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Vi sion of the Vanqui shed Texts: The Editorial Project of

El reverso de | a Conquista

Since the beginning of his career in the 1950s, M guel Ledn-
Portilla has been one of the nost significant and influential
scholars in the devel opnent of studies of the indigenous texts

and cultures of Latin Anerica. |In the preface to Broken Spears,

Jorge Klor de Alva sunmarizes the inportance of his work in the
foll ow ng manner: “No researcher, by far, has contributed nore
to the scholarly foundation and popul ar di ssem nati on of
knowl edge about the ancient colonial Nahuas than has Ledn-
Portilla” (19).' Although the Nahua texts and cul tures have been
the primary focus of Ledn-Portilla s work, Kl or de Alva' s coment
could easily be applied to his studies on other pre-Col unbian
comunities.? Along with projects that are not textually based,
Ledén-Portilla has produced extensive publications in which he
identifies and anal yzes the indi genous texts produced by these
comuni ties.?

Nevert hel ess, Ledén-Portilla s contributions cannot be
understood solely in ternms of the distribution and anal yti cal

di scussion of ancient codices. In many of his publications, he
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al so argues for a particular and necessary function of these
texts in a contenporary context. In other words, not only does
he make the indigenous texts nore accessible, but he al so
advocates for a specific interpretation of the value of these
texts. In this way, he extends the paranmeters of his project to
include a particular framng of the texts he dissem nates.

In EIl reverso de |a Conquista: relaciones aztecas, myas e

incas, Leon-Portilla includes selections fromthe texts produced
by each of these groups that specifically deal with the Conquest.
He al so includes prefatory remarks in which he establishes the
potential interpretations of these texts and their respective
value. A close exam nation of these projects, reveals however
that they are fundanentally contradictory and nutual |y

irreconcilable. In El reverso de |la Conquista, Led6n-Portilla

argues that the value of the indigenous texts resides both in
their ability to conmunicate the historical experience of the
Conquest as recorded by the pre-Col unbian chroniclers and in
their capacity to illumnate the | egacy of the conquest for
present-day Latin American identity. The particular editorial
strategies and tools Leén-Portilla utilizes to transmt each of
these functions ultinately lead to irreconcil able differences
bet ween the readi ngs they inply.

According to Ledén-Portilla, the texts included in El reverso

communi cate the identity and experience of those that |ived

t hrough the Conquest. As Klor de Alva states, Leon-Portilla
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consistently asserts that the texts he conpiles “are an adequate
and faithful record of the...beliefs they purport to record”

(22). Therefore, the codices serve as both historical and
cultural record: they docunent both the events that transpired
and the inpact of these events on the communities within which
they occurred. 1In the specific case of the docunents that deal

wi th the Conquest, the texts reveal how the indi genous sense of
self and the various cosnogonies were severely altered by this
event. Not only does the Conquest directly produce the defeat of
t he indi genous enpires, but it constitutes the experience through
whi ch the indi genous peoples come to conceive of thenselves as

t he vanqui shed, according to Leon-Portilla.* This approach to

t he indigenous texts highlights their role as a primary source of
information. Ledn-Portilla proposes that the conpilation of such
docunents fromthe principal pre-Colunbian communities
constitutes a unique resource for its readers. Through the

presentation of the materials included in El reverso, readers can

appreci ate the inpact the Conquest had on the three nmjor pre-
Col unmbi an enpi res.
[E]l publico en general y aun al gunos estudi 0sos nenos
versados en el |egado docunental indigena, tendran
i nterés por conocer, asi reunidos, varios de |os textos
en | os que quedod refel ej ado para sienpre el concepto y la
experiencia tragica de | a Conquista, vivida y contenpl ada

por los indios. (7)
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Hence, a reader that does not already possess the capacity to
access and interpret these texts can becone famliar with them
and appreci ate what they communi cate about the experience of the
i ndi genous subjects at the tinme of their conquest.

In the presentation of the indigenous texts in El reverso,

Ledn-Portilla enmploys specific editorial strategies that are
meant to facilitate this access and appreciation of the texts. A
predom nant and explicit strategic decision is the selection and
conpilation of the texts that best relate the particul ar
i ndi genous experience of the Conquest.® The included texts focus
on the altered sense of self and of the world produced by the
experience. This strategic selection is attested to in the
introduction to the book and in those witten for the individual
sections dealing with each of the three pre-Col unbian groups. In
t hese separate introductions, Leén-Portilla provides background
information as well as explanations and gl osses of the texts that
follow, often including quotations fromthem In this
di scussion, he provides an analysis in which he identifies the
concept of the Conquest reflected in the sel ected indi genous
texts.

