Dona Marina/Malinche: Victim, Traitor, or Survivor?
Grades: 7-8
Time Required: 2 lessons and 1 homework
Historical Period: 16" Century Mexico

Essential Question: With what morality do we judge Malintzin? (a repeating
theme from previous lesson)

Lesson Summary: To apply some of what we analyzed in lesson 1 (Hero, Villain or
Both?) we will now look at the historical figure of Malintzin. This lesson assumes
that students have already learned in class about this historical period and of
portions of Malintzin’s life, both before becoming a slave to the conquistadors
and during her time with Cortes in Mexico. We will discuss how no writing or
visual image is known today that records Malintzin’s own words or thoughts, as
well as how historical “accuracy” is influenced by the perspective expressed in
different time periods: whose perspective on this woman are most binding-
those of the conquistadors who knew her (and used her), twentieth century
feminists who see her as a role-model, or painters and sculptors who render her
in visual terms? Refer to EQ on board.

Students will be asked to analyze a variety of media about Malintzin: two short
articles written in 1997, a poem by a well-known Chicana writer, an excerpt of a
letter by Hernan Cortes written to Charles V in 1519, the personal account of
Bernal Diaz del Castillo, and two images: one contemporary (The Dream of
Malinche), and one from the Florentine Codex.

Procedures/Activities:

Lesson One: Students will be placed in groups of three for the duration of this
lesson. Each student will be required to write reaction pieces/journal writings on
their analysis and thoughts as they read/view the materials provided. Each group
will discuss with one another their thoughts on each piece at the conclusion of
their work each of the two days. Provide each group with a folder containing 1
copy of all pieces of material to be analyzed. They should be used in the order



above with “Day One” allowing for time for analysis of the first 4 pieces and “Day
Two” the final 3. Each group will pass these pieces around their group, working
individually on their writing. The final 15 minutes of each lesson will be
opportunity for these groups to share with their group-mates their writings
(analysis). The teacher will move around the classroom, listening to discussions
and pulling ideas for further discussion the following day. Be sure to refer back to
the questions posed in the lesson summary above (bolded).

Day Two- Begin the lesson by sharing some of the ideas you heard being shared
the previous day, commenting where appropriate. Students will continue the
process started the day before, thus finishing the assignment of reading/analyzing
the remaining pieces. Journal writing and group discussion. Teacher moves
around room as before, taking down notes of discussion topics and perspectives
heard. When adequate time has been given, the teacher will lead the class in a
wrap up discussion before final short essay is assigned.

Homework: Write an essay entitled “Dona Marina/Malinche: Victim, Traitor or
Survivor?” (150-200 words) whereby you discuss the role of point of view in how
people look at her and how interpretation of historical information changes over
time.

Product: Written essay as described above, daily journal writings and discussions
observed during group work.

Assessment: Mastery will be determined by evaluating the quality of the essay,
completion of the journal writings and participation in group discussions.

Materials and Resources:
For online access to the sources below, go to:

http://chnm.gmu.edu/wwh/searchwwh.php

Tafolla, Carmen. “La Malinche.” 1978. In Infinite Divisions: An Anthology of
Chicana Literature. Edited by Tey Diana Rebolledo and Eliana Rivero. Tucson:
University of Arizona Press, 1993.




Malinche Translating from Palace Roof Top. Pigment/ink on paper ca 1570-1585.
In Book 12, Chapter 18 of Florentine Codex, Bernardino de Sahagun et al.,
Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, ltaly.

Cortes, Hernan. Hernan Cortes to Emperor Carlos V.,1522. In Hernan Cortes:
Letters from Mexico. Translated and edited by Anthony Pagden,72-74. New Haven
and London: Yale University Press,1968.

Ruiz, Antonio. El sueno de la Malinche [“The Dream of Malinche”]. Oil on canvas,
11 7/8 x 15 %”. Galeria de Arte Mexicano, Mexico City, 1939.

Diaz del Castillo, Bernal. Chap. 22-23 in The Discovery and Conquest of Mexico,
1517-1521. 1585. Translated by A.P. Maudsley. New York: The Noonday Press,
1965.

