saints were to be seen only as servants of 
God, not gods themselves.87

If Mary and the rest of the saints were difficult to distinguish from a 
pantheon of gods, the Triune God, or the Trinity, was close to impossible. 
Whether consciously seeking to sidestep the issue of how to square the 
God- in- three- persons with the one God, the early Zapotec doctrinal litera-
ture effectively managed to do so for the most part by simply concentrating 
on the first person of the Trinity, God the Father, while downplaying the 
second person, God the Son, and almost entirely ignoring the third, the Holy 
Spirit.88 The Fourteen Articles of Faith of the Roman Catholic catechism are 
divided equally between the articles pertaining to God’s divinity— that is, 
to God as the Creator— and those pertaining to God’s humanity— that is, 
to God as Savior, in the figure of Jesus Christ. In Feria and other contempo-
rary catechisms and in the Córdova dictionary by far the greater amount of 
space was devoted to the first set of articles. There God appeared in his Old 
Testament guise as the all- powerful ruler of the universe, a figure of regal 
majesty— “Our sovereign,” relying on the Zapotec word for “ruler”— and as 
the New Testament God the Father, employing the Zapotec term for “bio-
logical father.”89 In the first guise he was somewhat abstract as the prime 
mover, but in the second he was accessible as the generous although stern 
paternal figure, depicted as the source of all life and benefits but exacting 
loyalty in return and implacable in meting out punishment, especially for 
the faithlessness of idolatry.

As was frequently the case, the Mixtec doctrinal literature closely 
paralleled the Zapotec (or vice versa) in a reliance on native terms associ-
ated with sovereignty to convey the power and status of the Christian God. 
The terms for terrestrial “lord” and “ruler” mentioned earlier appeared fre-
quently in both catechisms, as did the word for “palace” or “royal court” 
(quihui in Zapotec) to refer to God’s celestial home. God as royal per-
sonage with a kingdom in heaven is a common trope in Christian literature 
in all languages but one that must have been especially congenial to the 
Mesoamerican conception of sacred rulership.

These catechisms, then, provided the indigenous neophytes with a 
very well- elaborated God the Father modeled after the Old Testament 
Yahweh: patriarch, judge, repeatedly entitled the “One True God” to dis-
tinguish him from the multiple false gods. Not so the second person of the 
Trinity. Not that Christ himself was absent. His birth, death, and resur-
rection were narrated, and his role as Redeemer of mankind was certainly 
acknowledged, a role that, after all, marks Christianity off from the other 
monotheisms. So too was his identity as the Son of God, and he received 
the same designation of “Our Lord” that was attached to “God.”90 What 
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was missing was a clear portrayal of Christ as himself God, who had de-
feated Satan and reopened the gates of heaven after the Fall, and as the 
Pantocrator, Christ in his full majesty. And this omission points to a 
truncated, possibly deliberately censured version of the Trinity. The roles 
of redeemer and divine ruler were to be kept separate. In fact both of the 
great mysteries involving Christ— the Trinity and the Eucharist— received 
such short shrift in the collection of Dominican catechisms we have been 
analyzing in detail (Córdoba of 1544, Dominicans of 1548, and Feria of 
1567) as to be virtually absent. One possibility is that these omissions were 
deliberate: the friars could not find a satisfactory manner of presenting ei-
ther of these mysteries to people still close to paganism, no way to explain 
the doctrine that would not confuse them with echoes of their former (or 
not so former) system of belief.

The dual nature of Jesus Christ as both god and man may have presented 
a knottier cognitive problem for Christian theologians than for the indig-
enous catechumens. The boundary between human and divine was if any-
thing more permeable to them than in Christian cosmology, where it was 
traversed in only the single case. Human avatars of deities were a common 
phenomenon in the Mesoamerican scheme, and identities could shift in ei-
ther direction. The gospel story of the death of a son of God (xini Dios) may 
well have had a partial echo in the Mesoamerican concept of a god- image— 
more like a god figure or stand- in than impersonator— who is sacrificed 
for the benefit of others, for the health of the cosmos if not exactly for the 
redemption of souls.91

I do not think that the second person of the Trinity presented a concep-
tual puzzle to the Zapotec or other Mesoamericans, at least as interpreted 
through the local lens of either the god- image (ixiptla in Nahuatl) or of 
divine beings in the guise of celestial bodies that die or disappear and re-
turn on a regular basis to nurture life on earth.92 The Indians may even 
have considered the attempts to discriminate between the two natures of 
Christ as “truly God and truly man” to be labored and beside the point.93 
They took dual nature for granted in their deities and did not need to draw 
these distinctions when contemplating the awe- inspiring spectacle of di-
vine death and rebirth.

Where the Christian explanation of God ran into more trouble was 
when a third person was added, the Holy Spirit. In the Bible the Holy 
Spirit is a shadowy presence, referred to rarely in the New Testament and 
only obliquely in the Old, by some accounts not at all. In Feria’s Doctrina 
the “Sancto Espiritu” was commensurately insubstantial. The loan word, 
or phrase, from Latin made a flitting appearance early on and thereafter 
from time to time but with no attempt to gloss or explain what place 
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this entity occupied in Christian theology other than to pair it with the 
word Dios (Dios Espiritu Sancto) as a shorthand indication of its divine 
identity.94

The doctrine of the Trinity itself, considered by some to be Christianity’s 
central tenet, received more attention but of a kind that may well have 
left the catechumens less than enlightened. Translators faced the risk of 
confusing the multiple persons of the Trinity with a multiplicity of gods. 
How could the Trinitarian doctrine not appear to provide an endorsement 
of polytheism? Feria tried his hand at explaining the nondivisibility of the 
Trinity, the equality of the three persons, none greater than the other and 
all three of the same essence.95 A game try, but one has to wonder whether 
the multiplication of entities, even if called “persons” rather than gods, 
would not appear to contradict the message so forcefully and repeatedly 
conveyed of the first commandment’s One God.

The issue of course was not limited to the Zapotec catechisms and 
sermons but acknowledged as well by the central Mexican and Andean 
translators (among others, no doubt). But they do not seem to have had 
any more success in conveying that the Trinity referred to one god and 
not three. In fact the Inca Garcilaso de la Vega asserted that one early mis-
translation into Quechua had produced four deities— the one plus three 
equaling four.96

A modern student of Quechua argues that attempts to convey the con-
cept of three persons but not three gods, by falling back on unexplained loan 
words, resulted in constructions that are “virtually incomprehensible.”97 It 
is not clear that any translations would have been more meaningful. Nor is 
it clear that the coining of neologisms for the second person of the Trinity 
like the Nahuatl teotlacatl— god person (divine human)— was any improve-
ment.98 The concept simply did not exist in the local culture, and given a 
choice between a familiar but misleading term like pitao and obfuscation, 
the latter seemed the safer course. Better to be baffled than deceived, left 
in the dark rather than encouraged in paganism.

The root of the problem perhaps lay less in the mismatch of lexical re-
sources or the distance from local traditions than in the abstract and recon-
dite nature of the concept itself, which can be seen in a Zapotec catechism 
published a century after Feria. Treatment of the Trinity was as opaque 
in the original Spanish as in the translation, setting out the differences 
among the three persons while insisting on their indivisibility, or using the 
terms “likeness” and “image” to define the relationship among supposedly 
identical persons, terms as potentially equivocal in the one language as in 
the other, especially when the same terms are used elsewhere to differen-
tiate a saint from its material representation.99
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It is not likely that the explanations provided for the Trinity actually 
encouraged the Indians to cling to their traditional gods. Aside from the 
fact that they needed no encouragement, the explanations were based 
on a set of subtle metaphysical distinctions over which even theologians 
quibble. Most Christians, once the early anti- Trinitarian heresies such 
as Arianism were settled, have been content to profess their belief in the 
Trinity, as expressed in the Nicene Creed, without delving too intently into 
its precise meaning. If knowledgeable Christians, long removed from poly-
theistic traditions, find the concept murky, how much more baffling to the 
Mesoamerican? Or less baffling than inconsistent with the Christian con-
demnation of their own divisible conception of divinity. The authors of the 
catechisms perhaps felt it prudent not to belabor this aspect of Christian 
dogma. Feria warned the Indians they did not have to understand the con-
cept and indeed were ill equipped to do so, “because you are new Christians 
and of limited understanding.”100 Other writers less condescendingly 
admitted that the doctrine posed difficulties even for theologians and 
was in fact labeled a mystery, “not to be understood but only believed 
through faith.”101 Almost every church offered visual iconography that only 
compounded the mystery, in the form of a sculpted image of a seated God 
the father (often wearing the three- tiered papal tiara) holding before him 
a cross that bears his crucified son, and topped by a dove symbolizing the 
Holy Spirit (figure 9.2). Another popular image, more immediately identi-
fiable as a Trinity of some sort but so open to misinterpretation that it was 
repeatedly condemned by the Vatican, was a painting that simply depicted 
Christ in triplicate.102

The sixteenth- century catechisms also approached with caution the 
other key mystery concerning Christ:  the sacrament of the Eucharist. 
In Roman Catholic thought the mass reenacts Christ’s redemptive self- 
sacrifice on the cross through the consecration of bread and wine, which 
are turned into his body and blood, an offering made to God and shared 
with the faithful in the church’s central ritual. The layers of meaning that 
envelop this transaction rest on a handful of simple material elements that 
posed little difficulty in translating into Zapotec or other indigenous lan-
guages. Any shared aspect of human physiology— in this case, body, blood, 
to die, to eat, and to drink— easily finds an exact equivalent, and the same 
with the bread that is transformed into Christ’s body.103 The wine that 
becomes his blood had no local equivalent, and so both the product and 
the word remained imports. The instrument of death, the wooden cross, 
was also left as a loan word, cruz, but often paired with the Zapotec term 
for “wood” or “tree” (yaga). And if the exact manner of death was seman-
tically obscured in the phrase cotini loo yaga cruz (he died on the cross) by 
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the fact that the preposition loo could mean “in front of” or “facing” as 
well as “on,”104 there were ample visual depictions of the crucifixion in the 
churches to clear up any confusion.

The material elements of the sacrament were straightforward, requiring 
no contextual information to clarify their meaning. The theological bag-
gage attached to the elements posed the challenge. Especially opaque is 
the concept of Transubstantiation, which holds that the bread and wine 
are not symbols but through consecration are actually transformed, al-
though only in a metaphysical sense. The Zapotec were admonished to dis-
regard appearances. “What you see is not really bread and wine but Our 
Lord Jesus Christ.”105 The philosophical underpinning to this apparent 
contradiction distinguishes between the “accidents of the form of bread 
and wine”— their color and smell and flavor— “and the essence or the 

Figure  9.2 The Trinity:  God the Father, holding Christ crucified, with the Holy Spirit 
represented by a dove. Parish church of San Juan Tabaa, Sierra Norte, Oaxaca.
Photograph by author.
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substance of God’s body and blood” and how Christ was “entirely present 
in every piece of the host, even when broken into bits.”106 Such Aristotelian 
elaborations were rare and wisely not attempted in the early catechisms. 
However, even the basic nature and purpose of the Eucharist, which is after 
all central to Roman Catholic Christianity— the foundation of the entire 
edifice— remained largely obscure. Again, the Indians were told they need 
not understand, merely believe, and dutifully partake of the sacrament 
when and as the church prescribed, which was annually.107

Perhaps like the Trinity the Eucharist was also regarded as too myste-
rious for the neophytes to comprehend. Perhaps, as also with the Trinity, 
the more immediate difficulty lay with creating a clear enough boundary 
between old and new formulations. The sacrifice of the mass was perilously 
capable of being confused with pagan rituals. Feria actually confronted 
this issue directly. Like Saint Paul’s declaration that this one perfect sac-
rifice of Christ had replaced the multiple sacrifices of the past (Hebrews 
7:27– 28, 9:12), Feria contrasted Christ’s crucifixion with the sacrifice the 
Zapotec used to make of “dogs and chickens and other animals and of 
your own blood drawn from your tongues and ears.”108 To underscore the 
substitution he used the same Zapotec term xillaa (ofrenda, or offering) to 
denote both kinds of sacrifice. In the rest of the doctrinal literature xillaa 
appears frequently to signify various kinds of offerings, with the conno-
tation of a freely bestowed gift, as in “God’s mercy.”109 While in Córdova 
it appeared as part of the gloss for such newly imported concepts as 
“grace” and “indulgence,” its meaning was rooted in preconquest ritual. It 
occurred, for example, in the phrase “to offer sacrifice to placate the devil 
as the [Indians] did in former times,” which in the next dictionary entry 
needed only the substitute of the modifier “heaven” (quiebaa) for “hell or 
underworld” (capiilla) to become the same placating action directed to the 
Christian Dios.110

This general term for “offering” does not seem to have included in its 
semantic field human sacrifice, which had its own separate root that could 
connote the act of piercing or perforating.111 Feria skirted that theme 
and its possible link with the crucifixion, which received scanty coverage 
compared to the excruciatingly detailed depictions of Christ’s passion 
provided in some of the European works of the period. He devoted more 
space in his catechism to the Sign of the Cross (Per signum crucis)— how 
Christians were to perform it, what functions it served (for example, to 
ward off the devil), and which occasions were appropriate for its use— than 
to what happened on the cross, that is, the crucifixion, which gave the ges-
ture its meaning.112
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Nevertheless Feria was outspoken and clear in his statements about 
what transpires in the Eucharistic celebration: “We eat his body and drink 
his most precious blood.”113 His fellow Dominican Fray Antonio de Pozo was 
far more squeamish in the sermon he wrote, ostensibly devoted entirely to 
the topic, on the occasion of the Feast of Corpus Christi. As headings in 
the sermon, Pozo copied the words in Latin in which Christ instituted the 
sacrament at the Last Supper, enjoining his disciples to eat his body and 
drink his blood. But in Zapotec the sermon spoke only of “eating the sacred 
bread,” without any reference to body or blood. Pozo preferred to keep his 
discussion abstract and metaphorical by comparing the cross to an altar 
(becogo) and to emphasize the “mercies” and “benefits” of “eternal life” that 
the sacrifice produced.114

In presenting the Eucharist to the Indians it apparently was thought 
best to avoid dwelling on the concept of a blood sacrifice periodically 
reenacted to save others. The sacrifice of a god in human form whose sa-
cred flesh is then consumed could evoke too many echoes from the not 
yet distant Mesoamerican past, highlighting how cultural proximities 
could pose challenges to the proselytizers as serious as those presented by 
cultural gaps.

Those entrusted with translating the gospel message to the Indians 
faced a multitude of decisions about word choices with few easy answers. 
Charged with faithfully representing the tenets of Christianity and at the 
same time marking a clear separation from the notions and practices of 
the pagan past, they had as well to make the message comprehensible to 
the Indians. Yet any concession, any rapprochement with the traditional 
indigenous world that would promote their understanding of this exotic 
worldview could blur the boundaries and compromise the fidelity that was 
their overriding concern. The choices they made did not fall consistently on 
one side or the other. When they did not sidestep the dilemma by giving 
a topic only the most cursory of treatments, as with the Trinity and the 
Eucharist, they sometimes plumped for accuracy by using loan words. At 
other times they rummaged around the indigenous lexicon for words that 
in new combinations or with a slightly new twist might be made to fit the 
new ideas and realities.

Before we survey some of the accommodations that doctrinal language 
made as it entered the linguistic and cultural worlds of the Zapotec, we will 
look at the most powerful tools the translators employed, which were the 
literary and rhetorical techniques the Indians themselves had developed 
for addressing the realm of the sacred.
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CHAPT ER 10

w
 The Art of Persuasion

The primary challenge in presenting the gospel message, once the 
basics of syntax were mastered, was to find appropriate words within 

the Indians’ own language to render essentially alien ideas intelligible. 
However, to convey the meaning of Christian doctrine to the Indians was 
only half the battle. The second, equally essential part of the conversion 
process was persuasion. Even if the Indians understood the Christian  
message correctly, they could not be saved unless they also believed in 
God’s law and behaved according to its dictates.

RHETORIC IN TWO WORLDS

Renaissance theories of communication saw accuracy as only one goal of 
language study, for which grammar in its broadest sense of word choice 
and word order was the required discipline. While correct speech addressed 
reason and the intellect, an appeal to the will relied on the sister art of 
rhetoric. The double challenge that confronted the Spanish missionaries in 
America— to make the Christian message not only comprehensible but also 
compelling— formed part of the larger Renaissance concern with language 
mastery, as religious conflicts and vast new territories for proselytizing 
abroad presented new pressures to translate the gospel and to preach in 
vernacular languages. Given Spain’s position at the forefront of both the 
Catholic Counter- Reformation and Christian missionizing in America 
and Asia, it is not surprising that the revival of Classical language studies 
in Europe should have received a major thrust in contemporary Spanish 
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letters, such as the pioneering dictionary and grammar of the great Spanish 
linguist Antonio de Nebrija, each the first in a vernacular language.1

Rhetoric was highly regarded in the Renaissance, forming the backbone 
of Classical and humanist education, and it also received its due in a number 
of late sixteenth- century works, including by America’s own native rheto-
rician, the frequently cited Franciscan Diego Valadés.2 Any well- educated 
churchman would have been steeped in Greek and Latin texts and treatises 
and not only in the Old World. Franciscans, Dominicans, and Jesuits were 
interested also in applying principles of Classical rhetoric to the context 
of New World evangelization.3 The prominent place assigned to rhetoric 
in the linguistic toolkit was expressed in the claim that rhetoric was a nec-
essary adjunct to grammar in order to “exert influence over the will and 
incline it toward the good.”4 In the evangelizing project rhetoric would al-
ways serve as a complement to grammar, and accuracy in translation would 
be the primary concern of the missionary linguists. In the early days of 
proselytizing their rudimentary skills barely sufficed to communicate the 
basic outlines of the gospel message. Nevertheless the friars, and especially 
the Dominicans, held onto the ideal of preaching eloquence and the notion 
of the power of the word not merely to inform but also to persuade.

The sermon as a genre has a more ambitious aim than the catechism. 
It must appeal to the emotions and the will as well as to the intellect and 
move the faithful from knowledge to action. Since the Catholic Church has 
never subscribed to the doctrine of justification or salvation through faith 
alone, good works are, and were, regarded as a necessary corollary. For 
the evangelizing project to fulfill its mission it had to address the Indians’ 
morals as well as their beliefs. However, if the goals of the sermon were 
clear— persuasion as well as enlightenment— the means were less so. True 
eloquence had to be tailored to the audience, and if opinions differed about 
the most appropriate rhetorical strategies for old Christians, according to 
whether they were eruditi or rudes,5 they were even more sharply divided 
about the most suitable approach for the nuevos fieles (new faithful) of the 
mission territories. In one school of thought the “new faithful” in some 
ways posed an easier challenge. It was argued that they merely lacked the 
information necessary to convert and needed only the simple, unadorned 
exposition of Christian truth, whereas the Old Christians were presumed 
to be acquainted with the truth already. Their errors owed more to perver-
sity than to ignorance and required a more elaborate rhetoric to combat.6

In America this line of thought supported a strictly catechetical ap-
proach to instructing the Indians, one that relied on frequent repetition 
of the same basic tenets in plain, simple language. Any embellishments to 
this austere formula, any “curiosities” or “little flourishes and witticisms 
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in the sermons,”7 were dismissed as ineffective or condemned as an im-
pediment because they “wearied and irritated” the Indians.”8 This line of 
thought favored rhetorical simplicity because of the cultural distance that 
separated the Indians from Christian Europe, and which for preaching 
purposes consigned them en masse to the category of rudes. This judgment 
operated independently of, although it would be reinforced by, classifica-
tory schemes that defined Indians as culturally backward and inferior. One 
example is Acosta’s well- known application of European measures of civili-
zation that ranked Andean and Mesoamerican groups on an intermediate 
level, one rung below the Chinese but above true savages.9 Regardless of 
the value assigned to Amerindian cultures, their Otherness was undeni-
able, so that the novelty of the Christian message constituted in itself a 
barrier to its assimilation and a reason to present it free of any adornment.

Although the prevalent opinion may have recommended that preachers 
in America “keep it simple,” another group, which included some of the 
most accomplished linguists in Mexico, leaned in the opposite direction, 
in favor of deliberately cultivating an elegant and complex rhetoric that 
was in fact modeled on the Indians’ own oratorical style. Commentators 
in Mexico who espoused this current of opinion stressed that an essential 
component of eloquence in the mission setting was the ability to emulate 
the rhetorical style of indigenous discourse. If preaching were equivalent 
to falconry, to the “spiritual pursuit of souls,”10 the successful hunter must 
master not only indigenous semantics and grammar but also indigenous 
poetics. The missionaries who commented on native languages have left 
uniformly favorable evaluations of this style of discourse. Unlike their 
superiors in church and state, who never learned indigenous languages 
and in ignorance issued the strong condemnations mentioned in an earlier 
chapter, the missionary linguists were all well versed in local languages 
and cultures and, far from relegating them to an inferior plane of human 
achievement, marveled at the beauty and complexity of their linguistic ex-
pression. The Nahuas, for example, might have been condemned as “very 
barbarous in some of their pre- conquest practices,” but their language was 
deemed to be very “elegant and artful,” even “exquisite.”11

All the missionary references to indigenous poetics in colonial Mexico, 
regardless of the language in question, were remarkably similar in their 
expressions of praise and in their descriptions, pointing to a single “style 
of the Indians,”12 with certain common features that transcend language 
barriers and that also place this style at a pole opposite to that of plain 
speaking. It is an ornate style relying heavily on verbal imagery and 
abounding in “tropes” “ambiguity,” “allegory,” “similes,” and most espe-
cially “metaphor,13 a catch- all term used to cover all the allusive, figurative 
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language so distinctive of Mesoamerican speech style, particularly cer-
emonial discourse, and which included simile and metonymy as well as 
metaphor.

Fortunately we have more to go on than the vague appraisals made 
by the missionary linguists. The friars themselves provided an extensive 
corpus of examples, and modern linguists have collected an even larger 
sample of texts. Both sets, together with pre- Hispanic epigraphic evidence, 
enable us to compile a picture of an indigenous style of ceremonial oratory 
that spans millennia, from at least early Classic times to the present, and 
extends geographically from Guatemala and Yucatan up through central 
Mexico. This pan- Mesoamerican style of discourse aroused the admira-
tion of a number of different missionary linguists at different times and in 
different places, without, apparently, their being aware that they were all 
describing the same generalized linguistic phenomenon. Even in Oaxaca, 
with its great linguistic diversity, the chronicler Francisco de Burgoa could 
characterize Zapotec, Mixtec, Chuchona, and Chontal linguistic styles in 
similar terms, without (at least explicitly) drawing any inference about a 
stylistic commonality.14 In fact it is only within the past few decades that 
the idea of Mesoamerica as constituting a single “linguistic area” has begun 
to gain credence.15

It is not surprising that this linguistic connection should go unre-
marked, possibly even undetected by sixteenth- century observers, given 
its peculiar nature and the lack of a theoretical framework at the time to 
account for it. Together with common semantic and syntactical structures, 
a particular form of ritual language has come to be seen as one of the 
most prominent and widespread of the “diagnostic traits” that define this 
Mesoamerican language area:16 the same ceremonial “style of the Indians” 
that caught the attention of Burgoa and other colonial observers. It has 
variously been termed by modern scholars as lordly, reverential, solemn, 
ritual, ceremonial— to name the most common— with different labels 
in the indigenous languages that allude to such attributes as “courtly or 
elegant speech” (for example, libana in Zapotec, in Mixtec sa’vi or sahu) 
or perhaps the most widely known Nahuatl huehuetlatolli (words of the 
ancients).17

The most salient of the features that characterize Mesoamerican cere-
monial discourse is a type of repetition that combines two or more words or 
phrases similar in structure but possessing slight modifications in meaning. 
Among the most easily recognizable is a compound structure called a par-
allelism, in which a sequence of words is repeated in identical grammatical 
form but with a lexical variant that is usually the same part of speech and 
in the same semantic domain. These combinations have been likened to 
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“stereoscopic imagery,” which by offering multiple angles on an object or 
idea provide greater depth and semantic richness.18 The substitute word 
or phrase can also, although more rarely, serve as an antithesis to the orig-
inal: an antonym rather than a synonym. The most common parallelism is 
a pair or couplet, but original structures can be repeated, with their var-
iations, more than once to create three and even four parallel sequences 
(triplets and quatrains) and can also be embedded inside larger parallelisms 
to create sentences consisting of pairs within pairs and linguistic structures 
of even greater syntactic and lexical complexity. The varieties of parallelism, 
which will be analyzed below as they appear in specific colonial texts, can 
be found in all the region’s languages and in all periods of its recorded his-
tory. But exceeding in frequency all the other forms combined is the simple 
paired couplet, so pervasive in time and space as to constitute the defining 
device of this literary tradition, its “stylistic instrument par excellence.”19

The piling up of repetitions in various forms, to the point of “redundancy,” 
is coupled with a liberal use of allusive, figurative language, most especially 
metaphor.20 A peculiarly Mesoamerican aspect of this predilection for met-
aphor is the use of parts of the body to construct other meanings, such as 
location, as in “stomach = inside” or “face = in front of,” and so on. Whereas 
other languages make similar figurative use of the body, as one among 
several ways to indicate spatial relationships, in Zapotec, for example, 
there are no alternatives.21 Aside from these prepositional uses, there are 
myriad ways that face, hands, feet, head, and other parts of the body— by 
themselves, in pairs, or combined with other words— serve to create ab-
stract expressions, such as “hands and feet” standing for agent or agency.22 
Especially emblematic is the constellation of meanings constructed around 
the term lachi, often translated into Spanish as corazón, or “heart.” It serves 
as the lexical dog’s body of the Mesoamerican languages, combining with 
other terms to signify almost any aspect of intention, volition, or affect, 
ranging from desire to antipathy, hope to despair, depending upon the 
partner word.23 The ubiquity of these constructions must have been a 
major contribution to missionary assessments of the prominent place of 
figurative language among the Indians, the judgment that they were “natu-
rally inclined to speak in metaphors and similes.”24

These twin pillars of Mesoamerican ceremonial discourse— repetition 
or redundancy and metaphor— combine structurally to create a third fea-
ture, the most emblematically Mesoamerican of all the ceremonial sty-
listic devices:  a metaphoric couplet that carries the label of difrasismo.25 
This dyadic phrase couples two related terms that refer to something tan-
gible or concrete in order to create a third, ordinarily more abstract or gen-
eral meaning that emanates from the juxtaposition,26 as the hands- feet 
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combination mentioned above signifies the more abstract concept of im-
plementation or agency. In another, even more common Mesoamerican 
example, “mat” is joined with “cushion” (or “seat”) to denote rulership, be-
cause these two objects were the equivalent of a throne for Mesoamerican 
rulers, and by extension the pair could also come to signify sovereignty 
or authority in a more general sense.27 Difrasismos serve as emblematic 
markers of Mesoamerican literary style, not only as a formal linguistic 
structure but also in semantic content. The fact that specific pairs, such as 
the mat- cushion combination, occur as calques throughout the area, in lan-
guages as widely separated geographically and morphologically as Yucatec 
Maya and Nahuatl, provides further support for the idea that linguistic 
traits diffused throughout the region by means of extensive and long- term 
interaction across ethnic and linguistic boundaries.28

In Mesoamerican languages ritual oratory is clearly distinguished 
from ordinary speech. However, the two are not rigidly separated. All the 
features we have linked to ceremonial discourse spill over from ritual into 
daily life. Metaphorical language and paired constructions can be found in 
everyday modern speech as well as in many types of colonial documents 
that can be considered secular, as distinct from doctrinal or ritual texts. 
Two seventeenth- century Zapotec documents relating the early colonial 
history and territorial claims of particular communities provide illustra-
tion. Both contain parallelisms, even difrasismos, and other devices that 
in high concentration would mark ceremonial speech but here are too 
widely scattered to create either an elevated tone or a rhythmic cadence. 
No one would confuse these texts with solemn oratory.29 Similarly colonial 
testaments contain mainly stylistically flat enumerations of land parcels 
and household goods, but the “flavor of hortatory speech” has been noted 
in the parallel warnings that so frequently accompany the disposition of 
property: “Let no one take from him [i.e., the designated heir], no one is to 
dispute with him about it [the particular legacy].”30

When identifying ritual discourse, we cannot look to a single fea-
ture. What sets it apart from ordinary language is the multiplicity of 
literary devices and linguistic tags and the concentration of these sty-
listic embellishments within a particular text. This piling up of parallel 
constructions and other repetitions in turn results in a feature that may be 
the only one uniquely identified with ceremonial language: the acoustical 
quality of rhythm or meter. Regular cadence, along with the various kinds 
of repetition that contribute to its sonic effect, are hallmarks of oral per-
formance. They are typical of all literatures that center on orally based ex-
pression or that even when written remain close to their oral roots, as was 
the case with pre- Hispanic Mesoamerican discourse. Rhythmic structuring 
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of sound, as in chanting, or any type of regular verbal clustering, helps a 
speaker to memorize an existing text, compose a new one, or recite from 
a visual cue board of glyphic images, such as were recorded in conquest- 
period Mesoamerica.31

COLONIAL INCORPORATIONS

Many aspects of indigenous culture in Mesoamerica have survived past con-
quest into modern times only by going underground during the centuries 
of colonial rule, carrying on a clandestine existence far from Spanish eyes 
and ears. Not so the distinctive style of ceremonial discourse that continues 
to hold a prominent a place in modern oratory. Rather than reemerge from 
hiding at some point after Independence, this style persisted openly after 
conquest and with considerable vitality. From its recorded roots far back in 
the pre- Hispanic past this linguistic style has been intimately linked to the 
region’s religious practice, an essential component of ritual as the only ap-
propriate way to speak to the gods and to voice their praises.32 Nevertheless 
we know of its colonial history precisely because the men so dedicated to 
eradicating Mesoamerican religion, in belief and practice, took pains to de-
scribe, to record, and even to emulate the Indians’ ritual discourse.

As in many other aspects of evangelization the Franciscans in central 
Mexico took the lead in recording examples of the lush verbal imagery 
and ornate structures of indigenous oratory known by the Nahuatl label 
huehuetlatolli.33 Alphabetic script has preserved this oratory until the pre-
sent while destroying the graphic code of its original written form. The 
purpose behind these compilations— to promote the use of the Indians’ 
own ceremonial style in Christian preaching— was not always explicit. 
In fact two Dominican proponents of the high- flown indigenous oratory, 
Diego de Durán in the sixteenth century and Francisco de Burgoa a cen-
tury later, both sent mixed signals. Durán praised Nahuatl literary arts, 
offered examples in translation, and recommended the publication of 
the Nahuatl originals to help conscientious preachers learn the language 
properly and, presumably, incorporate the style into their sermons.34 
Burgoa lavished praise on the preachers who employed the Indians’ style 
of speech and attributed their success to their use of the various devices 
of traditional discourse and the ability to dazzle native audiences with 
their adroit deployment of these ornate forms.35 At the same time both 
of these chroniclers, seasoned missionaries and fluent linguists the pair, 
seemed also to be arguing against the adoption of this style. As mentioned 
earlier, they recommended simplicity and cautioned against the use 

 



( 262 ) Lost and Found in Translation

of embellishments and flourishes that left preachers open to ridicule.36 
Several explanations could account for this inconsistency, beyond the pos-
sibility of sheer muddled thinking. One is a distinction between the small 
number of gifted linguists, in Oaxaca most of them singled out by name, 
who had the capacity to bring off the high style of indigenous oratory, and 
the rest of the more or less adept who would have been wise to heed the 
caution and avoid making the attempt. The successful use of verbal im-
agery and double meanings in any language requires an uncommon level 
of mastery, and even Durán, fluent in Nahuatl since childhood, confessed 
that he still found much that was obscure and much to learn in the met-
aphorical language of ceremonial speech.37 A complementary explanation 
for the apparent contradiction between advocating both simple and or-
nate preaching styles is another distinction, offered by fellow Dominican 
and author of the 1593 Mixtec grammar, Antonio de los Reyes. The point, 
according to Reyes, was not to avoid all embellishments, only those in 
Spanish style and thus alien to Indian listeners.38

As already noted, the topic of rhetoric received short shrift in the 
missionary literature. But even without the explicit recommendation to 
adopt indigenous forms, advocacy was implied in the extensive corpus 
of ceremonial speech that was collected and which provided so many 
examples for emulation. In addition these collections (and possibly other 
oratorical material of which we have no record) were mined to extract 
lists of metaphors, difrasismos, and other special expressions character-
istic of lordly speech, lists that were incorporated into grammars and 
vocabularies as basic “reference collections” to aid in the skilled use of 
native rhetoric.39

The late sixteenth- century Mixtec grammar and dictionary both list 
words and phrases of reverential usage, among them difrasismos and the 
elegantly metaphorical meanings suitable for ceremonial discourse.40 Fray 
Juan de Córdova in his works on Zapotec did not leave on record any recom-
mendation for or against embellished rhetoric in preaching and provided 
little in the way of stylistic commentary in general. Admittedly, a dic-
tionary is not the place to expound on discursive practices, and if his Arte, 
and in general the colonial grammars, fail to deal with ceremonial poetics, 
perhaps that was not considered part of their mandate: grammar is one art 
and rhetoric is another. However, while seemingly oblivious to ceremonial 
speech, Córdova nevertheless provided what amounts to a massive com-
pilation of parallelisms in Zapotec. Virtually every one of the thousands 
of entries in his Vocabulario contains at least one pair and sometimes an 
entire string of alternative or complementary phrases, all close but rarely 
identical in meaning. He supplied a rationale in one of his “notices” to the 
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reader: the dictionary is so lengthy, he explained, because it included many 
Zapotec synonyms for each Spanish term, and the reason was that the 
“Indians in their speeches use them all for the sake of elegance.”41 Whether 
or not he saw them in terms of ceremonial rhetoric, in this monumental 
thesaurus Córdova provided all the raw material needed to fill a sermon 
with couplets, triplets, and other parallel constructions where synonyms 
run riot, along with difrasismos, series, and other redundancies: in short, 
for any preacher so inclined to reproduce indigenous ritual speech in the 
most elevated style.

In assessing the appeal that the huehuetlatolli and other ceremonial 
genres might have had for the missionary linguists, it is worth bearing 
in mind that this rhetoric would have been far less alien to early modern 
European sensibilities than Mesoamerican visual imagery. If we leave 
aside the question of content and concentrate purely on form, the friars 
could find much that was familiar and admirable in Mesoamerican ritual 
discourse. Parallelism, for example, present in virtually every known lan-
guage, is a notably prominent device in a literature the friars knew on es-
pecially intimate terms:  Judaeo- Christian sacred scripture. The Old and 
New Testaments, both of them heavily influenced by oral culture, offer 
many examples of parallel structures— in particular, the different types of 
pairing in Hebrew poetics— that have their counterparts in Mesoamerican 
literature.42

Even more than stylistic resonances with scripture, Mesoamerican ora-
tory followed canons similar to European Classical rhetoric, another “res-
idue” of oral culture that had lived on into the Renaissance revival.43 Both 
traditions subscribed to overlapping notions of elegance and eloquence. The 
element of redundancy, so marked in Mesoamerican ceremonial genres, 
was similar in concept to the ornamentation celebrated in Renaissance 
rhetoric and most famously promoted by Erasmus of Rotterdam under the 
rubric of copia, or “abundance,” in a popular treatise probably read by many 
missionary linguists.44 Erasmus’s “abundant style” and its counterpart in 
Mesoamerican poetics both rely on a type of repetition that, like meta-
phor, aims to expand and enrich meaning. It operates by producing, not 
an exact copy of words and phrases, but an additional, related version that 
creates nuance and shading. Modern tastes steeped in minimalist canons 
may find less to celebrate in the ornate styles that often mark oral perfor-
mance, “bloated with amplification.”45 But just as in Baroque music, orna-
mentation in verbal— and visual— expression came also to be regarded in 
this period as the marker of refinement and grace. The learned humanists 
among the missionaries could identify in Mesoamerican languages a style 
of discourse comparable in verbal richness and variation to the highly 
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prized European rhetoric of the period, estimable for its “elegance” and 
worthy of emulation.

For the missionaries, however, the criteria were more pragmatic than 
aesthetic:  to make their preaching more effective. Beyond any stylistic 
commonalities with what Europeans deemed pleasing, the value of indige-
nous discourse lay precisely in the fact that it was indigenous. If eloquence 
depended on tailoring rhetoric to the audience, the key to eloquence might 
lie in adopting native poetics. For some portion of missionaries the pro-
nouncement of basic Christian doctrine in simple style was the best means 
of conveying the gospel message to the Indians. To others, no matter how 
accurately translated the building blocks of verbal communication, if the 
words and phrases were not assembled according to indigenous models 
they lacked efficacy. The message, of course, would be new, but the novelty 
should lie only in the content and not the form. New ideas in new guises 
would be doubly difficult to assimilate.

Besides the formal properties at once familiar to an Indian audience and 
bearing echoes of well- regarded European rhetorical models, what drew 
sixteenth- century friars to the huehuetlatolli and other ceremonial genres 
was the role they played within indigenous culture and society. Looking 
to persuade Indians of new religious truths, what better vehicle than the 
special language the Indians themselves had established for communica-
tion with and about the sacred? Because of the overlap between celestial 
and earthly spheres and the merging of identities between rulers of both 
realms, the reverential style was considered lordly in every sense, suitable 
for exalted beings and topics of every sort because it “is the way the angels 
speak.”46 And this association endowed the speech with the authority of 
both kinds of power, underscored by the rarefied nature of the language. 
As with any ritual discourse, special vocabulary and speech forms lend 
credence to a message and, especially if accompanied by regular cadence 
in recitation, serve to set ritual speech apart from ordinary language as 
occupying sacred space— the verbal equivalent of an altar rail— and signal 
the speaker’s authority to both address and represent the higher powers. 
And ritual speech often acquires a further dash of legitimacy by an appeal 
to tradition: by invoking the ancients and by employing genuinely archaic 
language or at least a “style attributable to ancestors.”47 The Mesoamerican 
genres like huehuetlatolli or the Zapotec dhzidza gul’ fold both of these 
aspects together under labels that can mean either “ancient speech” or 
“speech of the ancients” or both.

Armed with unassailable legitimacy, the ceremonial genres performed 
(and continue to perform) a set of spiritual and social functions that 
dovetailed neatly with the aims of evangelization. They consist of formal 
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speeches of celebration or exhortation— or a combination of the two— 
addressed to sacred or secular authorities or the general public. Their func-
tion is to transmit and reinforce the core values of the social group through 
its relationship with the sacred and to inculcate the specific norms of con-
duct embedded in those values.48 Mesoamerican ritual speeches may be 
short on explicit dogma, but in invoking divine authority and the opera-
tion of the cosmos to support a set of appropriate behaviors, they seemed 
tailor- made for Christian indoctrination.

The idea that the Indians valued fine rhetoric and responded positively 
to preaching that adopted their own oratorical forms seems to have had 
widespread currency among missionaries.49 How widespread the prac-
tice is difficult to ascertain. As usual, our principal source material comes 
from central Mexico. The stages of blending Christian content with indig-
enous form can be traced through several huehuetlatolli collections, which 
range from pure examples of preconquest rhetoric to an entirely colonial 
compilation.50 Sahagún not only preserved and analyzed the Nahuatl 
versions of this lordly language but also incorporated examples into his 
own writing. The thorough transformation of this indigenous genre can be 
seen in a late sixteenth- century set of Nahuatl sermons in which Sahagún 
faithfully reproduced the florid, figurative language, the strings of par-
allel constructions, the appropriate invocations, and other elements of 
the huehuetlatolli, while taking care to emphasize the doctrinal differences. 
A trope comparing the birth of Christ with the daily arrival or birth of the 
sun combined a traditional paean in praise of the sun in triplet form, but it 
was coupled with a warning not to endow the sun with divinity.51

A similar exercise in the Christian appropriation of indigenous lit-
erary forms is a nearly contemporaneous collection of Nahuatl songs, also 
written by Sahagún and his team. Despite the title, Psalmodia christiana, 
and the presence of some features reminiscent of Hebrew poetry, the 
Sahagún songs seem to have been modeled closely on the traditional 
Nahuatl cantares, faithful to the poetics of indigenous verse down to the 
florid word play emphasizing flowers, birds, and precious stones.52

Dominicans had a long tradition of not merely learning languages but 
also of studying forms of thought and expression in, for instance, Arabic 
and Hebrew, in order to proselytize Mediterranean groups, a tradition they 
would bring to the New World as an extension of their mission among 
Moors and Moriscos (figure 10.1).53 Until recently it appeared as though in 
Mexico only the Franciscans were inclined to dabble in these cross- cultural 
literary experiments of incorporating indigenous forms into Christian 
works. One ambitious exception was known for Guatemala,54 but nothing 
that could point to similar efforts by Dominican colleagues farther north. 
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As mentioned earlier, Burgoa in his chronicle of the Dominicans’ preaching 
triumphs in Oaxaca placed much emphasis on their mastery of this ceremo-
nial style in the local languages. But these claims received no corroboration 
until doctrinal texts written in Mixtec and Zapotec began to receive the 

Figure 10.1 Christian rhetoric. Feria’s 1567 Doctrina christiana, with an engraving of a friar 
preaching to “moriscos.” The two columns of text show the difference in font size between 
the Spanish and Zapotec versions.
Courtesy of the John Carter Brown Library at Brown University.
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same kind of careful scrutiny formerly reserved for literature in Nahuatl. 
Although the corpus of texts is far sparser than the Nahuatl collections, 
there are enough examples to exonerate Burgoa from sheer puffery: to be 
able to confirm that some of his fellow friars did indeed employ indige-
nous rhetorical devices with enough skill to produce Christian literature of 
considerable artistry. Several of the texts have come to light only recently; 
almost all lack a Spanish equivalent, so that stylistic affinities with ceremo-
nial oratory in other languages are revealed only by direct analysis of the 
Mixtec and Zapotec.55

Every one of the works in indigenous languages referred to in this 
chapter was to one degree or another the combined effort of missionary 
linguists and their teams of Indian assistants. As noted earlier, we rarely 
know exactly how the collaboration functioned. Even though the rhetor-
ical flourishes drawn from Mesoamerican models and applied to Christian 
literature could well have been mainly or entirely the work of the Indian 
collaborators, our analyses assume that friars whose names appear on the 
title pages exercised editorial control and at least a passive mastery of the 
discourse, when not sole responsibility for the composition.

The two foundational works of doctrinal literature in Oaxaca, Feria’s 
Zapotec Doctrina christiana and the Mixtec equivalent by Benito Hernández, 
appeared almost simultaneously.56 Although Hernández was acknowledged 
to be the most gifted of the Dominican lenguas in Mixtec and perhaps all 
Oaxaca, and his monolingual publication has been cited as a milestone in 
the history of evangelization and language contact, the monolingual text 
itself for long received little scholarly attention. A recently discovered back- 
translation of the catechism’s beginning section revealed a wealth of verbal 
flourishes, of the kind Burgoa had praised so unrestrainedly but which 
previously had been thought confined to Nahuatl huehuetlatolli and their 
Christianized offspring.57

The Zapotec equivalent in Feria’s 1567 Doctrina would appear to be 
more accessible because of its bilingual format, but the Spanish version 
is in fact misleading. Unlike the fragment translated from Mixtec, it does 
not correspond closely to the Zapotec. It is considerably abbreviated 
in most passages and appears to have been intended more as a general 
guide or outline than an equivalence. It provides the gist of the Zapotec 
but lacks the redundancies, the parallelisms, the wealth of similes, and 
other embellishments contained in the Zapotec version; that is, it omits 
precisely the hallmarks of the ceremonial register. The heightened style 
of other colonial Zapotec and Mixtec texts are similarly obscured. Either 
their Spanish versions are entirely missing or they are so highly abridged 
as to provide little hint of the ornate literary devices used in order to 
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“persuade, to indoctrinate, to delight” indigenous audiences in the style 
of the “ancients.”58

The use of this highly elaborated style was a far from uniform rhetorical 
strategy despite its purported advantages for the task of evangelization. 
One check on its use may have been the idea that the ceremonial register 
was appropriate only for the well- educated elite schooled in this specialized 
language and would therefore be inaccessible to a congregation of neophyte 
commoners, the previously mentioned rudes. The sacred and admonitory 
aspects of the discourse were linked to “courtly” and “elegant” in Córdova’s 
Vocabulario, a combination of meanings also present in Mixtec.59 That rev-
erential speech was especially earmarked for rulers and nobles is clear, less 
so that its use was exclusive to them.