Along with the capacity to relate the indigenous experience
of the Conquest, Ledén-Portilla proposes on the other hand that
t hese works al so narrate the primary psychol ogi cal drama through
which Latin Anerican identity was initially fornmed. Because the

i npact of the Conquest on the indigenous communities is reflected
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in the contenporary Latin Amrerican self, an exam nation of the
initial formation of this identity can prove valuable to
contenporary subjects historically forned by this experience.
Therefore, as Ledn-Portilla expressly states, the texts provide
the opportunity to confront and conprehend the indi genous view of
this foundational drama which, in turn, can foster a cathartic
and therapeutic experience for the contenporary reader:

nuestro propésito...es ahondar en el conocimento de uno

de | os nonentos clave para | a conprensi 6n del nundo

hi spanoaneri cano que habréa de nacer conmp consecuenci a del

encuentro de indigenas y espafioles. Porque si es cierto

que en nmuchos de nuestros pueblos el trauma de | a

Conqui sta ha dej ado honda huella, es tanbi én verdad que

el estudio consciente de ese hecho inposible de suprimr

sera | abor de catarsis y enraizam ento del propio ser

(8)
Hence, the value of the texts resides not solely in what they
communi cat e about the past but in how they address the | egacy of
that past as it relates to a contenporary subjectivity. The
texts have the potential to foster the healing of a self that was
fractured by the Conquest. In this way, contenporary Latin
Aneri can readers can devel op a better sense of thensel ves by

confronting the trauma of the Conquest and dealing with its

i npact .
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As was the case with the argunent for the historical value
of the texts, Leodn-Portilla inplenments certain editorial
strategies that both establish and reinforce the psychol ogi cal
val ue of the works he presents. In the construction of El
reverso, he invokes a nodel derived from psychoanal ytic
treatnment: he suggests that the inplied reader suffers froma
damaged psyche that may be treated through the exploration of
traumatic nenories. This underlying structure is reflected in
the titles Ledon-Portilla gives to his work and its individual
sections. By entitling the book “El reverso de |a Conquista”,

t he aut hor suggests that the indigenous accounts included wll
conplete a previously fragnented entity. Since "reverso" is a
termused in conjunction with "anverso"” to refer to the opposing
faces of a two-sided object such as a nedallion or a page, these
accounts constitute the "back" of an object whose "front" already
exi sts, thereby formng a conplete and integral whole.
Furthernore, the separate accounts of the Conquest are referred
to as “nenoria azteca, nmaya and quechua” respectively. By
identifying these accounts as nenories, Lebdn-Portilla enphasizes
their role in post-Conquest subjectivity: their significance
lies here in their subsequent inpact rather than in what they
reveal about the Conquest as it was experienced at the time it
occurred.

In addition to these structural elenents, the

characterization of the indigenous texts offered in the
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i ntroductory sections further enphasizes this psychol ogi cal
function. Ledn-Portilla repeatedly insists that these texts
present the Conquest as a traumatic event: “[L]a experiencia de
| a Conquista significé algo mas que una tragedi a, qued6é cl avada
en el alma y su recuerdo pas6 a ser un trauma” (22). Ledn-
Portilla argues that it is precisely because the Conquest
constitutes a trauma that the conscious study of the event may
lead to a catharsis and a rooting of the self. (8)

The inplenentation of the psychoanal ytic nodel and the
traumati c di scharge that according to Ledén-Portilla can be
achi eved through the exam nation of these texts inplies, of
course, a reader conceived as patient. Leon-Portilla establishes
the simlar psychol ogical experience of the Conquest anong the
three enpires examned in his work, thereby extending the
applicability of the trauma he identifies beyond the specific
regi ons occupi ed by each group. Therefore, the therapeutic
potential of the texts is not limted to the descendants of
Azt ecs, Mayas or Incas but includes those connected to any of the
Latin American identities forged by the encounter between
i ndi genous comunities and Spaniards. This is reflected in Ledn-
Portilla s use of the first person plural--1language such as
“nuestros puebl os”, “nuestra fisonoma cultural”--in his
di scussion of a traumati zed subjectivity. The readership inplied

by this second function of the texts is one for which the | egacy
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of indigenous subjectivity is historically, if not ethnically,
rel evant.