New York Times and El Ojo del Lago articles can be accessed at:

www.chnm.gmu.edu/wwh/modules/lesson6/pdfs/excerptl.pdf

www.chnm.gmu.edu/wwh/modules/lesson6/pdfs/excerpt2.pdf




From E! Ojo del Lago, December 1997
By Shep Lenchek

Many Mexicans continue to revile the woman called Dona Marina by the Spaniards and
La Malinche by the Aztecs, labeling her a traitor and [worse] for her role as the alter-ego
of Cortes as he conquered Mexico.

They ignore that she saved thousands of Indian lives by enabling Cortes to negotiate
rather than slaughter. Her ability to communicate also enabled the Spaniards to introduce
Christianity and attempt to end human sacrifice

[-]

"La Malinche" did not choose to join Cortes. She was offered to him as a slave by the
Cacique of Tabasco, along with 19 other young women. She had no voice in the matter.



From the New York Times, March 26, 1997
By Clifford Krauss

A Historic Figure Is Still Hated by Many in Mexico

Mexico City has museums that commemorate its modern art, its Indian heritage, stamps,
and even the house where Leon Trotsky lived and was assassinated. But the only
commemorative to the woman who helped Cortes forge alliances with various Indian
nations against the Aztecs is an insult.

To be called a malinchista is to be called a lover of foreigners, a traitor.

[...]

But while Cortes and La Malinche are still on the minds of Mexicans, they are kept in the
closet. When Coyoacan officials constructed a fountain and statue depicting Cortes, La
Malinche and their son about 15 years ago, street demonstrations became so fierce that
the monument was destroyed.




A well-known Chicana poem about Malinche. Tafolla took inspiration from the famous 1967
poem of the Chicano movement, “Yo Soy Joaquin,” but rewrites from an explicitly feminist
perspective. The poem addresses the scene of European colonization, charting Malinche’s
fate—as conquered woman, traitor, invincible survivor. Tafolla heightens the tension
between traitor and survivor, raped slave and mother of /a raza by writing as if Malinche
herself was recounting her own history. Since none of Malinche’s 16th-century words have
survived, the poem lends Malinche both an indomitable personality and powerful voice; she
becomes a living figure, to be reckoned with in the present, and not merely a haunting
ghost from the past.

Source: Tafolla, Carmen. “La Malinche.” 1978. In Infinite Divisions: An Anthology of Chicana
Literature. Edited by Tey Diana Rebolledo and Eliana Rivero. Tucson: University of Arizona Press,
1993. First published 1978 in Canto al Pueblo: Anthology of Experiences by Texas: Penca Books.

La Malinche
Carmen Tafolla

Yo soy la Malinche.

My people called me Malintzin Tenepal
the Spaniards called me Dofia Marina

I came to be known as Malinche
and Malinche came to mean traitor.

they called me—chingada
Chingada.
(Ha— iChingada! iScrewed!)

Of noble ancestry, for whatever that means,
I was sold into slavery by MY ROYAL FAMILY—so
that my brother could get my inheritance.

. . . And then the omens began—a god, a new civilization,
the downfall of our empire.

And you came.

My dear Hernan Cortés, to share your “civilization”

—to play a god, ... and I began to dream . . .

I saw

and I acted.

I saw our world
And I saw yours
And I saw—
another.



And yes—1I helped you—against Emperor Moctezuma
Xocoyotzin himself.

I became Interpreter, Advisor, and lover.

They could not imagine me dealing on a level

with you—so they said I was raped, used,

chingada

iChingada!

But I saw our world
and your world
and another.

No one else could see

Beyond one world, none existed.

And you yourself cried the night

the city burned

and burned at your orders.

The most beautiful city on earth

in flames.

You cried broken tears the night you saw
your destruction.

My homeland ached within me
(but I saw another).

Mother world

a world yet to be born.

And our child was born ...

and I was immortalized Chingada!

Years later, you took away my child (my sweet
mestizo new world child)

to raise him in your world

You still didn't see.

You still didn't see.

And history would call me

Chingada.

But Chingada I was not.

Not tricked, not screwed, not traitor.
For I was not traitor to myself—

I saw a dream

and I reached it.