The Mesoamerican elites were undoubtedly able to savor high- flown, 
intricate rhetoric incorporated into Christian sermons more expertly 
than the macehuales. However, resistance to these embellishments may 
have owed more to a fear that the indigenous audience would under-
stand the metaphorical language only too well, and better than many of 
the preachers themselves. The specter of heterodoxy must have played a 
role in limiting the use of figurative language— the similes, metaphors, 
ambiguities, parables, allegories, and other tropes that the friar linguists 
detected in indigenous ceremonial discourse. Hidden meanings could 
trip up a nonnative speaker regardless of how fluent: anyone not steeped 
in all the semantic resonances inherited from a word’s original context. 
With the stakes far higher than a mere loss of face, a preacher’s verbal 
gaffe could corrupt the Christian message with unsuspected allusions 
to preconquest religion, confusing the neophyte or even inadvertently 
reinforcing pagan tradition. This is the same risk that fueled the debates 
about translating Christian terminology into indigenous languages and 
underlay the frequent choice of loan words rather than the more intelli-
gible but potentially contaminating native equivalent. It helps to account 
for the ambivalence noted earlier that comes across as contradiction, 
expressed by friars “fascinated with this elegant speaking style” but at 
the same time mindful of the “danger of polysemy.”60 Many preachers 
may have been wary of possibly heterodox figures of speech, even though 
formal proceedings for unacceptable translations do not appear have been 
common; the mere threat of such proceedings could have been sufficient 
to produce self- censorship in some cases.61

The admonitions in favor of a plain preaching style that we have 
mentioned may thus have owed as much to the limitations of the preachers 
as to the limitations of the indigenous audience. Master linguists like 
Sahagún, Hernández, Juan Bautista, and a later author in Zapotec, 
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Cristóbal de Agüero, were confident enough in their verbal command to 
create highly ornate and allusive compositions that at the same time were 
thoroughly orthodox. Nevertheless Sahagún may have sought to deflect 
censure on the part of less adventurous superiors by giving the innocuous 
title of Psalmodia christiana to his collection of Nahuatl songs, which while 
Christian in content in fact closely mirrored the pagan cantares in style and 
format.62 It has also been suggested that a similar caution accounted for 
Hernández’s omission of a Spanish version from the 1567 Mixtec Doctrina, 
although his own explanation of space limitations in an already bulky text 
seems equally plausible.63

Burgoa’s favored trope of the amazement expressed by Indians at the 
display of oratorical prowess, or even simply when a preacher spoke their 
language as well as they did, indicates that this level of mastery was not 
the norm. The less skilled or self- assured would have had to trade verbal 
brilliance for the safety of unadorned prose in their own compositions, 
while able to draw on more ornate examples in the collections of sermons 
that were written by the virtuoso performers in the preaching roster and 
circulated in manuscript and printed form for the use of their less profi-
cient fellow clergymen. Among the great variety of genres that the friars 
produced in indigenous languages, the most common after grammars was 
collections of sermons, no doubt in high demand because of their dual 
practical use. They served as learning aids for language study, and, as noted 
in an earlier discussion of preaching, they could be copied to help other 
friars fulfill their own preaching obligations; since sermons were required 
every Sunday and major feast days, these obligations must have been an 
onerous burden even for those more or less fluent in Zapotec and a well- 
nigh paralyzing one for those who were not.64

The sermons that have been preserved and the sermon- like sections of 
doctrinas show a considerable variation in the use of indigenous ceremonial 
discourse.65 We have to look elsewhere than chronological development 
to account for the differences, given that a contrast is already discernible 
between the styles of the two catechisms published in 1567, based on a 
comparison between their introductory sections. Hernández’s Mixtec in-
troduction is packed with lyrical phrases, metaphors, difrasismos, and a 
profusion of other parallel structures. The same section in Feria’s Zapotec 
catechism, although considerably more embellished than his Spanish text 
and more embellished than some other Zapotec sections, is no rival for the 
lush tone and convoluted redundancies deployed by Hernández.66 Drawing 
on the same tradition of solemn oratory, often with identical difrasismos 
and other modes of expression, Feria nevertheless was either unable to em-
ulate the full ceremonial style in all its profusion or simply chose not to.
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Uneven levels of competence or differing tastes in rhetorical style— 
or both— can account for some of the variations encountered in the in-
corporation of indigenous discourse. But not all of them. Variations also 
occurred within works by the same author, and here the variable seems 
to be the fit between the ceremonial register and the particular genre of 
doctrinal literature. This literature displayed a wide range of ornamenta-
tion, from the most compressed and sparse to the most rococo, sometimes 
in the same document. The catechisms in particular tended to combine 
the basic doctrinal elements that constituted the early cartillas with later 
additions of expository material that characterized the doctrinas largas 
discussed in an earlier chapter. The core expressions of belief, such as the 
Creed, distilled over the centuries from the scriptures and teachings of the 
church fathers, were presented to the indigenous neophytes in translations 
that stayed very close to the spare simplicity of the original Latin. When 
incorporated into the later, expanded doctrinas largas they invariably— 
and appropriately— retained the same unadorned style. It would not have 
occurred to anyone in sixteenth- century Mexico or anywhere else to in-
sert rhetorical flourishes of any provenance into the Our Father or the Ten 
Commandments.

CHRISTIAN LIBANA

In Feria, as in other catechisms, we find the standard prayers and other 
core doctrines in simple language that was probably adopted unchanged 
from the first, no longer extant cartillas. However, in the same work we 
can identify other sections, heavy with elements of ceremonial rhet-
oric and which functioned as sermons intercalated in the longer text, 
modeled on the 1548 Nahuatl Doctrina produced by the Dominicans in 
a similar format.67 An especially close fit was perceived between indig-
enous ceremonial rhetoric and Christian preaching, so close that Fray 
Diego Durán found huehuetlatolli fully equivalent to Catholic sermons.68 
In Zapotec the analogous genre, the libana, is also equated with the 
Christian sermon, dating from at least Córdova’s 1578 dictionary.69 In 
an account of the early evangelization of the Sierra Norte, preaching a 
“gospel sermon” was listed along with celebrating mass and performing 
baptism as constituting the trinity of actions that together created the 
formality of conversion.70 A cluster of meanings combining function (“ad-
monish” and “correct”), with theme (“sacred”) and style (“courtly” and 
“elegant”) underlines why the genre would appear to be the ideal medium 
for the Christian sermon. 71
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While the entire Feria catechism followed a sacred theme, admoni-
tory function and heightened tone help to identify particular sections as 
libanas, set clearly apart not only from the cartilla prayers but also from the 
expository passages explaining doctrinal points and those narrating the 
gospel stories. Not surprisingly, given his jaundiced view of Indians, Feria 
emphasized the aspect of the libana defined in Córdova as “reprimand” 
by focusing his attention on the two areas where in his view Indian ideas 
and behavior diverged most radically— and ruinously— from Christian 
teachings and were therefore most in need of stern and eloquent admo-
nition. In both cases he aimed, it is clear, to deliver a tongue- lashing, but 
one with the tropes, parallel structures, and cadences of Zapotec discourse 
to enhance its effectiveness. As noted, Hernández’s introductory section 
is an analogue, more highly embellished even than Feria’s and more hon-
eyed, lacking the latter’s stern warnings and reiterations of repugnance but 
nevertheless similar in its admonitory message to repudiate the ancestors’ 
gods in favor of the Christian God. The Mixtec catechism displayed an un-
evenness in style similar to Feria’s, although at a higher level of oratory 
throughout. It also flattened out in the didactic sections and clustered 
difrasismos most densely in passages of exhortation.72

The two themes that fired Feria’s eloquence out of humdrum exposition, 
as outlined in an earlier chapter, were the evils of the material world, espe-
cially the human body, and the sin of idolatry. Every one of the rhetorical 
devices employed when addressing these themes can be found elsewhere in 
the catechism. The distinction, as often noted, is the concentration. Here 
the contrast with the more sober Spanish version is especially marked, 
as if an uncluttered classical form had sprouted all the florid curlicues of 
a Churrigueresque retable. The main work of exploding the Spanish text 
into bursts of ornamentation was carried, not surprisingly, by parallel 
constructions, especially the semantic couplets so closely identified with 
solemn speech throughout Mesoamerica.

Feria’s libanas illustrate the three principal ways that Mesoamerican- 
style embellishment via parallelisms can enhance the aesthetic appeal and 
rhetorical effect of a Spanish text. First, it enriches meaning by adding 
dimensions and enlivens abstract concepts (especially in difrasismos) 
with vivid, concrete images, many of which use bodily metaphors, for ex-
ample, by expressing the idea of cause or origin (also creation) with a cou-
plet that pairs “face” and “feet.”73 Second, the redundancies created by the 
parallelisms, their repetition, the strings of elements in series, and the 
piling up of elements within multilayered structures: all serve to empha-
size, indeed to hammer in a theme or point.74 And, finally, the rhythms 
created by structural and acoustical repetitions, in which grammatical 
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forms and hence sounds are duplicated, adds to the compelling quality 
of the discourse, reminiscent of chanting or spoken verse. This rhythmic 
quality was wholly absent from the Spanish text, which tended to vary the 
grammatical structures and thus break up the sonic patterns, gaining in 
rhetorical power what it lost in economy of expression. The same contrast 
between unmetered and metered language can be appreciated between the 
nonparallel Spanish syntax that combined an imperative verb form with 
a present participle— “just destroy completely . . . ceasing to adore”— and 
the Zapotec parallel structure, which employed two verbs with the same 
form, the same prefixes and suffixes and infixes that created a rhythmical 
effect: “you should disavow completely . . . you should cease completely.”75

When Feria wished to emphasize a point, he pulled out all the rhetorical 
stops, especially on his related pet themes of the evils of the material world 
and the sins of the flesh. He piled up series (for example, seven parts of the 
body, six things the body cannot do without the aid of the soul), along with 
parallelisms in pairs, threes, and fours; he embedded them within complex 
multilevel structures; and he created still larger structures, encompassing 
entire paragraphs with parallel phrases that circle back to echo an earlier 
statement. In addition to these convolutions Feria’s discourse on sin gained 
force from the lively imagery of his— or his collaborators’— language. His 
diatribe on the repulsive qualities of the body and its emanations is a case 
in point. He contrasts parallel qualities of the soul (“clean, sparkling”) with 
a negative set for the body (“dirty, stinking”) and adds references to ex-
crement and a “stench like rotten meat” to intensify the quality of repug-
nance.76 The effect of these and other pairs is heightened by their repetition, 
like a refrain, and the regular rhythm created by the duplication of gram-
matical structures.

The Zapotec Doctrina certainly did not sustain this level of heightened 
discourse throughout its length. In the rest of the text the declamatory 
intonations and vivid language of the libanas gave way to stolid expositions 
of dogma or biblical narrative. Variations in rhetorical intensity were in fact 
the norm within the extant doctrinal literature in Zapotec. In the one manu-
script collection of sermons that has come to light, by Fray Antonio del Pozo, 
we find an uneven distribution of the elements of ceremonial speech from 
sermon to sermon and also within the same sermon according to theme. 
In one sermon, for the feast of Corpus Christi, the abundant parallelisms 
and solemn language employed when referring to the crucifixion and the 
Eucharist flatten out in the passages that relate the story of Adam and the 
role of the Virgin Mary in the narrative of redemption, and they are wholly 
absent in another sermon on Mary and Martha. Christ’s passion inspired an 
intensity of feeling that the story of the two sisters did not.77
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Clear examples of what must be a deliberate tailoring of style to genre 
and theme can be found in the frequently cited 1666 Zapotec publica-
tion by the Dominican Fray Cristóbal de Agüero, aptly entitled Misceláneo 
espiritual, which contains three separately paginated works bound to-
gether: the first dedicated to the devotion of the rosary, the second a cate-
chism, and the third a manual for confessors.78 The last two are models of 
workmanlike but uninspiring prose. The catechism, a translation of a the-
ologically sophisticated Spanish text, is conceptually but not linguistically 
convoluted, as it struggles to translate the original’s abstruse Scholasticism 
into a serviceable Zapotec comprehensible to the indigenous faithful. The 
Spanish text presented such a challenge to the primary and basic task of 
rendering the Christian message intelligible that it left no room for a more 
eloquent rhetoric. The confession manual is similarly lacking in stylistic 
flourishes but for different reasons:  it was designed as a practical hand-
book for the confessor to guide the penitent systematically through the 
church’s commandments. Although the content of certain passages can be 
considered admonitory, for example, warning against the domestic produc-
tion and sale of pulque, the tone was not. It wholly lacked the declamatory 
ring and elaborate devices of a libana.

In radical contrast to these plodding, although eminently competent 
texts, the author presented within the same volume examples of the most 
highly embellished language in colonial Zapotec literature, reminiscent 
in style (and in one case in theme) of the reverential discourse composed 
in Mixtec by Fray Benito Hernández. The examples belong to two genres 
with different labels— plática and ejemplo— that were nevertheless both 
designed to serve as sermons and which Agüero converted into beautifully 
wrought Zapotec libana.

The plática is a short set piece, a libana or sermon in miniature, which 
a priest addressed to an individual or small group rather than to an en-
tire congregation. Agüero included a collection of short homilies on the 
sacraments at the end of the “Confessionario.”79 The one on extreme unc-
tion, which enjoined the dying sinner to repent of his misdeeds, as the 
last chance to influence the soul’s eternal destiny, is fittingly the most 
ornate, spilling over with intricate constructions revolving around the 
dual themes of sin and salvation. The Spanish text Agüero provided is a 
stripped- down version of the Zapotec, only half its length, although since 
we have no source for the Spanish text it is impossible to tell which came 
first, whether Agüero abridged the Zapotec or expanded the Spanish. He 
clearly built on a familiar template, which other authors followed in con-
siderably simpler style but using some of the same tropes and parallel 
structures.80
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Although ostensibly addressed to a dying individual, the plática would 
generally have been delivered in the presence of relatives and neighbors 
gathered around the deathbed, and its aim was through eloquence to per-
suade the entire assembly to gain salvation via repentance and the absolu-
tion that the church was empowered to grant. Agüero’s benevolent, almost 
coaxing tone contrasted with the fusillade of accusations and threats that 
marked Feria’s harangues. Certain elements remained, however; the devil, 
for example, was assigned his familiar role of “deceiver,” laying snares to 
entrap the soul, and a triplet based on the roots for “cunning,” “mach-
ination,” and “temptation” (all to convey the Devil’s wiles) was repeated 
twice in the same paragraph.81 But rather than dwell on the torments of 
hell, Agüero preferred to emphasize the alternative, the glories of heaven, 
and to remind sinners to avail themselves of the intercession of the saints 
and the sacraments of penance and extreme unction as powerful defenses 
against a bad end. In a complex play on the notions of health and strength 
(physical and spiritual), he relied on the common trope of the Eucharist as 
a “medicine” (cuana) for the soul, a trope that first appeared in Feria, but 
with a less comforting tone. Agüero, unlike Feria, conveyed the impression 
that God really does not want sinners to end up in hell.

The structure of the Plática is extremely complex, from the level of 
sentences up through the entire text. It resembles a musical composition in 
which parallelisms and other rhetorical devices cluster around key themes, 
restated at intervals with slight variations in a rondo- like arrangement. 
The major themes of sin and death encompass two pairs of contrasting 
subthemes that alternate in counterpoint:  suffering and lamentation, 
which accompany sin, as opposed to God’s mercy and grace, attained 
through repentance. Not only do concentrated parallelisms mark the 
leitmotiv of divine mercy in several sections, but they also recur with refer-
ence to the pope, the Virgin Mary, and the other saints as channels of God’s 
mercy through their indulgences and intercessions; after four reprises, the 
parallelisms culminate on the encouraging note that the penitent, having 
complied with the requisites, now has only to await God’s will.82

MESOAMERICAN POETICS

The second genre that displayed ceremonial rhetoric at its most luxuriant 
was the ejemplo or milagro (miracle story), inspired in part by the spe-
cial Dominican devotion to the rosary that dates to the order’s founda-
tion in the thirteenth century. The rosary is a series of prayers, primarily 
repetitions of the Hail Mary in antiphon form, that each focuses on one of 
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the fifteen Marian Mysteries: events or elements in the Christian narrative 
associated with Mary, not merely those in which she is a protagonist, such 
as the Nativity, but also those affecting her, such as Christ’s death on the 
cross and his resurrection.

The Dominicans introduced this popular Marian devotion into Mexico 
soon after conquest and assigned it a major place in their evangelizing 
strategy, along with a prominent material presence for the Virgin of the 
Rosary in every Dominican church.83 Within the next century the devotion 
had been firmly and universally implanted throughout the Dominican- 
controlled territory. In Oaxaca the first published mention appeared in 
Roldán’s 1580 Chuchona catechism, where he provided a section on the 
rosary as a material object (how many beads and what to do with them) 
and as a set of prayers, listing the mysteries and giving instructions on 
how to perform the entire litany. Among other functions the devotion 
in Mexico gave the Indians an active liturgical role in the new religion 
through the choral recitation of the prayers, encouraged by the founding 
of confraternities and the granting of papal indulgences. In 1666 Agüero 
explained that one of the major reasons for publishing a set of instructions 
in Zapotec on the rosary was that the Indians themselves had asked him 
to provide an explanation of the mysteries and a standardized version of 
the prayers for their own use.84 The Zapotecs’ request for a handbook on 
the rosary was not for lack of works in Zapotec dedicated to the “mysteries 
of the most holy rosary,” a favorite theme of the thriving manuscript de-
votional literature by the end of the sixteenth century. 85 However, aside 
from circulating almost wholly in manuscript, these texts appear to have 
used Spanish- inspired verse forms totally alien to Mesoamerican poetics.86

The fifteen mysteries of the rosary together encompass the major events 
of the Christian narrative beginning with the Annunciation, and recitation 
of the rosary accompanied by contemplation of these mysteries addressed 
the inculcation of proper beliefs. The other factor necessary for salvation— 
virtuous behavior— was to be addressed through the ejemplos or milagros, 
a type of morality tale that combined the medieval genre of exempla with 
the Marian apparition narratives that were especially popular in post- 
Reconquest Spain. Aside from the rituals and symbols embedded in the 
cult of the rosary, the devotion emphasized Mary’s role in the Christian 
worldview and the everyday life of Christians. The miracle stories provided 
exempla of Mary’s interventions and the advantage of relying on her by 
praying her rosary. She became the main supernatural being with whom 
the Christian interacts directly: the face of Christianity and the remedy for 
the evils unleashed on the world by original sin and the power of Satan. 
These pious anecdotes or narratives, based on a corpus traditionally dated 
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to Saint Dominic, the founder of the Dominican order, were the textual 
equivalent of the ex- votos that grace so many Mexican churches and 
recounted exemplary instances of how, by invoking the power of the ro-
sary, people had been rescued from one or another parlous circumstance. 
It must have been especially reassuring to consider that the Virgin could be 
called upon to grapple with the devil and thus even the odds in the mortal 
struggle for the sinner’s soul that the catechisms depicted.

Although written in the form of a fable, the milagros could serve as 
sermons. (Agüero in fact conceived of his sixteen ejemplos as such and 
recommended their use for the annual preaching cycle.) Each story illus-
trated a particular vice or human failing, which would inexorably lead the 
sinner to damnation, except that his (more rarely, her) devotion to the ro-
sary prompted the Virgin to appear and, by admonishing the sinner, send 
him on the right path.87 Agüero was not alone in finding Mesoamerican 
ceremonial discourse a suitable vehicle for these narratives. In the previous 
century several fellow Dominicans had translated a similar collection of 
milagros into Mixtec, using the same embellished style, indeed many of the 
identical parallel constructions and figures of speech.88

A comparison of the same milagro in both versions reveals the close 
affinities between them despite the different target languages. The basic 
plot is identical. It tells of a young man who, although devoted to praying 
the rosary, was given to debauchery. The Virgin appeared to him, offered 
him fine food covered in reeking filth, and when he recoiled, explained that 
the rosary recited by someone with an unclean heart was equally repug-
nant to her and her son. With this admonition the young man turned from 
his life of sin. The Spanish originals (themselves translations from an ap-
parently identical earlier Latin source) bear very similar titles; the texts are 
similar in length, almost identical in content, and close in wording.89

More surprising, and more to the point here, is that these nearly iden-
tical Spanish texts inspired independent translations into two different 
indigenous languages, separated by over eighty years and with no discern-
ible direct link, translations that differ radically from the Spanish originals 
but in similar ways.90 There is every reason to think that these two texts 
were produced completely independently, drawing from the same literary 
traditions— Marian and Mesoamerican— but without any influence from 
the older to the more recent text. Their strong resemblance in structure, 
tone, and literary style would appear to be a remarkable coincidence, were 
it not for the common Mesoamerican template for ritual discourse from 
which both authors will have drawn. The same general template existed 
as well for an early seventeenth- century Nahuatl translation of the same 
milagro, which displays similar types of embellishment and even some 
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overlap in phrasing but not the same close correspondence as between the 
Zapotec and Mixtec versions.91 A heightened similarity between the two 
Otomanguean languages within the larger Mesoamerican linguistic area is 
not surprising. Besides the genetic ties as members of the same language 
family, their close geographical proximity and intense interaction in the 
late preconquest period would account for an even greater commonality in 
verbal expression.

The most obvious similarity is that both translations were consider-
ably longer than their Spanish sources, the Agüero half again as long. The 
second similarity is that the expansion was due in both cases to the same 
set of rhetorical devices that allowed the friars to transform the Spanish 
story into a “purely Mesoamerican text” that preserved the narrative 
line but added depth, color, and shading.92 Both created in verbal terms 
a polychrome, high- relief sculpture from a two- dimensional black- and- 
white sketch that, whatever its artistic merits, would be bound to strike a 
Mesoamerican audience as flat and dull.

The Agüero milagros represent the maximum expression of Zapotec 
ceremonial rhetoric that has so far come to light, a dazzling array of or-
namentation of every sort piled into complex hierarchical structures. We 
have encountered all the devices elsewhere but not in such profusion nor 
arranged in such intricate configurations throughout the composition. The 
most prominent rhetorical device is predictably the parallel dyad, ranging 
from single parts of speech through phrases to entire clauses, all syntacti-
cally and semantically paired. The pairing of synonyms or near synonyms 
created a richer, more ample meaning, through what has been termed the 
“ensemble.”93 We can see the device at work in such combinations as “to 
become tired” coupled with “to lose strength” or “rotten” paired with “foul 
smelling.”94 Sometimes the effect was to intensify rather than complement 
or expand meaning, as in the frequent pairing of the various words that 
can mean “sacred,” “blessed,” “consecrated,” and “holy.” Although they are 
virtually interchangeable— that is, without any detectable distinction in 
either sixteenth- century or contemporary Zapotec— the combination 
“hammered” home the meaning.95 In addition, as already noted, the fre-
quent syntactical repetitions produced sonorities throughout the com-
position, especially when verbs were paired so that prefixes and suffixes 
marking tense and person were repeated to create the cadence.

Such paired structures were only the beginning. The piece contains 
triplets and longer series, sometimes embedded within parallel pairs of 
syntactically similar clauses. They were not deployed at random but, as in 
the Feria Doctrina and Agüero’s Plática, cluster at key points for emphasis, 
all converging around the milagro’s main themes of sin and repentance. 
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Strong semantic as well as stylistic echoes of Feria are found in the treat-
ment of these themes:  back- to- back triplets that expressed— among 
many examples— the sinner’s headlong pursuit of pleasure and then the 
dimensions of his debauchery.96 The vocabulary in Feria’s denunciation of 
the body supplied most of the parallelisms that Agüero piled on to express 
the repugnant qualities of the rotten food, which was equated with the cor-
ruption of his dissolute and unclean soul.97 The pairs “bitter + stinking” and 
“ugly + blackened” were followed by a triplet, “dirty + filthy + revolting,” 
and several components were repeated later with the addition of “putrid.” 
The redundancy in the lexical similarity was reinforced by syntactical and 
phonetic repetitions, all contributing to the incantatory effect.

The modes of expression in doctrinal literature were remarkably stable. 
The lexicon and phrasing that the earliest authors (Feria and unnamed 
predecessors) had first worked out with their native collaborators were 
retained in later compositions, including the elaborate literary forms dis-
played in Agüero’s texts, already discernible in Feria’s libana sections. Some 
of the later authors dipped sparingly into the available repertoire, while 
Agüero and an unknown number of others adopted the template whole-
sale. None of the devices employed by Agüero was new; they could all be 
found in Feria. He simply piled them on more lavishly in a dense cascade 
of parallel phrases and serial synonyms. In Agüero’s pláticas and milagros 
there was no recitative.

We cannot judge how faithfully this template followed the literary tradi-
tion from which it was derived, since we have no equivalent in Zapotec of 
the early Nahuatl huehuetlatolli— no original libana— to use as a yardstick.98 
The modern Zapotec genre, which survived into the twentieth century (but 
not beyond) under various labels, is undoubtedly a direct descendant of the 
preconquest genre of solemn oratory, preserving the traditional functions 
of ritual celebration and admonition, although displaying a strong in-
flux of postconquest content. While Christian themes now predominate, 
with allusions to the saints and the sacraments, the modern libanas also 
contain references to such pagan elements as the Zapotec solar deity and 
his daily journey through the underworld, and these references link the 
libana to an indigenous literary tradition that continued to evolve in oral 
form, influenced by church- based libana adaptations but not subsumed 
into them.99 However, stylistically the modern declamations offer a very 
watered- down version of the traditional libana rhetoric. An idea of what 
has been lost is indirectly conveyed by a Spanish translation of a late 
nineteenth- century example from Tlacolula, a translation so literal and so 
faithful to the original that it preserves the reverential forms of address, 
the florid language, the many parallel constructions, and even undisguised 
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difrasismos that have been identified as markers of Mesoamerican cere-
monial speech but which have for the most part been leached out of the 
examples collected more recently. The common ancestry can be detected in 
the tone, the basic structure, and even some of the figures of speech found 
in the later texts, but the younger generation has shed a large portion of 
the family finery.100

Since the Zapotec oral tradition of libana began to be recorded only re-
cently, in this impoverished form it cannot serve as a gauge for measuring 
the Christian libana against an indigenous model. Nevertheless, measured 
against examples of the highly ornamented ceremonial style preserved in 
the modern ritual discourse of other Mesoamerican languages, the oratory 
of colonial Dominican lenguas in Zapotec and Mixtec stands up well.101 Even 
if in the absence of direct antecedents we can judge only collaterally how 
well they conformed to an indigenous template, we can say that the “aria” 
sections of the Feria Doctrina amply displayed the known features of cer-
emonial rhetoric, and Agüero’s libana compositions did so in almost over-
whelming profusion. It is possible, in fact, that the best examples we have 
of lordly language from Oaxaca in its most pristine style are the writings in 
Zapotec and Mixtec under at least nominal Dominican authorship.

According to observers, colonial and modern, form mattered then and 
matters now. It is not a question of semantic accuracy but of aesthetic 
appeal and of honoring the audience’s conventions of appropriate style. 
Seventeenth- century Nahuas were offended by failure to use reverential 
language when expounding sacred mysteries, as a lack of “respect due 
things holy and divine.”102 This reaction helps to explain the high praise 
that Burgoa heaped on preachers in Oaxaca who were able to employ the 
appropriate rhetoric. If appealing rhetoric carried the risk of keeping alive 
links with a pagan past, its absence carried others:  distaste or, perhaps 
worse, disengagement. Indigenous congregations are extremely courteous 
and will stoically endure the most long- winded, rambling sermon in any 
language. But the difference between that polite passivity and the engaged 
expression that greets one of their own master orators is impossible to 
mistake. If the Christian message preached by many of the friars did not 
always get through to the neophytes, part of the reason surely was that be-
cause of the style in which it was delivered no one was listening.

Even if a well- crafted sermon could gain and hold the audience’s at-
tention, it does not follow that this bold experiment in evangelizing rhet-
oric succeeded in the ultimate goal. This goal was nothing less than to 
convert the Indians, that by the power of their words the friars should 
persuade the Indians to adopt the Christian conception of the world and 
its ways and to behave accordingly. A good libana could no doubt delight  
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the ear and hold the attention of a Zapotec audience, especially the elites 
who were connoisseurs of fine oratory and who moreover as leaders held 
the key to religious change. But something more than fine oratory was 
needed to produce the desired effect. The obstacle to conversion through 
eloquence was the same one of meaning, already encountered in the pre-
vious chapters, with the translation of individual words and phrases. 
Only the scale was different. However beguiling the indigenous rhetorical 
schemes, they could not overcome the linguistic gap, in essence a cultural 
gap, because even when literary forms were familiar and appropriate, the 
content was alien.103 To pour new Christian wine into old Mesoamerican 
wineskins held no more likelihood of a successful outcome than the New 
Testament operation.104

A rhetorical device can exert little power if the idea it expresses has no 
resonance with the audience. Let us take as illustration the evils of sin, 
one of the main evangelizing messages and the principal motif of the 
most eloquent examples on record of colonial libana. They all use vivid 
imagery, copious pairing, and multilevel repetitions to put the message 
across, in similar, often identical phrasing. But what is the verbal dexterity 
communicating? The trio of adjectives “dirty, rotten, stinking,” encountered 
in several of the texts, does a good job of conveying repugnance in any lan-
guage. But, as argued earlier, attaching that repugnance to carnal pleasure 
is a different matter, extremely difficult to achieve in a larger conceptual 
context that holds neither the body nor the material world as inherently 
evil. Similarly the much- repeated trope of the pain of damnation, using the 
same series of verbs to refer to horror and grief, expressed universal human 
emotions, but their association with the afterlife and the underworld as a 
place of eternal punishment was, as previously argued, profoundly culture- 
bound. Mesoamericans did not, and do not, see the afterlife as a time or 
place for settling earthly accounts.

Or let us look at that most Mesoamerican of literary forms, the 
difrasismo,105 employed frequently in Christian libana but with mixed rhe-
torical success. A culturally neutral pair like the bodily metaphor alluded 
to earlier, “face + feet,” which combined to denote foundation or origin, 
could enliven an otherwise humdrum expository passage. But more lo-
cally grounded metaphors could prove intractable, especially when 
recruited for Christian use. The combination “dirt (or earth) + clay (or 
mud)” played a similar role in both traditions as possible source mate-
rial for the human body (although ultimately rejected in Mesoamerica in 
favor of corn meal). 106 However, the sense of impurity and disgust that 
Feria’s Doctrina sought to convey failed to attach itself to the Zapotec 
words.107
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In the previous chapter we saw how semantic extensions to “inherited” 
words were one recourse for making Christian terms intelligible. The same 
technique was applied to paired difrasismos, with the same risk that the 
new, Christian meaning did not always replace or even modify the original. 
Another difrasismo, among the most ubiquitous in the doctrinal literature, 
was a preconquest trope, radically reworked by the missionaries: stone + 
wood (quie + yaga, piedra + palo) originally referred to physical punishment 
in a sense similar to the English “sticks and stones.”108 Catechisms in a 
number of languages converted the pair into a term for idols (and by exten-
sion idolatry), referring to “gods of stone and wood” in language reminis-
cent of, possibly modeled on, Old Testament jeremiads on false gods, idols, 
and idolatry.109 The connotations of false gods and graven images were en-
tirely alien to Mesoamericans, and the difrasismo, instead of an adaptation 
of a Mesoamerican metaphor, seems to have been an entirely Christian 
calque or loan translation that happened to overlap with a Mesoamerican 
form. Whatever its origin, once coined it became the construction of choice 
in all the catechisms, less common over time as the obsession with idol-
atry abated, but remaining de rigueur in the confessionarios when quizzing 
penitents on any infraction of the first commandment.110 Although the 
form was Mesoamerican, the metaphor was not and must have mystified 
the indigenous listeners.

While some new tropes may have been mystifying, others were per-
haps not alien enough and thus created a semantic, and hence theological, 
muddle, with the ever- present risk of preserving too much of the original, 
pagan meaning. We have seen this occur with inherited words, such as the 
attempt to convert the name of one of the pagan gods to the new use of 
denoting the Christian devil. Inherited difrasismos could present the same 
resistance. The combination xeecilla, meaning literally “dusk + dawn,” is a 
typical Zapotec figure of speech that uses everyday phenomena to denote 
an abstract concept, in this case “always” or “completely.” In that temporal 
or spatial sense of all- encompassing, the difrasismo continued to serve the 
new literature well: like the bodily metaphors it could inject life into dull 
abstractions. But the same xeecilla in a more metaphysical sense of “infi-
nite” also designated the Zapotec creator god, and efforts to switch this des-
ignation to the Christian Dios ran into the same problem of double vision 
that plagued other attempts to transfer identities.111 Another difrasismo, 
“father + mother,” calqued throughout Mesoamerica, was a fitting way to 
address the Christian God, in that the phrase denotes a powerful being 
on whom all depend. It was also risky, since in addition to rulers, the 
combination also referred to the pareja primordial (primordial couple), or 
pair of mythical ancestors, and in general to a dual concept of divinity.112  
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Its doctrinal use could thus have infused the Christian God with undesir-
able Mesoamerican attributes in a blurring of boundaries the new preachers 
were so eager to combat.

The dilemma of translation afflicted the proselytizing enterprise at all 
levels. Whether in individual words, figures of speech, or literary style, the 
competing interests of intelligibility and orthodoxy could at best be held 
in a delicate balance. More often the communication was compromised 
for the sake of doctrinal purity, or comprehension came at the expense 
of blurred boundaries. The attempt to bridge the linguistic gap inevitably 
failed, but less because of inept translation or clumsy preaching than be-
cause of a disjunction more fundamental than language. Language, as 
we have argued, depends on cultural context: a set of existing meanings 
or reservoir of concepts and experiences that serve to interpret what we 
hear. There will always be some degree of slippage between speaker and 
listener since no two reservoirs will be identical. But the gulf separating 
the Spanish missionary from the Zapotec neophyte was very wide in-
deed. To the extent that their cultural contexts failed to overlap, Christian 
ideas in transmission would be either meaningless or misinterpreted— 
unintelligible or unorthodox— no matter how cleverly and elegantly they 
were presented.



Conclusion: Doctrinal Legacies
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CHAPT ER 11

w
 Continuity and Convergence

To emphasize the cultural distance between Christian Spain and in-
digenous Mexico at the time of conquest might appear to condemn 

missionaries and Indians to a perpetual “dialogue of the deaf” across a 
linguistic firewall that no amount of rhetorical artistry could penetrate. 
Measured against the lofty aims of evangelization, which were to trans-
form the Indians into paragons of orthodox Christianity, the missionary 
enterprise must be deemed a failure, one that knowledgeable students of 
language contact have concluded was ultimately one of communication: “A 
significant portion of Christian doctrine was simply lost in translation.”1 
The fault was not a lack of technical skill but a lack of lexical resources to 
translate Christian concepts or even adequately to explain the untranslat-
able loan words.2 Our own analyses support this assessment, with the same 
caveat revealed in the work of these and other students of postconquest 
religious adaptation. The changes that evangelization produced in indige-
nous life, in belief as well as behavior, were profound, but the break with 
the past was neither as instantaneous nor as uniform as initially envisaged. 
The new system emerged only slowly and, most important, often along to-
tally unforeseen lines.

We have argued that a good portion of the Zapotec forms first selected 
or devised to communicate the Christian message did not do the job for 
which they were designed. They conveyed either nothing that the audience 
could puzzle out or something different from the intended meaning. We 
have also argued that the initial failure of communication, the lexical gaps 
that separated Zapotec from Spanish and Latin, were for the most part cul-
tural gaps. However, neither type of gap is necessarily enduring. Neither 
language nor cultural context ever remains static, so that over time gaping 
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distances may dwindle through mutual adjustments and also through 
other changes that veer off in new directions. After the point of initial con-
tact the instability of meanings and the mutability of practice may conspire 
to lessen distances in both domains and from both sides.

LANGUAGE CONTINUITY

One thing that did remain virtually unchanged was the language of evan-
gelization itself. The semantic choices the early missionaries and their 
collaborators made in translating Christian concepts resulted in what can 
be regarded as a special doctrinal register that remained remarkably stable 
over time. Here I do not refer to the distortions that many have detected 
as a feature of linguistic colonialism, the inevitable result of subordinating 
indigenous languages to the structural and analytical grid provided by 
Spanish and, especially, Latin grammar.3 By doctrinal register I refer to the 
specialized vocabulary and verbal conventions to be found in all the cate-
chetical and devotional literature in indigenous languages, products of the 
similar challenges facing the early translators and the correspondingly sim-
ilar strategies they pursued in rendering Christian doctrine.4

In Zapotec a distinctive doctrinal language took shape by the middle 
decades of the sixteenth century and possibly well before, in earlier 
catechisms that have not survived. The template emerged fully formed in 
print in the 1567 Doctrina published by Pedro de Feria, to be reinforced by 
the 1578 dictionary of Juan de Córdova, and together they set the standard 
for doctrinal Zapotec from which scant deviation can be discerned in suc-
ceeding centuries. The continuity was far from accidental. The Dominicans 
had a keen sense of their linguistic tradition, and each generation studied 
and built on the work of its predecessors, formally acknowledging debts to 
earlier authors and scribbling marginal notes that reveal close and careful 
scrutiny of later texts as well as almost reverential regard for the founda-
tional works.5 The delicate decisions that Feria, or his predecessors, had 
made on how to translate fundamental Christian terminology took on the 
quality of holy writ, as if, as Burgoa intimated, the Zapotec phrases them-
selves had been divinely inspired.6

The fixed lexicon and phrasing can be traced in the basic prayers from 
Feria’s version through seven subsequent texts in Valley Zapotec from 
c.  1600 to 1800. Like the rest of the cartilla the identical words were 
reproduced, in the same order, with only minor orthographic differences 
that probably reflect dialectical variation within the broader division of the 
Central Valleys.7
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More widespread and telling than these verbatim snippets was the sty-
listic shadow that Feria cast over subsequent texts. Even when influences 
were not explicitly acknowledged the close intertextuality of the doctrinal 
tradition can be detected in the writings themselves. The continuity in doc-
trinal language included the choice of terms deemed too alien or risk- laden 
to be translated, and once these terms had been selected to be incorporated 
as loan words they were left as a stable collection of unacclimated elements 
in the lexicon, with rare subtractions or additions. Calques, glosses such 
as the description of baptism as “pouring water,” and other neologisms 
continued to do the same duty as when first coined by Feria; the semantic 
extensions adopted for sin and confession, for the Devil, and for heaven 
and hell— to name only a few— were duplicated without modification. 
Most striking is the stylistic conservatism, in which the same tropes, fig-
ures of speech, and turns of phrase recur repeatedly. It is not surprising 
that the threat of the “eternal fires of hell” should reappear in almost every 
admonitory text, whether a catechism or a confessional manual, since it 
played such a key role in the Christian message of the time. Other, less 
standard Christian imagery was also repeated from text to text and even 
from language to language, such as the metaphor “stone- wood gods” for 
pagan idols or a string of parallel verbs representing the lamentations of a 
condemned soul, which first appeared in Córdova and which provided not 
only a superabundance of relevant synonyms but also a serial construction 
tailor- made for the ceremonial discourse that the Spanish missionaries 
found so suitable for Christian sermons.8

Although translations in some indigenous languages were subjected to 
later correction because of unintentional heterodoxies,9 no comparable 
revisions have been found in Oaxacan catechisms. Possibly the local doc-
trinal texts reached publication already purged of early errors or were not 
subjected to the same scrutiny that the far more numerous community of 
Nahuatl lenguas was able to apply to the central Mexican literature. Nor, ex-
cept for Nahuatl, do we have much in the way of independent evidence with 
which to evaluate the quality of the translations. For most languages doc-
trinal literature provides the sole surviving examples of colonial writing, 
constituting a closed semantic universe.

Modern- day native speakers have noticed some gaffes: the Mixe version 
of the Hail Mary translated the phrase “full of grace” as if the Virgin were 
“stuffed” with grace, “like a grain sack”;10 the Beatitudes in Netzicho em-
ployed a term for the “meek” which one speaker has parsed as “effeminate 
or cowardly.”11 Clearly unfortunate word choices. But at least one apparent 
mistranslation, in Feria’s passage on adultery, must have been a deliberate 
modification to conform to the local ethos, one that Feria’s collaborators 
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slipped past him or persuaded him was necessary. In the Zapotec transla-
tion the husband delivers a sound thrashing, whereas the Spanish version 
justifies death for an errant wife, a punishment both outlandish and offen-
sive by Zapotec standards, past and present.12 No contemporary notice of 
such discrepancies has been recorded. The copious interlinear and marginal 
notations inserted into the Feria and Agüero texts, revealing close and lin-
guistically knowledgeable scrutiny, all concentrated on orthographic and 
minor grammatical revisions without addressing any substantive issues of 
meaning.

DOCTRINAL EXPORTS

Many of the stable elements of doctrinal discourse found their way into 
other, more secular genres. There is scarcely a student of colonial language 
contact who has not noted the ubiquity of these elements in the preambles 
to indigenous last wills and testaments, which offered professions of faith 
in phrasing that in more or less detail followed the same familiar template 
over time and from language to language.13 Less well known but equally 
infused with familiar turns of phrase from the catechisms are the formal 
petitions to royal officials and bishops, especially the ones outlining 
grievances, or capítulos, against some local satrap or curate. Occasionally 
the original, untranslated document survives in the archives with its full 
flavor of outrage and affliction in a vocabulary reminiscent of the harsh 
indictments that Feria directed at his neophyte audience. The Zapotec 
words xihui and tola (sin) and huichiiee (villain) are as plentiful as in the 
doctrinal model.14 William Hanks sees the genre as so massively infused 
with Christian discourse that he devotes an entire chapter to “petitions as 
prayers,” in which the Yucatec Maya authors invoke “mercy” from the pow-
erful Spanish authorities and emphasize their own suffering in language 
used to depict Christ’s passion.15

Another genre that incorporated doctrinal words and phrases was the 
foundational document in which a group supported its claim to a particular 
territory as a Christian community.16 However, the distinction between sa-
cred and secular discourse is less between genres than between topics, be-
tween everyday affairs like property inventories that lent themselves to 
businesslike treatment, and matters of greater solemnity, like approaching 
death or serious wrongdoing or the rights of the community, which called 
for a more reverent register or depended for their efficacy on establishing 
the Christian identity of the author or claimant. More often than not a 
document satisfied both of these criteria. The incorporation of allusions 
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to Christian doctrine has been seen as a deliberate rhetorical strategy in 
response to colonial domination. It would not be surprising if the Indians 
sought to impress a Spanish audience with a familiar and convincing dis-
course, just as Spanish preachers drew on indigenous ceremonial oratory as 
a way to make their sermons more persuasive. In advancing their claims in-
digenous authors would have been wise to underscore their religious bona 
fides and offer devotion to Christian principles as evidence of their virtue 
and probity. But I would argue that the export of doctrinal discourse into 
official documents was also, and perhaps mainly, part of a larger, less con-
scious process of diffusion.

