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The ImperialCollegeof
SantaCruz de Tlatelolco
TbeFirstScbool
oJTranslators
andInterpreters
-CenturySpanishAmericaa
in Sixteentb

Fra,
h. foundationand scopeof teachingcentresin sixteenthcentury
I
I Nueva Espafra,in particular the Imperial College of SantaCruz de
Tlatelolco and the one in Cuauhtitlân,as well as the role they played,
needto be re-examinedfrom anotherstandpointin the history of translation.
SantaCruz de Tlatelolco, the first major school of interpretersand
translatorsin the New Vorld, was founded around 1573andreformed
about forty yearslater. Its role is in many ways reminiscentof the one
played in Europe by the famous Toledo School founded by Bishop
Ramon in Alfonso el Sabio'stime. Most of the evidencereferring to
SantaCruz de Tlatelolco emphasizesthat its foundation, as well as that
of similar institutions,was influencedby three powers:the Crown, His
Holiness the Pope,and the absoluteand all-embracingOrder of Saint
l:rancis.Its foundation facilitatedits performanceas a training centre for
the future nativc Mexican ruling elite and supplanted- rather than
lralanced- tht' r.lt' that the calmecac
or telpocbcalli
playedin the general
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educationof Nahuasof noble birth, especiallyin religiousmatters.The
operated as special schools where, among other
or telpocbcalli
calmecac
subjects,the interpreting art of pre-phonetics and the hieroglyphic
writing of pictograph codeswere taught. The Mexican scribestrained
there were responsiblefor transcribing on amateor vegetable paper
the magical or religious thinking as well as the habits and customsof
the people.
Severalanalystshave surmisedthat, for the priests,it was a matter not
only of guiding the training of the future ruling classat SantaCruz de
Tlatelolco, but also of laying the foundation for a regular Mexican
clergy. The idea of educating the ruling class there from early childhood according to the principles and commandmentsof the Catholic
Church aswell as the canonsof Europeanculture was obviously a main
tenet. Probably some subjectswere included at a senior level for the
purpose of creating an elite group of students from which the first
Mexican Catholic priests would be selected,although this was not the
main objective.
Other researchershave suggesteda third hypothesis:that the top
priority of these centreswas the training of native linguists with the
ability to perform a sort of spiritual intermingling to reconcile cultural
spheresaswell as challengeRenaissancehumanism and meso-American
wisdom in severalrespects:
. By eradicating their idolatries. To this end, the priests' bilingual
(Nâhuatl and Castillan)re-writing and/orre-wordingof their ancestors'
memories written in original text either vanished without a trace or
were engulfedin flamesbefore their very eyes,causingthem "incidentally" to retrace the path to the senseof their own beliefs for themselves.
o By preparing them to work as translatorsand interpreters in order to
support the pastoralpriests'attempt to indoctrinate by linguistically
backing their advocacy of the Christian religion.
. By teaching them to undertaketranslationand interpretationof the
Christian religion'ssacredtexts directly into native tongues,mainly
Nâhuatl.

Our work here aims to support the third hypothesis as being of
undeniablesignificancefor the history of translation and interpreration in America.

Location and origin
Fray Bernardinode Sahagrin,the pioneer ethnographerof sixteenthcentury Aztec Mexico, obsessedwith the idea of exterminatrngany
idolatrous practicesby the natives,was involved in renaming placcs
using historical references.under a spring in Xochimilco, he found a
stone idol to which the nativesoffered copal. Aware of the significance
that the nativesaccordedthe water and mountains,he took away the
idol and replacedit with a cross,christeningthe placeSantacruz, as it
wascalledfrom then on.