Another world.........

la raza.

La raaaaa-zaaaaa . . .



This excerpt from Cortés’s Second Letter, written to Charles V in 1519 and first published in
1522, is one of only two instances in Cortés’s letters to the King that explicitly mentions his
indigenous translator. The letters represent eyewitness accounts of the conquistadors’ deeds
and experiences. In spite of the close relationship between Cortés and dofia Marina, his
comments are terse and emphasize her usefulness. In the most frequently cited passage
about dofia Marina from these letters, Cortés describes her not by name, but simply as “/a
lengua . . . que es una India desta tierra” (the tongue, the translator . . . who is an Indian
woman of this land).

Source: Cortés, Hernan. Hernan Cortés to Emperor Carlos V., 1522. In Herndn Cortés: Letters
from Mexico. Translated and edited by Anthony Pagden, 72-74. New Haven and London: Yale
University Press, 1986.

The following morning, they came out of the city to greet me with many trumpets and
drums, including many persons whom they regard as priests in their temples, dressed in
traditional vestments and singing after their fashion, as they do in the temples. With such
ceremony they led us into the city and gave us very good quarters, where all those in my
company were most comfortable. There they brought us food, though not sufficient. On the
road we had come across many of the signs which the natives of that province had warned
us about, for we found the highroad closed and another made and some holes, though not
many; and some of the streets of the city were barricaded, and there were piles of stones
on all the roofs. All this made us more alert and more cautious.

There I found several of Mutezuma’s messengers who came and spoke with those who were
with me, but to me they said merely that they had come to discover from those others what
they had agreed with me, so as to go and inform their master. So after they had spoken
with them, they left; and with them went one of the most important of those who had been
with me before. During the three days I remained in that city they fed us worse each day,
and the lords and principal persons of the city came only rarely to see and speak with me.
And being somewhat disturbed by this, my interpreter, who is an Indian woman from
Putunchan, which is the great river of which I spoke to Your Majesty in the first letter, was
told by another Indian woman and a native of this city that very close by many of
Mutezuma’s men were gathered, and that the people of the city had sent away their women
and children and all their belongings, and were about to fall on us and kill us all; and that if
she wished to escape she should go with her and she would shelter here. All this she told to
Geronimo de Aguilar, an interpreter whom 1 acquired in Yucatan, of whom I have also
written to Your Highness; and he informed me. I then seized one of the natives of this city
who was passing by and took him aside secretly and questioned him; and he confirmed
what the woman and the natives of Tascalteca had told me. Because of this and because of
the signs I had observed, I decided to forestall an attack, and I sent for some of the chiefs
of the city, saying that I wished to speak with them. I put them in a room and meanwhile
warned our men to be prepared, when a harquebus was fired, to fall on the many Indians
who were outside our quarters and on those who were inside. And so it was done, that after
I had put the chiefs in the room, I left them bound up and rode away and had the
harquebus fired, and we fought so hard that in two hours more than three thousand men
were killed. So that Your Majesty should realize how well prepared they were, even before I
left my quarters they had occupied all the streets and had placed all their people at the




ready, although, as we took them by surprise, they were easy to disperse, especially
because I had imprisoned their leaders. I ordered some towers and fortified houses from
which they were attacking us to be set on fire. And so I proceeded through the city fighting
for five hours or more, leaving our quarters, which were in a strong position, secure. Finally
all the people were driven out of the city in many directions, for some five thousand Indians
from Tascalteca and another four hundred from Cempoal were assisting me.



Perhaps the most famous 16th-century portrayal of dofia Marina, this description is also the
most extensive from the period. Diaz del Castillo claims she was beautiful and intelligent,
she could speak Nahuatl and Maya. Without dofia Marina, he says, the Spaniards could not
have understood the language of Mexico. These words, while evocative, were written
decades after Diaz del Castillo marched with Cortés on Tenochtitlan, and thus represent
both his memory of dofia Marina and his reply to accounts of the conquest written and
published by others.

Source: Diaz del Castillo, Bernal. Chap. 22-23 in The Discovery and Conquest of Mexico, 1517-
1521, 1585. Translated by A. P. Maudsley. New York: The Noonday Press, 1965.