Such diffusion relied on a strong and persistent link between indigenous 
literacy and the church. Literacy, an artifact of evangelization, remained an 
exclusive skill passed on through the church- based schools and exercised 
by a small group of professional scribes who circulated between town and 
parish offices and were the sole authors of indigenous language documents 
in any genre, whether testaments, petitions, or confraternity accounts. 
They were the same literate elites who collaborated with the clergy in 
preparing doctrinal texts, the ones who served as instructors in daily cat-
echism classes, and the same who served in the choirs that accompanied 
the sacred liturgies. Their eyes and ears would have been saturated with 
doctrinal language and nothing more natural when it came to composing 
documents than to draw on that same discourse.

Although only scant and indirect evidence of colonial oral discourse is 
available, there is reason to believe that Christian modes of expression 
would begin to permeate the spoken language at many levels and in many 
spheres. They formed part of the common stock of words and phrases that 
all imbibed through constant repetition in the weekly (and, for the children 
in their formative years, daily) recitation of the prayers and other basic 
elements of the catechism, and doctrinal speech forms of colonial vintage 
have persisted well into the modern day in the recitations of the rosary and 
performance of the sung litany.17 Eventually these verbal forms would be-
come naturalized. In particular they became so associated with the sacred, 
so taken for granted as appropriate for communicating with the divine 
powers, that at some point they also became incorporated into the libanas 
and other traditional ceremonial oratory produced by indigenous religious 
specialists. We even find phrases from the Christian prayers in the shaman-
istic invocations addressed to indigenous sacred beings.18 There is no way 
to trace how quickly this happened; certainly it occurred well before judicial 
testimony on “idolatrous practices” began to mention such mixtures.19

The chances of recovering spoken language for the colonial period are 
slim. The only substantial source of reported speech is the trial records that 
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are as linguistically unrewarding as they are abundant, unrewarding be-
cause the testimonies of Indian witnesses, plaintiffs, and defendants come 
to us through two sets of filters, one the court interpreters and the other 
the escribanos whose task it was to record the testimony (or, in the case 
of indigenous witnesses, the translation of the testimony) in writing. The 
rec ord was subject to review by reading it back to the deponents (again, via 
interpreter) for “ratification,” a procedure that would confirm or correct 
the basic thrust of the testimonies without preserving the exact words, the 
essential material for linguistic analysis. Thus we may learn the content but 
nothing reliable about the form.

That said, a collection of trial records from the district of Villa Alta in the 
Sierra Norte of Oaxaca offers what may be a closer approximation of indig-
enous speech patterns than the more polished documents generated in the 
viceregal and Audiencia courts. The impression they give of being “closer to 
the ground” is supported by the echoes that many of the turns of phrase 
and particular expressions in the testimonies find in indigenous documents 
as well as those written in the not always castizo, or pure Spanish, of local 
interpreters and scribes.20 What the combined records reflect is a partic-
ular shared discourse characteristic of a composite class of bilingual local 
elites— educated Indians and mestizo and creole bureaucrats— of the Villa 
Alta region. They all literally spoke the same language, so that the verbal 
and cultural filters represented by interpreters and escribanos in these 
cases were close to transparent if not nonexistent. The court testimonies 
by Indians are therefore likely to represent as close an approximation of 
actual speech as we are likely to get.

Doctrinal language was lightly sprinkled through Indian testimonies in 
ordinary civil suits such as boundary disputes or cases of petty crime, where 
the tag of “good Christian,” for example, would be used to support the cred-
ibility of any manner of statements or actions and that of “bad Christian” or 
“offense against God” to discredit one’s opponent.21 More serious crimes, 
like murder or rebellion, with direr penalties could elicit a heavier infusion. 
The Zapotec defendant in one murder case was interrogated under torture, 
and his cries invoking a host of Christian sacred beings with each turn of 
the screw, from “Jesús María” to “Dios Espíritu Santo,” were recorded in 
the proceedings.22 He eventually gained an acquittal, whether through his 
steady protestations of innocence or his equally steady appeals to higher 
powers— or the combination— we do not know.

The strongest influence of catechetical phrases and concepts was re-
served for idolatry trials, where the nature of the crime called for an anti- 
idolatry discourse either to proclaim innocence or, if the fact of guilt was 
undisputed, to enhance the appearance of remorse and hence the prospect 
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of clemency. In the speech patterns of the Indian witnesses (and especially 
the defendants) the invocation of the Christian God in full Trinitarian 
mode— Father, Son, and Holy Spirit— and the saints, the allusions to 
Catholic faith, to God’s mercy, to sin, guilt, pardon, and the rest of the 
Christian litany relating to wrongdoing and its consequences, were well cal-
culated to appeal to a judge’s forbearance. Common tropes with a similar 
aim were the explanations, which must have been repeated frequently in 
sermons and possibly taken to be at least partial mitigation, that the “devil 
had deceived” the miscreant or “had sought to take his soul.” Conversely, 
a defendant who denied guilt would consign his accuser to the “flames of 
hell” for bearing false witness.23

Another reason for the heavy dose of Christian discourse was the iden-
tity of the defendants, usually members of the elite and, as previously 
noted, more often than not also members of the parish church staff. 
Whether falsely accused of idolatry by political rivals or in fact dual reli-
gious specialists operating on both sides of the Christian- pagan divide (a 
view supported by considerable evidence), the fact is that they were espe-
cially well versed in Christian discourse. Regardless of the significance the 
doctrinal language may have held for them (and we do not need to assume 
bad faith in its deployment), they were highly adept in its use.

Regardless of how accurately recorded, trial testimony does not repre-
sent ordinary speech but rather turns of phrase uttered in a formal set-
ting, under intimidating circumstances, and with the particular aim of 
impressing a Spanish official with one’s veracity and Christian devotion. 
If we had some means of recovering colonial patterns of everyday speech, 
we would undoubtedly find that, just as with written documents, it would 
show a lighter infusion of doctrinal turns of phrase than any of the oral 
performances concerning weighty matters with high stakes— whether 
sworn testimony, ceremonial speeches, prayers, or invocations.

Even if we decide to leave with a question mark the issue of doctrinal 
language in spoken Zapotec— to what extent trial testimonies and later 
libana texts and shamanistic recitations accurately portray ordinary colo-
nial speech patterns— abundant unfiltered evidence in colonial documents 
prepared by the Zapotec themselves attests to the liberal seepage of doc-
trinal terminology into their written language, whether formulas imprinted 
from daily rote learning or more deliberately considered adoptions.24 The 
Doctrina christiana of Feria can be compared to the King James Bible, 
supplying vocabulary and turns of phrase that endured for centuries, and 
we can detect the same degree of continuity in these doctrinal offshoots 
incorporated into other genres that was noted in the doctrinal litera-
ture itself: scarcely any variation over the years in the terms and phrases 
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regardless of the medium into which they were inserted— testament pre-
amble, a set of charges, or a plea for some form of succor— always with 
the aim of lending solemnity and an air of righteousness to the writer’s 
purpose.

NEW CULTURAL MATRIX

The stability of the linguistic tradition initiated in printed form by Feria in 
1567 and subsequently filtering into the language of the laity is undeniable. 
However, it does not follow from this formal conservatism that meanings 
remained stable. While the phrases and tropes remained virtually immu-
table, much around them changed, with inevitable effect on how the words 
themselves were perceived. Linguistic diffusion itself was embedded in a 
more general reshaping of the cultural context that discursive practices 
transmitted and which in turn served as interpretive frames of reference.

Doctrinal language was forged during a time when a clear divide existed 
between languages and between their cultural contexts, a period of radi-
cally different “worlds.” But almost immediately a process of massive inter-
penetration (often called syncretism or acculturation, among other terms), 
aided by the work of translation, began to reshape both of them. The results 
were far from obliterating the indigenous world. Many traditional forms 
persisted in a more or less open, more or less clandestine fashion. But they 
were changed at the very least by having to coexist with Christian forms, 
either hiding behind them or blending with them, and in blending inevi-
tably creating entirely new forms.25

Time and space were wholly transformed. At the cosmic level, Christian 
time moved in linear fashion from the world’s one- time creation until the 
Day of Judgment, instead of recurring in the embedded and limitless cycles 
of Mesoamerican cosmology. Indians continued to consult their divinatory 
260- day calendar for many purposes and to conceive of the daily round in 
directional terms,26 but public time was regulated by the Christian calendar 
and marked by the Christian canonical hours. The reorganization of public 
space was equally radical. Smaller population clusters were gathered into 
nucleated settlements called congregations, and entire communities were 
moved to new locations, both changes with a view to facilitating evangeli-
zation and what the clergy called buena policía, or good order.27 Although a 
church might be built on an existing temple mound, its layout and architec-
tural design and all its activities and ornaments followed Christian models.28 
While Mesoamericans conserved much in their lives that was familiar, 
Christianity brought an entire new set of experiences when addressing the 
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sacred, including the novel sound of European musical instruments and 
the new bodily posture of kneeling in prayer. Paganism, although far from 
eradicated, either merged with Christian forms or retreated from public 
view and yielded center stage to Christianity.

Transformation in the cultural context was reflected in the doctrinal 
literature itself. Alongside the continuity in terminology and figures of 
speech that has been noted, there were changes in focus and tone between 
the early Dominican catechisms (1544– 1567), analyzed in earlier chapters, 
and their colonial successors in Oaxacan languages.29 For all the discourse 
that continued to depict Christianity as a tender plant, the context re-
flected in the later catechisms was no longer a mission church. By the end 
of the seventeenth century or before, America and Americans as distinc-
tive categories had receded completely from the catechisms, which were 
no longer designed specifically for evangelization but were simply Spanish 
catechisms translated into indigenous languages. Sin persisted, of course, 
as with any segment of mankind after the Fall, and Indians were still 
deemed especially prone to certain kinds of transgression, as outlined in 
the confessional manuals that accompanied the later catechisms. However, 
although all agreed on the Indians’ particular propensities, these were no 
longer focused so exclusively on idolatry. The Indians’ besetting sins were 
seen rather as frailties of the flesh, in particular lust and drunkenness, 
rather than the worship of false gods, a failing of morals rather than of 
faith.30

Linked to this change in emphasis was a change of tone from accusa-
tory to explanatory, and in place of acrimony the later texts offered an 
inclusive, universalist rhetoric that presented the sin- Devil- hell triad as 
dangers or challenges afflicting all mankind indiscriminately rather than 
scourges sent especially to plague Indians. It was not so much that later 
authors held out sunnier prospects than Feria, as the message— perhaps 
comforting in its own way— that whatever these prospects may be, we all 
share in them. As Christians, all must struggle. The deathbed homily that 
Agüero composed almost exactly a century after Feria’s catechism and the 
collection of milagros he published in the same volume focus on the iden-
tical themes of sin and repentance that infused Feria’s libana sections, and, 
as indicated earlier, they employ many of the same tropes. However, in ad-
dition to Agüero’s greater skill and verbal flamboyance, the message had 
become more consoling. Transgression of God’s laws leads to punishment, 
but through the redemptive agency of Christ and his mother’s mediation 
the sinner can be saved. Also, the more oblique narrative approach of the 
milagros, rather than direct exhortation, and the shift in emphasis from be-
lief to behavior suggest that the milagros corresponded to a more advanced 
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phase of evangelization than Feria’s hectoring sermons. These later texts 
presupposed orthodox belief. The Indians no longer had to be persuaded 
to repudiate pagan gods (at least so the friars thought) or to accept the 
Christian concept of the soul and its immortality. What they required, like 
the rest of fallen humanity, was constant warning against the dangers that 
confront this immortal soul and encouragement in resisting them.

The practice of “idolatry” as defined by the clergy did not entirely disap-
pear even in the minds of the clergy. It simply fell from prominence as the 
main threat to Christianity and became subsumed into a broader category 
of deviations from orthodoxy, most of which, as in an early list compiled 
by Bishop Zumárraga, were thought to infect European Christianity as 
well:  remnants of pagan beliefs and practices, which in America by the 
eighteenth century were losing their power to alarm the authorities.31 
Whether the church was correct in declaring indigenous belief systems 
as largely superseded, leaving only the odd shreds and tatters, is not at 
issue. I  am seeking to assess what the church perceived and based their 
message on.

This universalist perspective became the norm over time, and Indian 
neophytes were replaced by generic Christians. Within Zapotec missionary 
literature, Córdova’s 1578 Vocabulario marked the high point in indigenous 
presence, with a wealth of ethnographic information on daily life, mental 
constructs, and presumably outmoded pagan practices, none of which 
were subsequently referred to. One marker of a relatively early change 
in cultural context is the contrast between Córdova’s dictionary and the 
Mixtec equivalent published by Francisco de Alvarado in 1593. Some of 
the difference is attributable to personal style and interest. Córdova, like 
Sahagún, appears to have become fascinated by the indigenous language 
and culture he studied for so many years and to have taken a thorough, if 
not to say exhaustive, approach to recording details about both of them. 
But intellectual curiosity and thoroughness will not account entirely for 
the contrast in the sheer amount of information provided. Another, sig-
nificant difference between the two dictionaries was in the contexts, real 
and perceived, in which both works were produced, although only fifteen 
years separate them. Córdova was the far older of the two lexicographers; 
he had already begun compiling his list shortly after arriving in Oaxaca 
forty years before and represented the mentality of the first evangelizers. 
There is thus a considerably wider ideological and cultural gulf than the 
chronological gap in publication. Córdova’s world was one in transition 
from paganism to Christianity, a world in the process of creation. Like his 
contemporaries Sahagún and Durán, he was concerned with understanding 
the preconquest world and explaining it to the younger friars, along with 
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providing the tools to help them explain Christianity to the Indians. He 
was a true culture broker.

Alvarado operated in a world that had, at least outwardly, made the 
transition to Christianity. Conversion in the formal sense was complete. 
The pagan past required no elaborate explanation like those provided by 
Córdova of, for example, sacrifices and methods of warfare, for it had ei-
ther been superseded and thus rendered irrelevant or been incorporated 
into the colonial world and was thus well known. A new, colonial culture 
was taken for granted. It was not exotic, partly because the exotic had 
been assimilated and partly because many more of the clergy by then were 
creoles for whom local ways were the natural ways. Conversely, there was 
less need to expound Christianity to the Indians. In Alvarado Christianity 
appeared mainly as a set of well- established practices to be followed and 
not as a belief system to be explained and adopted. Alvarado’s dictionary 
was not only much shorter, less than half the size, but also generally more 
secular and more pragmatic. He provided a mere two entries for “Dios” 
compared to Córdova’s twenty- four. Equally telling is that Alvarado’s two 
entries referred only to the Christian God, while Córdova included a variety 
of pagan gods.32 Córdova’s work is a double ethnography in the form of a 
lexicon, introducing these two exotic cultures to each other; by Alvarado’s 
time they were known quantities and also in many senses already both 
hybrids. Córdova’s dictionary was for proselytizing, Alvarado’s for the rou-
tine cure of souls.

LEXICAL FATES

While the core of the evangelizing message remained intact, as did its basic 
terminology, the change in cultural context that underlay the shifts in em-
phasis inevitably influenced how the message was perceived. Even without 
such change, loan words in any language can find their exotic quality dulled 
over time merely by use and minor adaptations in form. Spanish itself 
came to America already greatly enriched by Hispanized loan words from 
Arabic, and the Mesoamerican languages incorporated Spanish words by 
modifying orthography and adding indigenous affixes to help naturalize 
them further.

Beyond mere familiarity and formal remodeling, many loan words 
and neologisms became domesticated through contextual change by 
being attached to new practices and visual symbols that the Indians ex-
perienced directly, acquiring increasingly familiar referents from the new 
Christian way of life and its iconography. Even without all the associations  
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that the “cross” or “angels” carried in traditional Christian theophany, 
surrounded by these visual images the Indians could endow the words with 
some meaning rather than drawing a total blank. And while fine theolog-
ical points attending the Eucharist and other sacraments might also have 
escaped them— as they did many “Old Christians” and still do— regular at-
tendance at the sacrament would have provided a fund of visual, auditory, 
and gestural knowledge on which to draw when confronted with the word 
“mass.” Also familiar was the action of “pouring water,” referred to by the 
new coinage for baptism, even if the water’s role of washing away original 
sin remained backstage, as it does in the consciousness of many seasoned 
Christians for whom, like the Zapotec neophytes, baptism represents a rite 
of social initiation rather than a spiritual rebirth.

What the new lifeways could not easily do was supply meanings for ab-
stract loan words, like gracia and anima, that lacked any referential peg of 
practical experience or visual imagery. They are fundamental components 
of Christian theology, but despite the lengthy explanations provided— as 
detached from the concrete as the terms themselves— they could not over-
come their deficit of meaning in the indigenous world and they therefore 
remained exotic implants unassimilated into the indigenous mentality or 
lexicon. They rarely appear in indigenous documents, nor have they been 
incorporated into ordinary spoken Zapotec.

The inherited words that the translators sought to adapt to Christian 
use by what is termed semantic extension have met a mixed fate over the 
centuries. We earlier noted the difficulty in modifying Zapotec words to 
accommodate the moral theology of sin and the afterlife and in attaching 
Christianity’s metaphysical meanings to the physical spaces above and 
below the earth. Roman missionaries in northern Europe had also drawn 
on local pagan lexicons for some of these key Christian concepts, for ex-
ample, Hel, originally the name of the goddess who guarded the kingdom 
of the dead. At some point the referent shifted from presiding deity to 
the locale itself, and, even more radically, the locale became transformed 
from a pleasant collective resting place to Christianity’s grim site of eternal 
punishment.33 The Zapotec capiilla and other Mesoamerican conceptions 
of the underworld have failed to make this transition. The highland Maya 
were able to use the Christian terms within a doctrinal context while 
reinterpreting them along indigenous lines of cyclical renewal, presenting 
heaven and hell as places not of eternal happiness or damnation but rather 
of human regeneration and rebirth.34 The terms were adopted but did not 
absorb the semantic coloration that the catechisms enshrined. While we 
lack Zapotec writings equivalent to the Popol Vuh and other sources of 
colonial Maya cosmology, the divinatory handbooks confiscated in the  
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Sierra del Norte, dating from the late seventeenth century, also reveal a link 
between these spatial definitions and a cyclical conception of time. Each 
one of the handbooks depicts the 260- day sacred calendar (piye in Zapotec) 
common throughout Mesoamerica as twenty sets of thirteen day signs. 
The movement of time through these sets is also represented as a move-
ment in space through three locations identified by the northern Zapotec 
equivalents of the familiar doctrinal quiepaa and capiilla, plus the term for 
earth, each sometimes preceded by the word for house (yoho or yoo). One 
calendar actually depicts this relationship graphically as a vertical arrange-
ment of circles, with a cluster at the top labeled yooyebaa (house of the sky), 
another in the middle, yooyechelayoo (house of the earth), and a third at 
the bottom, yoogabila (house of the underworld; figure 11.1).35 Thus nearly 
two centuries after the arrival of Christian missionaries, the Zapotec con-
tinued to conceive of these entities in spatial rather than eschatological 
terms, admittedly bearing sacred connotations, because the movement 
of time was conceived as a cosmic phenomenon, but connotations wholly 
removed from the notion of reward or punishment. And the underworld  

Figure 11.1 Zapotec vision of cosmic space and time. Page from confiscated divinatory cal-
endar representing the three levels of sky (yooyebaa), earth (yooyechelayoo), and underworld 
(yoogabila). From Archivo General de Indias, Calendario 11.
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that awaits the dead is still thought of as a cold, watery place despite the 
ubiquitous images of flame- engulfed “souls in purgatory” that adorn parish 
churches and home altars (figure 11.2).

Modern usage in Isthmus Zapotec hints at adaptation but one that 
seems to have bypassed doctrinal semantics and taken on the more sec-
ular shading of post- Christian culture. Guye gabia [capiilla], as in the 
literal English equivalent, “Go to hell,” consigns the addressee to an 
unelaborated but undesirable fate. This modern curse contrasts with the 
sixteenth- century Zapotec curses that Córdova provided as part of his 
cultural translation project, which were all of this world and consider-
ably more specific and concrete, ranging from the simple “May you rot 
in the ground” to the elaborate “May buzzards consume your buttocks 
and testicles.”36 In the modern version, hell or gabia (capiilla) has become 
infused with enough negative connotation to serve as the basis for an  
effective curse, something that the traditional locale could not provide, 
but it is shorn of any association with the afterlife or moral implications. 
The dreadful, punitive Christian hell has never gained a place in the 
Zapotec lexicon nor in Zapotec cosmology, which continues to offer as an 
afterlife a subterranean world morally neutral and innocuous, “simply a 
place where one no longer sees.”37

Figure 11.2 Alma en pena (soul in purgatory), surrounded by flames. Parish church of the 
Santos Reyes, Sola de Vega, Oaxaca.
Photograph by author.
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Colonial trial records indicate the important discursive role assigned 
by Indian witnesses and, especially, defendants to an entity that the 
court interpreters translated as “the Devil.” If not as a defense plea, since 
sentences do not seem to have been mitigated, supernatural power served 
as an intellectually satisfying explanation for all kinds of misdeeds, in-
cluding murder.38 It is clear that this figure— or figures, since we do not 
know whether more than one indigenous term was used— exerted the 
malevolent influence that Spaniards attributed to the Devil and thus 
overlapped with the Christian concept. What seems unlikely, as we argued 
in an earlier chapter, is that the meanings coincided. If, for Zapotecs, the 
baleful effects were the work of Bezelao/ Pezelao, they would have been 
merely one aspect of a multifaceted deity or the trickery of some sorcerer 
or mischievous spirit rather than the implacable hostility of humanity’s 
“adversary.”

The domain where semantic extension proved more successful belonged 
to the Christian God himself. Of all the inherited words recruited for doc-
trinal use the Zapotec term for “deity” (pitao and variations) has taken the 
longest and most meandering journey from its first appearance in Feria’s 
Doctrina. There it was used frequently and almost exclusively in the phrase 
pitao xihui, or “false gods,” to denote pagan deities in contrast with the 
Christian God. Within the next century the pagan past had retreated in the 
doctrinal literature to a few stock questions in the confessional manuals 
about “ancient practices,”39 and “false gods” were relegated to a similarly 
minor role. At the same time pitao on its own acquired a new role and a new 
prominence in this almost wholly Christian literary domain, shorn of the 
intense preoccupations about apostasy so evident in the early Dominican 
catechisms. Those who composed or translated later doctrinal texts must 
have thought that the term had shed its pagan connotations sufficiently 
to stand alone without risk of adulterating the Christian concept of the 
divinity with polytheistic implications. Seventeenth- century doctrinal lit-
erature contained numerous examples of the solitary appearance of bitoo 
(pitao) used to denote the Christian deity, such as in “angel of God,” “God’s 
sermon,” “belief in God,” “mouth of God,” and, especially frequently, the 
“word of God.” Dios persisted as a loan word, both by itself and alongside 
bitoo, but it was no longer required for the sake of orthodoxy.40 In fact the 
two forms seem eventually to have become synonymous, interchangeable, 
as in a 1696 Netzicho phrase book, which employs Dios in the common 
phrase “love of God” but betao (pitao) in the equally common “may God 
keep you.”41 A  similar kind of equivalence can be found in the texts of 
modern libanas recorded in Juchitan, where the only discernible difference 
is that Dios is more frequently used as a component in loan phrases, such 
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as “Our Lord God,” and bidó occurs more often on its own, but they both 
clearly refer to the same entity.42

This change does not mean that for the Zapotec themselves pitao was 
scrubbed clean of all its pagan residue. However long it took for the Latin 
deus to lose all association with Jupiter or Apollo and become attached ex-
clusively to the Judaeo- Christian God, this process has yet to take place 
in Zapotec. In the Sierra Norte pitao and its variants continued to refer, 
for example, to Gocio, the god of rain (thunder, lightning), as well as the 
Christian God.43 In the Mitla area bidóo was recorded in the 1930s as 
signifying the two types of divine representation in material form: one was 
ídolo and the other the Eucharistic Host.44 It may be merely a matter of 
time, more centuries needed to achieve the complete changeover marked 
in Latin (and its derivatives) and the Germanic languages of the north. I am 
inclined to see a more important difference in the process itself. In Europe 
Christianity filtered into the local cultures and languages, modifying but 
not replacing them. In Spanish America it accompanied and sometimes 
served colonial domination in a society that by dividing along ethnic lines 
encouraged the conservation of native- born linguistic and conceptual 
forms within a separate indigenous world. That world has been steadily 
shrinking, almost to disappearance in many places, supplanted by Spanish 
and the dominant, now national culture, where indigenous meanings have 
been largely replaced. But within its boundaries the indigenous languages 
hold on and the Mesoamerican worldview has stubbornly resisted the total 
transformation that would be required for Christian meanings to replace 
traditional ones entirely.

Does this mean that Bishop Isidro de Sariñana and others who favored 
a Spanish- only policy were correct in their assertion that not until Spanish 
completely replaced the indigenous languages would allegiance to the old 
gods entirely disappear?45 Yes, in the broad sense that language and culture 
are interdependent, but not in the sense that language is the sole driver. In 
colonial Oaxaca this mutual dependence meant that language change both 
facilitated and mirrored the interpenetration of the two cultures. Lexical 
drift operated in both directions, so that just as pitao took on Christian 
colorations, Dios acquired local overtones and enlarged its original meaning. 
The terms became interchangeable linguistically because they had become 
blended conceptually.

Which side the blend favors is impossible to disentangle. While pitao/ 
Dios often seems to occupy a position as a remote and overarching or at 
least principal divine force and thus to favor a Christian conception, it 
can also appear subsumed into a more general and diverse category of 
Mesoamerican sacred beings, which has come to include, among other 
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entities, santos (saints). Santo is another example of lexical drift in which 
a Spanish loan word has strayed from its original definition and become 
infused with local meanings. In many indigenous languages it came eventu-
ally to refer to any tutelary spirit or supernatural patron, whether Christian 
or pagan, or to any sacred being lower in the celestial hierarchy than God. 
The term could refer to deities and to their material representation (a dis-
tinction that Mesoamericans did not and do not necessarily make). It has 
even come to include within the category of lesser supernatural beings not 
only the departed souls canonized by the church but all the ancestors, a 
category that can slide into tutelary spirits.46 At the same time a modifica-
tion occurred in the other direction, when the term pitao came to be used 
to designate a town’s patron saint or saint’s name of an individual.47 Given 
the nature of Mesoamerican deities, many of whom were identified with 
particular localities and social groups, their reincarnation as corporate or 
personal patron saints is wholly appropriate, and pitao and santo can be 
considered equivalent and interchangeable terms for the same entity.48

The process of translation by its nature subverts hegemonic intentions. 
Once a word or idea enters into another language it slips out of control, 
even when the translators hold the political upper hand, that is, when they 
are powerful colonizers and the target language belongs to the colonized. 
Vicente Rafael in his study of Spanish evangelization in the Philippines 
argues for an inversion of dominance, in which the natives seize control 
of meaning.49 This inversion need not be a conscious challenge or asser-
tion of agency. Rather it is an inevitable transfer which the colonizers could 
thwart only by taking charge of the entire native cognitive context. It is, in 
other words, the unavoidable slippage in meaning of any utterance, only 
magnified when linguistic boundaries are crossed.

Syncretic blending is the inevitable result of any attempt at cultural 
or linguistic translation, so inevitable that the Christianity presented to 
the New World in the sixteenth century had already undergone various 
interminglings in its journey from the Holy Land to Rome and on to the 
Iberian peninsula. That the Indians interpreted this far from pristine as-
semblage of notions and practices and words on their own terms was to 
be expected. They did not do so deliberately— their reformulations and 
reinterpretations were not conscious acts of resistance— but because they 
had no other choice than to rely on their own cultural context to under-
stand what they saw and heard. However, that cultural context did not re-
main frozen or stagnant.50 Like all cultures it was always in flux and from 
the beginning of contact began to provide new experiences, new verbal and 
visual associations of an indigenized Christianity, with which to interpret 
the translated message. As already noted, the doctrinal language devised by 
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the middle of the sixteenth century remained remarkably stable over time. 
Or at least in a formal sense. It is safe to assert that the meanings did not, 
could not remain unchanged but evolved along with the Mexican versions 
of Christianity that Indians, Spaniards, and Africans created in New Spain, 
of which the indigenous version was a subset. Sahagún and other sticklers 
may not have liked this new version, seeing it in their most pessimistic 
moments as a mere cover for stubborn adherence to pagan ways. But they 
were wrong. The new words became subsumed into the indigenous con-
ceptual framework, but that framework was at the same time also being 
transformed through Christian influence. Instead of a clear victory for ei-
ther side it was more akin to a draw.
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 53. See Boone, Stories in Red and Black. A number of the essays in Boone and Mignolo, 

Writing without Words, discuss oral performance, and Cummins, “Here, There, and 
Now,” the speech- image relationship after conquest.

 54. Valadés, Rhetorica, 214.
 55. Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. 1, cap.  81, describes Lucero`s use of paintings and 

a globe.
 56. Based on testimony from his African interpreters after the saint’s death: Splendiani 

and Aristizábal, Proceso de beatificación, especially 98– 107.
 57. Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. 1, cap. 8.
 58. Valadés, Rhetorica, 214.
 59. Valadés, Rhetorica, 218.
 60. Valadés, Rhetorica, 218 and 219 (the engravings appear between 215 and 218).
 61. López Austin, “Cuarenta clases de magos,” 88– 90.
 62. Motolinía, Historia de los indios, trat. 3, cap. 13. The editor, Edmundo O’Gorman, 

has argued convincingly (“Estudio crítico,” ix– xix) that this work and the 
Memoriales represent partially overlapping extracts taken from a larger, no longer 
extant manuscript.

 63. Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. 1, cap. 81; Valadés, Rhetorica, 201 and 95.
 64. Muñoz, “Descripción de la provincia,” 417.
 65. Valadés, Rhetorica, 207 and 211 (misprinted as 107 and 111).
 66. Bautista, prologue to his Confessionario.
 67. Kircher, Ars magna sciendi, is his major compendium, but see also his Phonurgia 

Nova, and Rowland, From Heaven to Arcadia.
 68. Mendieta, Historia, lib. 5, cap. 42. Glass, “Census,” 284– 285, summarizes the ev-

idence. Resines Llorente, Diccionario, provides a more recent treatment of the 
corpus.

 69. Described in Mendieta, Historia, lib. 3, cap. 28, and Las Casas, Apologética historia, 
cap. 235. See also Aubin, Mémoires sur la peinture.

 70. Mendieta, Historia, lib. 3, cap. 28.
 71. Glass, “Census,” 285.
 72. Acosta, Historia natural y moral, lib. 6, cap. 7. For a detailed analysis of one ex-

ample, depicting the basic elements of the catechism, see Dean, “Praying with 
Pictures.”

 73. Elements discussed in Durán, Monumenta catechetica, I, 127– 144. See, for ex-
ample, Glass, Catálogo, plate 56; Glass “Census,” no. 830 (p. 294 and plate 98).
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 74. Cuevas, Historia de la iglesia, I, 216, reproduces a catechism in ideograms used by 
Dominicans.

 75. Ricard, Conquista, 219, is among the many who link the pictorial catechisms to 
the friars’ visual teaching program. One misleading piece of evidence is Fray 
Juan Bautista’s reference in the prologue to his Sermonario to “hieroglyphs of 
conversion” among his other works, but rather than a pictorial catechism these 
“estampas” probably refer to a collection of devotional images (see prologue to his 
Confessionario).

 76. Acosta, Historia, lib. 6, cap. 7.
 77. Galarza, “Catèchismes indigènes du Mexique,” 127– 134, offers arguments rein-

forced by evidence that Gante had nothing to do with the pictorial document long 
attributed to him: Burkhart, “ ‘Little Doctrine,’ ” 189– 190.

 78. See also a pictorial catechism with the date 1614 from the British Library (Egerton 
MS 2898): Edgerton, Theaters of Conversion (2001), 28– 30.

 79. Painted censuses were recorded well past the mid- sixteenth century: Montúfar, 
“Listas y descripciones,” 187, 215, 217, 219, 220, 222, 278, on central Mexico, and, 
among the many references to “pinturas” and glosses in Oaxaca court cases, see 
Archivo Histórico del Poder Judicial del Estado de Oaxaca, sección Archivo de Villa 
Alta (hereafter cited as AVA), Civil 1 Anexo, Tasación del pueblo de Tepanzacualco, 
1579, and Civil 33, San Francisco Cajonos contra San Pedro Yaechi, 1692.

 80. Burkhart, “ ‘Little Doctrine,’ ” 190– 192.
 81. Burgoa, Palestra, 38, 40.
 82. See Vázquez Vázquez, Distribución geográfica, on the territory and administration 

of the missionary orders in sixteenth- century Mexico.
 83. Outstanding examples include Bautista’s Sermonario and several of Bernardino 

de Sahagún’s unedited collections, studied by, among others, Baudot, 
“Huehuetlatolli,” and Anderson, “Old Word— New Word.” For background see 
Bolzoni, Web of Images, comparing Franciscan and Dominican approaches to 
preaching and visual imagery in medieval Europe.

 84. Extant examples include the mural paintings already cited, relief sculpture 
(Vences Vidal, “Notas para la arquitectura” and Evangelización y arquitectura), and 
religious paintings in almost every parish church. For essays on a small selection, 
see Cuadriello, Ciclos pictóricos.

 85. Sell and Burkhart, Nahuatl Theater, study the extensive Nahuatl corpus (primarily 
Franciscan). Dominican works are known only by reference, except for a manu-
script collection by Fray Martín Ximénez in Mixtec, 1600s (Colección Francisco 
Belmar, Mexico City). The genre was equally popular in both regions: compare, for 
example, Motolinía, Memoriales, lib. 1, cap. 35, with Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. 2 
cap. 48.

 86. For a modern, nonsectarian viewpoint, see Rappaport, Ritual and Religion, arguing 
for the centrality of language and metaphor in the emergence of the sacred.

CHAPTER 2
 1. Colón, Relaciones y cartas, 25, 28, 48, 60. One of the younger captives became a 

permanent member of Columbus’s household and accompanied him on at least 
one subsequent voyage:  Anghiera, De orbe novo, dec. 1, cap.  3. Las Casas vehe-
mently condemned the practice: Historia general, lib. 1, caps. 41, 46.

 2. Anghiera, De orbe novo, gives a number of examples from early expeditions to 
Tierra Firme, for example, dec. 2, cap., 8 (Vicente Yánez in Gulf of Paria); and, for 
the capture of Indians on the coast of Mexico, dec. 4, lib. 6, and Díaz del Castillo, 
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Historia, I, caps. 3, 10, 13, 14, 25, 27. For Peru see Cieza de León, Descubrimiento 
y conquista, cap.  24. Karttunen, “Interpreters Snatched,” discusses these early 
kidnappings.

 3. See Townsend, Malintzin’s Choices, on her strategies and posthumous repu-
tation. All the standard chronicles of the conquest refer to Doña Marina’s key 
contributions; see, especially, Díaz del Castillo, Historia, I, caps. 37, 74, 83, 177, 
183; Cortés, Cartas de relación, 109– 110. For sympathetic accounts of Doña 
Marina and other intermediaries between Europeans and natives (American, 
African, Australian), see Karttunen, Between Worlds.

 4. Anghiera, De orbe novo, dec. 4, cap. 6; Díaz del Castillo, Historia, I, caps. 32, 36.
 5. Díaz del Castillo, Historia, I, caps. 27– 29, 37, 102; Cortés, Cartas, 57– 58, 109– 

110. “Mexicano,” rather than “Nahuatl,” was the term invariably used in the co-
lonial documents to designate the language spoken in central Mexico, as well as 
its inhabitants; it will be retained only in direct quotations. “Nahua” is the term 
now generally used for the Nahuatl- speaking population of central Mexico; the 
Mexica, more commonly known in English as Aztecs, were the most powerful of 
the subgroups.

 6. Díaz del Castillo, Historia, I, caps. 92, 93, 97, 100, 106, 108, 115.
 7. Anghiera, De orbe novo, dec. 5, cap. 10. An indication of Ribera’s linguistic ex-

pertise is the extensive fund of reliable information he managed to acquire so 
quickly.

 8. Archivo General de Indias (hereafter cited as AGI), Justicia 191, no. 2, Juicio de 
residencia de Francisco López Tenorio, 1537.

 9. AGI, Justicia 191, no. 2, Residencia López Tenorio, 1537: Bartolomé de Alcántara, 
Juan García de Veas, Francisco de Tarifa; AGI, Mexico 205, ramo 2, Probanza de 
Alonso de Ojeda, jun 1553. Further examples can be found in other 1530s judicial 
records from Oaxaca: AGI, Justicia 110, 112, 114, 117, 188, 230, 231. See also 
Grunberg, “Origins of Conquistadores,” 276, and, on language acquisition during 
the conquest, Brain, “Aprendizaje de lenguas indígenas,” 283– 286.

 10. Icaza, Conquistadores, I, 63– 64; see also II, 99, 226– 227, for other examples.
 11. Information on Zamora is scattered through the lengthy (c. 1,400 pages) juicio de 

residencia of Juan Peláez de Berrio, 1531, AGI, Justicia 231.
 12. AGI, Patronato 60, no. 4, Méritos y servicios de Alvaro de Zamora, 23 ene 1555.
 13. Mendieta, Historia, lib. 3, cap. 16, and lib. 4, cap. 44. The only copy of the cat-

echism, published in 1546, was included as part of the Franciscans’ 1569 re-
port in Códice Franciscano, 30– 54; the first edition of Molina’s Nahuatl- Spanish 
Vocabulario was published in 1555.

 14. Although Thiemer- Sachse, “El Vocabulario castellano- zapoteca,” 147– 148, makes 
this declaration for secular officials in general, it applies almost exclusively to the 
higher ranks; lower level personnel who settled in the colony often learned at 
least Nahuatl.

 15. The voluminous judicial records of the Villa Alta alcaldía mayor in AVA, ramos Civil 
and Criminal, contain cases from the sixteenth (very few) to the early nineteenth 
centuries.

 16. For a sample of early trial records with local Spaniards as interpreters, see, AGI, 
Justicia 110, no.  5, Martín Rodríguez con Pedro de Rodas, 1531; Justicia 114, 
no.  2, Juan Peláez de Berrio con Martín Rodríguez, 1531; Justicia 191, no.  1, 
Juan García de Veas con el Fiscal, 1537. For a detailed study of Nahuatl- speaking 
Spanish officials and interpreters in another region, Michoacán, in the 1570s, see 
Nesvig, “Spanish Men, Indigenous Language.”
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 17. The civil and criminal judicial records in AVA, in addition to being almost exclu-
sively translations from Zapotec or Mixe testimonies and documents made by 
local creole court interpreters (later joined by mestizos), yield much informa-
tion about other bi-  or trilingual creoles able to communicate with the Indians. 
Yannakakis, “Making Law Intelligible,” outlines the role of court interpreters.

 18. On the first Francisco de Tarifa, primer poblador (original settler) and encomendero 
of Lachichina (and possibly related to Gaspar de Tarifa, encomendero of 
Chicomesuchil), see Himmerich y Valencia, Encomenderos, 247– 248. He served as 
interpreter in AGI, Justicia 191, Exp. no.  1, Juan García de Veas con el Fiscal, 
1526– 1536. His son, by the same name, was appointed interpreter for Mixe and 
Zapotec, in AGN, Tierras 3002, no.  28, Información sobre una merced, 1589. 
The last Francisco de Tarifa on record as court interpreter is in AVA, Criminal 
12, Contra Miguel Pacheco y Pedro Sánchez, 1660. Another interpreter lineage, 
founded by Nicolás de Vargas, persisted down through AVA, Criminal 32 (1670), 
Criminal 37 (1675), and Criminal 75 (1694– 1695).

 19. On the first Alcántara, see Icaza, Conquistadores, I, 256– 257, and as interpreter 
in the juicio de residencia of Francisco López Tenorio: AGI, Justicia 191, no. 2, 
1537. On the Alcántara brothers, both Dominicans, see the effusive praise by 
a former pupil, Fray Gaspar de los Reyes, in the introduction to his Artes de las 
lenguas, 8– 10. (The editor gives the date of 1700 for the manuscript, but Smith- 
Stark, “Trabajo filológico,” establishes that it was completed in 1704.) The same 
Alcántara family remained prominent in Villa Alta until the 2010s.

 20. Nahuatlato derives from the Nahuatl, meaning “speaker of Nahuatl,” but in colo-
nial use came to designate someone who could translate between Spanish and any 
of the indigenous languages. Solano, “Intérprete,” provides an overview of colo-
nial practice.

 21. These important trials, against multiple defendants, principally don Domingo, 
cacique, don Francisco, gobernador, and don Juan, principal, of Yanhuitlan, and 
containing testimony taken in the Mixteca and Mexico City from 1544 to 1546, 
have been partially published in Sepúlveda y Herrera, Procesos por idolatría, 113– 
301, but my citations will refer to the original foliation of the documents in AGN, 
Inquisición 37, nos. 8, 10, and 11. On the role of Juanico as the encomendero’s 
semi- autonomous agent, see Declaración Coquoa, 14 abr 1546, f. 335, and Xaco, 
ff. 199v, 298– 299v, 321v.

 22. Cervantes de Salazar, Crónica, lib. 4, cap.  29, and lib. 5, caps. 22, 32. On Don 
Hernando, see Díaz del Castillo, Historia verdadera, I, cap.  137, and Cervantes 
de Salazar, Crónica, lib. 5, cap. 48. See also Martínez Baracs, “La alianza con los 
españoles.”

 23. Covarrubias Orozco, Tesoro de la lengua castellana, 1158, explains the extension of 
the term from those fluent in Latin to anyone who could speak “our language” well.

 24. See, for example, AGN, Inquisición 437, Causa criminal de don Martín de Orozco, 
1657, Sola de Vega, where D. Felipe Cortés and D. Martín Orozco are specifically 
designated “ladino in the Spanish language,” while Toribio Hernández, for ex-
ample, is “ladino in the Mexican language” (ff. 74– 75v).

 25. Terraciano, Mixtecs, 47, states that the process of the Mixtec elite’s learning 
Spanish was “almost complete” by the third quarter of the century. As we shall 
argue, the degree of mastery seems to have been highly uneven and often 
extremely basic.

 26. See, for example, Burgoa, Geográfica, I, 350. Among the few Oaxacan elites 
acknowledged as knowing Spanish, we can count the enterprising Mixtec 
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cantores who made unauthorized, apparently faulty translations from Spanish 
texts: Burgoa, Palestra, 418.

 27. AGN, Inquisición 37, nos. 8 and 10, 1544, 1545; for Zapotec elites a century later, 
AVA, Criminal 3, 4, 20, and 21, various criminal trials, 1650– 1665.

 28. AGN, Inquisición 244, Obispo de Antequera contra Alonso de Herrera, 1597, ff. 
151– 153v; Inquisición 249, no. 23, Proceso contra Miguel de Cervantes, 1600, ff. 
186– 206v.

 29. AGN, Inquisición 37, no. 10, Proceso contra el cacique et al., de Yanhuitlan, 1544– 
1547, f. 104v.

 30. The first alcalde mayor of Oaxaca, Juan Peláez, was unusual in being able to mon-
itor testimony in Nahuatl:  see AGI, Justicia 231, Juicio de residencia, Proceso 
contra Lairen, 24 nov 1529.

 31. Terraciano, Mixtecs, 45– 47, describes the two- step process and the slow spread of 
Spanish among the Mixtec elite.

 32. For Chinantec, see the trial for solicitation in the confessional, AGN, Inquisición 
473, no. 1, 1673; for Soltec, a related series of idolatry trials centering in Sola de 
Vega and spanning 1654– 1658 but with material dating back to the 1630s: AGN, 
Inquisición 437, Causa criminal contra Diego Luis, Sola de Vega, 1653– 1654, 
with related trials in Inquisición 438, 456, 573, and 584. For the judge’s sum-
mary of beliefs and practices revealed in the testimony, see Balsalobre, “Relación 
auténtica.”

