
Cortés’s Dream

This chapter centers on the pivotal encounter between Hernán Cortés and Moctezuma,
the Aztec emperor, in the blue throne room of Tenochtitlan. The scene is laden with
tension, as Cortés and his men are forced to adhere to strict ceremonial
protocols—removing weapons, veiling their faces, and maintaining silence until
addressed. Moctezuma, though seemingly hospitable, exudes an air of controlled
power, while Cortés struggles between arrogance and nervousness. The cultural divide
is stark: Cortés, dressed in European finery, contrasts with the barefoot, feathered
nobility of the Aztec court. The translators, Malinalli (La Malinche) and Aguilar, mediate
the exchange, but misunderstandings persist, foreshadowing the inevitable clash
between the two empires.

The chapter takes a surreal turn when Moctezuma offers Cortés a hallucinogenic
cactus, the "cactus-of-tongues," promising it will allow them to communicate without
translators. Under its influence, Cortés experiences a prophetic vision of the Spanish
conquest—Tenochtitlan’s fall, the death of Moctezuma, the rise of New Spain, and
centuries of colonial rule. The vision blends historical events with dreamlike
distortions: his men turn into animals, Moctezuma transforms into an eagle-like deity,
and Cortés sees himself as both conqueror and pawn in a larger cosmic drama. The
sequence underscores the novel’s magical realism, blurring the line between fate and
hallucination, while hinting at the cyclical nature of power and destruction.

Upon waking, Cortés is convinced of his inevitable triumph, believing his vision
confirms Spanish dominance. However, reality subverts his expectations. Moctezuma,
now speaking in Nahuatl (unintelligible to Cortés), summons his brother Cuitlahuac,



who brutally kills Cortés by breaking his spine—a symbolic reversal of historical
events. Meanwhile, Moctezuma orders his warriors to prepare for war, signaling the
Aztec resistance. The chapter’s abrupt shift from dream to violent reality critiques the
arrogance of colonial narratives, suggesting that history could have unfolded
differently. The recurring motif of the "ant" (a silent but inevitable force) reinforces the
theme that empires, no matter how grand, are subject to unseen forces beyond their
control.

The chapter closes with the Aztec empire mobilizing for battle, while Cortés’s broken
body lies discarded. Moctezuma, adjusting his crooked tiara, walks away, embodying
the fragility of power. The narrative then jumps forward in time, briefly summarizing
the fall of Tenochtitlan, the spread of smallpox, and the eventual establishment of New
Spain—events that Cortés foresaw but failed to truly understand. The
acknowledgments reveal the novel’s literary influences, from Borges to Calderón,
framing the story as a meditation on history’s fluidity and the illusions of empire.
Ultimately, this chapter serves as both a climax and a deconstruction of conquest
myths, leaving the reader to question whether Cortés’s dream was prophecy or
delusion.