XXII

Early the next morning many Caciques and chiefs of Tabasco and the neighbouring towns
arrived and paid great respect to us all, and they brought a present of gold, consisting of
four diadems and some gold lizards, and two [ornaments] like little dogs, and earrings and
five ducks, and two masks with Indian faces and two gold soles for sandals, and some other
things of little value. I do not remember how much the things were worth; and they brought
cloth, such as they make and wear, which was quilted stuff.

This present, however, was worth nothing in comparison with the twenty women that were
given us, among them one very excellent woman called Dofia Marina, for so she was named
when she became a Christian. Cortés received this present with pleasure and went aside
with all the Caciques, and with Aguilar, the interpreter, to hold converse, and he told them
that he gave them thanks for what they had brought with them, but there was one thing
that he must ask of them, namely, that they should re-occupy the town with all their
people, women and children, and he wished to see it repeopled within two days, for he
would recognize that as a sign of true peace. The Caciques sent at once to summon all the
inhabitants with their women and children and within two days they were again settled in
the town.

One other thing Cortés asked of the chiefs and that was to give up their idols and sacrifices,
and this they said they would do, and, through Aguilar, Cortés told them as well as he was
able about matters concerning our holy faith, how we were Christians and worshipped one
true and only God, and he showed them an image of Our Lady with her precious Son in her
arms and explained to them that we paid the greatest reverence to it as it was the image of
the Mother of our Lord God who was in heaven. The Caciques replied that they liked the
look of the great Teleciguata (for in their language great ladies are called Teleciguatas) and
[begged] that she might be given them to keep in their town, and Cortés said that the
image should be given to them, and ordered them to make a well-constructed altar, and
this they did at once.

The next morning, Cortés ordered two of our carpenters, named Alonzo Yafiez and Alvaro
Lopez, to make a very tall cross.

When all this had been settled Cortés asked the Caciques what was their reason for
attacking us three times when we had asked them to keep the peace; the chief replied that




he had aiready asked pardon for their acts and had been forgiven, that the Cacique of
Champoton, his brother, had advised it, and that he feared to be accused of cowardice, for
he had already been reproached and dishonoured for not having attacked the other captain
who had come with four ships (he must have meant Juan de Grijalva) and he also said that
the Indian whom we had brought as an Interpreter, who escaped in the night, had advised
them to attack us both by day and night.

Cortés then ordered this man to be brought before him without fail, but they replied that
when he saw that the battle was going against them, he had taken to flight, and they knew
not where he was although search had been made for him; but we came to know that they
had offered him as a sacrifice because his counsel had cost them so dear.

Cortés also asked them where they procured their gold and jewels, and they replied, from
the direction of the setting sun, and said “Culua” and "Mexico,” and as we did not know
what Mexico and Culua meant we paid little attention to it.

Then we brought another interpreter named Francisco, whom we had captured during
Grijalva’s expedition, who has already been mentioned by me but he understood nothing of
the Tabasco language only that of Culua which is the Mexican tongue. By means of signs he
told Cortés that Culua was far ahead, and he repeated “"Mexico” which we did not
understand.

So the talk ceased until the next day when the sacred image of Our Lady and the Cross
were set up on the altar and we all paid reverence to them, and Padre Fray Bartolomé de
Olmedo said mass and all the Caciques and chiefs were present and we gave the name of
Santa Maria de la Victoria to the town, and by this name the town of Tabasco is now called.
The same friar, with Aguilar as interpreter, preached many good things about our holy faith
to the twenty Indian women who had been given us, and immediately afterwards they were
baptized. One Indian lady, who was given to us here was christened Dofa Marina, and she
was truly a great chieftainess and the daughter of great Caciques and the mistress of
vassals, and this her appearance clearly showed. Later on I will relate why it was and in
what manner she was brought here.

Cortés allotted one of the women to each of his captains and Dofia Marina, as she was good
looking and intelligent and without embarrassment, he gave to Alonzo Hernandez
Puertocarrero. When Puertocarrero went to Spain, Dofia Marina lived with Cortés, and bore
him a son named Don Martin Cortés.