 33. Mentioned by the corregidor in a 1579 report:  Relaciones geográficas del siglo 
XVI: Antequera (hereafter cited as RG), II, 59.

 34. Among the many examples, see AGI, Justicia 191, no.  1, Residencia López 
Tenorio, Probanzas, 1537 (Perico and Alonso Mateo, from Zapotec to Spanish 
via Nahuatl); Justicia 205, no. 5, Juan Antonio con el Fiscal, 1549 (Hernando La 
and Andrés Moreno from Chinantec); Justicia 117, no. 6, Marqués del Valle con 
Licdos. Matienzo y Delgadillo, 1531 (Juan Ome and Gil de Acevedo from Mixtec); 
AGN, Inquisición 37, no. 1, Causa contra Tecatetl, 1536 (Miguel and Diego Díaz 
from Otomí). Indians and Spaniards were joined before the end of the century 
by mestizos and mulattos, who often held occupations, such as muleteer, that 
crossed cultural boundaries: see Schwaller, “Importance of Mestizos.”

 35. The high rank and key role of indigenous nahuatlatos is depicted in the trial of 
the Tarascan ruler of Michoacán:  Scholes and Adams, Proceso contra Tzintzicha 
Tanaxoan, 37– 41, 54, 59.

 36. The juicio de residencia of Juan Peláez de Berrio (AGI, Justicia 231), incorporating 
records from several earlier judicial procedures, is especially rich in detail for the 
years 1529– 1532. See also AGI, Justicia 191, no. 1, Juan García de Veas con el 
Fiscal, 1537, and no. 2, Residencia López Tenorio, 1537, on the use of indigenous 
intermediaries in the conquest of the Sierra Norte.

 37. Anghiera, De orbe novo, dec. 1, cap. 3, and dec. 5, cap. 10.
 38. Díaz del Castillo, Historia, I, cap. 83.
 39. Hassig, Mexico and the Spanish Conquest, 95– 98, questions the Cholulan conspiracy 

as an ex post facto invention; Townsend, Malintzin’s Choices, 81– 82, questions 
Doña Marina’s reported role and argues in general that, given her options, siding 
with the Spanish provided her only chance of survival.

 40. The equation of translation with treason is from Steiner, After Babel, 242.
 41. AGI, Justicia 231, Residencia Peláez de Berrio:  Testimonios de Tepa, Coyutle, 

Xayo; Confesión de Lairen, Testimonio de Bartolomé de Zárate (f. 495), in 
Proceso contra Lairen, 1529. See also AGN, Inquisición 37, no. 8, Publicación de 
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testigos, Proceso de Yanhuitlan, 1545, ff. 120– 123; and no. 9, Contra los caciques 
de Coatlán, 1545, Testimonio de Augustín de San Francisco, indio de iglesia, jun 
1545. For further examples of intermediaries being killed and eaten as a warning 
to others, see AGI, Justicia 191, no. 1, Residencia López Tenorio, 1537.

 42. AGI, Justicia 191, no. 1, Residencia López Tenorio, 1537: Juan Ochoa Lexalde, 
encomendero of Tiltepec in the Zapotec Sierra Norte, and attempts against López 
Tenorio and Alonso de Ojeda the Elder. On the murder of another encomendero, 
of Ucelotepec in the Sierra Sur, Alonso Rieros in 1529, see AGI, Justicia 231, 
Residencia Juan Peláez de Berrio, ff. 467– 468, 565.

 43. We have no reliable account of Spaniards who went native like the “squaw men” 
of North America or some of the Portuguese bandeirantes in Brazil. Adorno, 
Polemics of Possession, ch. 9, has skillfully exposed as apocryphal the legend of the 
shipwrecked Gonzalo Guerrero who was supposed to have aided Maya resistance 
against the invaders.

 44. Yannakakis, Art of Being In- Between, analyzes the role of Indian intermediaries; 
for early colonial Brazil, see Metcalf, Go- Betweens.

 45. The RG all depended on information gathered from community elders, who in-
variably required interpreters. For an unedited example, see AVA, Civil Anexo 1, 
Tasación de Tepanzacualco, 1579.

 46. A trend outlined in Restall, “New Conquest History.” For examples, see the essays 
in Matthew and Oudijk, Indian Conquistadors, and a case study in Oudijk and 
Restall, La conquista indígena.

 47. Las Casas, Historia general, lib. 2, cap. 54. See also Fray Román Pané’s account of 
his apparently solitary efforts on Hispaniola: Relación acerca de las antigüedades.

 48. Anghiera, De orbe novo, dec. 6, caps. 4– 5.
 49. On Franciscans, Motolinía, Historia de los indios, trat. 3, cap.  5, and Mendieta, 

Historia, lib. 4, cap.  10. The young Nahua who accompanied the monolin-
gual Fray Domingo de Betanzos in 1529– 1530 must also have served as inter-
preter: Remesal, Historia general, lib. 2, cap. 4; Cruz y Moya, Historia de la santa y 
apostólica, lib. 1, cap. 18.

 50. Along with a third “child martyr,” Cristobalito, killed by his own father for op-
position to the traditional religion. Our main source is an eighteenth- century 
back- translation from the Nahuatl (made by Fray Juan Bautista and based on the 
original Spanish account): Motolinía, Historia de los niños mártires. For an excel-
lent modern treatment, see Haskett, “Dying for Conversion.”

 51. Minaya’s report, sent some decades later (1562) to Philip II, is published in 
Beltrán de Heredia, “Nuevos datos acerca del P. Bernardino Minaya” (1972), 490– 
492 (from Archivo de Simancas, Estado 892). The main accounts of this foray are 
in Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. 1, cap. 22; and Burgoa, Palestra, 31– 37, with minor 
discrepancies between them. For the Franciscan perspective, see Motolinía, 
Historia de los indios, trat. 3, cap. 14, and Mendieta, Historia, lib. 3, cap. 27.

 52. Beltrán de Heredia, “Nuevos datos,” 490.
 53. AGN, Inquisición 37, Exp. 10, Proceso Don Domingo, Descargo, 29 abr 1545, ff. 

262v– 263; on baptisms, ff. 188v, 261 and 318– 319v; and no. 8, f. 114v.
 54. Burgoa, Geográfica, I, 42– 44, and Palestra, 96– 97. On the clergy’s language compe-

tence, see Montúfar, “Listas y descripciones,” 43– 275.
 55. Remesal, Historia, lib. 2, cap.  4 (Betanzos’s cape); Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. 

1, cap.  95 (Albuquerque’s hat), and for other passing references to “acolytes,” 
“pages,” and others who carried the liturgical gear: Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib 2, 
cap. 30, Burgoa, Palestra, 221 and 254, and Geográfica, II, 159.
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 56. Burgoa, Palestra, 221.
 57. Burgoa, Geográfica, I, 108, 115, 117, 120– 121, 123, 343, 389– 391; II, 158– 159, 

283; and AGI, Justicia 279, Información hecha contra el Orden de Predicadores, 
Sola de Vega, 20 nov 1560.

 58. Burgoa, Geográfica, I, 175
 59. Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. 1, cap. 75.
 60. Burgoa, Geográfica, I, 113.
 61. Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. 2, cap. 88; Burgoa, Geográfica, II, 277.
 62. Mendieta, Historia, lib. 3, caps. 19 and 32. Gante provided firsthand accounts 

of preparing and dispatching these young preachers, in letters to the Religiosos 
de Flandes, 27 jun 1529, in García Icazbalceta, Bibliografía mexicana, 103, and to 
Felipe II, [23 jun]1558, in García Icazbalceta, Nueva colección de documentos, II, 
205– 206.

 63. AGI, M358, Proceso contra religiosos dominicos, Villa Alta, Declaración de Alonso 
Díaz Carabajas, 30 jul 1560. A formal appointment of fiscal appended to the case 
does not list preaching among the delegated duties, but that does not preclude an 
informal arrangement.

 64. Bancroft Library, Mexican Manuscripts 142, Actas Capitulares de la Provincia de 
Santiago, 1541, f. 7a (hereafter cited as Actas). The main corpus of the Actas are 
in this repository; the Biblioteca del Instituto de Antropología e Historia, Archivo 
Histórico, Colección Gómez de Orozco, has another, partially overlapping set, in-
cluding some missing from the Bancroft Library (1561, 1565, 1568, 1572, and 
1581); AGI, Patronato 183 has 1583.

 65. Burgoa, Geográfica, I, 350. Although customarily stingy with dates, Burgoa knew 
Osorio personally, and so the latter must have survived into the early seventeenth 
century.

 66. Paso y Troncoso, Epistolario de la Nueva España, hereafter cited as ENE, IV, 168– 
169, Gerónimo López to Crown, 25 feb 1545.

 67. Códice Franciscano, 62.
 68. ENE, IV, 168– 169, López to Crown, 25 feb 1545.
 69. AGN, Inquisición 37, no. 8, Contra don Domingo et al., Nochistlan y Tilantongo 

contra Yanhuitlan, jul 1544 (ff. 298– 300), and Declaración Martín de la Mezquita, 
14 oct 1544 (ff. 103– 104v), and 3 may 1546 (f. 315).

 70. AGN, Inquisición 37, Yanhuitlan, Contra don Domingo et al., Declaración Juan 
esclavo (f. 196v), and Luis Delgado, 22 feb 1545 (ff. 185– 185v), mayo 1546 (ff. 
328– 328v).

 71. The most complete set of pertinant documents is (or was in 1991)  in the 
Archivo de la Mitra, Papeles de Cajonos, consisting of 649 pages copied from the 
expediente housed in Villa Alta and since misplaced, and 280 pages of originals, 
presumably extracted from the same location. Many of these are summarized 
in Gillow y Zavalza, Apuntes históricos, 103– 186. A smaller (94 ff.) and partially 
overlapping set remained in Villa Alta, published in Romero Frizzi and Ballesteros 
César, Documentos de San Francisco. On these and other Oaxacan idolatry trials, 
see Piazza, Conciencia oscura de los naturales, and Tavárez, Invisible War.

 72. In addition to the Yanhuitlan case, most idolatry discoveries in Villa Alta can 
be traced back to some dispute within indigenous society; see, for example, 
AVA, 173, Yatzona, Contra Felipe de Santiago, 1701; Criminal 119, Pascual 
Garcia contra la república de Tabaa, 1703; Criminal Anexo 3, Contra varios de 
Roayaga,

 73. Díaz del Castillo, Historia, I, caps. 9, 27, 32.
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 74. Cieza de León, Descubrimiento, caps. 44, 45, and 54; Garcilaso de la Vega, Historia 
general del Perú,  lib. 1, cap.  23, attributes the errors to the interpreter’s poor 
grasp not only of Spanish but also of the Cuzco version of Quechua. See also 
MacCormack, “Atahualpa y el libro”; Seed, “ ‘Failing to Marvel.’ ”

 75. Burgoa, Geográfica, I, 177– 178. Both works by Burgoa are replete with heroic 
extirpation narratives in which an indigenous informer told the friars of local 
idolatries.

 76. See, for example, Puga, Provisiones, cédulas, I, 140– 141, Real Cédula, 24 ago 1529; 
Encinas, Cedulario, IV, 359,  Real cédula, 12 sep 1537. An entire section of the 
Recopilación de leyes de los reynos de las Indias, I, libro 2, título 29, is devoted to 
regulating interpreters, mainly seeking to protect Indians from fraud and extor-
tion. Códice Franciscano, 158; and Reyes García, ¿Cómo te confundes?, 137– 141, 
contain 1560s complaints about bribery and extortion.

 77. See, for example, AGI, Justicia 110, no. 5, Martín Rodríguez con Pedro de Rodas, 
1531; Justicia 191, no. 1, Juan García de Veas con el Fiscal, 1536.

 78. AGI, Justicia 231, Juicio de residencia Pelaez de Berrio, 1531, Apelación, 18 julio 
1532 (ff. 588v– 593). In the cases cited in the previous note, both sides accused 
interpreters of corruption and collusion. See also Justicia 188, no. 8, Con Pedro 
García Bullon, 1535, for a similar accusation.

 79. See, for example, a series of territorial disputes involving Chochona: Doesburg, 
Documentos antiguos, 120 (1548). The second interpreter was called an acompañado, 
which translates roughly as “associate.”

 80. Recopilación, lib. 2, tít. 29, ley xii, incorporating the 1537 cédula, provides for any 
Indian witness or party to bring someone to monitor the official interpreters.

 81. AGN, Inquisición 37, no. 4bis, Causa contra Tlilanci, 1539.
 82. Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. 2, cap. 76.
 83. Doesburg, Documentos antiguos, 1585, 257, 264, 271.
 84. AGN, Inquisición 473, no.  1, Contra el Br. Joseph Manrique beneficiado de 

Tepetotutla, 1673.
 85. Prevalent also in the Andes: see Charles, Allies at Odds, 18, 57, 58, 213; Carayon, 

“Gesture Speech,” 481, extends this phenonemon to “early modern travel litera-
ture” and colonial administration in general.

 86. AVA, Criminal 17, Contra Luis Perez de Chichicastepec Miges por muerte de su 
mujer, 1665; Criminal 50, En averiguación de la muerte de Catalina natural de 
San Francisco Cajonos, 1684; Criminal 40, Contra Gabriel Augustín de Ayutla por 
hurto de mulas, 1675.

 87. AVA, Criminal 34, Contra Fernando Chavez de la Oya por robo, 1671; Criminal 33, 
Contra Miguel Martin de San Juan Tabaa por robo, 1671.

 88. Córdova, Vocabulario, “Prefactio al Estudioso Lector” (unpaginated).
 89. Fray Domingo de Betanzos and Fray Domingo de la Cruz to the Crown, 5 may 

1544, in Cuevas, Historia, I, 440– 441. On Betanzos’s ignorance of Indians and 
their language, see Mendieta, Historia, lib. 4, cap. 1.

 90. AGN, M357, Albuquerque to Council of the Indies, 2 ene 1577. For an account of 
Albuquerque’s career, see AGI, Patronato 62, ramo 7, no. 1, Información de la vida 
y costumbres, 14 ago 1559.

 91. Códice Franciscano, 68. See also the First Mexican Provincial Council, 1555, cap. 7, 
in Lorenzana, Concilios Provinciales, 153.

 92. Mendieta, Historia, lib. 5, part 2, cap. 8.
 93. Wheeler, Modern Missions in Mexico, Reports to the Presbyterian Mission Board, 

1922 and 1923, 262– 281.
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 94. Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. 2, cap.  76; Franco y Ortega, Segunda parte de la 
historia, 16; Wheeler, Modern Missions, 281.

 95. Acosta, De procuranda Indorum, lib. 4, cap. 7.
 96. See, for example, Archbishop Alonso de Montúfar to Consejo de Indias, 15 may 

1556, ENE, X, 75– 76. On creole competition, see Alberro, “Imperial Colegio de 
Santa Cruz.” On the Colegio and Indian education, see Gómez Canedo, Educación 
de los marginados; Gonzalbo Aizpuru, Historia de la educación; Nesvig, “ ‘Indian 
Question’ and the Case of Tlatelolco.”

 97. Generally considered by the Roman Catholic Church to be seven or eight years 
of age: see, for example, Zumárraga, Doctrina cristiana, f. 85. The rules regarding 
this obligation, called Easter Duty, have become more flexible since 1983.

 98. The classic treatment of the history of confession in Europe is Delumeau, Le 
péché et le peur, but see also Tentler, Sin and Confession. Pardo, Origins of Mexican 
Catholicism, devotes two chapters to confession among the sixteenth- century 
Nahuas, with much attention to language issues.

 99. Duffy, Stripping of the Altars, p. 54.
 100. On colonial confessionarios, which differ greatly in length and detail, see Lira 

González, “Dimensión jurídica de la conciencia.” Zapotec versions and those in 
other Oaxacan languages are discussed in  chapter 5.

 101. Ledesma, De septem novae, the standard colonial treatise on the sacraments, 
based on the edicts of the Council of Trent:  ff. 100v– 212v, on poenitentia. 
Ledesma was later appointed bishop of Oaxaca. See also Concilio III Provincial 
Mexicano (hereafter cited as CIIIM), lib. 5, tít. 12, De las penitencias y remisiones, 
párr. V. Bautista, Advertencias para los confesores, and Peña Montenegro, Itinerario 
para párrocos, lib. 3, trat. 4, address common scruples and issues regarding 
Indian penitents. For a discussion of confession in the Andes, see Harrison, Sin 
and Confession.

 102. Bautista, Advertencias, f. 10, offered a moderate approach: not a blanket con-
demnation but discouraging intermediaries except for an ill penitent, especially 
if close to death.

 103. Motolinía, Historia de los indios, trat. 2, caps. 5, párr. 221, and cap. 6, párr 234; 
and Memoriales, lib. 1, cap. 43, párr. 245– 246. Valadés, Rhetorica, 96, 214, highly 
recommended the system. Pardo, Origins, 104– 130, discusses nonverbal as well 
as verbal communication in colonial Nahua confessions.

 104. Bautista, Confessionario. On problems with the use of khipus as confessional 
aides- memoire in the Andes, see Charles, “Unreliable Confessions.”

 105. Council of Trent, Canones et decreta, sess. 14, 25 nov 1551, Decreto sobre 
penitencia. Trent was published in Mexico in 1565:  Lorenzana, Concilios, 
Concilio Segundo Provincial Mexicano, 1565, cap. 1 (p. 188).

 106. Zumárraga, Doctrina cristiana, f.  80v. Zumárraga was deeply imbued with 
Erasmian ideas, as discussed in Bataillon, Erasmo y España, 807– 831.

 107. Códice Franciscano, 8.
 108. Ciudad Real, Relación breve, II, 17, 122.
 109. Acosta, De procuranda, lib. 4, cap.  7, and lib. 6, cap.  13. Concilio Segundo 

Provincial Mexicano, 1565, cap. 5, in Lorenzana, Concilios, 191. CIIIM, 1585, lib. 
3, tít. 2, De la administración de los Sacramentos, párr. 2; Pardo, Origins, 114– 
115, summarizes the arguments. The issue was still being debated in the Fourth 
Mexican Council of 1771: CIIIM, p. 471, n111.

 110. Peña Montenegro, Itinerario, lib. 3, trat. 4, sess. 9– 10. An ex- oidor with much 
experience in Mexico also warned that Indian interpreters posed a special risk 
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to the secrecy of the confessional: Parecer Alonso de Zorita, 10 mar 1584, in 
Cuevas, Documentos inéditos, 336; see also 317– 324, for similar sentiments 
expressed by Fray Juan Salmerón to Felipe II, Mexico, 1 ene 1583.

 111. Montúfar, “Listas y descripciones,” for example, 245, report from the curate of 
Teloloapa near Taxco, a parish with a variety of secondary languages.

CHAPTER 3
 1. Heath, Telling Tongues, remains the standard survey of language policy in 

Mexico. See Aldrete, Del origin y principio, 140– 146, for arguments in favor 
of forceful imposition. Despite a change in official policy, punishment for 
speaking indigenous languages has not yet entirely disappeared from federal 
schools.

 2. The most frequently quoted legislation at the time was the royal cédula of Charles 
I, 17 jun 1550, published in Recopilación, lib. 6, tit. 1, ley 18. For other laws, see 
Solano, Documentos sobre política lingüística, and, for a reasoned argument in 
favor of Spanish, see Tomás López Medel, Oidor of the Audiencia of Guatemala, 
to Crown, 9 jun 1550, in Colección de documentos, primera serie (1875), XXIV, 
541– 542.

 3. Baudot, Utopie et histoire, ch. 2, outlines the Franciscan opposition, regarded 
as the most intense. See Valadés, Rhetorica, 171, and a similar expression by 
the Dominican provincial, Juan de Córdova, “Relación de la fundación,” 10 feb 
1569, 452– 453; and for Jesuits, Acosta, De procuranda, lib. 1, cap. 9, and lib. 4, 
cap. 7.

 4. Wheeler, Modern Missions, Report to Presbyterian Mission Board, 16 Aug. 1923, 
262– 281.

 5. Archbishop of Mexico Francisco de Lorenzana, “Prólogo” to Concilios, 7– 8, an 
accusation repeated in Cartas pastorales, 98. Among modern scholars who agree 
with the Bourbon prelate are Baudot, Utopie et histoire, 92– 96, and Ricard, 
Conquista, 139– 140, 496– 500.

 6. On Franciscan instruction in Latin see Mendieta, Historia, lib. 3, cap. 15; Osorio 
Romero, Enseñanza del latín, xi– lxvii, provides an overview for sixteenth- cen-
tury Mexico.

 7. Cervantes de Salazar, Crónica, lib. 6, cap.  28, describes a Tarascan noble who 
owned many Latin books “that he understood well.” On a cacique of Yanhuitlan 
who owned Latin devotional literature, see AGN, Inquisición 37, no. 10, Proceso 
contra don Domingo, ff. 262v– 263, and Terraciano, Mixtecs, 56.

 8. An additional example is the Mixtec cacique don Diego Osorio:  Burgoa, 
Geográfica, I, 350.

 9. Burgoa, Geográfica, II, 149,
 10. Zumárraga to Juan de Samano, 20 dic 1537, in Cartas de Indias, I, 165– 175.
 11. Mijangos, Sermonario de dominicas, “Advertencia al lector.” See also Montúfar, 

“Listas y descripciones,” 115, 253, 259, for reports of continued use of Latin in 
the Mexican archidiocese, and 112, 256, for opposition from curates.

 12. Reciting the basic prayers in Latin was “the custom in all the land,” according 
to the Augustinian Juan de la Cruz, Doctrina christiana, f.  9. The Dominicans 
did not prohibit Latin in prayers until 1576:  Actas, f.  123a, 29 sep 1576, 
ordenaciones 8. The Latin prescription mandated by the diocesan hierarchy in 
the First Mexican Provincial Council of 1555 (Lorenzana, Concilios, cap. 1, p. 41) 
remained formally in force, although a similar rule was reversed by the Third 
Lima Council: Bartra, Tercer Concilio, 63.
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 13. AGI, M357, Bishop of Oaxaca Isidro de Sariñana to Crown, 29 dic 1688. Similarly, 
on Chinantec parishioners taught prayers in Spanish, see Barreda, Doctrina, 
memo to Bishop, 10 mar 1728.

 14. See, in addition to Sariñana’s letter, AGI M2585, Bishop Buenaventura Blanco y 
Helguera to Crown, 28 sep 1755; Carta pastoral, Bishop Miguel Álvarez de Abreu, 
3 nov 1769, in Solano, Documentos, 250– 256; Lorenzana, Concilios, “Prólogo,” 7– 
8, and Cartas pastorales, Pastoral V, 6 oct 1769, 91– 100.

 15. See, for example, Vespucci, Cartas de viaje, 62; Cervantes de Salazar, Crónica, lib. 
1, cap. 17; Acosta, De procuranda, lib. 1, cap. 2; Carta pastoral, Bishop Álvarez de 
Abreu, 3 nov 1769, cited above; and Lorenzana, Cartas pastorales, 6 oct 1769, 93 
(the last two texts are close enough to be derived from a single template).

 16. Dr. Ortiz de Hinojosa, 9 feb 1585, in Llaguno, Personalidad del indio, 200.
 17. Traceable to Whorf, “Relation of Habitual Thought.”
 18. AGI, M357, Sariñana to Crown, 21 may 1688; AGI, M358, Bishop Francisco 

Santiago Calderón to Crown, 12 nov 1734; Lorenzana, Concilios, “Prólogo,” 8. The 
view persisted: Archivo General del Estado de Oaxaca (hereafter cited as AGEO), 
Obispado 15, exp. 4, Cura de Teococuilco to Bishop, 8 nov 1820.

 19. The bull and the controversy in Mexico leading up to its promulgation have been 
analyzed by Assadourian, “Hacia la sublimis deus”; see also Acuña, Fray Julián 
Garcés.

 20. “Memoriales” from Fray Domingo de Betanzos to Consejo de Indias, 1532 and 
1533, indicting the Indians, in Assadourian, “Hacia la sublimis deus,” 522– 533.

 21. An indication of the split is that the letter to Pope Paul III that spurred the 
bull Sublimis Deus was written by a Dominican (published in Latin by Dávila 
Padilla, Historia, lib. 1, cap. 42) and carried to Rome by another Dominican, Fray 
Bernardino de Minaya, Oaxaca’s first missionary. Among Betanzos’s severest 
critics are two modern Dominican historians who analyze the conflict:  Ulloa, 
Predicadores divididos, 97– 145, and Medina, Dominicos en América, 63– 73.

 22. AGI, M68, Presidente de la Audiencia de Mexico to Crown, 15 may 1533, and 8 ago 
1533. For further salvos in the counteroffensive against Betanzos, see Fray Jacobo 
de Testera et al., to Crown, 6 may 1533, in Cartas de Indias, I, 62– 66; Audiencia de 
Mexico a la Imperatriz, 11 may 1533, in ENE, III, 90.

 23. See Pagden, Fall of Natural Man, for the debate on the nature of the Indians, and 
specifically 179– 192, on indigenous languages and their aptness for Christian 
concepts.

 24. Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib 1, cap.  9, on Nahuatl; on Quechua, Santo Thomas, 
Grammatica, unpaginated “Dedicatoria” and ff. 74, 86.

 25. Córdova, Arte del idioma zapoteco, 120. For similar expressions on Mixtec, see 
Reyes, Arte en lengua Mixteca, cap. 1 (p. 4).

 26. Mijangos, Sermonario de dominicas, “Advertencia al lector.”
 27. McQuown, “Indigenous Languages,” 501.
 28. Uto- Aztecan, Otomanguean, and Mixe- Zoque, in addition to two isolates, Oaxaca 

Chontal and Huave: Campbell, American Indian Languages, 133– 138, 157– 162.
 29. The two major ones, Mixtec and Zapotec, and most of the minor ones:  Triqui, 

Cuicatec, Amuzgo, Mazatec, Chocholtec, Popoloca, Chinantec, Chatino, and 
Ixcatec (becoming extinct). For the defining characteristics of the Otomanguean 
family and a classified list of its constituent languages, see Campbell, American 
Indian Languages, 157– 158.

 30. The study sponsored by the Summer Institute of Linguistics ranks Zapotec 
first, as a “macrolanguage” with fifty- seven varieties, and Mixtec second, with 
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fifty- two:  Lewis, Ethnologue. The Mexican Institute of Indigenous Languages 
reverses the order: Instituto Nacional de Lenguas Indìgenas, Catálogo de lenguas, 
178– 194, 199– 217. Whether first or second, these two languages top the scale.

 31. Josserand et  al., “Mixtec Dialectology,” relating dialect areas to these geologic 
features.

 32. Campbell, American Indian Languages, 363, map 13, Mayan Languages.
 33. Classic works on early plant domestication in the region are MacNeish, 

Prehistory of the Tehuacan Valley, vol. 2, and Flannery, Guila Naquitá. Winter et al., 
“Archaeology of the Otomanguean,” supports the language and agriculture link, 
although as more geographically diffuse.

 34. The argument for tying plant domestication to linguistic diversity is summarized 
in Ávila Blomberg, “Mixtec Plant Nomenclature,” 9– 15, and “Quelites, flores, 
fieras.”

 35. Fabian, Language and Colonial Power, 82.
 36. Aguilar Gil, “Diversidad lingüística,” discusses with particular reference to Oaxaca 

the less than solid quality of the criteria.
 37. For a general critique of the principles applied, see Hammarström, “Ethnologue/ 16/ 

17/ 18 Edition,” and for more authoritative classifications of Zapotec, Kaufman, 
Proto- Sapotek(an) Reconstructions, which judges the Ethnologue numbers “mon-
strously inflated” (4), and Smith- Stark, “Algunas isoglosas zapotecas,” 16– 20.

 38. On the Postclassic see late sixteenth- century indigenous accounts (RG, I and II), 
and Oudijk, Historiography of the Benizáa, and “Postclassic Period,” for accounts 
relying primarily on documentary evidence; for overviews incorporating recent 
archaeological work, Blomster, “Changing Cloud Formations,” and Joyce, Mixtecs, 
Zapotecs, and Chatinos.

 39. The best documented blends in the early conquest period were the pockets of 
Mixtec speakers in the Valley of Oaxaca (for example, Cuilapan) that were re-
vealed through Spanish judicial records which identified the native language of 
each indigenous witness: for example, AGI, Justicia 117, no. 6, Marqués del Valle 
con Matienzo y Delgadillo, 1531. For a map of the crazy quilt of political, ethnic, 
and linguistic divisions at the time of conquest see Gerhard, Guide to the Historical 
Geography.

 40. Lawsuits to gain autonomy from cabeceras were frequent:  see, for example, 
Ayoquesco, in AGI, Justicia 204, no. 2, ramo 5, Fiscal de S. M. con el Marqués del 
Valle, 1555– 1556.

 41. See Farriss, Maya Society, 199– 206, on population movements in colonial Yucatan. 
On forced congregation in the Mixteca Alta, see Doesburg, “Asentamiento y 
transición,” and Doesburg and Swanton, “Mesoamerican Philology”; and for a 
Dominican indictment, Burgoa, Palestra, 190– 196.

 42. See Irvine, “Joóla or Wolof.”
 43. Language distribution, as related in the late sixteenth- century RG, is tabulated in 

Harvey, “Relaciones geográficas,” Table 2, pp. 283– 294; figs. 4 and 5 and pp. 304– 
306 deal specifically with Oaxaca.

 44. RG, I, 59– 64, on Suchitepec, and II, 177– 181, on Cuilapan. See also Burgoa, 
Geográfica I, 403, and II, 60, on Cuilapan and Santa Ana Zegache. For the 
Sierra Norte, see AGI, Justicia 205, no. 5, and Justicia 219, no. 4, Autos sobre 
Yaci y Lobani, 1556– 1558. Swanton, “Multilingualism,” analyzes the linguistic 
implications of composite communities and intermarriage in the Mixteca Alta.

 45. On multilingual parishes, see AGI, M357, Bishop Domingo de Ledesma to Crown, 
24 abr 1597, and AGN, Clero regular y secular 159, no.  1, Expediente Bishop 
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Manuel de Quiroz, 1699, concerning a parish with four languages and efforts to 
redraw boundaries accordingly; AGI, M881, Consulta Bishop Angel de Maldonado 
to Capítulo de los dominicos, 10 may 1706, and M880, Maldonado to Viceroy, 6 
abr 1712.

 46. On Chinantec, Mixe, and Zapotec traders in the Sierra Norte, see Fuente, 
“Zapotecos de Choapan,” 180– 185, supported by Juana Vásquez Vásquez’s 
recollections from the 1940s and 1950s (personal communication).

 47. AGI, M357, Albuquerque to the Crown, 2 ene 1577, a figure lowered without ex-
planation to twenty- two in his report to the Council of the Indies of the same 
date; the RG tally is twelve.

 48. Isidro de Sariñana, Visita ad limina, 23 may 1688, Archivio Segreto Vaticano, 
Santa Congregazione degli Concilii, Relationes 55, f. 23v.

 49. Córdova, “Relación,” 452.
 50. Córdova, Vocabulario, Dedicatoria to Bishop Albuquerque; García, Origen de los 

indios, lib. 2, cap. 2.
 51. Reyes, Artes de las lenguas, “Prólogo,” 7– 10.
 52. Córdova, Arte, 119; Reyes, Arte en lengua Mixteca, “Prólogo,” viii. Burgoa saw 

the differences as a stumbling block to mutual understanding from town to 
town: Geográfica, II, 280.

 53. Córdova, Vocabulario, “Prefactio al estudioso lector” and “Aviso 3,” on Valley 
Zapotec varieties; Reyes, Arte en Lengua Mixteca, viii: “since the Mixtec language 
is all one.”

 54. See AGN, Inquisición 437, Segunda causa contra Diego Luis, Sola de Vega, 1654, 
for evidence on multilingualism among elites whose primary language was Solteco 
but who could communicate in Chatino, Coateco, and other varieties of Zapotec.

 55. The decline in literacy can be traced through the nineteenth- century judicial doc-
umentation in AVA. By 1923 in the same region, although Zapotec documents 
and printed catechisms existed, “relatively few people” could read them: Wheeler, 
Modern Missions, 275. In the 1980s Zapotec literacy, by then wholly extinct in the 
Sierra, began to be revived.

 56. Skills attested to in the many translations that bear the signature of José Ramos, 
Pedro Boza, and other Villa Alta court officials, in AVA. See also the discussion of 
interpreters in Yannakakis, “Making Law Intelligible.”

 57. Remesal, Historia, lib. 11, cap.  16, boasted that “frequently” a single friar was 
able to minister to all the groups in a multilingual parish. Only a few such cases 
are recorded among Dominicans in Oaxaca: Francisco Marín, Domingo de Santa 
Ana, Martin Ximénez, and Gaspar de los Reyes (Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. 1, 
cap. 75, and lib. 2, cap. 45; Méndez, Crónica, 284– 286; Burgoa, Palestra, 415, 500). 
Bishop Albuquerque’s 1570 report, AGI, M357, Relación de la gente que hay (also 
published with errors in García Pimentel, Relación de los obispados, 68– 97), records 
one cleric, Esteban de Alavés, as competent in Nahuatl, Mixtec, and Cuicatec; a 
prodigy, Fray Luis Rengino, who had the “gift of tongues,” supposedly spoke six 
(Nahuatl, Mixtec, Zapotec, Mixe, Chocholtec, and Tarascan), according to Dávila 
Padilla, Historia, lib. 2, cap. 42.

 58. Matthew and Oudijk, Indian Conquistadors, especially, for Oaxaca, the articles by 
Yannakakis and Oudijk and Restall; Oudijk and Restall, La conquista indígena.

 59. See Pohl, “Royal Marriage and Confederacy Building,” and other articles in the 
same volume. The classic source is Kirchhoff, “Pueblos de la historia”; for earlier 
movements, see Winter, “Monte Albán y Teotihuacán.”
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 60. Nahuatl names (such as Olin, Coatl, Atonal) given to Zapotec witnesses appear 
frequently in the early sixteenth- century Oaxaca trial records:  forty- seven dif-
ferent examples occur in the massive juicio de residencia of Juan Peláez de Berrio, 
1529– 1537, AGI, Justicia 231.

 61. A  clear example is the Zapotec Probanza de Santo Domingo Petapa, 1698, 
accompanied by a 1779 translation that uses Nahuatl names to render the Zapotec 
toponyms “into Castilian” (for example, Tani Quijapa = Cerro Chayotepeque, ff. 
61v– 62). This document appears as appendix III in Oudijk, Historiography, but 
I have used a digital copy of the original from the Archivo de Bienes Comunales, 
Santo Domingo Petapa, libro 2, ff. 50– 73, generously supplied by Uliana Cruz 
Guerra (hereafter cited as Petapa).

 62. Local names are not always lost: Xaguia, the Zapotec name for Teotitlán del Valle, 
not used by outsiders but given in the RG for Macuilsúchil (I, 334), was provided 
by the local sacristan in the 1990s. Among Nahuatl names that have reverted 
since colonial times are Zaachila (formerly Teozpatotlan) and Huitzo (formerly 
Guajolotitlan).

 63. Mendieta, Historia, lib. 4, cap. 44; Cervantes de Salazar, Crónica, lib. 1, cap. 17, 
párr. 13.

 64. In addition to the Peláez de Berrio residencia cited above, AGI, Justicia 110, 112, 
114, and 117, contain Oaxaca cases from the years 1529– 1532, with a number of 
Nahuatl- speaking Zapotec witnesses.

 65. AGI, Justicia 110, no.  5, Pedro de Rodas con Martín Rodríguez, Probanza, feb 
1532, Declaración Nicolás (Coatle), señor de Miahuatlán.

 66. AGI, Justicia 117, no. 6, Marqués del Valle con Matienzo y Delgadillo, Declaración 
de Diego Ome de Macuilsuchil; AGI, Justicia 230, Residencia de Luis de Berrio, 
f.  178v, Declaración de Catalina, señora de Totontepec, 1531. See also AGI, 
Justicia 204, no. 5, pieza 2, Fiscal de S. M. con el Marqués del Valle, Probanza, 16 
ago 1532, for Nahuas from Moctezuma’s old garrison of Guaxaca.

 67. Many of the Relaciones geográficas state that the polities formerly either paid 
tribute to one of the Triple Alliance outposts (for example, RG I, 102, Chinantla, 
II, 90, Teococuilco,) or were allies who lent military support (RG II, 198, Teotitlian, 
245, Tilantongo).

 68. AGN, Inquisición 40, no.  8, Proceso contra Don Juan cacique de Matatlan, 
1539– 1540.

 69. Mentioned in several of the residencias:  AGI, Justicia 191, Francisco López de 
Tenorio in the Rincón, 1531; AGI, Justicia 231, Juan Peláez de Berrio, Proceso 
contra Lairen, 1529, Sierra Sur.

 70. See Córdova, Vocabulario. An electronic version prepared under the leadership 
of Thomas Smith- Stark (1993), which Michel Oudijk has placed online with ad-
ditional scholarly apparatus as Diccionario zapoteco- español, usefully identifies 
most of these Nahuatl words (fifty- five in number), although some (for example, 
maiz) are in fact imports from Caribbean languages. For a list and derivations, see 
Zamora Munné, Indigenismos.

 71. Santamaría, Diccionario de mejicanismos, traces the etymology of the Mexican lex-
icon, a large proportion of which derives from Nahuatl. Among those appearing in 
Córdova are petate (petatli), temascal (tema + calli), and tomate (tomatl): Vocabulario, 
838, 1024, 1067.

 72. See, for example, Schwaller, “Expansion of Nahuatl.”
 73. AGI, Justicia 117, no. 6, Mandamiento, Antequera, 13 sept. 1531.
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 74. In the 1544– 1546 Yanhuitlan trials (AGN, Inquisición 37, nos. 8 and 10), besides 
the Dominicans who also served as translators, only one of the Spanish witnesses, 
Juan Sánchez, a longtime resident, seems to have understood Mixtec. Four 
decades later another court case could field four out of five Spanish lay witnesses 
who knew Mixtec: Terraciano, Mixtecs, 45.

 75. See Swanton, “Multilingualism,” 363– 372, for a fine- grained, localized study of 
Nahuatl as the “vehicular” language between Spaniards and indigenous elites 
until replaced by Spanish in the eighteenth century.

 76. Pertinent documentation is necessarily scarce and mainly unreliable, such as the 
1649 inquiry by the bishop of Puebla (Lorenzana, Concilios, 11– 15), which yielded 
only secondhand evidence from elderly witnesses concerning clerics during the 
conquest period who had learned Nahuatl.

 77. Burgoa, Palestra, 32– 34; Remesal, Historia, lib. 6, cap. 7. The records of clerics for-
mally appointed to benefices do not begin until 1544, five years after the arrival 
of Oaxaca’s first bishop: see Schwaller, Partidos y párrocos.

 78. Burgoa, Palestra, 31, 96– 97, and Geográfica, I, 279– 284. See also Documentos 
relacionados a la parroquia de Santa María Oaxaca, 1709– 1785, documenting the 
aid given by the Mexicans to the first Dominicans (Col. Luis Castañeda Guzmán, 
Biblioteca de Investigación Juan de Córdova).

 79. Although Dávila Padilla has Lucero learning Nahuatl on arriving in Mexico 
(Historia, lib. 1, cap. 80), Burgoa makes clear that he did not undertake language 
studies until he returned to Mexico from his first foray to Oaxaca: Geográfica, I, 
42, 43, 51.

 80. Burgoa, Geográfica, I, 398.
 81. Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. 2, cap. 8.
 82. AGI, Patronato 184, Bishop Juan López de Zárate to Crown, 30 may 1544.
 83. For declarations interpreted by the Mixtec- speaking Dominicans, see AGN, 

Inquisición 37, nos. 8 and 10, Procesos contra D. Domingo de Yanhuitlan et al., 
1544– 1546, ff. 188– 191, 315v– 317, 332, 337, 345– 346; and for the young 
gobernador of Tiltepec, ff. 337v– 338, Declaración de D. Domingo, 16 abr 1546.

 84. Cruz, Doctrina christiana, f. 5, Epístola to Archbishop Montúfar, 30 jun 1571.
 85. Archbishop Moya y Contreras to Crown, 24 mar 1575, in Cartas de Indias, I, 

195– 218.
 86. AGI, M357, Bishop Albuquerque, Relación de la gente que hay, Oaxaca, 1570.
 87. On benefices previously held by the canon Juan de Angulo, see Schwaller, Partidos 

y párrocos, 515– 516.
 88. León, Códice Sierra. For a commentary on the glosses, see Terraciano, “Parallel 

Nahuatl and Pictorial Texts.” Among the many pictorial documents produced in 
colonial Oaxaca intended for only indigenous use and therefore glossed in the 
local language, see from the Sierra Norte, König, Batalla de Siete Flor.

 89. For written exchanges in Nahuatl between the Villa Alta court and Mixe towns, 
see AVA, Criminal 63 (1688), Criminal 71 (1691), and Criminal 77 and 78 (1694). 
For ecclesiastical courts, see AGI, M882, Causa de idolatrías, Cuaderno 19, Miges, 
ff. 43– 55, 71– 74v, memorias from Cotzocon, Tepitongo and other Mixe towns 
to the ecclesiastical judge in December 1704. An unusual example of Zapotecs’ 
communicating in Nahuatl is AGI, Mexico 87, Memorial de los pueblos de Cajonos, 
16 sept. 1653, in Proceso contra Andrés de Aramburu, 1653.

 90. The Dominican Agustín de Quintana was the author of both: Doctrina Christiana 
and Confessionario.
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 91. Cortés Márquez and Reyes García, “Manuscritos coloniales.” The date of compo-
sition is unknown, but a 1710 Spanish translation provides an outside limit.

 92. Gonzalo de Balsalobre, curate in Sola de Vega for thirty years; his assistant cu-
rate had to use an interpreter when interrogating in the 1657– 1658 trials: see 
the already cited idolatry trials conducted in Sola de Vega, AGN, Inquisición 437, 
438, 456, 573, and 584, 1653– 1658.

 93. AGI, M358 Procesos contra los religiosos de Santo Domingo, 1555– 1562 
(Achiutla and Tlaxiaco, Cuquila and Justlahuaca, Teiticpac, Teutila). See also 
M357, petition from Netzicho Zapotec Indians of Tanetze to Bishop Ledesma, 
written in Nahuatl, 1 abr 1595.

 94. For two examples, see AGN, Inquisición 40, no. 8, Proceso contra Don Juan ca-
cique de Matatlan, 1539– 1540, in which Nahuatl served as the medium between 
the judge and the local, church- trained Huastec nahuatlato; and a similar case 
but involving Mixtec in AGN, Inquisicion 37, no. 9, Proceso contra el cacique de 
Coatlan, 1545, f. 141v.

 95. AGN, Inquisición 249, Miahuatlan, Información contra Miguel de 
Cervantes, 1598, ff. 186– 206v. See also Doesburg, Documentos antiguos, 293– 
300, recording a letter in Nahuatl between two caciques, one a Mixtec speaker 
and the other a Chocho speaker.

 96. AGN, Inquisición 473, no. 1, Proceso contra el cura de Tepetotutla, 1673.
 97. Among many similar expressions, see Fray Rodrigo de la Cruz a Carlos I, 4 may 

1550, in Cuevas, Documentos, 159; Sahagún, Códice florentino, lib. 6, ff. 1, 8v, 28; 
and Durán, Historia de las Indias, II, cap. 8, párr. 23.

