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Document: Florentine Codex (Excerpted) 
 

The following excerpts and images come from the Florentine Codex, a 
twelve-volume encyclopedia of Aztec history and culture that was written in 
the sixteenth century in Nahuatl, the language of the Aztecs, and translated 
into Spanish. These excerpts were translated into English from Nahuatl. 
Each image corresponds to the excerpt. 
 
 
Book Volume 1, Chapter 4 
Tlaloc the priest was the God of rain. He caused it to 
come down. He scattered the rain and hail like seed. 
He caused the trees, the plants, our food, to sprout, to 
blossom, to leaf, to bloom, to ripen. He made floods of 
water and thunderbolts. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Volume 8, Chapter 7 
The Spaniards came straight here 
to Mexico ready for war. 
Moctezuma went to meet Hernan 
Cortés outside of the Aztec capital 
city [Tenochtitlan] and to receive 
him in peace. He greeted Cortés 
and offered him adoration. Then 
he took him to the great palace. 
There all the Spaniards remained. 
After some days, Cortés 
imprisoned Moctezuma. 

  

An ambassador of Moctezuma’s meets 
with the Spanish on the coast, far from the 
Aztec capital 

An illustration of Tlaloc, 
Aztec God of rain 
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Volume 8, Chapter 14 
The judges were in another room of the 
palace, the teccalli. Every day the common 
folk brought complaints before them. 
Calmly and prudently the judges heard the 
cases of the people. Their cases were 
written down, and the judges studied them. 
The judges looked for witnesses who could 
testify to the case, who knew what had 
been stolen and what was charged.  
If the ruler heard anything bad about the 
judges, such as if they needlessly delayed 
the cases of the people … or that they 
accepted bribes or treated their relatives with 
favoritism, he then jailed them and sentenced them to death. So the judges 
were very cautious in their offices. 
 
When Moctezuma was ruler, he heard many bad things of the judges 
Mixcoatlailotlac, Teicnotlamachti, Tlacochcalcatl, Iztlaca mixcoatlailotlac, 
Umaca, Toqual, Uictolinqui—all from Tlatelolco—that they had unjustly 
used their office. He then jailed them and ordered their death. 
 
 
Source: Florentine Codex, an encyclopedia of Aztec history and culture, 
drafted c.1555 and completed c. 1570-1585. 
 
 
Vocabulary 
 
prudently: wisely, sensibly 
 
 
  

Jailing of judges deemed unjust 
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Guiding Questions 
 
1. Contextual information: The Florentine Codex took almost 30 years to complete. It 

was finally completed in 1575-77. The historical events described in the Florentine 
Codex took place from the 1200s to 1550. 
 
Question: Does this contextual information make you think the Florentine Codex is 
more or less reliable for learning about Aztec history and culture? Explain. 
 
 
 
 

2. Contextual information: While scholars debate how exactly the Florentine Codex 
was made, they agree that the Spanish priest Fray Bernardino de Sahagún directed 
the project. One of Sahagún’s main goals was converting Indigenous peoples of 
Mexico to Christianity. 

 
Question: Does this contextual information make you think the Florentine Codex is 
more or less reliable for learning about Aztec history and culture? Explain. 
 
 
 
 

3. Contextual information: As part of his mission to convert Indigenous Mexicans to 
Christianity, scholars also know Sahagún wanted to make a detailed record of Aztec 
culture and language. 

 
Question: Does this contextual information make you think the Florentine Codex is 
more or less reliable for learning about Aztec history and culture? Explain. 
 

 
 
 
4. Contextual information: With some of his former students, who were Aztec men, 

Sahagún collected statements from Aztec elders, and his assistants drafted the 
Florentine Codex in Nahuatl, the language of the Aztecs. 

 
Question: Does this contextual information make you think the Florentine Codex is 
more or less reliable for learning about Aztec history and culture? Explain. 
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5. Contextual information: During and after conquest of the Aztec Empire, Spaniards 
destroyed Indigenous buildings and temples and violently punished Indigenous 
people for practicing their cultures. Indigenous Mexicans were forced to work for little 
or no pay in grueling conditions in mines and on farms that profited the Spanish. 

 
Question: Does this contextual information make you think the Florentine Codex is 
more or less reliable for learning about Aztec history and culture? Explain. 

 
 
 
 
6. Contextual information: The Aztec writers and researchers were from Tlatelolco, a 

different city-state than Tenochtitlan (the capital of Moctezuma’s empire). Though 
allied with Tenochtitlan, Tlatelolco was politically independent, and some scholars 
believe the Tlatelolcas blamed Moctezuma and Tenochcas, in part, for the conquest. 
 
Question: Does this contextual information make you think the Florentine Codex is 
more or less reliable for learning about Aztec history and culture? Explain. 
 

 
 
 
7. When evaluating a historical document’s reliability, historians consider various 

questions, including: 
 
• When and where was the document made?  
• Who made the document? What were their perspectives, experiences, and 

knowledge, and how might these have influenced what they wrote? 
• Why did the authors make this document? What were their motivations and 

purposes? Might the authors have wanted to tell a story in a particular way? 
• What kind of document is it? How was it created? 
• What were the circumstances in which it was made? How might the 

circumstances have limited or enabled what the authors wrote? 
 

Considering the questions above, how reliable is the Florentine Codex for learning 
about Aztec history and culture? 
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