
Five Letters of Cortes to the Emperor 1519-
1526: A Detailed Exploration into the
Conquistador's Conquest of Mexico
The conquest of Mexico by Hernán Cortés stands as a pivotal moment in
world history, marking the beginning of Spanish colonialism in the Americas
and forever altering the course of Mesoamerican civilization. At the heart of
this momentous event lies a series of five letters penned by Cortés himself,
addressed to Emperor Charles V of the Holy Roman Empire. These letters,
written between 1519 and 1526, provide an unparalleled firsthand account
of the conquest, offering invaluable insights into the motivations, strategies,
and consequences of this extraordinary campaign.
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Background

Hernán Cortés, a Spanish conquistador, set sail from Cuba in 1519 with a
force of 500 men, intent on conquering the vast Aztec Empire in central
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Mexico. Overcoming numerous challenges, Cortés and his men forged
alliances with indigenous groups and exploited internal divisions within the
Aztec Empire to gain a foothold in the region. By 1521, they had captured
the Aztec capital, Tenochtitlan, and secured control over a vast territory.

The Cortes Letters

During his conquest, Cortés meticulously documented his experiences in a
series of letters to the emperor. These five letters, known as the Cortes
Letters, provide a detailed narrative of the conquest, vividly describing the
battles, negotiations, and cultural encounters that unfolded. Written with an
eye towards self-promotion and justification, the letters also reveal Cortés's
personal ambitions and motivations.

First Letter (1519)

In this initial letter, Cortés provides an overview of his expedition,
recounting his landing on the coast of Mexico and his early encounters with
indigenous groups. He describes the wealth and grandeur of the Aztec
Empire, portraying it as a land of untold riches and potential for exploitation.

Second Letter (1520)

This letter focuses on Cortés's alliance with the Tlaxcalans, a powerful
indigenous group that had been at odds with the Aztecs. He recounts the
battles fought against the Aztecs, highlighting his own bravery and
leadership. The letter also includes detailed descriptions of Aztec culture,
including their religious practices and social hierarchy.

Third Letter (1520)



This letter provides a gripping account of the conquest of Tenochtitlan.
Cortés vividly describes the siege of the city, the fierce fighting, and the
eventual capture of Aztec emperor Moctezuma II. The letter also reflects on
the brutality of the conquest, acknowledging the loss of life on both sides.

Fourth Letter (1522)

After securing control over Mexico, Cortés turned his attention to exploring
and pacifying the surrounding territories. This letter details his expeditions
to Honduras and the Pacific coast. It also provides insights into Cortés's
plans for colonizing Mexico and establishing Spanish rule.

Fifth Letter (1526)

In this final letter, Cortés summarizes the achievements of his conquest
and requests rewards and recognition from the emperor. He emphasizes
the importance of the conquest for the Spanish crown and outlines his
vision for the future of Mexico.

Historical Significance

The Cortes Letters hold immense historical significance as primary sources
that illuminate the conquest of Mexico from the perspective of the
conquistadors. They provide a wealth of information about the military
tactics, political strategies, and cultural interactions that shaped this pivotal
event. The letters also shed light on the motivations and ambitions of
Hernán Cortés, revealing his ambition, ruthlessness, and desire for glory.

Controversies and Interpretations

While the Cortes Letters are invaluable historical documents, they have
also been the subject of debate and controversy. Some historians have



questioned the accuracy and objectivity of Cortés's accounts, as they were
written with the clear intention of justifying his actions and securing rewards
from the emperor. Others have highlighted the letters' tendency to glorify
the conquest, downplaying the brutality and suffering inflicted upon
indigenous populations.

The Five Letters of Cortes to the Emperor 1519-1526 stand as a testament
to the extraordinary achievements and profound consequences of the
Spanish conquest of Mexico. Through Cortés's vivid descriptions and self-
serving narratives, we gain a glimpse into the motivations, strategies, and
impact of this pivotal event. While the historical significance of these letters
cannot be overstated, it is essential to approach them with a critical eye,
mindful of their biases and limitations. Ultimately, the Cortes Letters invite
us to reflect on the complexities of colonialism, the clash of civilizations,
and the enduring legacy of conquest in the Americas.
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