 98. Cervantes de Salazar, Crónica, lib. 1, cap. 17.
 99. Rodrigo de la Cruz a Carlos I, 4 may 1550, in Cuevas, Documentos, 159.
 100. AGN, Reales cédulas duplicadas 47, f. 287, cited in Chance, Conquest of the Sierra, 

155n16.
 101. Chance, Conquest, 155.
 102. Ciudad Real, Relación breve, I, 86, 271, noting specifically that Nahuatl was 

spoken throughout Oaxaca in addition to the local languages.
 103. Burgoa, Palestra, 500;
 104. Burgoa, Geográfica I, 43, and Palestra, 97.
 105. Montúfar, “Listas y descripciones,” 143, 159, 166– 168, 223, 229, 234.
 106. AGI, M357, Albuquerque, Relación de la gente que hay, Oaxaca, 1570.
 107. Molina, Vocabulario, “Prólogo al lector,” listed among the obstacles to effective 

translation between Spanish and Nahuatl the latter’s considerable variation 
from province to province.

 108. For Quechua see Itier, “What Was the Lengua General,” on homogenization 
through migration; and Durston, Pastoral Quechua and “Native Language 
Literacy,” on persisting issues of intelligibility. See also Cobo Betancourt, 
“Colonialism in the Periphery,” on the limits of Muisca as a doctrinal lengua gen-
eral in New Granada.

 109. Karttunen, Nahuatl Literacy, 297, 402, 410.
 110. See Swanton, “Multilingualism,” on Nahuatl in official documents produced in 

Oaxaca.
 111. Peña Montenegro, Itinerario, trat. A, lib. 1, cap. 16, nos. 1– 3.
 112. Montúfar, “Listas y descripciones,” 168, on the parish of Teutenango. For sim-

ilar acknowledgments in other parishes, see 118, 143, 159, 183, 197, 238, 244, 
245, 253. A  minority of curates (for example, Acamalutla, 147– 153) insisted 
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  against the prevailing opinion that all members of other language groups could 
understand Nahuatl well enough for confession.

CHAPTER 4
 1. Often described as “leprosy” (probably Leishmaniasis), for example, in Dávila 

Padilla, Historia, lib. 2, cap. 50.
 2. Anti- Catholic sentiment may have fueled the exposé of plush living by the 

English ex- Dominican Thomas Gage in his The English American (1648), but 
ample material evidence survives in Dominican convents such as Teposcolula and 
Coixtlahuaca. For a summary of contemporary Spanish indictments, see Vences 
Vidal, “Extensión y suntuosida.”

 3. AGI, M357, Albuquerque to the Crown, 2 ene 1577, and the report from the 
Dominican provincial (and master linguist) Fray Juan de Córdova, “Relación,” 452.

 4. Alvarado, Vocabulario en Lengua Mixteca, “Prólogo”; Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. 2, 
cap. 50, referring to Chontal as “that barbarous tongue.” The order’s most exalted 
language is in Burgoa, for example, the cluster of military metaphors in Geográfica, 
I, 38– 40, and the word play on Pedro Guerrero’s surname (warrior): Geográfica, 
I, 111, and II, 166, but see also Remesal, Historia, lib. 4, cap. 15, reproducing a 
1544 exhortation to departing Dominican missionaries. For Franciscans, the 
now famous phrase “spiritual conquest” figures in the subtitle of Lizana’s Historia 
de Yucatan, containing much warlike imagery, discussed by Enríquez, “Writing 
Violence.” For Jesuit literature, see Pérez de Ribas, Historia.

 5. Alvarado, Vocabulario, “Prólogo,” identifying the two feats as the friars’ major 
accomplishments. See also Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. 1, cap.  24; Córdova, 
“Relación,” 452– 453; Testera et al. to the Crown, 6 may 1533, in Cartas de Indias, 
I, 63; Burgoa, Geográfica, II, 166.

 6. Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. 2, cap. 52.
 7. Mendieta, Historia, lib. 3, cap.  42, and lib. 5, cap.  42, on Valencia and Testera; 

Motolinía, Historia de los indios, trat 3, cap.  2, on Valencia; Mendieta, Historia, 
lib. 4, cap. 1, on Betanzos. Apparently age was not invariably an obstacle, since 
Córdova, the foremost Zapotec specialist, supposedly had already turned fifty 
when he reached Oaxaca and began to learn the language.

 8. Burgoa, Geográfica, I, 398– 399, on Bishop López de Zárate’s elderly chaplain un-
able to communicate with his parishioners in Cuilapan even in Nahuatl.

 9. Covarrubias Orozco, Tesoro de la lengua, 291. Among those (themselves speakers 
of one or more indigenous languages) who applied the term: Cruz, Doctrina, f. 9 
(Huastec); Córdova, “Relación,” 452 (Zapotec); Alvarado, Vocabulario, “Prólogo,” 
and Reyes, Arte en Lengua Mixteca, 4, (both Mixtec); Barreda, Doctrina, letter to 
Bishop, 10 mar 1728 (Chinantec); Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. 2, cap. 50 (Chontal). 
See Pagden, Fall of Natural Man, 15– 26, on the link Spaniards made between 
speech and mentality.

 10. Córdova, Vocabulario, f. 295v.
 11. Dr.  Ortiz de Hinojosa, “Memorial,” 9 feb 1585 (in Llaguno, Personalidad, 199– 

200), presumably frustrated by tones, nonexistent in both the European and 
Semitic languages that he commanded (58).

 12. AGI, M357, Sariñana to Crown, 8 jul 1689, and Sariñana, Visita ad limina, 23 
may  1688 (Archivio Segreto Vaticano, Santa Congregazione degli Concilii, 
Relationes 55), f. 23v.

 13. Alvarado, Vocabulario, “Prólogo al lector”; Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. 1, cap.  2, 
also singled out Mixtec for nasalization: “it is spoken through the nose.”
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 14. Burgoa, Geográfica, I, 398. Roldán, Cartilla y doctrina, “Carta dedicatoria,” f.  3, 
emphasizes the difficulty of pronouncing the sounds in Chuchona (note:  the 
sixteenth- century term “Chuchona” will be retained in this text rather than the 
modern designation “Popoloca”).

 15. Reported by Lorenzana in Cartas pastorales, 96.
 16. The Memorias of the biennial Coloquios sobre Lenguas Otomangues publish the 

most up- to- date research on this language family, for example, López Cruz and 
Swanton, Memorias del Coloquio. For those interested in grammatical distinctions, 
the difference is between what is called head marking, common in American and 
Australian languages but very rare elsewhere, and dependent marking: Nichols 
and Bickel, “Locus of Marking in the Clause.” I  owe this citation to Michael 
Swanton.

 17. Campbell, American Indian Languages, 157. Noted by Alvarado, Vocabulario, 
“Prólogo”: “words vary greatly in meaning through pitch.” Burgoa, Geográfica, II, 
173, refers to the difficulty posed by what clearly are tones in Chinantec.

 18. Boas, “On Alternating Sounds.” I owe this citation to Deborah Augsburger.
 19. Contemporaries were aware that age presented an obstacle:  in addition to the 

references cited earlier, see Mendieta, Historia, lib. 5, pt. 1, cap. 19, and Consulta, 
Council of the Indies, 20 jun 1596, in Solano, Documentos, 112, on the inability of 
adults to learn the local languages.

 20. Burgoa, Palestra, 237– 238; see also 86 and 415 for a similar classification of 
Chuchona as more difficult than others, such as Mixtec, likewise linked to the 
group’s lack of docility. The mirroring of sociocultural qualities in linguistic 
structures is given the label “iconicity”: see Irvine and Gal, “Language Ideology.” 
Yannakakis, “Making Law Intelligible,” 87, notes this same phenomenon in the 
Oaxaca records. Pagden, Fall of Natural man, 181– 186, traces these views on in-
digenous languages to the Greeks via Saint Thomas Aquinas.

 21. Burgoa, Geográfica, I, 164.
 22. Except for a Chuchona catechism of 1580 (Roldán, Cartilla y doctrina), nothing 

was published in a minority language until the almost simultaneous appear-
ance of Mixe and Chinantec catechisms: Quintana, Doctrina Christiana; Barreda, 
Doctrina.

 23. Peña Montenegro, Itinerario, lib. 1, tract. 10, sess. 6.
 24. Burgoa, Geográfica, I, 389– 391, describes this bleak region, where he had been 

assigned in his youth, and where ministers were too eager to get away to study the 
language.

 25. AGI, Patronato 184, López de Zárate to Crown, 30 may 1544.
 26. On Santa María, see Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. 1, cap. 51, and lib. 2, cap. 42, and 

Burgoa, Palestra, 88– 89, and Geográfica, I, 232– 283. Córdova in his 1569 “Relación 
de la fundación,” 462, also singled out Fray Domingo as the first real Mixtec 
linguist. On Albuquerque, see Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. 1, cap.  44; Burgoa, 
Geográfica, I, 163; and Feria’s dedication of his Doctrina, acknowledging his debt 
to Albuquerque.

 27. Burgoa, Palestra, 77. Córdova, Vocabulario, unpaginated report of the two 
examiners, 11 jul 1577, also dates the beginnings of language learning in Oaxaca 
to 1537.

 28. Albuquerque’s ministry, outlined in Burgoa, Geográfica, I, 160– 169, used 
Oaxaca as a base of operations before Tehuantepec and other doctrinas were 
formally established: Actas, ff. 10v, 23v– 24v, 30v, 34– 36, 39, 52a. For inquiries 
Albuquerque conducted in Zapotec, see Burgoa, Palestra, 253– 255 (Santa 
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Cruz Mixtepec), and AGI, Justicia 279, Información contra religiosos, 1560 
(Teiticpac).

 29. Córdova, Vocabulario, “Dedicatoria” addressed to Albuquerque. He assessed other 
friars’ linguistic attainments in “Relación de la fundación.”

 30. Córdova’s Zapotec Arte and Vocabulario were both published in 1578. For Mixtec, 
Reyes, Arte en Lengua Mixteca, and Alvarado, Vocabulario, both appeared in 1593.

 31. Remesal, Historia, lib. 6, cap. 6; also on divine aid, see Burgoa, Palestra, 24; Dávila 
Padilla, Historia, lib. 1, cap. 21; Barreda, Doctrina, report of the examinador, 1729 
(“quasi- miraculous”).

 32. Burgoa, Geográfica, I, 332, referring to Fray Benito Hernández and his Mixtec 
Doctrina of 1567/ 1568.

 33. Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. 1, cap.  21; Franco y Ortega, Segunda parte, 62. See 
also Cruz y Moya, Historia, lib. 1, cap. 19; Remesal, Historia, lib. 6, cap. 6; Burgoa, 
Palestra, 99, and Geográfica, I, 282– 283, 415; II, 282, 287.

 34. Córdova, “Relación.” See also for Franciscans Fray Martín de Valencia et  al. a 
Carlos I, 17 nov 1532, in Cartas de Indias, I, 55– 56.

 35. Burgoa, Geográfica, II, 149, bearing in mind that Mixe has neither tones nor com-
plex affixes.

 36. Cruz y Moya, Historia, lib. 1, cap. 19. For other Dominican expressions of the labor 
and nocturnal vigils involved, see Burgoa, Palestra, 241; Alvarado, Vocabulario, 
“Prólogo.”

 37. Burgoa, Palestra, 241.
 38. Burgoa, Palestra, 77, a system already established in central Mexico from 

Dominican beginnings:  Cruz y Moya, Historia, lib. 1, cap.  15. See also Burgoa, 
Palestra, 35, 99, 323, and Geográfica, I, 282; Córdova, “Relación”; Dávila Padilla, 
Historia, lib. 2, caps. 10, 48; and, for the eighteenth century, AGI, M880, 
“Descripción . . . de la provincia,” 1704: all on Dominicans. For a statement by a 
cleric, see Barreda, Doctrina, letter to Bishop, 10 mar 1728.

 39. To avoid confusion, in this study doctrina will refer as here to an Indian parish and 
“catechism” to a written compilation, unless citing a published title.

 40. Córdova, Vocabulario, “Dedicatoria.” See also Mendieta, Historia, lib. 3, cap. 17.
 41. Mendieta, Historia, lib. 3, caps. 16, 17; Códice Franciscano, 62.
 42. García Icazbalceta, Bibliografía mexicana, 287– 288.
 43. Burgoa, Geográfica, I, 84– 86, 279– 284, 398– 399. Burgoa has Córdova learning 

from “the most ladino Zapotecs” (Palestra, 109), but “ladino” could mean edu-
cated and not necessarily Spanish- speaking; Córdova had very likely already 
learned some Nahuatl.

 44. Burgoa, Geográfica, II, 287.
 45. Burgoa, Geográfica, II, 277, 283– 288: on Fray Mateo Da Roca in 1595, relying on 

the Chontal materials prepared in the 1550s by a predecessor, who had come pre-
pared with knowledge of Nahuatl.

 46. Burgoa, Geográfica, II, 175– 178. Saravia also knew Zapotec, but the lingua franca 
used by his interpreter and other Chinantec elites was Nahuatl.

 47. Burgoa, Palestra, 35, 77, 99, and Geográfica, I, 282; II, 282, 286– 287.
 48. Burgoa, Palestra, 276– 277.
 49. Pacheco de Sylva, Doctrina christiana. They were also designated qualifiers for di-

ocesan language exams under Bishop Sariñana: AGEO, Eclesiástico 3, no. 5, Libro 
de synodos celebrados, 1684– 1691. On their language skills, see Reyes, Artes de 
las lenguas, “Prólogo al lector,” 8– 10.

 50. Burgoa, Palestra, 323, 417.
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 51. Córdova, Vocabulario, Aviso 5.
 52. Córdova, Vocabulario, “Dedicatoria”; Burgoa, Geográfica, II, 150, on Fray Jordán, 

and II, 92, on Fray Domingo Grijelmo.
 53. AGI, M881, Cuaderno 3, ff. 25– 35, Testimonio Diego Díaz Romero, 23 jul 1706,
 54. Actas, f. 123a, 29 sep 1576, Ordenación 8.
 55. Burgoa, Geográfica, II, 184– 186, on Saravia; and Palestra, 323, on total immer-

sion. Brockey, Journey to the East, ch. 7, has Jesuits in sixteenth-  and seventeenth- 
century China attempting the same system.

 56. Barreda, Doctrina, letter to Bishop, 10 mar 1728.
 57. Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. 2, caps. 10, 76; Burgoa, Palestra, 415. The Franciscans 

had formal instruction not only in theology but also in “the various languages 
that exist in this land”: Cuevas, Documentos, Fray Pedro de San Sebastián, OFM, 
to Felipe II, 1 jul 1586, p. 401.

 58. For example, Córdova, Arte, Licencia from Viceroy, 1 jul 1578. The 1593 Mixtec 
dictionary and grammar (Alvarado, Vocabulario; Reyes, Arte en Lengua Mixteca) 
were both published with the explicit purpose of making language learning 
less difficult than it had been for the “older priests.” Among the extant phrase 
books, see for Zapotec, Juan Francisco Torralba, “Arte Zapoteca, Confessonario, 
Administración de los Santos Sacramentos, y otras Curiosidades,” Ocotlan, 1800 
(Newberry Library, Ayer Collection, MS 1699; cited hereafter as Torralba, “Arte 
Zapoteca”), ff. 85v– 99; for Nahuatl, an appendix to Mijangos, Sermonario de 
dominicas, published separately by Garibay, “Frases y modos de hablar.”

 59. Pérez Puente, “Creación de las cátedras,” despite earlier royal orders dating from 
1580. On university instruction in Quechua, see Durston, Pastoral Quechua, 79, 
115– 117.

 60. Chapter 5 compares levels of language competence.
 61. Barreda, Doctrina, “Prólogo.” One of the examiners also referred to the language’s 

impenetrability.
 62. Marcus, Mesoamerican Writing, remains a useful survey despite subsequent 

advances in deciphering individual scripts. See also Houston, “Writing in Early 
Mesoamerica”; for Oaxaca, Urcid, “Tradiciones escritas.” Doesburg, Pictografía y 
escritura, and Zborover, “From ‘1- Eye,’ ” trace writing systems from the Classic 
period through alphabetization.

 63. Mignolo, Darker Side of the Renaissance, and also emphasizing the minus side 
of the ledger, Gruzinski, Conquest of Mexico, 49, 52– 53. For more favorable 
judgments of the imported technology, see Restall, “Heirs to the Hieroglyphs”; 
Sampeck, “Introduction,” and the other essays in the special issue of Ethnohistory 
devoted to Mesoamerican literacy. For alphabetic literacy as serving indigenous 
agency in the Andes, see Burns, “Making Indigenous Archives”; Charles, Allies at 
Odds, 13– 41; Rappaport and Cummins, Beyond the Lettered City.

 64. AVA, Civil 33, San Francisco Cajonos con San Pedro Yaechi, 1697. For an earlier 
case in which the pintura alone was accepted as evidence, see AGI, Justicia 110, 
no. 5, Martín Rodríguez con Pedro de Rodas, 1531, and for tracing the change-
over, see, for example, AVA, Civil 2, a lengthy boundary dispute in the Sierra 
Mixe: the pinturas accepted as creditable evidence in 1635 had been replaced by 
1675 with written documents.

 65. AGN, Inquisición 37, no. 10, Procesos contra los caciques, Yanhuitlan, 1545, refers 
to lists of catechism students in pictorial form. The previously cited Códice Sierra 
is a pictorial account book from the Mixteca Alta 1550– 1564, with alphabetic 
glosses in Nahuatl, presumably for the Spanish. AVA, Civil Anexo 1, Matrícula de 
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Tepanzacualco, 1579– 1580, based on pictorial records but converted into alpha-
betic script for the alcalde mayor. Many of the colonial land disputes in the AGN, 
Ramo Tierras and Ramo Vínculos y Mayorazgos, refer to pinturas that have since 
ended up in other repositories or been lost.

 66. Among the more spectacular of these pictorial documents preserved by pueblos 
in Oaxaca and recently restored by the Biblioteca Francisco de Burgoa is the mon-
umental Lienzo of Santa María Zacatepec from the Tacuate area.

 67. An example of the former, discussed at length in Michael Swanton’s 2016 
Ph.D. dissertation, “History of Chocholtec,” 98– 170, is an entire archive of colo-
nial notarial records in Chocholtec (a language that to date has yielded no printed 
text). Other languages that are known to have produced written documents 
are Solteco and Chatino, mentioned in the Sola de Vega idolatry trials, 1653– 
1658: AGN, Inquisicion 437, 438, 456, 457, 584. To date no surviving example 
has been found.

 68. On burning alphabetic versions of “books of the devil,” see, for example, Sariñana, 
Visita ad limina, 23 may 1688, Archivio Segreto Vaticano, Santa Congregazione 
degli Concilii, Relationes 55. References to confiscated divinatory books are 
scattered in the idolatry trial records from Sola de Vega cited above; for examples 
from the Sierra Norte confiscated in 1704– 1705 and sent to Spain as ammunition 
in a jurisdictional battle, see AGI, Calendarios 1– 99.

 69. Discovered in a church choir loft in San Bartolo Yautepec in 2001. On the cover 
iconography, see Urcid and Doesburg, “Restos de un códice.”

 70. Anghiera, De orbe novo, dec. l, lib. 1, and dec. 3, lib. 1, on the languages of 
Hispaniola and of Paria on the Venezuelan coast.

 71. Lockhart, Nahuas after the Conquest, 335– 338, 342– 343, on the development of 
colonial orthography. Although indigenous language sources have underpinned 
excellent studies by earlier scholars (for example, Alfredo López Austin), 
Lockhart’s monumental work pioneered the use of archival materials in native 
languages as a major foundation for colonial Mesoamerican historiography. On 
the relative ease of learning Nahuatl, attested to also by scholars who know one 
or more of the Otomanguean languages, see Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. 1, cap. 21.

 72. Córdova, Vocabulario, Prefactio al Estudioso Lector, Aviso 10. See also Alvarado, 
Vocabulario, “Prólogo,” on Mixtec, another tonal language that posed problems 
in pronunciation. Modern linguists have been unable to find any correlation be-
tween Córdova’s diacritical marks and Zapotec tones, suggesting instead that 
they marked stress and pointed to the different “lexical elements” of the com-
posite word phrases: Smith- Stark, “Ortografía del zapoteco,” 194– 199.

 73. See also “Reglas más comunes del arte del idioma zapoteco del valle con una lista 
de los nombres mas usuales, el confessionario y las oraciones principales de la 
doctrina cristiana en la misma lengua,” partial transcription from Quaderno 
de idioma zapoteco del valle, San Martín Tilcaxete, 1793 (C. H. Berendt, 1871, 
University of Pennsylvania, Berendt- Brinton Linguistic Collection, 498.34 
ZR264), p. 2: “Every syllable in which vowels or consonants are doubled is long” 
(hereafter cited as “Reglas más comunes”).

 74. Michael Swanton, personal communication.
 75. Smith- Stark, “Ortografía,” 188– 199.
 76. Both Alvarado, Vocabulario, and Reyes, Arte en Lengua Mixteca, fail to register 

tones in Mixtec, as noted for Alvarado by Terraciano, Mixtec, 70. A  Chuchona 
publication also omitted tone markers but did use diacriticals with vowels and 
had the good grace to inform us what they meant (a circumflex accent signified 
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nasalization and an accent grave what today we call glottalization): Roldán, Cartilla 
y doctrina, Avisos, f. 4v.

 77. Córdova, Vocabulario, Aviso 5.
 78. For “equivocal” applied to Mixtec, see Alvarado, Vocabulario, “Prólogo”; Dávila 

Padilla, Historia, lib. 1, cap.  21; Burgoa, Geográfica, I, 282, 283. For Chinantec, 
Burgoa, Geográfica, II, 173; for Chuchona, Roldán, Cartilla y doctrina, ff. 4– 5, 
“Avisos al pío lector”; for Huastec, Cruz, Doctrina christiana, “Prólogo.”

 79. Torralba, “Arte Zapoteca,” ff. 1– 1v.
 80. Córdova, Vocabulario, Aviso 5.
 81. “Reglas más comunes.” On Mixtec, see Reyes, Arte en Lengua Mixteca, “Prólogo,” 

viii, referring to differences in Mixtec according to “barrios.”
 82. Torralba, “Arte Zapoteca”; Levanto, Cathecismo de la doctrina, “Al que 

leyere”: Zaachila; “Reglas más comunes,” Tilcaxete.
 83. Barreda, Doctrina, “Prólogo.”
 84. Levanto, Cathecismo, “Al que leyere.” The author of a Mixe text gave the same ra-

tionale for selecting the Juquila variant, because “it is the “language that eve-
ryone understands”: Quintana, Confessionario, “Prólogo.”

 85. Reyes Arte en Lengua Mixteca, “Prólogo,” viii. The fact that Teposcolula was the 
local Spanish seat of government may have influenced the assessment.

 86. Hernández, Doctrina. Both title pages bear the year 1568, while the colophon 
of the Achiutla version gives noviembre 1567. Details on the editions and back-
ground can be found in Doesburg and Swanton, “Traducción,” and Swanton, 
“History,” 53, 70– 72.

 87. With the one exception of the 1687 catechism in Netzicho Zapotec, a variant from 
the Sierra Norte: Pacheco de Sylva, Doctrina christiana.

 88. The Actas Capitulares of the Dominican province of Santiago (hereafter re-
ferred to as Actas), despite gaps, permit tracing the careers of sixteenth- century 
missionaries with some continuity. Córdova first appeared in Oaxaca in 1547 
(Actas, ff. 23v– 24v) and spent some years ministering in the Valley of Etla, which 
is part of the same language area.

 89. One modern linguist has linked Córdova’s language to present- day Teotitlán del 
Valle, without ruling out nearby Tlacochahuaya or Teiticpac:  Rendón, “Nuevos 
datos,” 128. Since all three towns belonged to the same preconquest polity, the 
differences may have been barely discernible. Burgoa (Geográfica, II, 76) has Feria 
writing his Doctrina in Teiticpac.

 90. Smith- Stark, “Ortografía,” 175, and “Trilogía catequística,” 466. Burgoa seemed 
to suggest a degree of homogenization in the catechisms of both Feria and 
Hernández: Geográfica, II, 280.

 91. Pacheco de Sylva, Doctrina.
 92. Information supplied by Netzicho speakers from Yagavila and Xhon speakers 

from Yalalag, but discussed also in Fuente, “Zapotecos de Choapan,” 151– 153.
 93. Córdova, Arte, “Prólogo.”
 94. Bevan, Chinantec, 86– 89. Mazatec and Zapotec groups currently devising new 

orthographies also tend to omit accents and other markers.
 95. Córdova, Vocabulario, Aviso 5.
 96. Nebrija, Gramática castellana. The Mesoamerican grammars of the 1550s and 

1560s preceded those for German, Dutch, and English by several decades: Rowe, 
“Sixteenth and Seventeenth Century Grammars.”

 97. See Smith- Stark, “Lexicography,” for an overview of colonial bilingual and mul-
tilingual dictionaries, printed and manuscript (listed on 23). See also the other 
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  essays in Zwartjes et  al., Missionary Linguistics, part I, specifically on Mayan, 
Nahuatl, and Tarascan dictionaries.

 98. Burgoa, Palestra, 88– 89, referring to Domingo de Santa María.
 99. Doctrinas published by Roldán, Agüero (in Miscelaneo espiritual), Quintana, 

and Barreda were explicitly designed for this dual purpose, as stated in their 
prefatory material. Quintana, Confessionario, included a large section on Mixe 
grammar and pronunciation (125– 136); for Nahuatl, Alva, Confessionario, and 
Velázquez de Cárdenas, Breve práctica y régimen; and for Cuicatec, Doesburg, 
“Confessionario en lengua cuicateco.” How well any of them served as language 
primers is another question; Agüero’s catechism, for example, is extremely long 
and complex.

 100. Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. 2, cap. 50. See also Burgoa, Geográfica, II, 86, 315, 
320, 284– 287.

 101. Feria’s bilingual Doctrina proved an easier way to learn Zapotec than Córdova’s 
1578 grammar, for the same reasons discussed below.

 102. Remesal, Historia, lib. 6, cap. 6.
 103. Boas, “Introductory,” 4, introducing the first issue of the International Journal of 

American Linguistics.
 104. See, for example, Mignolo, “On the Colonization.”
 105. Among Dominican authors, see Remesal, Historia, lib. 6, cap.  6, and Burgoa, 

Palestra, 190, 516. A link between reduction in the spatial (as in forced resettle-
ment) and linguistic senses is a frequent trope in Hanks’s detailed and insightful 
study of colonial language contact in Yucatan under the Franciscans, Converting 
Words, where he coins the term “Maya reducido” for the colonial language.

 106. Boas, “Introductory.”
 107. Córdova, Arte, “Al muy R. P. Fray Gabriel de Sant Ioseph.”
 108. Burgoa, Geográfica, I, 222.
 109. Smith- Stark, “Juan de Córdova,” 10, gives the figure of 29,500 (and 69,900 

equivalences), compared to 15,700 entries in Nebrija’s Spanish- to- Latin lexicon, 
Dictionarium hispanico- latinum, and a comparable number in the Vocabulario of 
Molina.

 110. Agüero, Miscelaneo espiritual, located in the John Carter Brown Library. For 
other references to the Vocabulario, see Pacheco de Sylva, Doctrina christiana, 
“Prólogo”; Torralba, “Arte Zapoteca.” Reyes, Artes de las lenguas, 8, mentions 
relying on Córdova’s Arte but not the Vocabulario.

 111. Santo Thomas, Lexicon o vocabulario for Quechua and Spanish, for example, 
states explicitly that he “follows the same order” as Nebrija.

 112. Molina added a Nahuatl- to- Spanish section in a second edition, and the Yucatec 
Maya Diccionario de Motul (c. 1585)  and Santo Thomas’s 1560 Quechua dic-
tionary have both, but neither Córdova nor Alvarado ever mentions it as a desir-
able project.

 113. Smith- Stark was the first to note this chronological sequence for all the 
Mesoamerican languages and to suggest that the dictionary meanings generally 
derived from the doctrinas (catechisms). In “Trilogía,” 457– 459, he lists in sup-
port of this thesis all known dates of publication for the three types of text in all 
the Mesoamerican languages.

 114. Burgoa, Geográfica, I, 222.
 115. See Dávila Padilla, Historia, “Prólogo,” unable to publish his work until reaching 

Spain because of a shortage of paper in Mexico.
 116. Córdova, Arte, Dedicatoria Al muy R. P. Fray Gabriel de Sant Ioseph.
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 117. This splendidly illustrated monumental work has been published twice in fac-
simile under the title Códice florentino (1979, 2001).

 118. Córdova, Vocabulario, “Dedicatoria.”
 119. Córdova, Arte, Aprovacion de los examinadores Fray Juan Berriz and Fray Juan 

de Villalobos, 18 jun 1578, anticipating the same term (“lenguas peregrinas”) 
used by Alvarado, Vocabulario, “Prólogo al lector.”

 120. Among them, the founder of American linguistic anthropology, Franz Boas, 
“Introductory,” and in recent masterful detail, Hanks, Converting Words. As par-
ticular tributes to Córdova, see the many articles based on his publications by 
Smith- Stark cited in this study, along with the use of the Arte and Vocabulario 
to anchor websites devoted to the study of Zapotec (see Lillehaugen et al. Ticha; 
Oudijk, Diccionario zapoteco- español).

CHAPTER 5
 1. On the obligation of preaching in the vernacular, see Council of Trent, Canones et 

decreta, sess. 5, cap. 2, sess. 24, caps. 4, 7; CIIIM, 1585, lib. 1, tit. De praedicatione 
verbi dei, párr. 1.

 2. Concilio Segundo Provincial Mexicano, 1565, cap. 19, in Lorenzana, Concilios, 199; 
CIIIM, 1585, lib. 3, tit. 2, Del cuidado de la doctrina, párr. 4 and 5; Recopilación, lib. 
1, tit. 6, ley 30: Real cédula, 2 dic 1578. For Dominicans, see Actas, f. 37a, 8 feb 
1552, Confirmationes. In Guatemala the order had made language competence a 
condition for licences to preach and confess: Remesal, Historia, lib. 6, cap. 6.

 3. Cobo Betancourt, “Colonialism in the Periphery,” on evangelization in local in-
digenous languages in New Granada.

 4. Peña Montenegro, Itinerario, trat. 1 lib. 1, cap. 10, nos. 5– 6; see also trat. 1, lib. 
10, cap. 6, no. 2.

 5. See, for example, Córdova, “Relación,” 461, 477; Cruz y Moya, Historia, lib. 1, 
cap. 15; Burgoa, Palestra, 105. Franciscans also declared language proficiency as 
their first priority: Mendieta, Historia, lib. 5, pt. 1, cap. 17.

 6. For the Dominicans, Córdova, “Relación”; for Franciscans, Códice Franciscano; 
Archdiocese of Mexico, Montúfar, “Listas y descripciones”; diocese of Oaxaca, 
AGI, M357, Albuquerque, Relación de la gente que hay, 1570.

 7. AGI, M84, Obispo electo Nicolás del Puerto to Crown, 27 may 1679.
 8. AGI, M205– M208, M210, M212, contain a number of Informaciones presented 

by Oaxaca clerics aspiring to benefices in the decades 1560s– 1570s; see, for 
example, M208, ramo 2, no.  28b, Información de méritos y servicios, Diego 
Cano de Ojeda, 1565. See also AGI, M357, Albuquerque to Crown, 15 feb 1577, 
recommending Fray Juan de Villalobos, as the son of a conquistador but espe-
cially as “the best Zapotec linguist in this land.”

 9. Córdova, “Relación,” 461.
 10. AGI, M357, Bishop Ledesma to S.M., 24 abr 1597.
 11. Ledesma, De septem novae legis.
 12. Ulloa, Predicadores divididos, and Medina, Dominicos, 63– 73, outline the conflict 

during the course of the sixteenth century; both authors, Dominicans them-
selves, argue that the apostolate was the order’s founding purpose.

 13. Burgoa’s Palestra, 415, 516, offers examples of wasted talents and the sacrifice of 
gifted intellectuals to the ministry among Indians. Méndez, Crónica, 335, argues 
the same regarding Domingo de Santa María, famous as a lengua but eventually 
rescued from exile among the Mixtec.

 14. Burgoa, Palestra, 517.
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 15. Schwaller, Church and Clergy, 52, 54, 99, 219– 220, gives examples of Oaxaca clerics 
who chose profitable Indian benefices over cathedral preferment. Examples of the 
abundant documentation on rivalries are a set of diocesan inquiries against the 
Dominicans, 1556– 1562 (AGI, M358), another from the same period centering 
around tithes (AGI, Indiferente General 2978), and an even more voluminous se-
ries of inquiries, 1704– 1722, occupying three legajos (AGI, M879– 881).

 16. Pedro de San Sebastián a Felipe II, 1 jul 1586, in Cuevas, Documentos, 402.
 17. Montúfar, “Listas y descripciones,” 253– 254. Two curates reported that they 

knew Otomí (72, 229– 234), a third that he was learning it but in the mean-
time depended on the regular clergy (117– 118), while the minister in charge 
of Teutenango seemed reconciled to sending his Matlalzinca parishioners— the 
majority— to the regulars for confession (166– 168).

 18. Mendieta, Historia, lib. 3, cap. 29. On the Dominicans in Oaxaca, see Remesal, 
Historia, lib. 11, cap. 16.

 19. The large bilingual doctrina of Cuilapan was consistently provided with both 
Zapotec and Mixtec lenguas (Actas); for smaller mixed doctrinas friars were moved 
around during the Lenten confession period or were able to communicate in two 
or, exceptionally, three indigenous languages.

 20. Dávila Padilla, in the order’s first published chronicle, Historia (1596), does not 
so much criticize the seculars as ignore their existence. By the following century, 
when the regulars were on the retreat, Franco y Ortega, Segunda parte, and, es-
pecially, Burgoa, Palestra and Geográfica (and see also Cruz y Moya, Historia), are 
explicitly dismissive.

 21. Burgoa, Geográfica I, 398– 399.
 22. Schwaller, Partidos y párrocos, 97.
 23. The data summarized by Schwaller, Partidos y párrocos, from payment records for 

clerics appointed to royal encomiendas, 1543– 1599, in the Contaduría section of 
AGI, permit tracking the careers of many Oaxacan clerics, for example, Martín de 
Robles (69– 72, 76– 77, 569) and Cristobal de Trujillo (45– 47, 53– 561, 63– 64, 67– 
71, 583), who although knowing Zapotec were both assigned to parishes in four 
other language areas. Data for clergy ministering in privately held encomiendas are 
almost entirely lacking.

 24. Burgoa, Geográfica, I, 305 (Tlaxiaco), 322– 323 (Achiutla), 398– 399 (Cuilapan); 
see also Palestra, 98– 99, on Villa Alta, and 238– 239, on Chinantla.

 25. AGI, M358, Información sobre Tecomastlhuaca y Juxtlahuaca, oct– nov 1556.
 26. Gerhard, Guide, provides details on the administrative history of most parishes. 

Dominican expansion can be traced through the provincial Actas capitulares, 
which record the formal acceptances of doctrinas, both reassigned and entirely 
new ones.

 27. AGI, M357, Albuquerque, Relación de la gente que hay, 1570.
 28. For example, Albuquerque’s predecessor López de Zárate to Crown, 30 may 1544 

(AGI, Patronato 184), and AGI, M357, Ordenanzas a los vicarios y curas, 30 mar 
1547, and ex- oidor Alonso de Zorita, who indicted the clerics as lacking vocation 
and preparation, “almost to a man” ignorant of the indigenous languages: Parecer 
del doctor Zorita, Granada, 10 mar 1584, in Cuevas, Documentos, 336 and 342.

 29. See, for example, Relación, Archbishop Pedro de Moya y Contreras, 24 mar 1575, 
a survey of the upper ranks of the secular clergy, in Cartas de Indias, I, 195– 218.

 30. For clerics, see the Informaciones de méritos y servicios of Nufio Martín, Diego 
Cano de Ojeda, and Pablo de Azevedo, 1560s, in AGI M208, ramo 2; Schwaller, 
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Partidos y párrocos, on Gaspar de Tarifa (76– 80, 95– 99, 581)  and Melchor de 
Valdés (71, 77– 81, 84– 89, 515).

 31. AGI, M208, ramo 2, no. 28b, Información, Diego Cano de Ojeda, 1565. Second- 
generation natives of Villa Alta also became Dominicans: the eminent linguists 
Fray Juan de Villalobos and Fray Francisco de Dávila (AGI, M357, Albuquerque 
to Crown, 15 feb 1577, and Burgoa, Palestra, 143), and in the next century the 
previously mentioned Alcántara brothers. For Dominicans from Antequera who 
learned Zapotec from family servants, see Burgoa, Palestra, 268– 271.

 32. AGI, M357, Albuquerque, “Relación de la gente que hay,” 1570. Doesburg, “Clero 
secular de la catedral,” publishes lists of clerics and language competence in 
sixteenth- century Oaxaca, compiled from this document, the Oaxaca Relaciones 
geográficas, and “Informaciones de méritos y servicios” in AGI.

 33. Mezquita, Las Casas, Robles, Alavés, Azevedo, Tarifa, Maldonado, Monjarraz, Gil, 
Valdés. Gaspar de Tarifa, whose Villa Alta family, traceable to 1526, is discussed in 
 chapter 2; see also the información de méritos of Juan de la Mezquita and the others 
mentioned above, in AGI, Mexico 208, ramo 2. On the list by Bishop Albuquerque 
of secular clergy and their lingustic attainments in 1570 (AGI, M357, Relación 
de la gente que hay), those having the highest rating have surnames belonging 
to local creole families, including Alonso de Ojeda, from Villa Alta, and Pedro 
de Alavés, listed as knowing Mixtec “very well” and who was probably raised in 
Teposcolula.

 34. Schwaller, Partidos y párrocos, 85– 86, 98.
 35. For example, Gaspar de Ulloa (Zapotec), assigned to Calpulalpan, 1589– 1595, and 

to Mitla, 1594– 1598, among others (Schwaller, Partidos y párrocos, 584); Pedro de 
Azevedo (Zapotec), Teococuilco, 1579– 1595 (518); Sebastián de Quiros (Mixtec) 
Ixquitepec, 1589– 1596 (568); Melchor de Valdés (Chinantec), Guazpaltepeque, 
1577– 1581, and Chinantla, 1584– 1589 (585).

 36. Pedro Ruiz, Baltasar de Peralta, and Lorenzo Franco, Cuautla, Esteban de Alavés, 
Zozola (RG, I, 145– 146, 152, 158); Bartolomé de Pisa, Ocelotepec (I, 89– 90), Pedro 
de Mendoza, Chichicapa, Pedro Franco, Miahuatlan, Juan Ortiz, Coatlan, Esteban 
Ramos, Ocelotepec (I, 93); Pedro Ruiz Suárez, Ixcatlan (I, 234), Lorenzo Franco 
[sic], Tecomahuaca (I, 241); Francisco Ximénez, Ixtepeji (I, 248); Pablo de Azevedo 
and Baltasar de Illescas, Teococuilco (I, 260); Juan Ruiz Zuazo, Teozacualco (II, 
151). Four of the above were specifically mentioned as “locally born” in the previ-
ously cited 1570 Relación (AGI, M357).

 37. Actas, Confirmationes, 1552, f. 37a; 1558, f. 73a.
 38. Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. 2, cap. 44. Juan Bautista lists all the papal indulgences 

obtained for those who evangelized Indians in the New World, 1521– 1591, in the 
prologue to his Confessionario.

 39. CIIIM, lib. 1, tít, 4, Del título de beneficio o de patrimonio, párr. 1.
 40. In 1710, 201 of the 258 presbyters listed had been ordained “a título de 

lengua”: AGI, M880, Testimonio del número de clérigos, 12 sep 1710. Schwaller, 
“Expansion of Nahuatl,” deals with the effect of this provision on the spread of 
Nahuatl.

 41. They were not rigorously administered until late in the following century: AGI, 
M84, Bishop- elect Nicolás del Puerto to Crown, 27 may 1679. The minutes for lan-
guage examinations have been preserved from the time of his successor, Bishop 
Sariñana, for the years 1684– 1691: AGEO, Eclesiástico 3, no. 5, Libro de synodos 
celebrados en esta diócesis.
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 42. For example, Gonzalo de Alcántara and Juan Chirinos served as examiners for 
Zapotec in 1684: AGEO, Eclesiástico 3, no. 5, Libro de synodos, f. 4.

 43. AGI, M357, Bishop Ledesma to Crown, 24 abr 1597.
 44. AGI, M880, Testimonio del número de clérigos, 12 sep 1710.
 45. AGI, M882, Cuad. 15, Informe de D.  Francisco Fernández de Córdova, 13 mar 

1705, ff. 107– 116. On appointments without knowing the language, see, for ex-
ample, Barreda, Doctrina, Respuesta al Obispo Maldonado, 10 mar 1728.

 46. AGI, M880, Extracto de autos que forma el Relator, 2 ago 1711.
 47. See the report by Juan de Salmerón, 19 ene 1583, in Cuevas, Documentos, 

317– 324.
 48. AGI, M879, Memoria del Secretario de Cámara, 4 jun 1706, and M881, Informe 

de Diego Díaz Romero, jul 1706. See Taylor, Magistrates of the Sacred, and Farriss, 
Crown and Clergy, on the disciplinary problems of the clerical underclass, with em-
phasis on the decades before Independence.

 49. Durán, Historia de las Indias, I, cap.  8, parr. 48, attributed clerics’ linguistic 
shortcomings more to bishops’ low standards than to inherent incapacity.

 50. AGI, M84, Bishop- elect Nicolás del Puerto a S.M., 27 may 1679.
 51. Lorenzana, Concilios, 8, complaining about the language requirement.
 52. AGI, M357, Albuquerque, Relacion de la gente que hay, 1570. The oidor Tomás 

López Medel used the same argument for Spanish as the universal language of 
evangelization (López Medel to Crown, 9 jun 1550, in Colección de documentos, 
primera serie, XXIV, 541– 542).

 53. For the notion of “corporal contamination by indigenous breast milk,” see Brewer- 
García, “Bodies, Texts, and Translators,” referring to mestizos in Peru, but the 
concept was widespread and extended to creoles, who were often nursed by 
Indian women. For opinions expressed by bishops in Yucatan: AGI, M886, Bishop 
to Crown, 4 sep 1701; M3168, Bishop to Crown, 28 jul 1737.

 54. Montúfar, “Listas y descripciones,” 253– 254.
 55. AGI, M880, Testimonio del número de clérigos, 12 sep 1710.
 56. AGI, M882, Cuad. 15, Informe Fernández de Córdova, 13 mar 1705.
 57. AGI, M882, Cuad. 15, 30 jun 1705, Certificado del Secretario, ff. 136– 138v, and 13 

mar 1705, Informe Fernández de Córdova, on Chichicapa.
 58. In the 1980s curates in parishes within two hours’ driving distance from Oaxaca 

city were rarely to be found in residence during the week. On earlier conditions 
I have relied on interviews in the 1980s with retired diocesan clergy and am es-
pecially indebted to Fernando Vázquez Núñez, Luis Vázquez Núñez, and Fortino 
López Ríos, all three by then assigned to urban posts and now deceased.

 59. The parish of Yalalag was actually administered by Franciscan nuns for over a 
decade until improved access made it more popular with clerics, who replaced 
them in 1995.

 60. Priests of the Society of the Divine Word who learned Zapotec well enough to 
preach: Pío Estepa, Theodor Nöthe, and Pablo Merne, the last two now deceased. 
Pablo Merne also produced an extensive dictionary of Netzicho Zapotec verbs 
in collaboration with a young native speaker:  Merne and Cruz Miguel, Didza 
Xidza. The Salesian order had several accomplished Mixe speakers in the 1980s 
and 1990s. Native speakers in the priesthood have increased in number but are 
still rare.