Ideologicalbackground
Invadersdid not respectthe indigenousculture. vith the conquest, the
calmecac
andtelpocbcallf
dlsappeared,and with them, tracesof their teachings were lost. Becausethe templesand monuments,codes and books
were completely destroyed, when it became necessaryto obtain accurate and substantiveinformation about the past, recourse had to be
made to the remaining evidence:the essentialfacts and history werc
reflected through the glyphs.
vhen speakingabout the codicesin terms of their significancern
cultural history as an advancedsystemrelying on material support to
representhuman thinking, one tends to mention only those codices
that replacedthe papyrus rolls of the Greeks and Romansin the second and third centuries AD. FernandoR. Lafuente, for instance,referring to the appearance of the codex in Europe only, without
mentioning its presencein the former indigenouscultures of Middle
America, pointed out how its emergenceallowed new gestures,like
leafingthrough a work or writing and readingat the sametime, and
how importalrttlrc cxpcriencewas for authorsor scribesin organizing
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the transmissionof thoughts in a new way,in books, parts,or chapters
of a singlediscourse.2
Of course,this suppressionof evidencewas in line with the aims of
the Christianization process,but later it became imperative to carry
out pastoralwork with a functional approach, focused on a native,concrete and supposedly omnipresent audience. \X/ith the heir to this
knowledge and the repository of the samememory destroyed,it was

Espafia,with regard to the rules they applied in the old dayswhen
they engaged their children to be accepted to the calmecac
or
telpochcalli..
. . That's why you must bewareand be informed, so I
want to relate to you everything I know about the things that
happened there once they were admitted to the calmecac
or to the

obvious that the possibility of decoding that valuable data was irretrievably lost. Besides,the priests were obliged to resort to oral
sources,taking advantageof the fact that most legendshad been transmitted from one generationto another by oral tradition. The Mexicans

marked in, and because they have lived in, when they have
approachedOur Lord Cod, and they have related to me everything that I'm relating to you now,warning you about the common
practicesin the calmecac
or telpocbcalli.
four translation] 5

used to hold informal meetingswhere the elderly members of the communities recounted their memories.And that is why the teachersin
SantaCruz, when looking for information,and interestedin investigating the primary sources,were compelled to turn to the collective memory of those wise, elderly men. The latter had etched on their
memorieswhat the codices contained, not only about the origins of
the religiouspantheonand its presencein the imaginationsof the people or about how the individualsmanagedto cook or processpul4ue(a
Mexican drink), but also about the background of the moral, poetic
and religious discourseswhich allowed them to reconstruct the history
or at least the anecdotal discourse.The history was therefore reconstructed in two alternatevoices influencedby the respectiveidiolects
of narrators and mediators.
âela NueuaEspafia,
delas cosas
In Chapter XI, Book VI of HistoriaGeneral
and comments
describes
the
main
autho4
Fray Bernardinode Sahagrin,
on the indigenous beliefs about rhetoric, philosophy and theology
before the arrival of the Conquerors in Nueva Espafia.The famous
calling them satanicinventions
Franciscanwarned againstthe calmecac,
and a source of idolatry The implicit criticism contained in the seventh
reprimandof the 1486Manuscript3did not escapeGeorgesBaudot,a
Here starts the seventh reprimand with which our Mother, the
Holy Roman Church, admonished the people here, in Nueva

telpocbcalli.
Becausethe elderstold me everything they have seen
there once they have been christened,becausethey have been