We remained five days in this town, to look after the wounded and those who were suffering
from pain in the loins, from which they all recovered. Furthermore, Cortés drew the
Caciques to him by kindly converse, and told them how our master the Emperor, whose
vassals we were, had under his orders many to render him obedience, and that then,
whatever they might be in need of, whether it was our protection or any other necessity, if
they would make it known to him, no matter where he might be, he would come to their
assistance.

The Caciques all thanked him for this, and thereupon all declared themselves the vassals of
our great Emperor. These were the first vassals to render submission to His Majesty in New
Spain.

Cortés then ordered the Caciques to come with their women and children early the next
day, which was Palm Sunday, to the altar, to pay homage to the holy image of Our Lady
and to the Cross, and at the same time Cortés ordered them to send six Indian carpenters




to accompany our carpenters to the town of Cintla, there to cut a cross on a great tree
called a Ceiba, which grew there, and they did it so that it might last a long time, for as the
bark is renewed the cross wiill show there for ever. When this was done he ordered the
Indians to get ready all the canoes that they owned to help us to embark, for we wished to
set sail on that holy day because the pilots had come to tell Cortés that the ships ran a
great risk from a Norther which is a dangerous gale.

The next day, early in the morning, all the Caciques and chiefs came in their canoes with all
their women and children and stood in the court where we had placed the church and cross,
and many branches of trees had already been cut ready to be carried in the procession.
Then the Caciques beheld us all, Cortés, as well as the captains, and every one of us
marching together with the greatest reverence in a devout procession, and the Padre de la
Merced and the priest Juan Diaz, clad in their vestments, said mass, and we paid reverence
to and kissed the Holy Cross, while the Caciques and Indians stood looking on at us.

When our solemn festival was over the chiefs approached and offered Cortés ten fowls and
baked fish and vegetables, and we took leave of them, and Cortés again commended to
their care the Holy image and the sacred crosses and told them always to keep the place
clean and well swept, and to deck the cross with garlands and to reverence it and then they
would enjoy good health and bountiful harvests.

It was growing late when we got on board ship and the next day, Monday, we set sail in the
morning and with a fair wind laid our course for San Juan de Ulua, keeping close in shore all
the time.

As we sailed along in fine weather, we soldiers who knew the coast would say to Cortés,
“Sefior, over there is La Rambla, which the Indians call Ayagualulco,” and soon afterwards
we arrived off Tonald which we called San Antonio, and we pointed it out to him. Further on
we showed him the great river of Coatzacoalcos, and he saw the lofty snow capped
mountains, and then the Sierra of San Martin, and further on we pointed out the split rock,
which is a great rock standing out in the sea with a mark on the top of it which gives it the
appearance of a seat. Again further on we showed him the Rio de Alvarado, which Pedro de
Alvarado entered when we were with Grijalva, and then we came in sight of the Rio de
Banderas, where we had gained in barter the sixteen thousand dollars, then we showed him
the Isla Blanca, and told him where lay the Isla Verde, and close in shore we saw the Isla de
Sacrificios, where we found the altars and the Indian victims in Grijalva’s time; and at last
our good fortune brought us to San Juan de Ulla soon after midday on Holy Thursday.

+XXIII

Before telling about the great Montezuma and his famous City of Mexico and the Mexicans, I
wish to give some account of Dofia Marina, who from her childhood had been the mistress
and Cacica of towns and vassals. It happened in this way:

Her father and mother were chiefs and Caciques of a town called Paynala, which had other
towns subject to it, and stood about eight leagues from the town of Coatzacoalcos. Her
father died while she was still a little child, and her mother married another Cacique, a
young man, and bore him a son. It seems that the father and mother had a great affection
for this son and it was agreed between them that he should succeed to their honours when
their days were done. So that there should be no impediment to this, they gave the little
girl, Dofa Marina, to some Indians from Xicalango, and this they did by night so as to
escape observation, and they then spread the report that she had died, and as it happened



at this time that a child of one of their Indian slaves died they gave out that it was their
daughter and the heiress who was dead.