 61. Viceroy Luis de Velasco to Crown, 7 feb 1554, in Cuevas, Documentos, 196.
 62. Feria, Memorial to Tercer Concilio Provincial Mexicano, 1585, in Llaguno, 

Personalidad, 188.
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 63. Salmerón to Felipe II, 19 ene 1583, in Cuevas, Documentos, 318.
 64. Montúfar, “Listas y descripciones,” 159, 166– 168. Burgoa also chronicled delib-

erate sabotage of ministers, such as Benito Hernández in Achiutla, whose linguistic 
knowledge posed a threat: Geográfica, I, 322– 323. On the difficulty of ministering 
to minority languages, see AGEO, Eclesiàstico 3, no. 5, Libro de synodos, 1684– 
1691, which records discussions concerning multilingual parishes. For example, 
it was noted that in San Agustín Mixtepeque (ff. 89– 89v, 7 may 1687) “they also 
speak Valley Zapotec, Amuzgo, and some Mixtec,” but the candidate presented 
the examination only in the main language of Southern Serrano Zapotec.

 65. On Soltec, see the extensive idolatry trials of 1653– 1657, in Sola de Vega: AGN, 
Inquisición 437, 438, 456, 573, and 584 (the curate, but not his assistants, 
was fluent in Solteco). On Chinantec, see AGN, Inquisición 473, no.  1, Contra 
el Br. Joseph Manrique beneficiado de Tepetotutla, 1673; AGEO, Eclesiástico 
3, no.  5, Libro de synodos, f.  22, Examination in Mazatec, 23 mar 1684, and 
f. 88, Examination in Chinantec, 6 mar 1686, in both cases by native- speaking 
examiners.

 66. Reyes, Artes de las lenguas, “Prólogo,” 8– 10.
 67. Another creole, Andrés de Cumillas, “perfected” through study the Zapotec he ac-

quired in childhood: Burgoa, Palestra, 276– 277. For a further sample of the “per-
fection” accolade, see Burgoa, Geográfica, I, 193, and Remesal, Historia, lib. 7, caps. 
4 and 14, and lib. 9, cap. 4.

 68. Códice Franciscano. For an annotated list of known sixteenth- century publications, 
see García Icazbalceta, Bibliografía mexicana.

 69. Córdova, Arte: expressed identically in the viceroy’s licence for publication and the 
provincial’s endorsement, the notion of an “arte para bien hablar” was Córdova’s. 
One author promised preaching texts in Tarascan written “phonetically” for cor-
rect pronunciation: Fray Juan Baptista de Lagunas, Diccionario con otras obras en 
lengua michoacana (1574), prologue reproduced in García Icazbalceta, Bibliografía 
mexicana, 253– 255.

 70. See the series of informaciones de méritos y servicios of creole clerics from Oaxaca, 
1560s– 1570s, in AGI, M205– M208, M210, M212.

 71. See especially Burgoa, Palestra, a collection of biographies with a whiff of 
hagiography.

 72. Burgoa, Geográfica, I, 193; II, 279.
 73. AGI, M357, Albuquerque, Relación de la gente que hay, 1570.
 74. Córdova, “Relación.”
 75. Córdova, Arte, “Introducción” by Nicolás León, xxi– xxvii, “Escritores en lengua 

zapoteca.”
 76. Tercer Concilio Provincial de Lima, Tercero catecismo, “Proemio,” f. 6v. On “hand-

written notebooks” in Mexico, see the preface to a 1577 book of sermons in 
Nahuatl, reproduced in García Icazbalceta, Bibliografía mexicana, 281– 282, and 
Quintana, Confessionario, “Prólogo.”

 77. The multivolume bibliography compiled originally by Beristain de Souza, 
Biblioteca Hispano- Americana, remains the best source on colonial unedited as well 
as published texts. References to sermonarios in Zapotec can also be found in Gay, 
Historia, 325– 326, 378, and the previously cited “Introducción” to Córdova, Arte.

 78. Antonio del Pozo, “Arte zaapoteco  . . .  con la doctrina cristiana y sermones en 
lengua zapoteca” [c.  1600] (Hispanic Society of New  York, new series 3, 1914, 
Item 27; cited hereafter as Pozo, “Arte zaapoteco”), sermons on ff. 51– 136. The 
places named are Zapotec parishes and the dates range from 1677 to 1697 (as 
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depicted in Figure  5.1), whereas the original composition was prior to Pozo’s 
death in 1623. The use of sermonarios composed by famous preachers probably 
originated in Spain, where it was also widespread: Smith, Preaching, 35– 39.

 79. Códice Franciscano, 65. One Dominican was spurred to become an expert lengua 
because he could not trust his nahuatlatos: Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. 2, cap. 77.

 80. Peña Montenegro, Itinerario, lib. 1, trat. 1, sess. 6.
 81. Divine Word missionaries in the Sierra Norte by their own accounts fall 

into alarming or absurd errors through slight mispronunciations in Zapotec 
verb forms.

 82. Pacheco de Sylva, Doctrina. Only the examiners referred specifically to the 
“Netzicho language”; the author nowhere suggested any difference and even re-
ferred to Córdova in his prologue as “mi maestro.”

 83. AGN, Inquisición 244, Auto Sancho Alçorriz, 14 dic 1598. See also AGI, M208, 
ramo 2, nos. 28, 28a, 30, Méritos y servicios of Nufio Martín, 1565, who was also 
mentioned by Albuquerque as one of the more proficient in Zapotec: AGI, M357, 
Relación de la gente que hay, 1570.

 84. For example, Burgoa (Palestra, 226) acknowledges the difference in stating that 
one friar had “great expertise in the perfect language of the Valleys, as well as in 
the unrefined language of the Sierra.”

 85. Córdova, Vocabulario, examination, 11 jul 1577: Domingo Guigelmo [sic, usually 
Grijelmo], longtime minister in the Valleys, and Juan de Villalobos, from Villa 
Alta and identified as “vicario” of the Netzicho doctrina Tanetze; for the Arte, 18 
jun 1578, Juan Berriz [sic, usually Verriz] and Juan de Mata, both representing 
Valley Zapotec (Actas, 1578, ff. 141– 141v).

 86. Actas, 1581, Confirmationes, f.  149a:  The examiner for Zapotec was Domingo 
Grijelmo, and the additional appointees Juan de Córdova, Juan de Mata, and 
Agustín de Salazar; for Mixtec, in addition to Francisco de Espinosa, Antonio de 
la Serna, Ildefonso de Trujillo, and Antonio de los Reyes (author of the 1593 Arte 
en Lengua Mixteca).

 87. AGEO, Eclesiástico, 3, no. 5, Libro de synodos, 1684– 1691.
 88. AGEO, Eclesiástico, 3, no. 5, Libro de synodos, Examen sinodal, 22 mar 1685, ff. 

19v– 20.
 89. AGEO, Eclesiástico, 3, no. 5, Libro de synodos, Examen sinodal, 22 mar 1685, f. 20.
 90. Burgoa, Geográfica, I, 356– 359, in the predominantly Mixtec doctrina of 

Justlahuaca, and the fiscal himself seems to have been bilingual. Evidence that the 
Hernández catechism was heavily used by at least one indigenous reader (prob-
ably a fiscal) is also attested by manuscript notations scattered throughout the 
copy held in the Cushing Memorial Library, Texas A&M University.

 91. Fuente, Yalalag, 260; the book was known locally as “el Pacheco.” It has gone 
through various editions; at least one copy of the most recent, 1882, is still in cir-
culation and was used by twentieth- century rezanderos, even those who were illit-
erate and who memorized the Netzicho prayers. I owe this information to Juana 
Vásquez Vásquez, who accompanied her rezandera grandmother on prayer rounds 
in the 1950s.

 92. Schwaller, Partidos y párrocos, 581.
 93. AGN, Inquisición 1, no.  28, ff. 139– 140, Gobernadores, alcaldes, regidores y 

principales de Yagavila, Yatzona, Yagila al obispo Ledesma, 31 jul 1598.
 94. Described by Burgoa, Palestra, 322. Pocho used to have a negative connotation (see 

Santamaría, Diccionario de mejicanismos, 872), but code- switching has become an 
accepted aspect of biculturality on both sides of the border.
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 95. AGI, M879, Testimonio de autos, 1708, f.  353, Fray Gaspar de los Reyes to 
Maldonado, 7 ago 1705.

 96. Burgoa, Geográfica, II, 280.
 97. Burgoa, Geográfica, II, 126, on late sixteenth- century Zapotec verse plays. The 

great popularity of such autos led indirectly to one playwright’s death, crushed 
by an overcrowded viewing stand: Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. 2, cap. 48. The only 
known surviving texts are Fray Martín Ximénez’s plays in Mixtec (Colección 
Francisco Belmar, Mexico City), described by Burgoa, Palestra, 417– 418.

 98. Burgoa, Palestra, 417. See also Morales Abril, “Villancicos de remedo.” The enter-
tainment value of these colonial songs lay in mocking the macaronic Spanish of 
nonnative speakers: Indians, Africans, French, Portuguese, Galicians.

 99. Durán, Historia de las Indias, I, cap. 8, párr. 50.
 100. AGEO, Eclesiastico 3, Exp. 5, Examen sinodal, 6 mar 1686, ff. 32, 88.
 101. See Beristain de Souza, Biblioteca, for references to collections of sermons. 

Formulae for administering sacraments were appended to bilingual catechisms 
and other manuals. For last rites, see, for example, León, Camino del cielo, 
“Manual de bien morir”; Velázquez de Cárdenas, Breve práctica y regimen, pre-
pared for “seminarians,” 47– 54; for a Zapotec example, “Plática breve,” in Agüero, 
Miscelaneo, “Confessionario,” 123– 127; for Mixe, Quintana, Doctrina, 44.

 102. AGEO, Eclesiástico 3, no. 5, Libro de Synodos, 1684– 1691, 23 mar 1684, f. 22v.
 103. Durán, Historia de las Indias, I, cap. 8, párr. 48– 49.
 104. Molina, Confessionario. The other major manuals in Nahuatl are by Bautista 

(1599) and Alva (1634).
 105. A separately paginated section in Agüero, Miscelaneo, “Confessionario.” In man-

uscript: the first part of Alonso Martínez’s 1633 “Manual breve y compendioso 
para empezar a aprender la lengua zapoteca en caso de necessidad,” 1633 (tran-
scription in 1871 by C. Hermann Berendt, University of Pennsylvania Museum, 
Brinton Collection, 498.34 ZM363), pp. 1– 33, is in fact a “Confessionario breve”; 
a confessionario is listed in the unedited c. 1600 collection by Fray Antonio del 
Pozo (“Arte zaapoteco”) but missing from the document. No record of a Zapotec 
confessionario composed by Córdova has survived other than a mention in the 
1578 licence to publish his Arte.

 106. Quintana, Doctrina, 55– 124, “Tratado de la confesión” in eight chapters. For 
explanatory sections in Nahuatl, see Molina, Confessionario, ff. 3– 18v, and 
Bautista, Confessionario, ff. 2– 39v; and for Netzicho Zapotec, Pacheco de Sylva, 
Doctrina, ff. 109– 114.

 107. Among the most extensive are the Nahuatl Confessionarios cited above. For 
Oaxaca, see especially the section dedicated to “Sins which the Indians ordinarily 
tend to commit”: in Agüero, Miscelaneo, “Confessionario,” 70– 94, containing a 
long section on the evils of drink, and a similar section in Martínez, “Manual 
breve y compendioso,” “Confessionario.”

 108. For a treatise specifically on Spaniards’ sins, see Moreno, Reglas ciertas.
 109. Barnes, “Catechisms and Confessionarios,” compares Andean and Mexican 

examples. Influenced by Foucault, some authors have emphasized confession 
as an instrument of colonial rule: Gruzinski, “Confesión, alianza, y sexualidad”; 
Klor de Alva, “Telling Lives”; Martiarena, Culpabilidad y resistencia; and, for the 
Andes, Harrison, “Theology of Concupiscence.”

 110. Quintana, Confessionario, “Prólogo.”
 111. See Agüero, Miscelaneo, “Confessionario.” For Nahuatl, Bautista, Confessionario, 

with three versions, a “confessionario mayor” (ff. 40– 69), a “confessionario 
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menor” (ff. 70– 73v) and a two- page condensation (ff. 74– 74v); the Dominican 
León included a brief manual in his Camino del cielo. Mannheim, “Confession,” 
sees a wide gap between mandate and seventeenth- century Andean practice.

 112. Quintana, Confessionario, “Prólogo,” to which he also appended a large section 
on grammar and pronunciation (125– 136).

 113. Torralba, “Arte Zapoteca” “Confessionario,” f. 67.
 114. AGI, M 357, Ordenanza de visita, Bishop López de Zárate, 30 mar 1547.
 115. Pedro de San Sebastián a Felipe II, 1 jul 1586, in Cuevas, Documentos, 402. See 

also ex- oidor Alonso de Zorita, a champion of the Franciscans, in his Memorial, 
10 mar 1584, in Cuevas, Documentos, 342.

 116. Montúfar, “Listas y descripciones,” 85, 159, 183, 197, 238, 244– 245, 253, for 
the Archdiocese of Mexico. For Oaxaca see, for example, RG, II, 55– 72, 1579, 
Suchitepeque. Neglect of the secondary languages, especially in multilingual 
parishes, was still in evidence a century later: AGEO, Eclesiástico 3, no. 5, Libro 
de synodos celebrados, 1684– 1691.

 117. See, for example, the records on the Cuicatec- speaking parish of Teutila: AGI, 
M358, Información ante el visitador . . . doctrina Teutila, 1562.

 118. Repeated at many biannual chapter meetings: Actas capitulares, Confirmationes, 
1553, 1555, 1556, 1558, 1572, 1581 (ff. 43 52, 62a, 73, 46a, 149a).

 119. Feria, Doctrina, f. 1. The phrase echos the subtitle of one of the first catechisms 
produced in Mexico, Doctrina cristiana, published by Bishop Zumárraga in 1546.

CHAPTER 6
 1. Ricard, Conquista, 419, 499– 504.
 2. Menegus Bornemann and Aguirre Salvador, Indios, el sacerdocio. The majority of 

these were in fact mestizos and represented a small although steadily increasing 
proportion of the priesthood. On ordination policy, see also Poole, “Church 
Law” and “Declining Image.”

 3. Nicolás del Puerto, son of a cacique from Santa Catarina Minas and bishop from 
1679 to 1681:  Gillow y Zabalza, Apuntes históricos, 92– 93. For other sons of 
Oaxacan caciques who obtained university degrees leading to ordination, see 
Menegus Bornemann and Aguirre Salvador, Indios, el sacerdocio, 83, 90, 94, 97, 
146, 222.

 4. Franciscan support was most fully elaborated by their lay spokesman Alonso 
de Zorita in Breve y sumaria relación and already cited reports. Dominican sym-
pathy was evident in pen portraits of the indigenous ruling class (see, for ex-
ample, Burgoa, Geográfica, I, 276, 320– 321) and even included some who ran 
afoul of the Inquisition, such as don Juan Cortés, lord of Tehuantepec (Burgoa, 
Geográfica, II, 349– 359, 363– 364). See also the often- cited Yanhuitlan case 
(AGN, Inquisición 37, nos. 8 and 10, 1545– 1546), in which the Dominicans 
served as interpreters and character witnesses rather than accusers.

 5. AGN, Tierras 1141, Ordenanza para gobierno de los indios, Viceroy Mendoza, 
30 jun 1546.

 6. AGI, Justicia 204, no.  2, ramo 5, Nombramiento de D.  Pedro, gobernador de 
Tlapacoya, 1 sep 1551, in Fiscal de S.M. con el Marqués del Valle, 1556; AVA, 
Civil 111, Nombramiento gobernador de Tepanzacualco, 14 sep 1570, in 
Información de D. Juan Pérez, 1724. On responsability for Christian behavior 
and doctrine, see AGI, Justicia 279, Proceso sobre Teiticpac, 1560; Doesburg, 
Documentos antiguos, 134 (1553), and 256– 272 (1585); and for details on 
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  catechism attendance, see AGN, Inquisición 37, no. 10, ff. 252– 254, Declaración 
Juan de Molina, 31 oct 1545.

 7. Bishop Zumárraga, Instrucción a sus procuradores, feb 1537, in Cuevas, 
Documentos, 67.

 8. Encomenderos were also obligated to teach Indian youth to read so that they 
could teach others (Laws of Burgos, 1512– 1513, ley 9, in Konetzke, Colección de 
documentos, I, 44) but unlike the friars were not inclined to leave records.

 9. On Hispaniola, see Mira Caballos, “Educación de indios y mestizos antillanos.”
 10. Spearheaded, like many anti- Indian policies, by the Dominican provincial 

Domingo de Betanzos:  Betanzos and Domingo de la Cruz to Crown, 5 May 
1544, in Cuevas, Historia, I, 440– 441. Ulloa, Predicadores, 230, blames Betanzos, 
Zumárraga´s confessor, for the latter’s withdrawal of support for the Colegio.

 11. Viceroy Luis de Velasco to Felipe II, 7 feb 1554, in Cuevas, Documentos, 186.
 12. Pedro de Gante to Carlos I, 31 oct 1532, in Cartas de Indias, I, 51– 53, and for a 

more detailed description of the school and its curriculum, Gante to Felipe II, 23 
jun 1558, in Códice Franciscano, 211– 216; Motolinía, Historia de los indios, trat. 1, 
párr. 55; Mendieta, Historia, lib. 3, cap. 32. By 1596 it was confined to boys from 
Mexico City and probably no longer a boarding school: Mendieta, Historia, lib. 5, 
pt. 1, cap 18.

 13. Valadés, Rhetorica, engraving inserted between 206 and 208 (misnumbered as 
106 and 108). Education for girls was confined, at least formally, to Christian doc-
trine: Mendieta, Historia, lib. 3, cap. 52, and lib. 4, cap. 26. See also Zumárraga’s 
correspondence on the subject, 1536– 1538, in Cuevas, Documentos, 61– 67, and 
Library of Congress, Kraus Collection, nos. 15, 17, 19.

 14. Códice Franciscano, 5– 6.
 15. On Franciscan schools in Tlaxcala, see González Dávila, Teatro, 74; and in Yucatan, 

Lizana, Historia, ff. 47v, 50– 50v, 52– 52v, 78v– 79.
 16. Códice Franciscano, 55– 57.
 17. Montúfar, “Listas y descripciones,” 62, 99, 133, 198.
 18. Zumárraga, Instrucción a sus procuradores, feb 1537, in Cuevas, Documentos, 67.
 19. Lizana, Historia, ff. 50– 50v.
 20. AGN, Inquisición 37, exp. 9, Contra el cacique de Coatlán, Testimonios Bernabé 

Sánchez y Pedro de Olmos, 6 jun 1545.
 21. AGN, Inquisición 37, Contra los caciques de Yanhuitlan, no. 8, f. 117, Declaración 

de D. Cristóbal, 20 oct 1544, and no. 10, ff. 188v– 189v, Declaración de Diego, 22 
feb 1545.

 22. Mendieta, Historia, lib. 3, cap. 17. Mendieta and also Motolinía (Historia de los 
indios, trat. 1, cap. 2, trat. 2, cap. 3) emphasized the generational split in loyalties 
and the key role of the young Indians in evangelization, analyzed in Trexler, 
“From the Mouths of Babes.”

 23. See Motolinía, Historia de los indios, trat. 3, cap.  14, and Mendieta, Historia, 
lib. 3, cap. 15, on sending servants or commoners in place of noble children; 
and for Yucatan, Lizana, Historia, ff. 50– 50v. Zumárraga, Instrucción a sus 
procuradores, feb 1537 (Cuevas, Documentos, 67): they give their own sons “re-
luctantly or hide them.”

 24. Burgoa, Geográfica, II, 178.
 25. On the largesse of one family, see Burgoa, Geográfica, II, 378– 379. Testaments and 

cofradía (confraternity) books record elite donations of lands, herds, and other 
income- producing property.
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 26. On the school and Mixe attendance: Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. 2, caps. 87 and 
96, and Burgoa, Geografía, II, 148– 149, 163 (sources that give Yanhuitlan as 
the school’s location appear to have misread Franco y Ortega, Segunda parte, 
56– 57).

 27. Burgoa, Geografìa, I, 94. A 1552 “Instrucción” of Viceroy Velasco suggests that 
this custom was general in Oaxaca:  Library of Congress, Kraus Collection, ff. 
378v– 380. AGN, Inquisición 37, no.  10, Proceso contra los caciques, no.  8, ff. 
109v– 111v, Declaración Juan de Angulo, 16 oct 1544; no.  10, ff. 184– 186v, 
Declaración Luis Delgado, 22 feb 1545. Another trial testimony (AGI, Inquisición 
37, no. 9, Proceso contra los caciques de Coatlan, 1545) records a distinction be-
tween a pupil who was “taught” and one who was “raised.”

 28. Burgoa, Geografía, I, 175– 177,
 29. For examples of “catechism boys” as extirpators, see Burgoa, Palestra, 249– 251, 

256; AGN, Inquisición 37, Procesos contra los caciques de Yanhuitlan, no. 8, ff. 
108v– 111, 116– 119, Declaraciones Juan de Naveda, Juan de Angulo, D. Cristobal, 
D.  Juan, 16– 21 oct 1544; Informaciones [hechas en] San Pablo [Guilá] sujeto 
al pueblo de Titiquipaque sobre pertenencia, posesión y culto de ídolos de los 
indios,” 1574, Hispanic Society of New  York, HC 417/ 114 (hereafter cited as 
Informaciones . . . Titiquipaque).

 30. Códice Franciscano, 55.
 31. Mendieta, Historia, lib. 3, cap. 15, and Códice Franciscano, 56, on the careless 

inclusion of “lower- class” boys in literacy classes, thus upsetting the social 
order.

 32. Santamaría, Diccionario, 850: from the Nahuatl word for “children” (plural of pilli), 
also “boy brought up in a convent, adopted by the regulars.”

 33. AGN, Inquisición 37, no.  9, Contra los caciques de Coatlán, Declaración, 9 jun 
1545: spelled also as “vijana” and “vigana,” and equivalent to the term pigaana 
that appears in Córdova, Vocabulario, with reference variously to youth (ff. 98, 
256, 270), celibacy (f. 236v), or both together (f. 427), service (ff. 378, 379v), 
and service in the church (ff. 349v, 367, 379v). See also Smith- Stark, “Dioses, 
sacerdotes,” 141– 142.

 34. In the Villa Alta region:  AGI, Justicia 191, no.  2, Residencia Francisco López 
Tenorio, 1535– 1539, Proceso contra Yagaeche, 1536; Mexico 358, Información 
contra los religiosos . . . Tabaa, 1560; Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. 2, cap. 89; and in 
Tehuantepec, Burgoa, Geográfica, II, 355.

 35. Burgoa, Palestra, 91.
 36. Petapa, ff. 50– 59v. The manuscript copy bears the date of 1698, but most of the 

text was composed sometime in the sixteenth century.
 37. Petapa, ff. 53, 55.
 38. As confirmed by assignments to the doctrina of Nexapa in the Dominican Actas 

capitulares.
 39. Códice Sierra, a pictorial document from the Mixteca Alta, 1550– 1564, portraying 

indigenous church staff. See also a complaint from a royal visitador regarding the 
privileged status accorded these “church people”: Valderrama, Cartas, 59 (2 mar 
1564). The outline of duties and status provided in Lockhart, Nahuas, 210– 218, 
for central Mexico tallies with the evidence for Oaxaca, where documents even 
employed a Nahuatl term for church people, teopantlaca.

 40. Recopilación de leyes, lib. 6, tit. 3, ley 7.  The título primordial of Juquila (Sierra 
Norte) records the selection of fiscales from the local nobility: AGI, Tierras 335, 
exp. 5, Título de Juquila, [1558].
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 41. On the maestro cantor, see Farriss, Maya Society, 335– 336. Maestro de doctrina was 
an alternative title for fiscal in Oaxaca, also referred to as “coadjutor” by Bishop 
Albuquerque: AGI, M357, 1 ene 1577.

 42. See, for example, AGN, Inquisición 43, no.  1, Proceso contra Catalina García, 
1557, on the control of burials.

 43. On church records and account books, aside from the Códice Sierra, see, for the 
secular clergy, Montúfar, “Listas y descripciones,” 144, 167, 182, 243 (some still 
“painted,” 187, 215– 216); for Dominican doctrinas, Actas, 1556, 1559, ff. 64a, 
83a. Many parish archives conserve colonial cofradía account books in Zapotec 
and also entries of marriages, births, and deaths generally signed by the curates 
but seemingly written by Indian staff, who also provided the information. For an 
outline of duties, see AGI, Mexico 358, 12 may 1560, Nombramiento de fiscal by 
Fray Pedro Guerrero, and a more detailed list, Códice Franciscano, 73– 74.

 44. AGI, Justicia 279, Información ante Alcalde Mayor Espíndola, 26 nov 1560, ff. 
13– 14v, on the fiscal as recording secretary; Informaciones  . . .  Titiquipaque, ff. 
33v– 37.

 45. See, for example, in a later set of reports, the Relación de Miahuatlan, 1609: Paso 
y Troncoso, Relaciones geográficas, 293– 300. The previously cited Inquisition trial 
records from Sola de Vega reveal these entwined structures over several genera-
tions, 1600s– 1650s; and the Petapa Probanza lists five generations of maestros de 
doctrina and municipal authorities from the same lineage, a pattern also found in 
colonial Yucatan (see Farriss, Maya Society, 232– 233, 236– 237).

 46. For parish- level musical history see a collection of essays in Navarrete, Ritual 
sonoro. Aside from the already cited song books from San Bartolo Yautepec, 
sixteenth- century Latin graduals in the parish archive of San Bartolo Soyaltepec 
contain Mixtec liturgical instructions as marginalia, clearly for the use of the 
Indian choir: Ortiz Maciel, Tesoros, 16– 24.

 47. Códice Franciscano, 92– 93. Most indigenous catechisms contain liturgical 
calendars noting feast days binding on Indians, for example, the Doctrinas of Feria 
(1567) and Pacheco de Sylva (1687, 1689).

 48. Some of the instructions for the fiscales include how to perform a baptism and 
succor the dying, as well as how to serve at mass: Roldán, Cartilla y doctrina, ff. 
11– 13; León, Camino del cielo; Barreda, Doctrina, 22– 27, 72– 78.

 49. For literacy as a Christian mark, see Roldán, Cartilla y doctrina, f. 16, and AGN, 
Inquisición 37, no.  10, Defensa D.  Francisco, 1545, ff. 226v– 228, 262v– 263; 
Declaración de D. Domingo, 29 abr 1545.

 50. AGN, Inquisición 37, no. 8, Declaración Juanes de Angulo, 15 oct 1544, f. 111.
 51. On the role of the literate indigenous elite in colonial Mesoamerica and the Andes, 

see the essays in Ramos and Yannakakis, Indigenous Intellectuals, and on their ec-
clesiastical role in the Andes in particular, Charles, Allies at Odds.

 52. The earliest records are the judicial documents in AGI, Escribanía de Cámara and 
Justicia, 1529– 1537, which either contain signatures by Indian witnesses or the 
scribe noted that “they do not sign because they do not know how.” For Mixtec 
literacy, see Terraciano, “Escritura alfabética.”

 53. Described and summarized in García Icazbalceta, Bibliografía mexicana.
 54. Dávila Padilla, Historia, “Prólogo.”
 55. CIIIM, 1585, lib. 1, tít. De impressione et lectione librorum, párr. 2.
 56. González Rodríguez, “Difusión manuscrita,” 94– 101. Spanish works also often 

circulated widely only in manuscript, for example an unedited 1534 treatise by 
Las Casas: Remesal, Historia, lib. 10, cap. 24.
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 57. León, “Introducción,” in Córdova, Arte, xxi– xxvii, “Escritores en lengua zapoteca.”
 58. Lorenzana, Concilios:  Concilio Primero Provincial Mexicano, 1555, cap.  69. 

Concilio Segundo, 1565, cap. 23, explicitly proscribed sermonarios and “any other 
material for Indians except the catechism.”

 59. Gruzinski, Conquest of Mexico, 56. Burkhart is a major proponent of deliberate 
reinterpretations in translations:  see, for example, “Amanuenses” and Holy 
Wednesday.

 60. Códice Franciscano, 61. Or merely “troubling,” as in the Yucatec- language sermons 
that Bishop Diego de Landa confiscated:  AGN Inquisición 90, Landa to Holy 
Office, 19 ene 1578.

 61. Fernández del Castillo, Libros y libreros, 81– 85: predictably, the vote for censor-
ship was from the Dominican provincial, and the one for total freedom was from 
Alonso de Molina, although the middle ground was shared by a fellow Franciscan, 
Sahagún, and a noted Dominican lengua.

 62. Levanto, Cathecismo, “Nota al que leyere.” See also Bevan, Chinantec, 88– 89, 113, 
on copies of sermons in Chinantec made by monolingual scribes.

 63. Agüero, Miscelaneo, “Misterios,” “Prólogo.”
 64. Burgoa, Palestra, 418, on confiscated works composed and sold by Mixtec cantores. 

Testimony accompanying the confiscated pagan ritual books from Sola de Vega 
(AGN, Inquisición) and the divinatory calendars from the Sierra Norte (AGI, 
M882) mention that the owners sometimes had purchased or sold copies.

 65. Infantes, De las primeras letras, on the identification of reading with learning basic 
doctrine in early Spanish primary education in Spain.

 66. The Dominicans’ first Nahuatl catechism, Doctrina christiana  . . .  Orden Santo 
Domingo (1548), contained an introductory reading cartilla before the basic 
prayers. The earliest Franciscan cartillas have not survived but probably resembled 
a sixteen- page version from 1569 described in García Icazbalceta, Bibliografía 
mexicana, 219.

 67. Infantes, De las primeras letras, 38. See also Torre Villar, “Catecismos y cartillas,” 
21– 36, 93– 99, on “alfabetos- catecismos” in Europe and Mexico; and Smith- Stark, 
“Trilogía,” 462– 463, pointing out the spread of literacy in Mesoamerica through 
catechisms.

 68. “Prólogo” to Molina, “Doctrina,” 30. See also Concilio Provincial de Lima, Tercero 
Cathecismo, “Proemio,” which compared the Indians to small children who need 
the “ABC of God’s doctrine as contained in the catechism or cartilla.”

 69. Mentioned in AGI, Patronato 184, Bishop López de Zárate to Crown, 30 may 
1544, and, as noted above, by Don Domingo, cacique of Yanhuitlan, in 1545. See 
Swanton, “History,” 54– 61, for a summary of evidence on early cartillas in Mexico 
and Oaxaca.

 70. The 1580 Chuchona catechism by Roldán is even entitled Cartilla y doctrina and 
prints both the Spanish and Chuchona syllabaries, ff. IX– XI, in the introductory 
section.

 71. Infantes, De las primeras letras, 35– 45.
 72. Motolinía, Historia de los indios, trat. 2, cap 9; Montúfar, “Listas y descripciones,” 

89, 100, 115, 198.
 73. Motolinía, Historia de los indios, trat. 3, cap. 2. See also Bishop Zumárraga’s man-

date for the 1546 Molina Doctrina: “Everyone is to learn to recite it in unison.”
 74. Lorenzana, Concilios, “Primera Junta,” 1525, 6– 7; Concilio Primero Provincial 

Mexicano, 1555, cap.  1, 40– 42; and CIIIM, 1585, tit. De doctrina christiana 
rudibus, párr. 2– 4.
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 75. Mendieta, Historia, lib. 4, cap. 32: before the Sunday sermon two Indians stood 
in front of the congregation to lead the recitation of the entire doctrina phrase by 
phrase. Montúfar, “Listas y descripciones,” 89, 93, 169. For the detail of locking 
the gates, see AGN, Inquisición 37, Proceso  . . . Yanhuitlan, no. 10, Declaración 
Juan de Molina, 31 oct 1545, f. 252.

 76. At what point adults took over is not recorded. In 1546 it was still the “Indian 
boys” who taught doctrine: Zumárraga, Doctrina cristiana, f. 81v.

 77. An early record is the Códice Sierra. According to later records catechism was 
often combined with teaching music: see AVA, Criminal 2, Contra Juan Jiménez 
y socios de Temascalapa, 1650; Criminal 23, Información sobre D. Juan Martín de 
Lachirioag, 1666.

 78. Actas capitulares, 1567, f. 133a, 1576, f. 123a.
 79. Montúfar, “Listas y descripciones,” 60– 62, 80, 100, 115, 136, 168– 169, 226, 

244, 252, on secular parishes; for Franciscans, Códice Franciscano, 55– 72, and 
Mendieta, Historia, lib. 4, cap. 32. For Oaxaca, see AGI, M357, Albuquerque to 
Crown, 2 ene 1577, and many passing references on Dominican practice, such as 
Burgoa, Geográfica, I, 94, and Quintana, Doctrina, 57.

 80. Sariñana, Visita ad limina, 23 may 1688 (Archivio Segreto Vaticano, Santa 
Congregazione degli Concilii, Relationes 55), f. 24v.

 81. For Europe, see, for example, Aston, England’s Iconoclasts, 348, 352– 353; for 
Mexico, Motolinía, Historia de los indios, trat. 1, cap. 2; Mendieta, Historia, lib. 3, 
cap. 28.

 82. On doctrina practice, including allowances for the “aged” (viejos), see Mendieta, 
Historia, lib. 4, cap.  32; Códice Franciscano, 54– 59, 73; and Montúfar, “Listas y 
descripciones,” 89, 93, 115, 169, 191, 244, 252, 259, 256 (and in particular for the 
“aged,” 136, 141– 142).

 83. AVA, Criminal 117, El pueblo de Betaza contra Yalalag, 1703, Confesión de Simón 
Santiago, 29 ene 1704; Augustín Benito Gutierres y Juan Martín, 30 ene 1704.

 84. Actas, 1561, f. 89; Códice Franciscano, 54.
 85. For the mandate on prenuptial as well as preconfession testing, see Lorenzana, 

Concilios, Concilio Primero Provincial Mexicano, 1555, caps. 1 and 65, pp. 38[sic 
for 40]– 42 and 139– 140; and, on testing in practice, AGI, M881, Cuaderno no. 3, 
ff. 25– 35, Declaración Diego Díaz Romero, 23 jul 1706, and M880, Memorial 
Provincial, 16 may 1710, ff. 13– 16v.

 86. It is not easy to separate legitimate denunciations from manuevers in the on-
going rivalries between secular authorities and clergy:  for one series between 
the Dominicans and the alcalde mayor of Villa Alta, 1653, see AGN, Indios 19, 
no.  128, and AGI, M37, Autos contra Andrés de Aramburu, 1653; for another, 
AGN, Inquisición 530, nos. 11 and 13, Fray Juan de Cabrera contra D.  Miguel 
Román de Nogales, 1695.

 87. The sixteen- page facsimile is in Infantes, De las primeras letras, facs. I, Hernando 
de Talavera, “Breve Doctrina y enseñanza,” 1496. Infantes and, more comprehen-
sively, Resines Llorente, Catecismos americanos, publish early catechisms from 
Spain and America. See also Doesburg and Swanton, “Traducción,” 84– 86.

 88. Lorenzana, Concilios, Concilio Primero Provincial Mexicano, 1555, cap. 4 (p. 45) 
on the two types of catechism, and cap. 1 (pp. 40– 42), lists the basic elements 
that constitute the short version, as contained in Table 6.1, up through the Works 
of Mercy.

 89. Feria’s Doctrina places it at the end (ff. 112v– 116) and only in Zapotec, while 
Hernández’s two Mixtec versions of 1567 and 1568 provide introductory 



( 342 ) Notes to pages 159–162

  sections in Latin, Spanish, and Mixtec (the rest of the catechism is solely in 
Mixtec). In Roldán’s 1580 Chuchona catechism it also appears toward the begin-
ning (Cartilla y doctrina, ff. XVIIv– XXVIIv).

 90. Per signum crucis de inimicis nostris libera nos Domine Deus noster. In nomine Domini, 
Filii et Spiritus Sancti (By the sign of the cross deliver us from our enemies, Oh 
Lord our God. In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit).

 91. See, for example, the long passage in Feria, Doctrina, ff. 12v– 18v, expounding 
the many virtues and faculties of the cross.

 92. See Burkhart, Before Guadalupe, 116– 117, on these prayers as basic elements in 
the colonial Nahuatl catechisms; Hanks, Converting Words, 244– 262, discusses 
the basic components in colonial Yucatec catechisms.

 93. Remesal, Historia, lib. 6, cap.  7. Information on early baptisms is spotty and 
unreliable. I  am grateful to Judith Zeitlin for a lengthy disentangling of the 
contradictory evidence concerning one case, that of Don Juan Cortés of 
Tehuantepec:  personal communication, 17 Feb. 2003, summarized in Zeitlin, 
Cultural Politics, 107.

 94. Such was the case with Indian witnesses in early judicial inquiries; see, for ex-
ample, AGI, Justicia 110, no. 5, Martín Rodríguez con Pedro de Rodas, 1531, 
Probanza Pedro de Rodas: of the thirty- eight Indian witnesses, three declared 
that they were baptized, one of whom could not remember his Christian name. 
See also reference to the loss of the cedulitas on which the baptismal names were 
written: Muñoz Camargo, Historia de Tlaxcala, 205.

 95. Motolinía, Historia de los indios, trat. 2, caps. 2 and 3, an estimate of millions 
by Franciscans. Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. 1, cap.  21, provides more modest 
figures for the Dominicans: “whole provinces of twenty thousand and fifty thou-
sand Indians.”

 96. Las Casas, Del único modo, not published until 1942 but widely circulated in 
manuscript, according to Remesal (Historia, lib. 3, cap. 9, lib. 6, cap. 2, lib. 10 
cap. 24), who himself owned a copy. The document’s influence on the 1537 papal 
bull Sublimis Deus and on Vitoria are argued persuasively in Parish, Las Casas en 
México, 21– 45.

 97. Vitoria, Relecciones teológicas, I, 59, from a 1539 lecture, “De Indis,” published in 
1557 as Relectiones theologicae.

 98. Parecer de los teólogos de la Universidad de Salamanca, 1 jul 1541, in Colección 
de documentos, segunda serie (1885), III, 543– 555.

 99. Lorenzana, Concilios, Concilio Primero Provincial Mexicano, 1555, cap.  2, 
pp.  42– 43, later subsumed by the Concilio Tercero, 1585, in the general rule 
that all sacraments, including baptism, were to require a prior knowledge of 
doctrine: CIIIM, lib. 1, tit. De sacramentis doctrinae christianae, párr 1. Pardo, 
Origins, 20– 48, outlines the controversy.

 100. Such cases occurred up to at least the 1570s:  Dominican Actas, 1562, f.  92; 
Códice Franciscano, 80– 82; Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. 1, cap.  39, referring to 
Archbishop Montúfar. But they must have been rare by then.

 101. Molina, “Doctrina,” 51– 53, for the adult baptism section. No known publication 
addressed instruction for Africans, their numbers continously replenished by 
newly arriving adults.

 102. Motolinía, Memoriales, lib. 1, cap 35.
 103. Motolinía, Historia de los indios, trat. 1, cap. 4. For an indigenous account of early 

Franciscan instruction and baptism in Tlaxcala, incorporated into a later chron-
icle, see Zapata y Mendoza, Historia cronológica, 97– 105.
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 104. Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. 1, cap. 31. Pardo, Origins, 45, suggests that this pas-
sage describes conversion in accordance with Lascasian principles, but there is 
no indication of prior instruction.

 105. Romero Frizzi and Vásquez Vásquez, “Un Título Primordial de San Francisco 
Yatée,” ff. 2v– 3 and pp. 94– 95. For other títulos, see, for example, AGN, Tierras 
335, exp 5, ff. 1– 17v, Juquila; AGN, Civil 390, exp. 4, ff. 259– 261v, Yatzachi.

 106. Infantes, De las primeras letras, facs. I: Talavera, “Breve doctrina y enseñanza” 
(1496), f. 1; Zumárraga, Doctrina breve, f. 3, and Doctrina cristiana, ff. 81v– 82v. 
Feria, Doctrina, ff. 12v– 18v, provided a lengthy treatise on the theology re-
lated to the cross but omitted the detailed instructions, presumably no longer 
considered necessary by 1567, since the “first thing” the children were taught 
in the schools was to “make the sign of the cross”: Mendieta, Historia, lib. 3, 
cap. 15.

 107. AGI, Justicia 110, no. 5, Probanza Pedro de Rodas, 1532, Declaración de Payo, 
among the many unbaptized witnesses. The relatively small number of baptized 
caciques and principales in the 1530s swore by Saint Mary and the sign of the 
cross, although the son of Don Carlos of Texcoco, who had been baptized, 
when questioned during his father’s 1539 idolatry trial was unable to make 
the sign of the cross or recite any of the prayers: Proceso inquisitorial, 37. The 
four prayers continued to serve as the test of Christian doctrine for indigenous 
witnesses: see, for example, Informaciones . . . Titiquipaque.

 108. AGI, Justicia 231, Proceso contra Doña Isabel, señora de Cuylapan, jun 1529, 
ff. 59– 64.

 109. Petapa Probanza, f. 53. The cacique of Yanhuitlan declared that he had taught 
the basic prayers to the macehuales: AGN, Inquisición 37, no. 10, Declaración 
Don Domingo, 29 abr 1546, f. 262v. See also Códice Franciscano, 54, 95: “They 
should at least know how to bless themselves and say the Our Father and Hail 
Mary and the articles of faith.”

 110. AGN, Inquisición 37, Declaraciones Don Domingo, 29 abr and 15 jul 1545, ff. 
262v– 263, 271– 272v.

 111. AGN, Inquisición 37, Declaraciones Cocoane and Xixa, 17– 18 jun 1546, ff. 346– 
347v; Declaración Don Juan, 19 ago 1546, ff. 347v– 354.

 112. AGN, Inquisición 37, Defensa don Francisco, 18 jul 1545, ff. 229– 231v; see also 
Confesión, 18 abr, ff. 211– 213, and Declaración Juan de Ruanes, 13 oct 1545, 
f. 246.

 113. AGN, Inquisicion 37, no, 9, Contra los caciques de Coatlán:  Declaraciones 
Bernabé Sánchez, Juan Martínez, Pedro de Olmos, Diego de Albino, jun 1545; 
Confesiones D.  Juan and D.  Alonso, sep 1546 and mar 1547, ff. 137– 140, 
271– 272v.

 114. Tentler, Sin and Confession, 84, and Duffy, Stripping of the Altars, 53, 219.
 115. Zumárraga Doctrina cristiana, ff. 80– 80v, repeatedly mentions these criteria.
 116. CIIIM, 1585, lib. 1, tít. De sacramentis doctrinae cristianae, párr. 1 (pp. 37– 38).
 117. Parecer de los teólogos, 1 jul 1541, in Colección de documentos, segunda serie, III, 

543– 555.
 118. Lorenzana, Concilios, Concilio Primero Provincial Mexicano, 1555, cap.  1 

(pp. 40– 42); Códice Franciscano, 54, 95, 157.
 119. Applied, for example, by the Spanish Inquisition in thousands of cases in the 

peninsula:  Dedieu, “Archives of the Holy Office.” Preambles to indigenous 
testaments usually contained some or all of these elements: Terraciano, “Native 
Expressions of Piety.” Many testaments are preserved in AGN, ramos Civil and 
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Tierras, and the Villa Alta and Teposcolula divisions of the Archivo del Poder 
Judicial del Estado de Oaxaca.

 120. AGI, Justicia 231, Apelación Peláez de Berrio, abr 1532, challenging a Spaniard 
as a bad Christian because he could not recite the prayers and therefore was 
unfit to serve as a witness. According to Schwaller, “Importance of Mestizos,” 
727– 728, only a minority of castas and uneducated Spaniards could properly 
recite the four prayers, but among numerous exceptions see AGN, Inquisición 
30, no. 16, 1554, for a mestizo defendant, who recited them “very well.”