Selectionof students
Having analyzedthe political orientation of educationallowedby the
priests in those major schools in Mexico, we must note the following,
o The first featurethat is patently obvious is the essentiallyselective
and class-conscious
natureof those centres.
o "SincetbecbildrenoJtbeCaci4ues,
theJutureruling classoJIndians,wereeducated
principles
tn the
oJour Catholic
Jromchildbooâ
Jaitb,our order basJoundedcolleges"four translation]. This is clearly stated in Law XI of the
Compilation of Indian Laws (23rded.,Book I).
According to the Charter of the Imperial College of Santa Cruz, an
essentialrequirementfor acceptanceas a student was to be, "anIndian
'macegual',
bornoJa legitimate
marriale,JromCaciques
or noblebirtb and not oJ
despicable
or blemished
origin,or marked
because
oJtbeirownuulgarbebaoiour
or tbat
parents"
of tbeir
four translation].6
From the very beginning, origin and lineagewere binding prerequisitesto being selectedto receivethis kind of educationin the Spanish
colonies.Hcrrran(-ortcz choseIndians,neither light-heartedlynor fortuitously,to takcwrtlr lrirnto Spain.The Franciscan
missionaries
learned
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their first words in Nâhuatl from those selectedIndians when they
made the trip back to the New \ù/orld together one year later. Francisco
del Pasoy Ti.oncosorecoveredthe complete list of native travelerswith
the help of historian Chimalpahin-Cuauhtlehuanitzin, who fortunately
madea note in a copy of the first edition, Chapter 62, Volume II of the
deM$icoby Lôpez de Gômura'7
Historiadela Conquista
The selectiveand discriminatory approach that characterizesthe
requirementsfor being entitled to an education in Latin America, and
therefore for having accessto general educational institutions and the
teachingof the catechism,which surprisinglyapplied to an increasing
number of students,8would generatea problem of reversalthat five centuries later is not as yet resolved in favour of the huge population
descendedfrom the Indianson this continent.