The Indians of Xicalango gave the child to the people of Tabasco and the Tabasco people
gave her to Cortés. I myself knew her mother, and the old woman’s son and her half-
brother, when he was already grown up and ruled the town jointly with his mother, for the
second husband of the old lady was dead. When they became Christians, the old lady was
called Marta and the son Lazaro. I knew all this very well because in the year 1523 after the
conquest of Mexico and the other provinces, when Crist’obal de Olid revolted in Honduras,
and Cortés was on his way there, he passed through Coatzacoalcos and I and the greater
number of the settlers of that town accompanied him on that expedition as I shall relate in
the proper time and place. As Dofa Marina proved herself such an excellent woman and
good interpreter throughout the wars in New Spain, Tlaxcala and Mexico (as I shall show
iater on) Cortés always took her with him, and during that expedition she was married to a
gentleman named Juan Jaramillo at the town of Orizaba.

Doifa Marina was a person of the greatest importance and was obeyed without question by
the Indians throughout New Spain.

When Cortés was in the town of Coatzacoalcos he sent to summon to his presence all the
Caciques of that province in order to make them a speech about our holy religion, and about
their good treatment, and among the Caciques who assembled was the mother of Doha
Marina and her half-brother, Lazaro.

Some time before this Dofia Marina had told me that she belonged to that province and that
she was the mistress of vassals, and Cortés also knew it well, as did Aguilar, the interpreter.
In such a manner it was that mother, daughter and son came together, and it was easy
enough to see that she was the daughter from the strong likeness she bore to her mother.

These relations were in great fear of Dofia Marina, for they thought that she had sent for
them to put them to death, and they were weeping.

When Dofa Marina saw them in tears, she consoled them and told them to have no fear,
that when they had given her over to the men from Xicalango, they knew not what they
were doing, and she forgave them for doing it, and she gave them many jewels of gold and
raiment, and told them to return to their town, and said that God had been very gracious to
her in freeing her from the worship of idols and making her a Christian, and letting her bear
a son to her lord and master Cortés and in marrying her to such a gentleman as Juan
Jaramillo, who was now her husband. That she would rather serve her husband and Cortés
than anything else in the world, and would not exchange her place to be Cacica of all the
provinces in New Spain.

Dofa Marina knew the language of Coatzacoalcos, which is that common to Mexico, and she
knew the language of Tabasco, as did also Jerénimo de Aguilar, who spoke the language of
Yucatan and Tabasco, which is one and the same. So that these two could understand one
another clearly, and Aguilar translated into Castilian for Cortés.

This was the great beginning of our conquests and thus, thanks be to God, things prospered
with us. I have made a point of explaining this matter, because without the help of Dofa
Marina we could not have understood the language of New Spain and Mexico.



This painting, by a Mexican artist engaged with the international movement of Surrealism,
represents a slumbering Malinche; her body serves as the ground supporting an unnamed
Mexican community and church. This image evokes certain female earth deities known to
the Aztecs, and it sustains the metaphor of the Mexican nation having been built upon the
“ground” laid by Malinche’s actions. The lightning above Malinche’s head suggests her
dream (as in the painting’s title) may not be pacific. Should she toss or turn—or even

awaken—the consequences for the Mexican community resting upon her blanket would be
disastrous.

Source: Ruiz, Antonio. £/ suefio de la Malinche [“The Dream of Malinche”}. Oil on canvas, 11 7/8
x 15 3/4". Galeria de Arte Mexicano, Mexico City, 1939.




This image was created by an indigenous painter in central Mexico and accompanies a
written description of the conquest of Tenochtitlan, penned in both Spanish and Nahuatl in
the Florentine Codex. The Florentine Codex is one of the fullest Nahuatl descriptions of the
conquest. The scene shows Malintzin in the act of translating. She sits upon a palace roof

with Cortés. Her pointed finger and the small scrolis represent the act of speaking, and hint
at her bravery,

Source: Malinche Translating from Palace Roof Top. Pigment/ink on paper ca. 1570-1585. In
Book 12, Chap. 18 of Florentine Codex, Bernardino de Sahagun et al., Biblioteca Medicea
Laurenziana, Italy.