 121. CIIIM, lib. 1, tít. De doctrina christiana rudibus, párr. 3 (pp. 32– 33).
 122. Council of Trent, Canones et decreta, sess. 5, cap. 2, sess. 24, cap. 4.

CHAPTER 7
 1. AGN, Inquisición 40, no. 8, Andrés de Olmos to Bishop Zumárraga, 2 ene 1540; 

Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. 1, cap. 22. Vitoria, as noted earlier, judged that con-
version through fear was a “sacrilege.”

 2. Zapata y Mendoza, Historia cronológica, 105.
 3. Sahagún, Coloquios y Doctrina Cristiana. Dehouve, “Un diálogo de sordos,” sees 

the gap as one of genres and purposes rather than values.
 4. On Don Juan Cortés, see Burgoa, Geográfica, II, 349– 359, 363– 364. See also, on 

Don Domingo and other elites of Yanhuitlan, AGN, Inquisición 37, nos. 8 and 
10, 1545– 1546, and two sets of Inquisition records on Don Carlos of Texcoco 
and other central Mexican leaders, Proceso inquisitorial, and Procesos de indios 
idólatras. Among published analyses, especially insightful are Piazza, Conciencia 
oscura, and Lopes Don, “1539 Inquisition and Trial.”

 5. Along with accounts of mass conversions through eloquent preaching, Dávila 
Padilla, Historia, lib. 1, cap. 21, acknowledges the more arduous process of “real” 
conversion.

 6. Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. 1, cap. 23.
 7. The título primordial of San Francisco Yatée mentions the addition of the “strong 

sermon” at some point after formal initiation through baptism: Romero Frizzi 
and Vásquéz Vásquez, “Un Título Primordial,” ff. 2v– 3 (pp. 94– 95).

 8. As a further source of confusion, doctrina had two additional meanings: it also 
referred to the written text containing doctrine and to an Indian parish.

 9. Lorenzana, Concilios, Concilio Segundo Provincial Mexicano, 1565, cap.  3 
(p. 45).

 10. The Dominican version, Doctrina  . . .  Santo Domingo, a collective effort first 
published in 1548 and reprinted twice in 1550.

 11. Doctrina . . . Santo Domingo, “Prólogo.” The text combines this “doctrina chiquita” 
on ff. 1– 9 with the elaborations on ff. 10– 156. The same distinction appeared 
in Zumárraga’s mandate in the prologue to Molina’s 1546 “Doctrina,” that “eve-
ryone memorize it by heart before they go on to learn the rest” (30).

 12. AGI, Mexico 357, Albuquerque to Crown, 2 ene 1577.
 13. Council of Trent, Canones et decreta, sess. 5, cap. 2, and sess. 24, caps. 4 and 7, on 

preaching.
 14. Motolinía, Historia de los indios, trat. 1, cap. 2. See also AGN, Inquisición 37, 

no.  10, Proceso contra los caciques de Yanhuitlan, 1545, on Don Francisco’s 
habit of nodding off during sermons. For more violent reactions to preaching, 
see AGN, Inquisición 37, no. 9, Proceso contra los caciques de Coatlán, 1544.

 15. Motolinía, Historia de los indios, trat. 1, cap. 3.
 16. CIIIM, 1585, lib. 1, tit. De praedicatione verbi dei, párr. 2 (pp. 25– 26).
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 17. Montúfar, “Listas y descripciones,” 252. In Mendieta’s outline of the sequence 
(Historia, lib. 4, cap. 32) the sermon comes second, after catechism recitation but 
before mass.

 18. Motolinía, Historia de los indios, trat. 2, cap. 1. Mendieta, Historia, lib. 3, cap. 22, 
referred to addressing the rulers as a way of indirectly reaching the masses.

 19. Zumárraga, Doctrina cristiana, ff. 80– 80v, directed at Indian “beginners,” as dis-
tinct from his Regla christiana, addressed to the “proficient,” although neither was 
ever translated.

 20. Zumárraga, Doctrina cristiana, f. 80.
 21. Ordinary criminal cases, like those analyzed in Sousa, “Devil and Deviance,” can 

provide a fragmentary and translated record of commoners’ views. Archaeological 
exploration of household sites may provide more information on the “experiences 
and practices of lower status men and women” than mainly elite- centered written 
evidence: Levine, “Negotiating Political Economy,” 26.

 22. Gante to Felipe II, 23 jun 1558, Códice Franciscano, 214.
 23. The only Zapotec examples that have so far come to light are an unedited col-

lection attributed to Fray Antonio del Pozo, “Arte zaapoteco,” ff. 51– 136; a set 
of miracle stories offered as sermons to fellow ministers “to preach during the 
twelve months of the year” (Agüero, Miscelaneo, “Advertencia a los RR”); and a 
type of sermonario by Fray Pedro de la Cueba, “Parabolas y exemplos sacados de la 
naturaleza y de las costumbres del Campo aplicados á la moral cristiana,” c. 1600 
(Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris, Fr. R. 7481; hereafter cited as Cueba, “Parabolas y 
exemplos”).

 24. Doctrina . . . Santo Domingo, ff. 10– 156, containing forty “sermoncicos.” Dedenbach- 
Salazar Sáenz, Entrelazando, 71– 167, includes sermon- like catechisms along with 
actual sermons in her analysis of the Christian message offered in Quechua.

 25. Zumárraga, Doctrina cristiana, ff. 80, 84v.
 26. Bishop Zumárraga’s colophon to Córdoba, Doctrina [chris]tiana, urged the trans-

lation of the catechism “since there are so many [Indians] who know how to read” 
(to be cited as Córdoba, to distinguish him from the Zapotec linguist Fray Juan de 
Córdova, although the contemporary spellings were interchangeable).

 27. AHN, Inquisición 1047, ff. 459, 464, Tribunal de Mexico a la Suprema, received 6 
jun 1578, quoted in González Rodríguez, “Difusión manuscrita,” 110.

 28. Burgoa, Geográfica, I, 332, 356– 359. For a similar use of Gante’s 1553 Nahua cat-
echism, see Burkhart, Before Guadalupe, 58.

 29. Revealed at times in creative reinterpretations, as analyzed in Burkhart, 
“Amanuenses” and Holy Wednesday, and Christensen, Nahua and Maya Catholicisms.

 30. A topic with its own, appropriately extensive literature, ranging from a succinct 
summary by Rubial García, “Icons of Devotion,” to the monumental compilation 
by Taylor, Theater of a Thousand Wonders.

 31. Córdoba, Doctrina [chris]tiana.
 32. Doctrina . . . Santo Domingo, expanding on the 1544 publication with, for example, 

snippets of dialogue, and possibly predated by an anonymous, incomplete, and 
undated monolingual text, thought to be a 1547 version of Gante’s 1553 mono-
lingual Doctrina christiana: see García Icazbalceta, Bibliografía mexicana, 80– 81.

 33. The teaching technique is related in Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. 1, cap. 81. The 
Jesuit Acosta, Historia, lib. 5, cap. 4, offers a similarly specious argument against 
the sun as deity.

 34. Zumárraga’s three publications are Doctrina breve (bearing the date 1543 on the 
title page but 1544 in the colophon), probably directed mainly to Europeans, 
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although “Indians” are mentioned on f.  84v, in addition to the already cited 
Doctrina cristiana (1546) and Regla christiana (1547) for the more “proficient.”

 35. For references to idolatry as a past phenomenon, see Zumárraga, Doctrina breve, 
ff. 3– 3v, 16v– 19. His Doctrina christiana, f. 82v, drew heavily on his long expe-
rience in Spanish witchcraft trials for the discussion of European heterodox 
practices.

 36. Burkhart, Before Guadalupe, 117– 118, 119– 121, provides English translations of 
several of the passages in Gante’s 1553 Nahuatl Doctrina.

 37. For a study comparing evangelization of Moriscos and Indians, the Feria Doctrina 
was selected to represent American doctrinas largas: Resines Llorente, Catecismo 
del Sacromonte.

 38. Córdoba, Doctrina, colophon: the catechism is “presented as a story so that they 
can more easily understand and remember the elements of our holy faith.”

 39. Córdoba, Doctrina, ff. 5, 6v– 7, 28. Angels figured prominently in the doctrinal 
literature; for example, the material on angels in Roldán, Cartilla y doctrina, ff. 
33– 34v, exceeds that on the Trinity or the Virgin Mary.

 40. A  classical treatment of this view of the Indians’ “angelic” qualities is Phelan, 
Millennial Kingdom.

 41. Cervantes, Devil in the New World, traces Spanish notions about the devil into the 
eighteenth century.

 42. Córdoba, Doctrina, “Post- baptismal sermon,” ff. 27– 27v.
 43. The order also counted among its members Saint Vincent Ferrer, leader of an 

earlier campaign against Spanish Jews, and the German author of the most influ-
ential anti- witchcraft treatise, Malleus maleficarum (1487).

 44. The Nahuatl catechisms based on or influenced by Córdoba are the 1548 offi-
cial Dominican doctrina larga and another Dominican version commisioned by 
Archbishop Montúfar: Anunciación, Doctrina cristiana. For Oaxaca, in addition to 
Feria’s Zapotec catechism of 1567, I  draw on the monolingual Mixtec texts by 
Hernández of 1567/ 1568, from which sections are translated in Jansen and Pérez 
Jiménez, Lengua señorial, 149– 174, and the Chuchona catechism, Roldán, Cartilla 
y doctrina. Both the Roldán and the Anunciación were bilingual, similar in length, 
and composite in form, combining the basic doctrine with an elaboration in dia-
logue format.

 45. Feria, Doctrina, ff. 28– 40v.
 46. Good and bad angels are the principal protagonists in the account by Feria’s 

predecessors:  Córdoba, Doctrina, ff. 5v, 8– 8v, 9v– 10, 13; Doctrina  . . .  Santo 
Domingo, ff. 25v– 26, 39v– 41v, 59v.

 47. Feria, Doctrina, ff. 2v– 10v.
 48. Luque Alcaide, “Paternidad de Dios,” 168.
 49. Feria, Doctrina, ff. 2v– 3v.
 50. Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologica, vol. 4, “Tertia pars, De Christi incarnatione.”
 51. Any number of works on Mesoamerican cosmology would reveal the distance 

from Feria’s view presented in his introduction, but see López Austin, Cuerpo 
humano e ideología, as especially pertinent.

 52. Córdoba, Doctrina, f. 8v; Doctrina . . . Santo Domingo, ff. 25v– 26.
 53. Córdoba, Doctrina, ff. 3v– 4, 10; Doctrina . . . Santo Domingo, ff. 59v– 60v.
 54. Pané, Relación acerca de las antigüedades, caps. 19– 20, 25; Anghiera, De orbe novo, 

dec. 7, cap. 9, based on interviews with returnees from Hispaniola and Cuba; Las 
Casas, Apologética historia, lib. 3, cap. 120.

 55. Córdoba, Doctrina, f. 5.
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 56. Valadés, Rhetorica, 173.
 57. Feria, Doctrina, f. 22.
 58. Feria, Doctrina, ff. 14v– 15; closely following the Council of Trent, Canones et 

decreta, sess. 14, Doctrina de sacramento Extremae unctionis, cap. 2: the Devil is 
“our adversary [who] seeks and desires opportunities throughout our whole life to 
devour our souls in any way possible.”

 59. Feria, Doctrina, ff. 13– 16.
 60. Feria, Doctrina, ff. 100v– 112.
 61. Roldán, Cartilla y doctrina, f. 55.
 62. See, for example, Roldán, Cartilla y doctrina, f. 30v.
 63. Feria, Doctrina, ff. 98v– 99. See almost identical wording in Anunciación, Doctrina, 

ff. 54, 54v.
 64. Moreira, Heaven’s Purge, plausibly argues that the doctrine’s emergence depended 

in part on missionary needs to provide prospective converts in late Antiquity 
the means of aiding their deceased, an important Mesoamerican consideration 
as well.

 65. Córdoba, Doctrina, ff. 25– 25v; Doctrina  . . .  Santo Domingo, Sermoncico no.  30, 
f. 122.

 66. Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. 1, cap. 81.
 67. Burgoa, Geográfica, II, 242, quoting from a sermon preached in Nejapa. For visual 

representations, see, for example, Valadés, Rhetorica, 216– 217, illustrating the 
verbal descriptions on 218– 219, and Figures 9.1 and 11.2 below. The exception 
was Hernández, whose Mixtec catechism devoted much space to describing 
Heaven (“La Gloria”) in enticing terms.

 68. Gante to Religiosos de Flandes, 27 jun 1529, reproduced in García Icazbalceta, 
Bibliografía mexicana, 103– 104. Feria expounded similar views in a “Memorial” as 
bishop of Chiapas, 15 abr 1585, in Llaguno, Personalidad, 192– 193.

 69. See also the terrifying little book by the Italian Jesuit Pietro Pinamonti offering 
engravings and descriptions of hell as a warning to Christians: L’inferno aperto al 
cristiano, published in Spanish translation in Mexico in 1719 and 1780 under the 
incorrect name of Pablo Señeri. I owe this citation to Abraham Villavicencio.

 70. Córdoba, Doctrina, ff. 3v, 4, 10– 10v.
 71. Pané, Relación acerca de las antigüedades, caps. 13, 19– 24, pp. 32– 33, 41– 47, and, 

especially, Anghiera, De orbe novo, dec. 1, lib. 9, caps. 4– 7.
 72. For contemporary documentation on Landa’s ferocious campaign of 1561– 1565, 

see Scholes and Adams, Don Diego Quijada, and for a modern interpretation, 
Clendinnen, “Disciplining the Indians.”

 73. See Feria’s “Memorial,” 15 abril 1585, in Llaguno, Personalidad, 183– 198, and an-
other of the same year to the Crown, in Anales del Museo Nacional, VI, 477– 487.

 74. Doctrina . . . Santo Domingo: the first “sermoncico” is on ff. 11– 14, followed by the 
first mention of the one true God on f. 15.

 75. Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. l. cap. 81, describing Lucero’s preaching.
 76. Córdoba, Doctrina, f. 29.
 77. Zumárraga, Doctrina breve.
 78. Aside from the Landa campaign in Yucatan, the Dominicans in Oaxaca also be-

came active enough to alarm the secular authorities; see, for example, AGI, 
Justicia 279, Información contra los religiosos de Santo Domingo, 1560– 1561.

 79. Remesal, Historia, lib. 8, cap. 17. Reactions to the perceived increase in apostasy 
include Durán, “Libro de los ritos” (Part One of Historia de las Indias), infused 
with warnings about paganism masquerading under the guise of Christianity, 
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and Sahagún’s disillusioned addenda to his Historia general, especially, the 
intercalations in libro 11, pp. 704– 710; and the prologue to “Arte adivinatoria,” 
1585, Biblioteca Nacional de México, MS 1628bis, ff. 116– 142 (both authors 
also blame fellow clergy for excessive naiveté). For official recognition, see CIIIM, 
1585, lib. 1, tít De impedimentis propriae salutis, párr 1 and 2 (pp. 41– 43), explic-
itly targeting suspicious practices and hidden idols.

 80. Mills, Idolatry and Its Enemies, 211– 241, makes a good case for Satan’s explana-
tory role in idolatry as “inevitable,” in reference to seventeenth-  and eighteenth- 
century Peru. See also Cervantes, Devil in the New World.

 81. The frequency of these tropes on idolatry increases from Córdoba, Doctrina (1544), 
through the Doctrina  . . .  Santo Domingo (1548), to an apogee in Feria, Doctrina 
(1567), tapering off but still common in Roldán, Cartilla y doctrina (1580).

 82. Córdoba, Doctrina, f. 1v; Doctrina . . . Santo Domingo, first sermon, f. 13, echoed in 
Feria, Doctrina, f. 62v.

 83. Feria, Doctrina, ff. 64– 64v. This translation is from Feria’s Zapotec text, which differs 
slightly from the Spanish; it is reproduced together with a close Spanish translation 
in Farriss, Libana, 140– 145. Feria echos Betanzos’s earlier warning that it was God’s 
will for the Indians to die out completely: Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. 1, cap. 33.

 84. Feria, Doctrina, ff. 63v– 65, rating idolatry as worse than all other sins, including 
homicide.

 85. Sahagún, Códice florentino, “Apéndice” to libro 1 sobre los Dioses, ff. 31v– 32, a 
concentrated version of the addenda in his Historia general.

 86. Gante to Carlos I, 15 feb 1552, in Cartas de Indias, I, 94.
 87. Wisdom 14:15– 21; Feria, Doctrina, ff. 61– 63; Acosta Historia, lib. 5, cap. 9. See 

also Las Casas, Apologética historia, caps. 76– 77.
 88. Feria, Doctrina, ff. 64v– 65. For Old Testament sources, see, for example, Ezekial 

16:15, Jeremiah 3, Isaiah 1:21, Hosea 2 and 3.
 89. Córdoba, Doctrina, f. 20v.
 90. Doctrina . . . Santo Domingo, f. 81, prefiguring the more detailed condemnations in, 

for example, Durán, “Libro de los ritos” (Historia de las Indias, I).
 91. Feria, Doctrina, f. 81 on the Eucharist, f. 110 on marriage.
 92. Resines Llorente, Catequesis en España, 308.
 93. Actas capitulares, passim. Córdova, “Relación,” 473, referring to Feria’s election as 

provincial in 1565, stated that “he was not a veteran missionary.”
 94. Described in detail by Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. l, caps. 58– 72.
 95. Several versions are available, one in an inquiry held by the alcalde mayor of Oaxaca 

shortly after the event, in AGI, Justicia 279, Información contra religiosos del 
orden de Sto. Domingo, 1560, and another by the cathedral chapter, AGI, M358, 
Testimonio . . . . Cabildo eclesiástico, 3 abr 1562. A third, a century later in Burgoa, 
Geográfica, II, 90– 91, is chronologically unreliable and appears to be a whitewash. 
Another contemporary inquiry, organized by the cabildo of Oaxaca, produced doc-
umentation about incidents in a number of doctrinas: AGI, M358 Procesos contra 
los religiosos de Santo Domingo, 1555– 1562 (Achiutla and Tlaxiaco, Cuquila 
and Justlahuaca, Teiticpac, Teutila). Another proselytizing failure that may have 
contributed to Feria’s pessimism concerned an Indian captive from Virginia, as 
recounted in Townsend, “Mutual Appraisals,” 59– 63.

 96. Burgoa, Geográfica, II, 349– 359, 363– 364.
 97. Hernández, Doctrina, ff. I– Vv, “Prólogo” (for Spanish translation, see Jansen and 

Pérez Jiménez, Lengua señorial, 159– 171).
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 98. Two Franciscan confessionarios reveal an even sharper contrast than that be-
tween Hernández and Feria:  Molina, Confessionario, placed great emphasis 
on idolatry, whereas Bautista, Confessionario and Advertencias, ff. 105v– 112, 
found merely superstition, comparable to that in rural Spain. Bautista’s milder 
view was then reversed in a later Nahuatl confessionario by the cleric Bartolomé 
de Alva.

 99. Along with the two 1585 “Memoriales” cited above are accounts by Feria con-
cerning the 1584 Chiapas idolatry case, in AGI, Patronato 181 and 183.

 100. Feria, Doctrina, f. 26.
 101. Burgoa, Palestra, 250, an account of an extirpation campaign c. 1562 in Santa 

Cruz Mixtepec, one of many such narratives. A similar sermon from the 1560s 
is described in Burgoa, Geográfica, II, 242.

CHAPTER 8
 1. I  take this dialogic model from Bakhtin, Speech Genres and “Discourse in the 

Novel,” and Voloshinov, Marxism.
 2. Recopilación de leyes, lib. 6, tít. 1, ley 18: Real cédula, 17 jul 1550, incorporating 

the arguments of the primary opponents of indigenous languages: see, for ex-
ample, Domingo de Betanzos and Raymundo de la Cruz to S.M., 5 may 1544, in 
Cuevas, Historia, I, 440– 441.

 3. On China, see Brockey, Journey to the East, 85– 88; on India, Zupanov, “Twisting 
Pagan Tongues,” although Tamil was found to be more amenable.

 4. Códice Franciscano, 60– 61, on Molina’s Nahuatl translation of epistles and 
gospel. See also Zapotec translations listed in Beristain de Souza, Biblioteca, I, 
79, and II, 382; and Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. 2, cap. 93, on “epistles and gos-
pels” in Mixtec. Zumárraga, a noted Erasmist, recommended translation of epis-
tles and gospels into all languages, even for “Indians to read”: Doctrina breve, ff. 
78– 83v.

 5. González Rodríguez, “Difusión,” 109– 111.
 6. Rener, Interpretatio, 184, on Juan Luis Vives, De versione seu interpretatione, 

published in 1532.
 7. Rener, Interpretatio, 40– 42.
 8. Rener, Interpretatio, 45.
 9. Even so, Martin Luther complained of the difficulties of translating the Bible 

from the Vulgate Latin to German: Rener, Interpretatio, 97.
 10. Reyes, Artes de las lenguas, 30, referring to the pitfalls of using the incorrect verb 

tense when preaching. (Zapotec verb tenses or aspects are especially complex.) 
See also Molina, Vocabulario, “Prólogo al lector,” outlining the obstacles to cor-
rect translation from Spanish to Nahuatl.

 11. AGI, M357, Sariñana to Crown, 21 may 1688.
 12. AGEO, Obispado 15, exp. 4, Cura San Pedro Teococuilco to Bishop, 8 nov. 1820.
 13. Quoted in Kellaway, The New England Company, 156– 157.
 14. The Sapir- Whorf hypothesis, or linguistic relativity. For a summary of positions, 

see Hill and Mannheim, “Language and World View,” 390– 399.
 15. Sapir, “Status of Linguistics,” 209.
 16. Córdova, Arte, 201– 218, contains sections on the sacred calendar, marriage cus-

toms, omens, and divination.
 17. Córdova, Vocabulario, f. 99; see also ff. 75, 288, 292, 367v.
 18. Córdova, Vocabulario, f. 371v.
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 19. On religious themes, see Marcus, “Zapotec Religion”; Smith- Stark, “Dioses, 
sacerdotes”; Augsburger, “Traduciendo la brujería”; Lind, Ancient Zapotec Religion. 
On political organization, Jiménez Cabrera, “ ‘Xuanna.’ ”

 20. Córdova, Vocabulario, ff. 298v, 57v.
 21. Córdova, Vocabulario, f. 257v. The same Zapotec term, pitobi, also occurs in the 

record of a nearby idolatry trial (Informaciones  . . .  Titiquipaque) that Córdova 
would have been able to mine for this lexical entry.

 22. Córdova, Vocabulario, f. 292.
 23. Córdova, Vocabulario, ff. 253– 253v, for maguey, and ff. 253v– 254 for maiz. Córdova 

also provided myriad observations of daily life, such as the Zapotec distaste for 
cheese (f. 298v) and women’s hairstyles (f. 64), that betray a wider ethnographic 
interest than strictly proselytizing.

 24. Cueba, “Parábolas y exemplos.”
 25. Osorio Romero, Enseñanza del latín. For an overview of colonial education for 

Indians, see Gonzalbo Aizpuru, Historia de la educación.
 26. Burgoa, Geográfica, II, 175– 178. See also Terraciano, Mixtecs, 48, on the “pro-

longed, intensive dialogue between members of the Dominican order and native 
nobles” required to create the Mixtec writing system.

 27. See, for example, Montúfar, “Listas y descripciones,” 160, on a Mazahua cate-
chism produced by an Indian parishioner; and Burgoa, Geográfica, I, 350, on Diego 
Osorio, a learned and devout Mixtec cacique who composed sermons.

 28. Christensen, “Tales of Two Cultures” and Nahua and Maya Catholicisms, argues for 
completely autonomous composition of several anonymous texts, based on ob-
viously heterodox content, misuse of Latin, and orthographic errors in Spanish. 
On the heterodox autos composed in Mixtec some time in the mid- seventeenth 
century, see Burgoa, Palestra, 418.

 29. For example, the essays in Klor de Alva et al., The Work of Bernardino de Sahagún.
 30. The references in Dominican chronicles, such as Dávila Padilla, Remesal, Franco, 

and Burgoa, of catechisms, grammars, and devotional works generally hail these 
texts as solitary achievements with no mention of indigenous collaborators.

 31. Códice Franciscano, 62. See also, Sahagún, Historia, lib. X, cap.  27, párr. 38; 
Bautista, Sermonario, “Prólogo,” giving the qualifications and contributions of his 
native collaborators.

 32. See, for example, Pérez de Ribas, Historia, lib. 12, caps. 8 and 12.
 33. Alvarado, Vocabulario, “Prólogo.”
 34. Smith- Stark, “Lexicography in New Spain,” 26n46.
 35. Córdova, Vocabulario, Dictamen by Fray Domingo Guigelmo [sic] and Fray Juan de 

Villalobos, 11 jul 1577.
 36. Alvarado, Vocabulario, Dictamen by Antonio de los Reyes y Pablo Rodríguez.
 37. See Silverstein and Urban, “Natural History of Discourse,” on the “text- artifact” 

in which “discourse metamorphoses and precipitates as form”; and Fabian, 
Language and Colonial Power, 11, on reconstructing the “communicative praxis” 
that produced the codified document.

 38. See López Austin, “Research Method,” analyzing the effect on the material in 
the Florentine Codex of Sahagún’s mode of inquiry. Stone, In Place of Gods and 
Kings, teases out the separate indigenous and Spanish voices in the “Relación de 
Michoacán.”

 39. Discussed in Doesburg and Swanton, “Traducción,” and used extensively in 
Jansen and Pérez Jiménez, Lengua señorial.

 40. Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. 2, cap. 76.
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 41. Terraciano, Mixtecs, 70. He assigns a major role to native elites in the production 
of both doctrinal and linguistic text (68– 69, 294), as does Lockhart for Nahuatl 
collaborators (Nahuas, 256), judging that only Alonso de Molina was capable of 
producing unaided the texts that appeared under his name (555n226).

 42. Burkhart, “Amanuenses.” See also Burkhart, Holy Wednesday, for similar 
reinterpretations of Christian texts in accordance with Nahua concepts.

 43. Sahagún, Historia, “Prólogo” to lib. 2; lib. 10, cap. 27, párr. 38.
 44. Sahagún, Coloquios, 75.
 45. Carey, “Lancelot Threlkeld.”
 46. Barreda, Doctrina, “Prólogo.”
 47. Burkhart, Slippery Earth, 25.
 48. According to Christensen, “Tales of Two Cultures,” 357, “indigenous tropes and 

above all the influence of precontact rhetoric and culture on ecclesiastical terms 
all betray the hands of indigenous aides,” but, I would argue, not necessarily al-
ways in the sense of direct authorship.

 49. Sparks, “Xalcat B’e,” 235. His  chapter 4 provides a detailed analysis of Vico’s style 
in the massive Theologia Indorum (1553– 1554).

 50. Don Antonio Valeriano:  see Mendieta, Historia, lib. 4, cap.  15, and Bautista, 
Sermonario, “Prólogo,” on Valeriano’s scholarly accomplishments.

 51. Córdova, Vocabulario, Dedicación. See also Burgoa, Palestra, 241.
 52. Informaciones . . . Titiquipaque, f. 34.
 53. See, for example, Feria, Doctrina, ff. 69v– 80.
 54. Córdova, Vocabulario, ff. 36, 63, 371.
 55. Burgoa, Palestra, 105:  the difficulty of finding “appropriate terms” for matters 

that have been the subject of so much debate and “so many councils.”
 56. Córdova, Vocabulario, from abaxar lo soberbio (ff. 1– 1v) to acezar (ff. 5– 5v). Ini in 

Mixtec, yollo in Nahuatl, and oól in Yucatec Maya, for example, all have approxi-
mately the same meaning as lachi.

 57. Córdova, Vocabulario, f. 97v. This neologism makes its first known appearance in 
Feria, Doctrina (for example, ff. 1, 11v, 15, 20, 20v), with variable spellings.

 58. Yucatec Maya also incorporated the equivalent for “heart” in creating the Christian 
terms for “belief” and “believe” but paired it with the word for “enter,” which also 
formed the neologisms for “baptism” and “conversion”: Hanks Converting Words, 
129– 132.

 59. Terms defined in Rener, Interpretatio, 38, 56, 77.
 60. Santamaría, Diccionario. The entries are mainly Nahuatl imports derived predom-

inantly from the physical environment and material culture.
 61. Karttunen and Lockhart, Nahuatl in the Middle Years, 52– 89, provides lists of loan 

words into Nahuatl by period.
 62. Karttunen and Lockhart, Nahuatl:  for the 1540s and 1550s, in the C’s alone, 

such terms as candela, campana (bell), casulla (cassock), crucifijo, and custodio 
(monstrance).

 63. For Hérnandez I have relied on a compilation by Michael Swanton, which he gen-
erously shared, but have made my own lists from Molina and Feria.

 64. Colección Francisco Belmar, manuscripts of these autos by Fray Martín Ximénez, 
photocopies supplied by Michael Swanton.

 65. Feria, Doctrina, ff. 2v– 6v.
 66. Córdova, Vocabulario, used alma (or anima), espíritu, and principio interior (or 

potencia) as his Spanish entries (ff. 22v, 29, 186v, 328), for which pee, lachi, penepaa, 
and pii were provided as translations, most commonly penepaa as the animating 



( 352 ) Notes to pages 216–222

force of living beings. Feria used only the one, pii (for example, Doctrina, f. 6v). 
Pee and pii were also given as interchangeable synonyms for “air” and “wind” in 
Cordóva, Vocabulario, ff. 17v, 425– 426.

 67. Feria, Doctrina, f. 3v.
 68. Feria, Doctrina, ff. 6v, 52.
 69. For a Nahuatl example, see Doctrina cristiana . . . Santo Domingo, ff. 34, 90v, 133v, 

pairing anima with one of the Nahuatl terms for “spirit,” yolia.
 70. On contact between Latin and Germanic languages in this proselytizing period, 

see Bynon, Historical Linguistics, 217– 239.
 71. Fowler, Dictionary of Modern English, 420– 421.
 72. Rener, Interpretatio, 108– 110.
 73. Molina, Vocabulario, “Prólogo al lector.”
 74. Rener, Interpretatio, 111.
 75. As one example, the absence of the lowly conjunction “and” from the Eastern 

churches’ creed (instead of the Latin filioque) marked a fundamental difference 
with Western Catholicism concerning the nature of the Trinity.

 76. Hill and Mannheim, “Language and World View,” 384n6.
 77. Córdova, Vocabulario, f.  100. In contrast, the meaning of Christmas was much 

easier to convey: “holiday for the birth of the son of God.”
 78. Córdova, Vocabulario, f. 371v.
 79. Córdova, Vocabulario, f. 367.
 80. Córdova, Vocabulario, f. 349.
 81. Córdova, Vocabulario, f. 85v.
 82. Feria, Doctrina, f. 105.
 83. Córdova, Vocabulario, f. 53; Feria, Doctrina, f. 101.
 84. Karttunen and Lockhart, Nahuatl, 49, adding “head” to the combination of 

“water” and “pour.” For Mixtec, see Terraciano, Mixtecs, 302, dzonduta ñaha, “pour 
or sprinkle water.”

 85. The thirteen elements are 1 person who 2 [habitual tense marker] 3 puts down (or 
determines) 4 words 5 concerning 6 that which 7 [habitual tense marker] 8 goes 
9 straight 10 heart 11 [possessive marker] 12 word 13 God: Córdova, Vocabulario, 
f.  235. This example was first discussed by Reeck, “Sixteenth- Century Valley 
Zapotec,” 372, and again by Smith- Stark, “Ortografía,” 199, who points out that 
the component lexical elements are easily identifiable.

 86. Fowler, Dictionary, 430. In Zapotec the marker for circumlocution is the prolifer-
ation of the words quela (that which) and hue (person who).

 87. Córdova, Vocabulario, f. 30.
 88. Rener, Interpretatio, 110. This type of doublet (duplicatis verbis) is not to be con-

fused with another usage, in etymology, to refer to one of a pair of terms derived 
independently from the same source word.

 89. Córdova, Vocabulario, f. 53v.
 90. Rener, Interpretatio, 110, citing Luis Vives’s treatise on translation.
 91. Campbell et  al., “Meso- America as a Linguistic Area,” 558. In the literature in 

English on Mesoamerican literary style, “couplet” is the preferred term but “dou-
blet” occurs sporadically.

 92. The use of parallelisms in indigenous discourse is discussed in  chapter  10 and 
more extensively in Farriss, Libana, 21– 43.

 93. For Tzeltal, see Becquelin- Monod, “Formes et figures,” 45, suggesting a con-
vergence between indigenous and European usage; for Yucatec Maya, Hanks, 
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Converting Words, 160– 161, 388, notes the “striking similarity” between the two 
but without assigning a causal link.

 94. Bynon, Historical Linguistics, 233– 234.
 95. On the underworld as a cold, damp place associated with sources of water, see for 

Oaxaca, Marroquín, Cruz mesiánica, p. 90, and for the Yucatec Maya, Miller, On the 
Edge of the Sea, 87– 88.

 96. See, for example, Feria, Doctrina, f. 56v: quechehuiña (place + crying).

CHAPTER 9
 1. Córdova, Arte, 28.
 2. Córdova, Vocabulario, ff. 21v, 47; Feria, Doctrina, f. 26v.
 3. Cordova, Vocabulario, f. 184v. These and other Zapotec coinages are discussed in 

Reyes, Artes de las lenguas, “Prólogo,” 11.
 4. Hernández, Doctrina, “Prólogo,” translated in Jansen and Pérez Jiménez, Lengua 

señorial, 168.
 5. Feria, Doctrina, ff. 30– 35, for the story of Christ’s passion, resurrection, and 

asencion; f.  35v on limbo; ff. 81v, 91, 103, on purgatory. Hell appears fre-
quently: ff. 21, 21v, 24, 35, 35v, 37v, 40v, 42, 62v, 91v, 103v, 107v– 108. See also 
Smith- Stark, “Dioses, sacerdotes,” 112, for a discussion of capiilla in Córdova.

 6. See a sample of entries containing quiepaa related to rain, thunder, stars, and 
more in Córdova, Vocabulario, ff. 32v, 46v, 81v, 191v, 208v, f 314v, 349v.

 7. Córdova, Vocabulario, ff. 2, 105, 199, 222, 233v:  “depth,” “center,” “hole” are 
among the terms for which capiilla is provided as a translation. An English equiv-
alent might be “depths of the earth.”

 8. See Córdova, Vocabulario, ff. 205v, 233v; Feria, Doctrina, ff. 35v, 62v. Quechua 
translators made similar choices: see, Santo Thomas, Lexicon, f. 131.

 9. Córdova, Vocabulario, ff. 90, 410.
 10. Córdova, Vocabulario, f. 367.
 11. Córdova, Vocabulario, f. 108, employing a series of Zapotec parallelisms that will 

be discussed in the following chapter; Feria, Doctrina, ff. 27v– 28. For Mixtec 
from Hernández, Doctrina, translated in Jansen and Pérez Jiménez, Lengua 
señorial, 170.

 12. “Reglas más comunes,” “Confessionario,” 105; Feria, Doctrina, f. 27v.
 13. Córdova, Vocabulario, f. 233v.
 14. Feria, Doctrina, ff. 40v, 62v.
 15. For example, one adorns the choir loft of the parish church of Zimatlan, Valle 

Central; others are conserved in Yanhuitlan and Coixtlahuaca, in the Mixteca Alta.
 16. Córdova, Vocabulario, f. 108.
 17. Feria, Doctrina, ff. 107– 108v.
 18. Feria, Doctrina, ff. 23v– 24, 35v, 42, 46v, 62, 91v; Córdova, Vocabulario, ff. 233v, 

entries for infierno.
 19. Jansen and Pérez Jiménez, Lengua señorial, 247, quoting from the Códice 

Magliabechiano’s comment (f. 64v).
 20. “Reglas más comunes,” 41, “gabilla.”
 21. Montes de Oca, “Textos de evangelización,” 132, 136; Jansen and Pérez Jiménez, 

Lengua señorial, 217, 247. The reference to the “devil” as Tlacatecolotl in a re-
port from a Zapotec area (RG, I, 77) was probably the interpreter’s reliance on a 
Nahuatl term, as with Mictlan for infierno (RG, II, 260).

 22. RG, I, 89, Ozelotepec, and RG, II, 91, Teococuilco; see also RG, II, 260, Mitla.
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 23. RG, II, 260, Tlacolula y Mitla:  an idol named “Lord Bezelao which in Spanish 
means Lord Devil.”

 24. Córdova, Vocabulario, f. 140v.
 25. Among them are “omen,” in Cruz, “La hechicería,” 5; and “pyramid,” in Smith- 

Stark, “Dioses, sacerdotes,” 111. Another possibility derives from the word “to 
pray” (Córdova, Vocabulario, f. 293v) or “to invoke, expect, or wait for divine aid or 
intervention” (Córdova, Vocabulario, ff. 14v, 85v, 127, 185v).

 26. RG, II, 260; Burgoa, Geográfica, II, 120– 123.
 27. AVA, Criminal 117, Betaza con Yalalag, Testimonio de Simón de Santiago, 1 

feb 1704.
 28. Córdova, Vocabulario, ff. 99, 297v, f. 426v.
 29. For example, AVA, Criminal 117, Testimony of Simón de Santiago, 1 feb. 1704, 

relating that he invokes “Veselao (who is the devil)” among other supernatural 
beings. See also Fuente, Yalalag, 260, recording “cosas del diablo” (things of the 
devil) as simply marking the pre- Christian period.

 30. Pablo Merne (19 July 2011) suggested that the modern Netzicho term beexehui, 
meaning “evil spirit,” derives from Pezelao; it is equally likely that it derives from 
pee (spirit) and xihui, a word with a long pedigree meaning “bad, false, or malign” 
and used commonly in the doctrinal passages on sin.

 31. Córdova, Vocabulario, ff. 305v– 306v: twenty- nine entries.
 32. Córdova, Vocabulario, f.  183:  “something dark”; f.  283:  “dark night”; f.  135:  “to 

swoon”; f. 45: “confused”; f. 121: “folly.” It is also associated with the direction 
north, as in “north wind (Çootola), f. 426.

 33. Feria, Doctrina, ff. 93v, 94v, and sin:  nitoti nianima (that kills our soul). See ff. 
93– 94v, 98– 101, 107– 108, on the different types and degrees of sin.

 34. Córdova, Vocabulario, f. 228v, gives an elaborate etymology for tola as referring 
to some kind of braided twine that penitents laid before their priests in a pre- 
Hispanic rite of expiation.

 35. For xoba tola, see Feria, Doctrina, f.  84v; Agüero, Miscelaneo, “Confessionario,” 
1666; Torralba, “Arte Zapoteca” “Confessionario,” ff. 67– 68v.

 36. Feria, Doctrina, f. 13v: “the sin of our father and mother.”
 37. Martínez, “Manual breve y compendioso,” 30– 31, explaining key terms in the 

confessional manual, such as xihui, which when combined, for example, with the 
verb tochaga, meaning “to join together,” becomes the verb “to fornicate.”

 38. See Feria, Doctrina, f. 59, with the same example.
 39. Feria, Doctrina, f.  16v:  referring to “uncontrolled carnal desires” (quela huezabi 

xihui xipelatina); ff. 59, 75, 75v, 97, 97v give other combinations with xihui 
referring to sins of the flesh; and ff. 76v, 78 (steal); f. 78v (slander, misjudge); f. 82 
(deception); f. 95v (covet), all using xihui in some composite form. In the later 
confessional manuals listed previously, the distinction persists between xihui for 
the action and tola for the condition.

 40. Feria, Doctrina, f. 55.
 41. Ricard, Conquista, 105, 108, reproduces the same viewpoint as the early 

missionaries. Burkhart’s penetrating analysis of the differences between Nahuatl 
and Christian concepts of wrongdoing, Slippery Earth, has become a classic in the 
historical literature.

 42. In the early 1980s a community member in the Sierra Norte was sentenced to 
death for betraying secrets to a rival town; the community in turn supported 
the families of the topiles obliged to carry out the death penalty and who were 
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consequently imprisoned by the state authorities. The list of crimes incurring the 
death penalty was given to me in March 1986 by the then síndico of Tlahuitoltepec, 
Floriberto Díaz Gómez.

 43. See García Ruiz, “Misionero, las lenguas mayas,” 99– 103, on the problematic 
translation of pecado as the Cakchiquel term mak.

 44. Feria, Doctrina, ff. 25v– 27: referring to “God’s property” (xiquichaa bitoo Dios).
 45. Burkhart, Slippery Earth, especially 34– 39, outlines Nahua notions of balance 

and order in terms similar to those I have heard expressed by Yucatec Maya and 
Zapotec.

 46. See, for example, AVA, Criminal 16, Contra Juan Martín por haber dado 
muerte . . .  , Tiltepec, 1661. A spate of these cases clustered in the 1670s (AVA, 
Criminal 29, 30, 44, 47, Anexo 1), with no way to tell what proportion of the total 
number they represent at any given time. There is no record of charges being with-
drawn in the case of premeditated murder, as distinct from a crime of passion or 
the result of a drunken brawl.

 47. Córdova, Vocabulario, f. 178v: “mistake the path”; f. 152: “In vain”; f. 305v: “Sin 
through negligence” (Toxihuileaaya). See also the similarly ambiguous “to err or 
sin either through ignorance or thinking that I am correct” (f. 178v).

 48. Feria, Doctrina, ff. 21v, 182v.
 49. Feria, Doctrina, ff. 11, 22v, 62v “- xiguie”; Agüero, Miscelaneo, “Confessionario,” 

125, “- zijna.”
 50. Martínez, “Manual breve y compendioso,” 30, and, similarly, Juan Martín, 

“Bucabulario de la lengua castellana y zapoteca nexitza,” 1696 (Library of 
Congress, Paul Wilkinson Collection), 56– 58, use tzahui to refer to proper cooking 
techniques.

 51. Córdova, Vocabulario, ff. 236, 255.
 52. Martín, “Bucabulario,” 1696, a predominantly secular phrase book in which xihui 

appears even with lachi as merely an antonym for “good.”
 53. Alvarado, Vocabulario, ff. 57, 59v, 68, 163v:  peccado (sin) and variants; ff. 

109: falso; 143v: maldad and malicioso. In the shorter word list of the Reyes Arte en 
Lengua Mixteca of the same year: f. 129, culpa, pecado, excusa. See also Terraciano, 
Mixtecs, 306.

 54. Hernández, Doctrina, 1568, f.  cxix, Spanish translation in Jansen and Pérez 
Jiménez, Lengua, 154.

 55. Hernandez, Doctrina, “Prólogo,” translation in Jansen and Pérez Jiménez, 
Lengua, 161.

 56. Juana Vásquez Vásquez, personal communication.
 57. Schrader- Kniffki and Yannakakis, “Sins and Crimes,” relate the use of xihui in doc-

trinal literature and judicial records.
 58. Deborah Augsburger, email communication, 1 May 1996.
 59. Córdova, Vocabulario, f.  888. See also Martín, “Bucabulario,” 91, falso 

testimonio = titzaxihui.
 60. Cabe initutu xihui = que no (cabe) + first- person plural future tense (initutu) “lose 

control of ourselves” (personal communication, Pablo Merne, 8 July 2009).
 61. Philippians 3:19.
 62. Feria, “Memorial,” 15 april 1585, in Llaguno, Personalidad, 192– 193. I have heard 

more than one modern missionary express doubt that their Mesoamerican 
parishioners, for all their admirable qualities, ever assimilated the Christian 
notion of sin.
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 63. For detailed and linguistically informed discussions, see Burkhart, Slippery 
Earth, especially 37– 41, for Nahuatl; Dedenbach- Salazar Sáenz, Entrelazando, for 
Quechua; and Hanks, Converting Words, for Yucatec Maya.

 64. See, for example, the September 2010 newsletter of the Christian Federation of 
Malaysia at the website of the National Evangelical Christian Fellowship, www.
necf.org.my. I owe this citation to Lynn Hollen Lees.