Problems encountered and teaching orientation
The topics that made up the Tlatelolco curricula are known, as are the
resultsachievedby an outstanding group of trilingual residentsheaded
by Alonso Vegerano of Cuauhtitlân and Antonio Valeriano of
Azcapotzalcounder the tutelage of Bernardino de Sahagrinand his co'
workers,mainly Fray Arnaldo Bassacioand Fray Andrés de Olmos'
It was common knowledge that divergent views were expressedcon'
cerning the policies apphedin these colleges.Dissent from the mouths
of distinguishedclergy members was voiced by Fray Toribio de Paredes
or Benavente,better known as Motolinea. There was a great deal of
afgument with Motolinea about the treatment of the Indians by the
priestsin SantaCruz concerning idolatry, the teaching of grammar and,
in general,the way that Sahagrinconceived and carried out his pastoral
mission.\Wemust add that the few Santa Cruz teachers/interpreters/
translators were forced to improvise a good deal and overcome many
technical difficulties since they did not have even lexical guidesor man'
ualsexcept those that they developedthemselveswith determination,
inventiveness,and individual talent.e\X/hile trying to learn a forcign
tongue, they taught Latin, grarnmar,arts, basic thcology, and music
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Mendieta and Motolinea identified an indigenous bacbillu,born in
cuautla, as Miguel, a good Ladino. Ignacio Bernal believesthat he was
really the famousValerianode Azcapotzalco,who worked as a scribe/
translator on the Libro delosColloquios
for Fray Bernardino.
In the 156910
Report of the Santo Evangerioprovince addressedto
ovando, the objectivesof completing the priests'work with the santa
cruz studentswere clearly outlined. "once some Indians knew Latin
and were able to understand the mysteriescontained in the Holy
Scriptures, they could become more attached to the faith in order to
transmit to others who were lesspreparedwhat the priestscould not
explain by themselvesin the native tongues.They could then preach
and interpret for them" [our translation].
The ovando Report cited the permanent exchangeof knowledge
between Indians and priests,making the former not only ideal teachers
of their own languagebut also the sole reliablejudges for evaluating
and amending the resulting texts. In doing so, they vigorously challengedclaimsabout the so-calledinferiority of the nativesas compared
to the Europeans,even though the translationof the sacredtexts into
common languageaccording to the criteria of the time could not be
more than an "interpretation":"Those who have learnedtheir language
are now the sameas those that have been their teachers,learning to
translateinto that tongue what is written in their books, and they are
now interpretingin the Hearings"llfour translation].
The most outstanding graduatesof rlatelolco accomplishedthe cardinal duty of bringing linguistic support to the Christianization process
with so much skill and quality that Fray Bernardino,their main menro4
did not hesitateto admit his dependenceon his "grammarianresidents,,
when any text needed to be translated "into correct vernacular
Nâhuatll'12He did not spareany praisewhen speakingof their work,
lf they havesucceededin expressingsermonsand postillas
in a native
tonguethat could be consideredpurifiedof any heresy,it is because
they haved.nc work that fostersthe properunderstandingof Latin
aswcll asthc pror)crtics'f the wordsand the meansto expressthem.
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Besides,they areableto amendany inconsistenciesin the sermonsor
texts to the point that anything that must be worded correctly in
their languageought firstto be evaluatedby them. . . .13lour translationl
The intuitive abllity displayedby the Tlatelolco tutofs as well as by
is
their main mentor to carry out this twofold cultural intermingling
phenomenal.Addressingpastoral and academicconcernstogether as
produce
was done in the Toledo School allowed Fray Bernardino to
more and more complete translations on the subjects treated in the
Doctrina cristiana,Libro de los Collo4uios,
HistoriaGeneral,Sermonarios,
andPostilla,to mention only his most
detreslenguas,Psalmodia,
Vocabulario
of
famous works. He was also able to accomplish the final check
and
even
the supervisionof the trilingual translators
Sermonariosunder
make good use of their collaboration as amanuensesof his own writings, becausehis handwriting worsened due not only to age but also
to the after-effectsof the terrible Black Death plague that ravaged
Mexico in 1545.
A detailed study comparedthe American versionsof the sacredliterand
ature developed by Tlatelolco scholarswith its sourcesin the Old
New Tèstaments.If we considerthe omissions,additions,adaptations,
possible
and emphatic elementscontained in the American version, it is
the
to advancesome interesting and fairly relevant theories about what
priests ascertainedto be the most convenient way to introduce the
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equivalentto what they replaced.Therefore, not all the extant versions
are SantaCruz originals; some are copies of copies.
At the sametime, this huge and important translation and inrerpretation movement was of course part of the early stages of the
Christianizationprocesscarried out by the priestsas an essentialcomplement to the Conquest. However, this movement was slowed and
then finally aborted or concealedduring the last quarter of the cenrury
becauseof the Ecumenicalcouncil of rlent in 1564.This was in keeping with restrictivemeasuresalreadyadopted regardingBible translation into the common languages.These measureshad been adoptedto
counter the Protestanthardshipsendured by the Santo Oficio de la
Inquisicidn Court, especiallysince those hardshipshad not resolvedthe
still unforgotten old battle to make castillan the "imperial language/'
displacingthe common indigenouslanguages.
Furthermore,if we examinesomecommentsconcerningthe translations of Sahagrin's
Psalmodia,
for example,done by Tlatelolco students,it
is obvious that the plurahty of languageswas indeed associatedwith the
origin of the idolatries.Their origin was clearly associatedwith the
New Tèstamentaccount of the Pentecost"gift of speech"and with the
conversionof the idols by SaintMatthew. Last but not least,is the parallelism,real or spurious,between the Tower of Babeland the cholula
Pyramid, which like the Biblical structure was also linked with divine
punishment as well aswith the multiplicity of languagesand heresies.In
1570,in spite of their objectives and interests,the Crown and the pope
had no alternativebut to declare Nâhuatl, not Spanish,the official language in Nueva Espafra.

Biblical texts, making them less shocking to the Indians of the New
Continent. But it is alsoevident from the numeroushandwrittencopies
and transcriptions of both historical and doctrinal texts aimed at facilitating their use, that manipulation and preservation were neither
effectedby the staff responsiblefor making the originalsnor authenticatedby Sahagrin.That is why the texts are not necessarilyfree of additions, amendments,and interpretationsof calligraphy'Depending on

chapteq, who put up seriousobstaclesto the spreadof indigenous languagesfor reasonsthat had no connection with the Council of Tient.

the culture of the curators in chargeand their perception of the contents, some words were replacedby allegedsynonyms'Those subse- were not always
quent changes- that sometirnesfit the context