| would argue that in the end, the two projects advanced by
Leén-Portilla prove inconpatible. Each approach to the texts
assunes a different inplied reader: an outsider interested in
havi ng access to the indigenous vision of the Conquest, and a
Latin Anmerican reader psychologically inpacted by the Conquest.
Not only do the inplied readers prove distinct, but specific
editorial conponents necessary to advance either interpretative
project ultimately interfere with one another. The prefatory
expl anations of the indigenous texts that underscore their
hi stori cal val ue becone problematic when the texts are presented
internms of their stated psychol ogi cal usefulness. |If these
texts are viewed as historical record, then they contain
information that can be discussed a priori and the purpose of the
reading is to gather this information and conprehend it. \When
viewed as material for a recovery fromtrauma, it is the reading
process itself and the experience it produces that constitute
what matters. Wthin the therapeutic nodel, the cure is achieved
through the interaction between the reader and the indigenous
text. Therefore, the relevant content of the texts cannot be
explained a priori, since the cathartic experience relies on a
process of self-discovery that cannot be prescribed or
predeterm ned. Therefore, the concept of the Conquest offered in

the first project detailed by Ledon-Portilla potentially threatens
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the cathartic discovery of self necessary to the realization of
the second psychoanal ytically inspired interpretation of their
presuned val ue.

This conflict between distinct readings that Ledén-Portilla
ascribes to the texts can also be seen in his use of the category
of trauma in that the characterization of the Conquest as a
trauma that has been recorded in these texts supports the
psychol ogi cal project but dislodges the historical one. As Cathy
Caruth explains in her work, a traumatic event, by definition,
constitutes sonething that cannot be experienced at the tinme it
occurs. In a case of trauma, “the event is not assimlated or
experienced fully at the time, but only belatedly, inits
repeat ed possession of the one who experiences it” (4). This
definition of trauma and its consequent inplications de-authorize
the capacity of the texts to comunicate directly the experience
of the Conquest, for if indeed the Conquest constituted a
traumati c event, it could not have been fully experienced at the
time. Therefore, the texts can transmt the existence of a
di sturbance in subjectivity but cannot speak of it directly in
the manner in which Ledn-Portilla also suggests they do.

| do not nean to suggest that these difficulties destroy the
i nportance of the texts thenselves. | nerely wish to underscore
that the interpretation of the value of these works is
necessarily bound to the overarching critical discourse in which

they are inserted. The circunstances of contenporary col oni al



ol dnan/ 10

studi es often necessitate the reconstitution of indigenous texts
within a franework that |ies outside the original production and
publication of these texts. The difficulties engendered by the

framework inplenmented in El reverso denonstrate the need to

interrogate rigorously whichever interpretative schenme is chosen
to address these works, so that this reconstitution does not

underm ne the recuperative project it purports to advance.
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Not es

! Broken Spears is the English translation of Leon-

Portilla s text, Visioén de | os venci dos.

2 Klor de Alva's preface specifically focuses on the
rel ati onship between Leén-Portilla s work and Nahua Studi es.
However, at no point does he suggest that Ledén-Portilla’s
contributions are limted to this area.

% Al'though nost of his curriculumis conprised of
publications and teaching that deal with indigenous texts, LeoOn-
Portilla is also responsible for the realization of workshops
that foster a greater connection between contenporary and anci ent
i ndi genous literary production.

Regardi ng Ledn-Portilla s nore traditional textual research,
it should be noted that this work was inspired by the schol arship
of Ledn-Portilla s nmentor, Angel Maria Garibay Kintana, with whom
Ledén-Portilla coll aborated extensively before producing his own
st udi es.

* This thesis was first devel oped by Le6n-Portilla in his

earlier work, Visioén de | os venci dos. In El reverso he makes

specific reference to this thesis, restating it and extending its

scope to include the Peruvian context. (See El reverso, 7)

> At no point does he suggest that the indigenous materials
conpiled in this work conprise a conplete collection of those
avai l able on the subject. 1In fact, in the introduction to the

i ndi vi dual Aztec, Maya and Quechua sections of the book, he
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of fers an annot at ed overvi ew of the existing codices--many of

whi ch are not represented by the selected texts that follow
Therefore, the strategy of selectivity does not point to a covert
suppression of alternative sources but rather an overt desire to

hi ghl i ght particul ar conponents of the Conquest experience.
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