 65. Among others, Mendieta, Historia, lib. 2, cap. 8, marveled at their multiplicity and 
the variety of forms.

 66. Classic works on this being, designated as ixiptla, are Hvidtfeldt, Teotl and 
Ixiptlatli, and López Austin, Hombre- Dios.

 67. Burkhart, Slippery Earth, 37. See also Dibble, “Nahuatlization of Christianity,” 
226– 227; Tavárez, “Naming the Trinity,” 24– 25.

 68. Feria, Doctrina, f.  66v:  the Zapotec terms bennabi and lohua (also loa) seem to 
have been used interchangeably, although the former may have had a more gen-
eral sense of “representation” or “sign” (as in bennabi cruz, sign of the cross: ff. 
12v– 18v).

 69. Belting, Likeness and Presence. See also Farriss, “Power of Images.”
 70. Taylor, Sol, la luna, 52, 48, 59.
 71. Brockey, Journey to the East, 87.
 72. See Ximénez, Popol Vuh, ff. 1v, 35v 40v, 41, 50– 51v, 53– 54, rendered by the 

Dominican translator as “idol” and clearly referring to indigenous deities. See also 
Tedlock, “Creation in the Popol Vuh,” 78– 79, on possible Christian influences.

 73. Remesal, Historia, lib. 10, cap. 3.
 74. The Andean doctrinal literature did not experiment with a substitute for the loan 

word Dios, although it might be paired with the Quechua term apu, which re-
ferred to mountain deities (Dedenbach- Salazar Sáenz, Entrelazando, 85– 86, 98). 
Garcilaso de la Vega in one passage appeared to identify Dios with the major deity 
Pachacamac (“who gives life to the universe”) as equivalents: Comentarios reales, 
lib. 5, cap. 2.

 75. Sahagún, Códice florentino, lib. 11, “Prólogo”; Gante, Doctrina, for example, ff. 
24v, 28v, 37. See Montes de Oca, “Textos de evangelización,” 132– 134, for a con-
cise but authoritative presentation of the options pursued by Olmos, Gante, and 
Sahagún.

 76. Lizana, Historia, ff. 40– 40v.
 77. The derivative kuul could have either a pagan referent, as in ydolo, or a Christian 

one, as in iglesia (church), translated as kuulna (literally “house of God”): Ciudad 
Real, Calepino Maya de Motul, 342, 344. See also Hanks, Converting Words, 
132– 133, 153.

 78. Coqui (or goque) in Zapotec: see, for example, Feria, Doctrina, f. 51: oalii coqui Dios 
(true ruler God). For Mixtec usage (stoho Dios), see Jansen and Pérez Jiménez, 
Lengua señorial, 252, 277, 279:  the pairing of indigenous terms with Dios 
“combines a Catholic perspective with underlying pre- colonial values” (330). See 
also Terraciano, “Native Expessions of Piety,” 128.

 79. Feria, Doctrina, f.  23v, “your gods” (xibitooto); f.  51:  “their false gods” (bitoo 
xihuini). See also Córdova, Vocabulario, f. 227. For the wood- stone combination, 
bitoo quie bitoo yaga, see, Feria, Doctrina, ff. 15, 23– 23v, 49, 60v– 61v; Córdova, 
Vocabulario, f. 141.

 80. For later use of bitoo/ pitao or variant with xihui, see, for example, Martínez, 
“Manual breve y compendioso,” “Confessionario,” 5.

http://www.necf.org.my%22
http://www.necf.org.my%22
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 81. Santo Thomas, Lexicon, 99, “Plática,” ff. 86v– 96, and Taylor, Sol, la luna, 65n5, 
24– 25, 58– 59, on the doctrinal use of the term.

 82. Córdova, Vocabulario, f. 16, godchild; f. 349v, religion; f. 367, “priest” (copapitao, 
literally, “god- keeper”), referring exclusively to Catholic priests, although 
the same construction in Nahuatl, teopixqueh, was also used for “preconquest 
priests,” according to Burkhart, Before Guadalupe, 33.

 83. For the combination tobici bitoo, see Feria, Doctrina, ff. 21v– 26v, 45v, 53v, 55, 
60. A common phrase covering all the bases was tobici bitoo Dios (the one god 
God: ff. 24v, 44, 61).

 84. Córdova, Vocabulario, f.  140. For pitao plus Dios, see Feria, Doctrina, passim; 
Córdova, Vocabulario, ff. 140– 141, 143.

 85. Romero Frizzi and Vásquez Vásquez, “Título Primordial,” f. 3.
 86. Also tobici dios hualica bitoo: Feria, Doctrina, f. 113.
 87. See, for example, Feria, Doctrina, f. 66v, on saints as “servants of God” (xillannini). 

He tended to lump Mary together with “the rest of the saints” (ff. 58, 66, 66v) 
and even underscored her lack of divinity or divine powers (f. 57).

 88. Luque Alcaide, “Paternidad de Dios,” on this emphasis in Feria without 
acknowledging it as a deliberate strategy.

 89. Feria, Doctrina: for “lord” (coqui) ff. 55v, 60; for “father” (bixoce) ff. 48, 51, and 
passim.

 90. The common term was Bejoannana Iesu Xpto (joanna or xuana = lord), often ab-
breviated to “B. Jesu Christo.”

 91. Hvidtfeldt, Teotl and Ixiptlati, is the classic source. For a more recent treatment, 
see Bassett, Fate of Earthly Things.

 92. See on the equation of Christ with the sun in Nahuatl texts, Baudot, 
“Huehuetlatolli,” 30– 31, and Burkhart, “Solar Christ,” and in Quechua texts, 
Taylor, Sol, la luna.

 93. For attempts to distinguish Christ’s divine aspects from his human ones, see 
Feria, Doctrina, ff. 19v, 20, 30, 37. See also Pozo, “Arte zaapoteco,” Sermon on 
Corpus Christi, ff. 61v, 63v; Agüero, Miscelano, “Catecismo,” f. 11. For a Mixtec 
example, see Jansen and Pérez Jiménez, Lengua señorial, 330, Testament from 
Teposcolula, 1634.

 94. Feria, Doctrina, ff. 9, 29v, 30.
 95. Feria, Doctrina, f. 24v.
 96. Garcilaso de la Vega, Historia general, lib. 1, cap. 23.
 97. Dedenbach- Salazar Saénz, “Por decir Dios Trino,” 420.
 98. Tavárez, “Naming the Trinity,” on the issue in Nahuatl, 33.
 99. Agüero, Miscelaneo, “Catecismo”: the lengthy section on the Trinity (10– 15), on 

Christ’s nature (30– 40), and especially 12, 15, 31, for the terms bennabi (like-
ness) and lohuaa (image). The monolingual text was translated from an opaquely 
erudite catechism by a Dominican theologian, Juan de Santo Tomás, Explicación 
de la Doctrina, and Agüero (38– 39, 171), expressed doubts that the material was 
comprehensible even to Spaniards. Feria, Doctrina, f.  24v, rendered the same 
idea in simpler but not necessarily more accessible terms and also used bennabi 
and loa to refer to physical images of God and the saints (f. 66v).

 100. Feria, Doctrina, f.  24v, following in almost identical words the 1548 
Doctrina . . . Santo Domingo, Sermoncico 4, f. 21v.

 101. Zumárraga, Doctrina breve, f.  12v; Anunciación, Doctrina, f.  18; Acosta, De 
procuranda, lib. 5, cap. 6, parr 3.



( 358 ) Notes to pages 250–257

 102. The sculpted image of the Trinity dating from colonial times can be found 
throughout Oaxaca; I  have found only one example of the triple Christ (in 
Xoxocotlan).

 103. Except for wine: Córdova, Vocabulario, used the Zapotec nizoo for various kinds 
of wine (vino, f. 426v), including consecrated wine (xizoo, f. 367), but Feria and 
other catechisms kept the loan word.

 104. Feria, Doctrina, for example, f. 16. Pozo, “Arte zaapoteco,” Sermon on Corpus 
Christi, ff. 61v– 62.

 105. Feria, Doctrina, f. 106v.
 106. Levanto, Cathecismo, 25, and, on 24, attempting to explain how Christ could 

be simultaneously and entirely in heaven and in the host and chalice. See also 
Agüero, Miscelaneo, “Catecismo,” 70. Córdova, Vocabulario, ff. 367– 367, provided 
seven entries on these “accidents” of form left after the consecration.

 107. Feria, Doctrina, ff. 52v, 85v– 86v.
 108. Feria, Doctrina, f. 81.
 109. Agüero, for example, uses it three times on the same page to form the root 

of the words “benefit,” “to receive,” and “to merit,” all referring to divine 
mercy: Miscelaneo, “Confessionario,” 124.

 110. Córdova, Vocabulario, f. 288.
 111. The term guii (sometimes quii) used in the various entries for human sacrifice 

(Córdova, Vocabulario, f. 367v), but not in the other forms of sacrifice, appears 
to be the root for various terms meaning “to perforate or pierce” (ff. 15v, 222).

 112. Feria, Doctrina, ff. 12v– 18v on the Per signum crucis, and ff. 30v– 35 on the third 
article of faith, Christ’s death on the cross.

 113. Feria, Doctrina, f. 85v.
 114. Pozo, “Arte zaapoteco,” Sermon on Corpus Christi, ff. 60– 64.

CHAPTER 10
 1. Nebrija, Gramática castellana, Dictionarium latino- hispaniarum, and Dictionarium 

hispano- latinum. These works set the mold not only for other European lan-
guages but also for the many grammars and dictionaries of American Indian 
languages by missionary linguists.

 2. Valadés, Rhetorica, 84, offered the same rules for rhetoric that were standard 
criteria for translation:  words should be “clear, customary, and appropriate” 
(clara, usitata, et propria).

 3. Along with Franciscan and Dominican examples cited below, see, on Jesuit 
evangelizing rhetoric, Dehouve, L’évangélisation, 141– 203, and Pérez de Ribas, 
Historia, lib. 12, caps. 10 and 12.

 4. Morales, “Discurso,” 83. For a discussion of sixteenth- century European rhet-
oric see Rener, Interpretatio, 149– 160; Abbot, Rhetoric in the New World, 6– 23.

 5. The category rudes (rudos in Spanish) refers to lack of instruction rather than 
lack of capacity and was common in the catechetical literature.

 6. Abbott, Rhetoric, 10– 14, 74; Rener, Interpretatio, 78. Fray Luis de Granada 
exemplified the contrasting approaches in his monumental and influen-
tial Ecclesiasticae rhetoricae (1576), where he adapted the complex devices of 
Classical rhetoric to Christian preaching for Old Christians, while sketching out 
simple exposition for neophytes in Breve tratado (1585).

 7. Durán, Historia de las Indias, I, cap. 13, párr. 38; López Medel to Crown, 9 jun 
1550, in Colección de documentos, primera serie, XXIV, 534. See also Burgoa, 
Geográfica, II, 280, for similar cautions.
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 8. Feria, “Memoria,” 15 abril 1585, in Llaguno, Personalidad, 194.
 9. See Acosta’s tripartite division in Historia, lib. 6, especially cap.  19, and his 

comparisons with China, lib. 6, caps. 4– 7.
 10. Valadés, Rhetorica, 35.
 11. Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. 1, caps. 9, 37.
 12. Burgoa, Palestra, 416.
 13. On Nahuatl, for example, Sahagún, Códice florentino, lib. 6, ff. 1, 8v; Ruiz de 

Alarcón, Tratado de las supersticiones, 127– 128. For Zapotec, Agüero, Miscelaneo, 
unpaginated preface, offers several comments on the “intricate” nature of Zapotec 
poetics and the frequent use of “ambivalence or equivocation.”

 14. Burgoa, Palestra, 105, 210, 241, 416– 417, 490, and Geográfica II, 279, 288, 
referring to the ornate speech of the Indians, whether in general terms or 
specifying Mixtec, Zapotec, Chochona, or Chontal.

 15. The major statement is Campbell et al., “Meso- America.” See Farriss, Libana, for 
a greatly expanded treatment of the history and characteristics of Mesoamerican 
ceremonial discourse, especially 21– 43.

 16. Campbell et al., “Meso- America,” 558. See also Gossen, “Mesoamerican Ideas.”
 17. The spelling libana will replace any colonial and modern variations (libaana, 

lipaana, lipana) except in direct quotations. For Mixtec oratory, see López García, 
Sa’vi, and Jansen and Pérez Jiménez, Lengua señorial, 444– 458, on contemporary 
oratory. Huehuetlatolli have been intensively studied: see Sullivan, “A Scattering of 
Jades,” for a succinct overview of types, contents, and sources.

 18. Haviland, “Tzotzil Conversation,” from a slightly different citation in Cruz de 
Abeles, “Persuasive Speeches,” 101.

 19. Becquelin- Monod, “Le sang et le corps,” 8, on Tzeltal. Parallelisms have been 
recorded in most Maya languages; see the essays in Hull and Carrasco, Parallel 
Worlds.

 20. See Gossen, Chamulas, among the earliest and most detailed analyses of 
Mesoamerican ceremonial oratory.

 21. On “semantic locatives derived from body parts” as a pan- Mesoamerican trait, see 
Campbell et al., “Meso- America,” 557. For Zapotec in particular, see the essays in 
Lillehaugen and Sonnenschein, Expressing Location; and for Mixtec, Hollenbach, 
“Semantic and Syntactic Extensions.”

 22. In Chatino, the municipal “hands and feet” are the town topiles: Cruz de Abeles, 
“Persuasive Speeches,” 91, 96, 97.

 23. For a detailed discussion of the various uses of lachi in Zapotec, see Schrader- 
Kniffki, “Metáforas,” 39– 43; for the equivalent in Tzotzil, Laughlin, “De cabo a 
rabo,” 52– 57.

 24. Burgoa, Palestra, 490.
 25. Difrasismo, the most commonly used term, can be traced to Angel María Garibay, 

Historia de la literatura náhuatl, but may have been identified earlier. For an exten-
sive discussion, see Montes de Oca, “Difrasismos.”

 26. The approach to difrasismos I find most analytically useful is to classify them as one 
type of paired couplet, a subcategory of parallelism; see, for example, Dehouve, 
L’évangélisation, 159– 161.

 27. “Throne + mat” is one of the few Zapotec terms Córdova, Vocabulario, identifies 
as a “metaphor” (f. 377v). The same difrasismo occurs in Mixtec as well as 
Nahuatl: Jansen and Pérez Jiménez, Lengua señorial, 15, 118, 122.

 28. Smith- Stark, “Mesoamerican Calques,” has identified fifty- two calques across lin-
guistic boundaries in Mesoamerica, among them difrasismos.
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 29. Romero Frizzi and Vásquez Vásquez, “Título Primordial,” and Petapa Probanza.
 30. Lockhart, Nahuas, 368. Collections of testaments in Nahuatl and other languages 

reveal similar pairs; see, for example, Rojas Rabiela et al., Vidas y bienes olvidados.
 31. Ong, Orality and Literacy, 23– 41. On parallelism as an aid in reciting from glyphs, 

see Hull, Verbal Art and Performance, 29, 182, 327; Monaghan, “Performance,” 136.
 32. Gossen, Chamulas, 159, for Tzotzil, and Dehouve, L’évangélisation, 162, for 

Nahuatl, identify paired structures as the “specific language” for addressing and 
referring to the gods.

 33. See Farriss, Libana, 50– 51, on the compilations by Andrés de Olmos and others, 
and Sullivan, “Rhetorical Orations,” on literary and rhetorical devices in the 
huehuetlatolli.

 34. Durán, Historia de las Indias, II, cap. 41, párr. 44.
 35. Burgoa, Palestra, 106, 210, 237– 239, 241– 243, 415– 417, 490, and Geográfica, I, 

331; II, 279– 280, 288.
 36. Durán, Historia de las Indias, I, cap. 13, párr. 38; Burgoa, Geográfica, II, 280.
 37. Durán, Historia de las Indias, I, cap. 8, párr. 23.
 38. Reyes, Arte en Lengua Mixteca, 40– 41.
 39. Burkhart, Slippery Earth, 102, referring to the list compiled by Olmos.
 40. Reyes, Arte en Lengua Mixteca, dedicated an entire chapter (25) to reverential 

language. Jansen and Pèrez Jiménez, Lengua señorial, 116– 118, provides an 
annotated list of ceremonial expressions compiled from Alvarado’s Vocabulario.

 41. Córdova, Vocabulario, Aviso III.
 42. Schwaller, “Pre- Hispanic Poetics,” 322– 325, compares parallelism in Hebrew and 

Nahuatl poetry, an affinity also noted by Hollenbach, “Difrasismos,” 158.
 43. Ong, Orality and Literacy, 108– 112.
 44. The treatise, first published in 1512 under the title De duplicis copia verborum ac 

rerum, was a sixteenth- century bestseller, including in Spain, unlike the mixed 
reception accorded his more controversial theological writings.

 45. Ong, Orality and Literacy, 41, on the abundantia characteristic of oral performance.
 46. Hull, Verbal Art and Performance, 63, quoting a Maya- Chortí speaker.
 47. Keane, “Language and Religion,” 437, provides a summary of features that com-

monly identify the “ritual register.”
 48. Torquemada, Monarquía indiana, IV, lib. 13, caps. 36– 37, echoed a number 

of his predecessors in emphasizing the huehuetlatolli’s function of imparting 
established norms.

 49. In addition to Burgoa’s earlier references to Dominican preaching, see, for the 
Jesuits, Pérez de Ribas, Historia, lib. 12, cap. 10.

 50. León- Portilla, Destino de la palabra, 240, 346– 347.
 51. Baudot, “Huehuetlatolli,” 30– 31 (f. 11v of MS 1481, Biblioteca Nacional de 

México).
 52. Sahagún, Psalmodia christiana. On Old Testament influences and other elements 

of style, see Schwaller, “Pre- Hispanic Poetics.” Recent editions of cantares with 
translations are Bierhorst, Cantares and Ballads; León- Portilla, Cantares.

 53. Beltrán de Heredia, “Irradiación de la espiritualidad.” Feria’s Doctrina (f. 19) even 
contains an engraving of a friar preaching to a group of turbanned men, as if to 
emphasize the equivalence between Indians and moriscos.

 54. The creation by Fray Domingo de Vico in the early 1550s of a Theologia Indorum in 
Maya Quiché, analyzed extensively in Sparks, “Xalcat B’e.”

 55. Dominicans in Chiapas also attempted to incorporate Mesoamerican stylistic 
devices into their Tzeltal sermons: Becquelin- Monod, “Formes et figures.”
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 56. Feria in 1567 and and the two versions of Hernández’s Doctrina only months 
apart in 1567 and early 1568.

 57. On the indigenous stylistic elements in the Mixtec text, see Swanton, “History,” 
73– 81, and Jansen and Pérez Jiménez, Lengua señorial, 149– 173, both drawing 
heavily on the manuscript of the Spanish back- translation.

 58. Sullivan, “A Scattering of Jades,” 17, on the function of huehuetlatolli.
 59. Córdova, Vocabulario, f.  298. For Mixtec, see Alvarado, Vocabulario, under 

“sahu.”
 60. Swanton, “History,” 74– 75. Burkhart acknowledges both tendencies, in Slippery 

Earth, 27, and Before Guadalupe, 17.
 61. See, for example, an inquiry, 1559– 1576, regarding a Tarascan catechism by Fray 

Maturino Gilberti in Fernández del Castillo, Libros y libreros, 4– 37.
 62. Burkhart, “On the Margins”; Schwaller, “Pre- Hispanic Poetics.”
 63. Hernández, Doctrina, “Introduction,” quoted in Swanton, “History,” 70.
 64. Among the many references to colonial sermonarios in Beristain de Souza, 

Biblioteca, are the sermons “in frequent use among the missionaries” composed 
by Fray Domingo Grijelmo (II, 82).

 65. Among sermonarios that adopted indigenous rhetoric are Sahagún’s collection 
of 1588, analyzed by Baudot, “Huehuetlatolli”; the Sermonario of Juan Bautista, 
translated excerpts of which appear in Burkhart, Before Guadalupe; and a set of 
twenty- seven Tzeltal sermons dated 1675 and discussed in Becquelin- Monod, 
“Formes et figures.”

 66. For samples from Hernández, see Jansen and Pérez Jiménez, Lengua señorial, 
159– 173. For samples from Feria (introductory section and exhortation on idol-
atry), see Farriss, Libana, 130– 145. Although Burgoa praised both doctrinas in 
similar language (Geográfica, I, 186, 331– 332), only Hernández was singled out 
for his mastery of indigenous rhetoric.

 67. Doctrina christiana . . . Santo Domingo, ff. 10– 156.
 68. Durán, Historia de las Indias, I, cap. 9, párr. 32.
 69. The Vocabulario’s entries cluster around the idea of doctrinal instruction (ff. 139, 

147, 293v, 324v, 333, 378) and admonition or reprimand (ff. 26v, 75v, 93, 353v). 
Vásquez Castillejos, “Libana,” 60ff, explores the term’s etymology.

 70. Romero Frizzi and Vásquez Vásquez, “Título Primordial,” f. 2v.
 71. In addition to the meanings noted above that focus on instruction, others given 

by Córdova relate to the sacred through the root— paana, linked to yncorrupta 
(incorrupt), f. 232v (see also ff. 235v and 368). Still others relate to “courtly” or 
“elevated” (ff. 147, 298, 316v, 341v).

 72. Hollenbach, “Difrasismos,” 158– 161, has combed through the entire text for par-
allel constructions. For didactic sections, see, for example, the definitions of car-
dinal virtues: Hernández, Doctrina, ff. CXXIverso– CXXVII.

 73. Loo and nia:  Feria, Doctrina, f.  1v, “chela alaatii nizobaloo nizobania” (and the 
cause of this); f. 5: “nitiloo nitinia xiquelahuexihuito” (which is the foundation or 
origin of your sins).

 74. See, for example, the first passage on idolatry, with a paragraph totaling only 127 
words that nonetheless contains twenty- four parallel structures: Feria, Doctrina, 
ff. 23v– 24.

 75. Feria, Doctrina, f. 23v.
 76. Feria, Doctrina, ff. 2v– 7.
 77. Included in Pozo, “Arte zaapoteco,” “Sermonario,” ff. 60– 67v.
 78. Agüero, Miscelaneo, “Quinze misterios,” “Catecismo,” and “Confessionario.”



( 362 ) Notes to pages 273–278

 79. Agüero, Miscelaneo, “Confessionario,” 123– 127, “Plática breve para después de 
haber oleado al enfermo,” transcribed and translated in Farriss, Libana, 154– 163.

 80. See also Pozo, “Arte zaapoteco,” “Oración para ánimas en la hora de la muerte,” 
f. 9. Pacheco de Sylva, Doctrina, ff. 111v– 113, also includes an “Exhortation to live 
well in order to die well,” which builds from the relatively plain style of the rest of 
the text to a lyrical and rhythmic cadence.

 81. Agüero, Miscelaneo, “Confessionario, Plática,” 125:  - ziina (astuteness), llaache 
(cavilling), and caateetiaaga (temptation).

 82. Agüero, Miscelaneo, “Confessionario, Plática,” 126:  the key trope “mercy” 
(huezaalachii) is paralleled alternately with “favors” (xillani) and “love” (connachii).

 83. On the introduction and promotion of the cult in sixteenth- century Mexico, see 
Dávila Padilla, Historia, lib. 2, caps. 1– 14.

 84. Agüero, Miscelaneo, “Los quinze misterios del santísimo Rosario,” the volume’s 
first section, is a monolingual treatise on the fifteen Mysteries followed by sixteen 
“Exemplos,” or traditional miracle stories.

 85. Burgoa, Palestra, 517.
 86. For example, a set of classic décimas, or ten- verse strophes, an especially popular 

verse form in Spanish Golden Age literature: Pozo, “Arte zaapoteco,” ff. 10– 14, 
“Misterios del Ssmo. Rosario y de las Ánimas.” Beristain de Souza, Biblioteca, V, 
148, cites other Zapotec manuscripts in verse; and Burgoa, Geográfica, I, 364, and 
II, 126, refers to quintillas in Mixtec and sung cuartetas in Zapotec, both on the 
mysteries of the rosary.

 87. Of the numerous collections of rosary milagros the Spanish version that Agüero 
drew on is Fernández, Historia y anales (1653, first published under a slightly dif-
ferent title in 1613).

 88. Jansen and Pérez Jiménez, Lengua señorial, 177– 282, discuss the attribution of 
the Mixtec document (dated 1584) to Benito Hernández and provide extensive 
excerpts along with Spanish translations.

 89. The Spanish original of the Zapotec milagro is in Fernández, Historia, lib. 3, 
cap. 13, pp. 196– 197. Another Spanish Dominican, Hieronimo Taix, Institución, 
modo de rezar, supplied the original for the Mixtec version. The specific edition 
used has not been identified, but the ejemplo can be found in lib. 3, cap. V, ff. 74v– 
75 of the third Mexican edition published in 1576.

 90. The 1666 Zapotec version is in Agüero, Miscelaneo, “Quinze Milagros,” exemplo 
I, ff. 29v– 30, published with translation in Farriss, Libana, 145– 153. The 1584 
Mixtec milagro is in Jansen and Pérez Jiménez, Lengua señorial, 199– 201, 
translated on 201– 203.

 91. Louise Burkhart shared her translation of the Nahuatl milagro (Bancroft Library, 
Mexican Manuscripts 464, ff. 329– 331). A shorter, plainer version of the same 
story in Burkhart, Before Guadalupe, 144, suggests that genre was not always the 
overriding criterion for choice of style.

 92. Jansen and Pérez Jiménez, Lengua señorial, 182.
 93. Becquelin- Monod, “Formes et figures,” 45.
 94. Agüero, Miscelaneo, “Quinze misterios,” exemplo I, f. 30. Paired semantic couplets 

are also frequent in the Mixtec translation.
 95. Garibay, Historia de la literatura, I, 421, describing the effect of a couplet as “the 

double blow of the hammer that drives in the nail.”
 96. Agüero, Miscelaneo, “Quinze misterios,” f. 29v. Another link is the frequent use of 

a difrasismo for sin first found in Feria: tola tee (ff. 1v, 5, 26v, 35, 55).
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 97. Agüero, Miscelaneo, “Quinze misterios,” f.  30. The first sets refer to the food 
(“bitter, stinking” and “ugly, blackened”), followed by a triplet (“dirty, filthy, 
revolting”). For the source of this language, see Feria, Doctrina, ff. 2v– 7, and 
for similar expressions in the Mixtec text, Jansen and Pérez Jiménez, Lengua 
señorial, 247.

 98. A collection of Zapotec texts confiscated in the Sierra Norte at the beginning of 
the eighteenth century (AGI, Calendarios 100– 104) includes some of the same 
constructions but represents a parallel, although possibly equally ancient lit-
erary tradition of cantos (songs) or poetry comparable to the Nahuatl cantares. 
See Farriss, Libana, 105– 111, and, for one of several studies centered on the 
cantos, Tavárez, “Cantos zapotecos.”

 99. See the samples collected during the late twentieth century from Juchitan in 
Vásquez Castillejos, “Libana,”:  on the “panteón cristiano,” 146– 148; on the 
“panteón zapoteco,” 103– 111. The indigenous elements cluster most densely in 
the “Libana de las Flores,” transcribed on 220– 231.

 100. Biblioteca Francisco de Burgoa, Colección Manuel Martínez Gracida, vol. 55, 
“Parangón o discurso de los huehuetes a Sta. María Asunción,” Tlacolula, 30 
dic 1896.

 101. Becquelin- Monod, “Formes et figures,” draws on modern Tzeltal oratory, 
expounded in Gossen, Chamulas, to analyze a seventeenth- century Dominican 
sermon in Tzeltal, which by indigenous standards of rhetoric is found wanting.

 102. Pérez de Ribas, Historia, lib. 12, cap. 10. See also Becquelin- Monod, “Formes et 
figures,” 48.

 103. Dehouve, “Diálogo de sordos,” argues more radically that the failure of ceremo-
nial discourse as an evangelizing tool was owing neither to linguistic ineptitude 
nor lack of semantic resonance but to differences in genre; indigenous ceremo-
nial discourse did not function as didactic argument to be refuted or accepted 
but as a celebration or petition. In view of this mismatch in logic and purpose 
the whole exercise was doomed.

 104. Mark 2:22, Matthew 9:17.
 105. Most if not all the examples that Hollenbach (“Difrasismos”) and Jansen and 

Pérez Jiménez (Lengua señorial) have gleaned from Mixec colonial doctrinal 
sources can also be found in similar Zapotec texts. See also Laughlin, “Of Shoes 
and Ships,” for an extensive list from Tzotzil; Montes de Oca, “Difrasismos,” for 
early colonial Nahuatl.

 106. See Popol Vuh, f. 3v, where the gods attempted to fashion humans from mud but 
were unsuccessful, and another attempt from “wet earth” in the Chumayel Book 
of Chilam Balam: Roys, Book of Chilam Balam, 39, 117.

 107. The Zapotec pair is yoo + penne (earth + clay), and, although Feria tried to equate 
penne with “feces,” the terms are not synonymous: Feria, Doctrina, ff. 2v, 4, 5– 6, 
8v; Córdova, Vocabulario, for example, ff. 52, 247v. Nor does dirt or earth have a 
negative connotation in Zapotec.

 108. This meaning has not so far been found in Zapotec usage, only in Nahuatl 
(Dehouve, L’évangélisation, 194– 198; Montes de Oca, “Difrasismos,” 242– 245), 
and (according to Jansen and Pérez Jiménez, Lengua señorial, 15) Mixtec.

 109. Such passages are numerous:  see, for example, Baruch 6:3, Ezekiel 20:32, 
Jeremiah 3:9, Deuteronomy 4:28, and Wisdom 14:21.

 110. In addition to the citations in Farriss, Libana, 119– 121, see Swanton, 
“History,” 75– 76.
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 111. Appearing in various combinations in Córdova, Vocabulario, ff. 47v, 98, 98v, 
113, 140v, 192v, 291v, 323; Agüero, Miscelaneo, “Catecismo,” 30, 94; Pacheco de 
Sylva, Doctrina, f. 100.

 112. For traditional meanings, see Montes de Oca, “Difrasismos,” 156– 162; Jansen 
and Pérez Jiménez, Lengua señorial, 94– 96. A similar meaning is applied to the 
secular authorities in current Isthmus and Sierra Norte Zapotec. For Christian 
use, see Feria, Doctrina, f. 55, in a prayer to the Christian God.

CHAPTER 11
 1. Burkhart, Slippery Earth, 44. See also Dehouve, L’évangélisation, 174– 177,  

202– 203, for Nahuatl, and for Quechua, Dedenbach- Salazar Sáenz, Entrelazando, 
especially 113, 225, 406.

 2. Burkhart, Slippery Earth, 123.
 3. For a general comment, see Rafael, Contracting Colonialism, 27– 28; on Zapotec, 

Broadwell, “Conjunctions”; on Nahuatl, Dehouve, L’évangélisation, 141– 153 
(“destructuration)”; and Bierhorst, Cantares, 47, referring to “missionary 
Nahuatl” and noting the “suspicious ease” with which it translates into Spanish 
or English.

 4. An exhaustive analysis of the Maya version, here termed “Maya reducido,” its 
creation and uses, is presented by Hanks, Converting Words. See also Durston, 
Pastoral Quechua; and Sachse, “Expession of Christian Concepts.” Of the exten-
sive literature devoted to this discourse, see the series edited by Zwartjes et al., 
Missionary Linguistics, now in its seventh volume (2014).

 5. See, for example, the handwritten commentary in the sole extant copy of 
Agüero, Miscelaneo, end of “Prólogo,” citing Córdova extensively and correctly; 
and Torralba, “Arte Zapoteca” “Confessionario,” f.  1, note on pronunciation. 
Feria, Doctrina, “Prólogo,” f.  iiiv, and Agüero, Miscelaneo, “Prólogo,” both cite 
predecessors.

 6. Burgoa, Geográfica, II, 76– 77. Marginal notes in later, priestly hands are 
sprinkled throughout the extant copies of Feria, but they tend either to correct 
obvious typographical errors or suggest alternate renderings that do not stray 
far from the original Zapotec syntax or terminology.

 7. All the treatises on grammar provide the basic prayers, often as appendices: Pozo, 
“Arte zaapoteco”; Martínez, “Manual breve y compendioso”; “Reglas más 
comunes”; Torralba, “Arte Zapoteca.”

 8. Córdova, Vocabulario, f.  233v; Pozo, “Arte zaapoteco,” f.  9, “Oración para 
ánimas en la hora de la muerte”; Agüero, Miscelaneo, “Confessionario,” 126. For 
equivalents in Mixtec see Jansen and Pérez Jiménez, Lengua señorial, 237.

 9. For Tarascan examples, see Fernández del Castillo, Libros y libreros, 4– 37; for 
Nahuatl, Velázquez de Cárdenas, Breve práctica y régimen, “Nota al lector”; 
Bautista, Advertencias, ff. 52– 53v; and Alva, Confessionario, ff. 48– 50; for Yucatec 
Maya, Hanks, Converting Words, 89– 90.

 10. Floriberto Díaz Gómez, at the time síndico of Tlahuitoltepec, personal commu-
nication, jul 1990.

 11. Pacheco de Sylva, Doctrina, f. 21v: ielabexaglachi.
 12. Feria, Doctrina, f. 64v.
 13. For essays on both Mesoamerica and the Andes, see Kellogg and Restall, Dead 

Giveaways. Examples of testaments are published in Cline and León- Portilla, 
Testaments of Culhuacán; Rojas Rabiela et  al., Vidas y bienes; Restall, Life and 
Death. Colonial testaments in Zapotec, with and without Spanish translation, 

 



Notes to pages 288–292 ( 365 )

  can be found in AGN, Ramos Tierras and Civil, and AVA, Ramo Civil, the latter 
dating back to 1537.

 14. Several cases in the Sierra Norte involving factional disputes, 1686– 1695, contain 
Zapotec documents especially rich in this vocabulary: AVA, Criminal 59, 80, 81 
(Yatzona, 1686– 1695), Civil 28 (Tanetze, 1690). See also Schrader- Kniffki and 
Yannakakis, “Sins and Crimes.”

 15. Hanks, Converting Words, 315– 337.
 16. Titled variously probanzas, memoriales, títulos, and dealt with in earlier chapters.
 17. See Kuroda, Under Mt. Zempoaltépetl, 15, for Mixe practice in the 1970s. In Yalalag 

and Betaza catechists were reciting from the 1882 edition of the Netzicho cate-
chism by Pacheco de Sylva through the 1950s: Fuente, Yalalag, 260, and Juana 
Vásquez Vásquez, personal communication.

 18. Ethnographic accounts of these incorporations are numerous for the gamut of 
Mesoamerican languages. See, for Yucatec Maya, Hanks, Converting Words, 369– 
371. I  have recognized heavy infusions of Christian terminology in 1960s and 
1970s chaa chaac ceremonies in Yucatan as well as Mixe and Zapotec ofrendas 
during subsequent decades.

 19. AVA, Criminal 22, Contra Simón Bautista de Lachirioag, Confesión de D. Pedro de 
Viloria, 15 mar 1666. The Zapotec cantos from AGI, Calendarios 100– 104, cannot 
be considered examples of this incorporation because one set appears to be cast 
in thoroughly traditional terms while the other is thoroughly Christian, without 
cross- pollination of elements between the two.

 20. Farriss, “Fugas lingüísticas.” The leakages are especially frequent in the Spanish 
documents prepared by local court officials for indigenous defendants in AGI, 
M882, Cuaderno no. 19, 1704, but also evident in the records that remained in 
Villa Alta; see, for example, the Spanish translation of a petition, 16 ago 1690, in 
AVA, Civil 28, that retains many Zapotec turns of phrase and figures of speech.

 21. This discourse is common in the Villa Alta criminal records; see, for example, AVA, 
Criminal 15, Contra Juan Jiménez y socios, Temascalapa, 1650; Criminal 22, 
Simón Bautista de Lachirioag, denuncia, 1666. But see also AGN, Inquisición 615, 
Exp. 1, Contra Matheo Pérez, f. 209, Petition 14 ene 1686.

 22. AVA, Criminal 21, Contra José Hernández de Lachirio, 1665.
 23. AVA, Criminal 19, Contra Luis de Vargas de Yojovi, 1665; Criminal 22, Simón 

Bautista de Lachirioag, 1666. For similar examples from Oaxaca and cen-
tral Mexico, see Sousa, “Devil and Deviance”; Terraciano, “Crime and Culture,” 
729– 731.

 24. In addition to examples cited earlier, an especially eloquent confessional docu-
ment in Zapotec, containing appropriate Christian expressions of remorse, is in 
AGI, M882, Cuaderno 16, ff. 564– 568, Yalalag, 1704.

 25. This process in Mexico has inspired a rich literature under a variety of rubrics. For 
three different approaches, see Gruzinski, Conquest of Mexico, a densely packed 
exposition of cultural evolution drawing on visual as well as documentary sources; 
Martínez Baracs, Secuencia tlaxcalteca, a detailed historical case study (on the cult 
of Our Lady of Ocotlan); and Marroquín, Cruz mesiánica, a regional synthesis 
based on oral tradition and ethnographic fieldwork. Clendinnen, “Ways to the 
Sacred,” argues persuasively for a Bourdieusian emphasis on practice rather than 
belief. I hope to contribute further to this topic, drawing on the extremely rich but 
still underexploited primary documentation for Oaxaca.

 26. Among other meanings xee and xilla (zilla, cilla) refer to nightfall and dawn and, 
along with cahui and tola, also to cardinal directions, a combination expressed in, 
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for example, Pacheco de Sylva, Doctrina, f.  32, and Romero Frizzi and Vásquez 
Vásquez, “Título Primordial,” ff. 6v, 8. See also Córdova, Vocabulario, ff. 24v, 29, 
252v, 295, and for a discussion of xeecilla as a difrasismo, Farriss, Libana, 121.

 27. For Christianity’s effect on spatial arrangements in Yucatan, see Farriss, Maya 
Society, 147– 168, and especially Hanks, Converting Words, 25– 84. With the ex-
ception of archaeological reports like Spores and Robles García, Yucundaa, I, 329– 
352, the topic remains largely unexplored for Oaxaca.

 28. Among many studies of early Christian architecture, Kubler’s Mexican Architecture 
remains fundamental.

 29. This shift can be noted in the previously cited catechisms by Roldán (1580), 
Pozo (1600), Agüero (1666), Pacheco de Sylva (1687), Quintana (1729), Barreda 
(1730), and Levanto (1732).

 30. See Agüero, Misceláneo, “Confessionario,” with special attention to “the sins to 
which Indians are particularly inclined” (70); and a similar section in Martínez, 
“Manual breve,” both emphasizing drunkenness. See also the confessionario 
sections in the Pacheco de Sylva and Barreda catechisms, and the anonymous 
Cuicatec version: Doesburg, “Confessionario” (c. 1780), all of them more focused 
on drink than idolatry. Sell, “Perhaps Our Lord, God,” 199– 200, traces the growing 
emphasis on drunkenness to its status as a major focus in Nahuatl confessional 
manuals.

 31. This despite the last paroxysm of anti- idolatry activity in the extirpation cam-
paign in the Sierra Norte of 1700– 1704 (the extensive documentation on the ex-
tirpation and its fallout fills two legajos in AGI, Mexico, 881– 882), fueled as much 
by ecclesiastical rivalries as by concern over idolatry.

 32. Alvarado, Vocabulario, f. 88; Córdova, Vocabulario, ff. 140v– 141.
 33. Bynon, Historical Linguistics, 237– 238.
 34. For a masterful analysis of this process, see Sachse, “Worlds in Words.”
 35. AGI, Calendarios 11, f. 384v. The calendars were confiscated at the turn of the 

century, and what European dates they bear extend from 1686 to 1697.
 36. Córdova, Vocabulario, f. 255.
 37. Juana Vásquéz Vásquez, personal communication, July 2011. For twentieth- 

century ethnographic accounts, see Parsons, Mitla, 530– 531; Fuente, Yalalag, 
271– 272, 274; Marroquín, Cruz mesiánica, p. 90. Based on over a quarter of a cen-
tury ministering in the Netzicho language, a Divine Word missionary concluded 
that “there is no word for hell in Zapotec” (Pablo Merne, 21 July 2011).

 38. See, in addition to the AVA Criminal records cited above and Sousa, “Devil and 
Deviance,” for central Mexico as well as Oaxaca, Mills, Idolatry and Its Enemies, 
223– 235, on the devil as explanation in Andean idolatry trials.

 39. The term colaça (golaza) always referred to pre- Christian times.
 40. See, for example, Pozo, “Arte zaapoteco,” Sermonario, ff. 61v, 63v; Agüero, 

Miscelaneo, “Quinze misterios,” ff. 68v, 71, 72, and “Catecismo,” pp. 2, 4, 18. See 
also Pacheco de Sylva, Doctrina, and Levanto, Cathecismo, for later examples of the 
use of Dios alone and alongside bitoo.

 41. Martín, “Bucabulario de la lengua,” 3, 51, 76, 77, 79, and in two instances pairing 
Dios with betao (33, 46).

 42. Cata, Libana, a collection of libanas recorded from 1999 to 2010, but see 57– 58 
for a combination of usages:  Dios (in the Zapotec form of Diuxii) with María 
Santissima and bidó’ on its own and also paired with Jehovah; 49n28: bidó’hui’ini, 
or “ ‘little gods,’ referring to deceased relatives who upon death acquire divine 
status.”
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 43. AGI, M882, Causas de idolatrías, nov– dec 1704.
 44. Parsons, Mitla, 217. On Gusio/ Gozio, see ibid., 211– 214, and Fuente, Yalalag, 304.
 45. AGI, M357, Sariñana to Crown, 21 may 1688; AGI, M358, Bishop Francisco 

Santiago Calderón to Crown, 12 nov 1734; AGEO, Obispado 15, exp. 4, Cura de 
Teococuilco to Bishop, 8 nov 1820.

 46. In Oaxaca the Day of the Dead is a two- day celebration encompassing the tradi-
tional All Souls and All Saints but distinguishing not between those categories but 
between children and adults among the deceased.

 47. Present- day Isthmian lani bidoo (fiesta + deity), means “saint’s day.” In colonial 
documents, see for example, Petapa Probanza, referring to their town’s patron 
saint as xibitooni (our deity).

 48. Parsons, Mitla, 217, 294. 359– 360. In Juchiteco usage either santo or bidó’ (deity) 
can be used with huiini’, which means “small,” to denote deified ancestors: Cata, 
Libana, 49n28.

 49. Rafael, Contracting Colonialism, 1– 2, 55, 70– 71, 84.
 50. For the concept of cultural flows through discourse, see Urban, Metaculture.
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and divided loyalties, 41, 153, 291
and literacy, 156, 205, 289
role of, 48– 49, 134, 142, 

146– 150, 153
Clavier, Saint Peter, 22
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orthodoxy of, 123, 173, 199– 200, 

206– 207
as proportion of colonial texts, 

76, 238
doctrinas (Indian parishes)
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Dominicans

on baptism and instruction, 
161– 163, 342n95

and cult of the Rosary, 274– 276
early evangelization in Oaxaca by, 16, 
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accoutrements for, 39, 214, 311n55
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Melchorejo, 13, 27– 28, 35
Mendieta, Gerónimo de, 14, 24, 40, 
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Miahuatlan, 33, 70, 77, 129, 233
Mictlan (Nahua underworld), 214– 215, 

232, 353n21
Mijangos, Juan de, 60
milagro (literary genre), 273– 278, 293
military discourse, 84, 141, 142, 

182, 322n4
Minaya, Bernardino de, 38, 74, 316n21
minority languages

clergy and, 75– 76, 87– 88
and confession, 52, 123– 124, 137
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