Five centurieslater,we see a relative proliferation of manuscriptsand
versionsof those still-unpublishedtexts.laThey were generatedmostly
in SantaCruz dc Tlatcl,lco, where an amazingstaffof specialists
was

An abstractionof the avatarssufferedspecificallyin SahagÉn's
doctrinal and historical corpus was motivated by his disagreementswith powerful members of the clergy in the metropolis as well as in the Mexican
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responsiblefor this outstandingexample of high culture'
This huge body of work has be en lost in transit between monaster- conies,libraries,private collectionsand archivesaround the wofld
signed to obscuriry and with it any trace of its anonymous creators:the
translatorsand interpreterswho worked in the Imperial College of
Santa Cruz de Tlatelolco in the sixteenth century. It has reappeared
only recently, to be recovered and reassessedin every aspect, as it
deservesto be.
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Notes
\ù/illiams for
1. The author would like to thank Kristen Guertin and Malcolm
their thorough revision of this English version.
2. In Rodriguez Lafuente (2001)'
Chapter 5, Manuscript
a la HistoriaGeneraL
3. Bernardino de Sahagun. Ap{ndices
,,Edmond E. Ayer" collection (without page numbering),
14g6 of the
Newberry Library Chicago.
by Andrés de
y sortilegios
4, Editor and translator of the Tratadode bechicerias
Olmos, another famous priest who was Sahagun'scontemporary
,Aquf
comienza la séptima admoniciôn con la cual nuestra Madre, la Santa
5.
Iglesia Romana,amonestaa las gentes de aquf, de la Nueva Espaffa,acerca
de los preceptos que antiguamente tenian cuando prometian a sus hilos
para que ingresasenal calmecac o al telpochcalli ' ' ' por esto debeis sef
que yo se
instru(dos y debeis ser informados, yo quiero referiros todo lo
al
al
calmecac,
ingresaban
acerca de lo que se hacia all( cuando
seflalaque
sido
habian
alli
telpochcalli. Porque me lo dleron los ancianos
dor, q,-,. alli vivieron, todo lo que alli vieron cuando ya fueron bautizados,
quiero
cuando se acefcaron a Nuestro Seffor Dios narraron lo que ahora
referiros para que no vivais inadvertidos acerca de lo que eran las costumbres en el calmecac o en el telpochcallil'
delInperial ColegiodeSantaCruz, Real Academia de la Historia'
6. Constituciones
Col. Boturini, XIX, 101.
There were two sonsof Moctezuma' don PedroMotecuhzoma Tlacahuepan
and don Martin Cortés Nezahualtecolofl;his brother Gzoz6moc's children,

don Franciscode Alvarado Madacoahuatzin, and don Gaspar Tirltequitzin;
another relative in the second line of nobility, two MexicascaciQues,
don
Hernando de Gpia and Damiân Tlacochcâcatl;someonecalled don Gabriel,
son of the latest king of Tlacopân Gtlepanquetzaltzin, don Jer6nimo
Conchano, a descendantof the kings of Tlatelolco; another of the kings of
Culhuacân,don BaltazarToquezquauhyotzin; don Juan Tzihuâcmitl, himself
a descendantof the cempoalâ monarchy;another of the lords of cuitlâhuac;
don Felipede Castilla Monialquatzin, acaciQue
belonging to the dignitariesof
Tlamanalco; don Pedro de CastafredaColom6chcatl; and other knights and
lords of the nobility of rhe country
8. The priests had the monopoly on religious education until 1584.
9. For example, the Arte y oocabulario
de la lenguamexicanaby Fray Francisco
Jiménez, quoted by Mendieta, had already been written when the first
twelve priests arrived in Nueva Espaflato evangelize the region.
10.Carcia lzcalbalceta(1941[ 1889]),Il, 62.
11.Ibid.,62.
12.Sahagûn(19s6),lll, 167.
13.lbid.,635.
l4.TbePsalnodiaCbristiana(tss:) was the sole texr printed while the authors
were alive.
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