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terms of the ascendence of logic to the position of dominance in
late eleventh and twelfth century thought.® Thus, in a certain
sense, the Rhetorimachia of Anselm de Besate should be regarded as
an essential link in the history of medieval rhetoric. The treatise is
rooted in its classical past, it blossoms in the nature of its present,
and it foreshadows the adaptation of rhetoric into its truly medieval
art forms, ars dictaminis, ars grammatica, ars praedicandi, during the
reign of logic.

®Southern, 174-77.
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The Ancient Word: Rhetoric in Aztec Culture

ernadino de Sahagiin, the foremost chronicler of six-
B teenth-century Mexico, observed that all nations “have
looked to the learned and powerful to persuade, and to
men eminent in moral virtues.” There are examples of such men
“among the Greeks and Romans, Spanish, French and [talians.”
Also among the Aztecs “learned, virtuous, and enterprising rheto-
ricians were held in high esteem, and they elected high priests,
lords, chiefs, and captains from among them, however low their
destiny may have been. These ruled over the republic and lead the
armies, and presided over the temples.”!

Sahagtin and others diligently recorded the orations of these
“learned, virtuous, and enterprising rhetoricians” providing pos-
terity with a remarkable record of pre-literate rhetoric. Histori-
ans of Mexico have long recognized that an examination of these
speeches provides insights into the thought and culture of the
Aztecs unavailable from other sources. To the historian of rhetoric
the orations preserved by Sahagin are equally invaluable for they
constitute one of the most complete accounts of the rhetoric of an
oral culture. Thus an examination of Aztec oratory is instructive of
the role of rhetoric in the life of the early Mexicans as well as indica-

VHistoria general de las cosas de Nueva Espana, ed. Angel Maria Garibay K., 4 vols.
(Mexico City: Porrua, 1956), 2:53.
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tive of the function of rhetoric in pre-literate societies generally.
Moreover, the discourse of these ancient Indians offers additional
evidence with which to reconstruct the illusive origins of rhetoric
in human consciousness.

The discovery and preservation of Aztec rhetoric was a result of
the religious conquest of the New World which followed the mili-
tary subjugation of the Mexicans. The conversion of the Indians, an
essential part of the Spanish colonial policy, was the responsibility
of the Mendicant Orders: the Franciscans, the Dominicans, and the
Augustinians. The Franciscans were the first to arrive in New Spain
(1523) and they were to dominate the missionary efforts during the
sixteenth century.® The early Franciscan friars were remarkably
sensitive to the cultural and linguistic accomplishments of the na-
tives of the New World. Thus the Franciscans were able to appreci-
ate the Aztecs as skillful rhetoricians. What the Franciscans recog-
nized as rhetoric the Aztecs themselves called huehuetlahtolli. This
Nahuatl word is formed by compounding huehue, “old man” or
“men of old” and tlahtolli, “word”, “oration” or “language.” Thus
huehuetlahtolli is variously translated as “the ancient word,” “the
speeches of the ancients” or “the speeches of the elders.” Thelma
Sullivan argues that the term can have both meanings. That is, hue-
huetlahtolli signifies the speeches of the ancients—orations origi-
nally given by the ancestors of the sixteenth-century Aztecs—as
well as the speeches of the elders—addresses presented by men of
advanced age and high status.>

The huehuetlahtolli are preserved in many of the chronicles of
sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Mexico. The most important
collection of these speeches and probably the most significant
source of information about the preconquest Aztecs is found in the

*The role of the Mendicants in the evangelization of New Spain is detailed by
Robert Ricard, The Spiritual Conquest of Mexico, trans. Lesley Byrd Simpson (Berke-
ley: University of California Press, 1966). See also Pius J. Barth, Franciscan Education
and the Social Order in Spanish North America (1502-1821) (Ph.D. dissertation, Univer-
sity of Chicago, 1945).

3“The Rhetorical Orations, or Huchuetlahtolli, collected by Sahagun,” Sixteenth-
Century Mexico: The Work of Sahagiin, ed. Munro S. Edmundson (Albuquerque: Uni-
versity of New Mexico Press, 1974), p. 82.
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work of the indefatigable Friar Sahagtn. Sahagin was born in
Spain, probably in 1499. He studied at Salamanca and was, like
many of the Franciscan missionaries to Mexico, well-educated in
humanistic tradition. He arrived in New Spain in 1529, just eight
years after the fall of the Aztec capital of Tenochtitlan. He never re-
turned to Spain and died in Mexico in 1590.

Sahagiin was an accomplished linguist who mastered Nahuatl,
the language of the Aztecs and the lingua franca of Central Mexico.
Consistent with Franciscan policy in the New World, Sahagiin em-
ployed Nahuatl in his efforts to educate and convert the Aztecs. He
wrote extensively on his experiences in Mexico, producing numer-
ous works in Spanish, Latin, and Nahuatl on theological, philologi-
cal, historical and anthropological studies. Many of these treatises
exist only in manuscripts or fragments, and some, like his Spanish-
Nahuatl dictionary and grammar, are lost.*

Sahagtin’s masterpiece is The General History of New Spain.® This
work is composed of twelve books which detail the history, beliefs,
customs, and daily activities of the Aztecs. The General History was
written by Sahagin with the collaboration of several Indian in-
formants, “prominent old men,” chosen for their knowledge of Az-
tec antiquities as well as some younger Indian “grammarians,”
who assisted with the necessary composition and translation. The
work was researched, written, revised and edited over a period of

‘For a bibliography of Sahagtin's work, including archival locations, see Six-
teenth-Century Mexico, pp. 268-71.

SExcept where otherwise noted I have relied upon the following edition of Sa-
hagun's work: Florentine Codex: General History of the Things of New Spain, trans.
Arthur J. O. Anderson and Charles Dibble, 12 pts. (Santa Fe, New Mexico: School of
American Research and University of Utah, 1950-69). The Florentine Codex, so-
called because it is located in the Laurentian Library, Florence, is the most complete
of the three manuscripts of the General History prepared by Sahagin. The manu-
script is written in Nahuatl and Spanish arranged in parallel columns. The trans-
lators attempted to render the Nahuatl into English so that “the structure of the
translations would resemble as closely as possible that of the original. Since the
Spanish text of the Florentine Codex was Sahagun’s sixteenth-century Spanish,
the English translation of the Nahuatl was to parallel, in a sense, the late Renais-
sance feeling of Sahagun’s Spanish through the employment of occasional archaisms
which might give it something of the atmosphere of the King James version of the
Bible. This procedure, while it precludes a translation which would be word-for-
word a precise duplicate (in English), would, it was felt, still preserve sufficient ac-
curacy in its presentation of the meaning of the Aztec version” (“Temporary For-
ward,” pt. 2). Quotations from the Florentine Codex will be cited parenthetically in

the text.






