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HIST221 
Subunit 2.1 

Study Guide for Bernal Díaz del Castillo’s 
True History of the Conquest of New Spain 

          Study Questions  
 
Please write out your answers to the questions that follow and/or take notes on the 
relevant areas in the text, True History of the Conquest of New Spain.  It is best to get 
into the habit of doing this while reading.  You should complete this exercise after you 
have read and highlighted, or noted, areas of the text that you think are important.  
Learning to recognize what is most important in a text is essential to critical reading.  
The purpose of this exercise is to help you follow Bernal Díaz del Castillo’s intent and to 
think critically about his assertions.  Following are a list of questions that, once 
answered, will ensure that you have a good outline of the text’s purpose and an in-depth 
understanding of its historical importance. 

 
Context: 
Bernal Díaz del Castillo’s True History of the Conquest of New Spain (1568) is a first-
person account of the conquest of the Aztec Empire by Spain. This chronicle of Hernán 
Cortés’s 1520 campaign in Mexico includes not only fascinating descriptions of the 
military operations of the Spanish conquistador but also detailed material on the natives 
that were encountered (Aztec and non-Aztec) and their clothing, housing, food, habits, 
and relations with the new arrivals.  

Bernal Díaz del Castillo was born in Spain in 1492, the same year Columbus discovered 
America. At the age of 22, he enlisted in the first great Spanish expedition in the New 
World, led by Pedrarias Dávila.  After several years exploring the areas of Cuba and the 
Yucatán, in 1520 he enrolled in Hernán Cortés’s expedition to conquer the Aztec 
empire.  Being one of the few survivors of the campaign, Díaz retired as governor of the 
present-day city of Antigua, in Guatemala, where in 1554 he decided to write his True 
History of the Conquest of New Spain.  According to the author, it was his desire to 
bring a faithful account of conquest of New Spain and to vindicate the countless soldiers 
that died during the campaign that led him to write this chronicle.  In fact, the book was 
a reaction to a highly inaccurate narrative of Cortés’s conquest of the Aztecs published 
in 1552 by historian Francisco López de Gómara.  Díaz finished his account in 1568; 
however, the text remained unpublished until 1632, when Father Alonso Remón 
discovered it in a private library in Madrid and had it published.  

Note on the text:  

Even though Bernal Díaz del Castillo wrote his True History of the Conquest 
of New Spain in 1568, nearly 50 years after the actual events had happened, 
and some slips of memory might have led to a few omissions, exaggerations, 
or even small mistakes, most scholars still consider this text as one of the 
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most, if not the most, accurate accounts of the history of the Spanish 
conquest of Mexico.  

Questions: 

1. How does Díaz describe Hernán Cortés? 
 

2. While travelling toward the capital of the Aztec empire, the Spaniards 
encountered several non-Aztecan groups.  How was the relationship between the 
conquistadors and these non-Aztecan civilizations? 

 
3. How were the Spaniards treated by Montezuma? 

 
4. This narrative provides an eyewitness account of the Spanish conquest of the 

Aztec empire, but is it told from the perspective of a common soldier or of a high-
ranking officer? 

 
5. By reading this narrative, how might you describe Cortés’s role?  Does he act as 

an explorer, a conqueror, or a missionary? 
 

6. How is Doña Marina viewed by her fellow American natives? 
 

7. Even though this narrative is an account of the Spanish conquest of the Aztec 
Empire, Díaz does not offer readers a full description of the great city of 
Tenochtitlan.  Why do you think this is so? 

 
8. Why did the Spaniards call the newly conquered lands of the Aztec Empire “New 

Spain”? 
 
 


