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same time, the text corrects several errors found in the Ximénez manuscript and in
other translations. These corrections are discussed and documented in abundant yet
unintrusive notes that engage the work of other specialists but avoid polemics or criti-
cal takes on previous versions. One can say that Sam Colop’s new Spanish translation
of the Popol Wuj is among the very best.
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In this scholarly study of the Historia Tolteca-Chichimeca, Dana Liebsohn carefully
takes the reader through the complex nature of the work, which as she notes uses both
the pre-Hispanic tradition of pictographic representation and European alphabetic
writing. The Historia, housed in the Bibliothéque Nationale, Paris, is just one of sev-
eral pictorial manuscripts produced in the village of Cuauhtinchan in the sixteenth and
early seventeenth century. It marks an important moment in the process of literary
transculturation when two independent writing systems came to interact with one
another. Liebsohn looks at the context of the creation of the work, its contents, and
even the mechanics of its construction to inform the reader about the complex cultural
environment that gave it birth.

The Historia was commissioned by don Alonso de Castafieda, a hereditary noble of
Cuauhtinchan, sometime around 1560. One can infer that it was created in order to
provide documentary evidence for claims made by him and his colleagues regarding
land and rights to leadership within their polity. It marks a departure from earlier works
insofar as it was written on European paper rather than the tradidonal bark paper
(amate). As such, it marks an important turning point in the development of
Mesoamerican writing schemes.

Liebsohn divides her study into four chapters, along with a very solid introduction
to the work and the historiography of its interpretation and two appendices. The
first chapter summarizes the history contained in the work and looks at the people
and places described in it. She begins by looking at Cuauhtinchan as it existed in
the sixteenth century, the artistic tradition evidenced in its parish church, and the
role of don Alonso de Castafieda as a historical figure. She also places the work in
the context of other similar documents from colonial Mexico. In the second chap-
ter, Liebsohn analyzes how the pre-Hispanic past influenced the document. A large
portion narrates the migration of the Chichimeca people from their ancestral home-
land and the various encounters they had with divine beings and other peoples
along the way.
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The book also has genealogical content, in which central characters give rise to lineages
prominent in Castafieda’s day. The third chapter looks at the land itself and analyzes
the interaction between territory and history. The important feature is that the lands
were depicted not in a geographical sense as one would imagine a road map, but rather
described in terms of the historical relationship of the community to the land. While in
other sections Liebsohn recognizes that the alphabetic text can parallel and intersect
with the pictographic, she understands that in dealing with physical space the two
manners of communication do not cooperate so casily.

The last chapter seeks to discover the purpose of the Historia Tolteca-Chichimeca.
While we can never know exactly what don Alonso’s intentions were, Liebsohn notes
that the vision of the pre-Hispanic past held by don Alonso and the scribes who wrote
the book is far different from our own. Moreover, don Alonso and company were using
and interpreting the past for purposes of their own. They were seeking to recover the
past, just as we are, but in a manner very different from the way of today’s scholar.

The appendices provide a context in Cuauhtinchan for the Historia. One of them
reproduces the major paintings from the Historia with extensive commentaries. The
other gives an account of other manuscripts produced in Cuauhtinchan, which helps
the reader to understand the fuller context of the book. This is a very important work.
It is a fine companion to other studies of the Cuauhtinchan manuscripts, such as David
Carrasco and Scott Sessions’s Cave, City and Eagle’s Nest (2007). Quite clearly, the
analysis of early colonial pictorial manuscripts has reached a very high level of sophisti-
cation. These studies go a long way in aiding scholars to better understand the cultural
exchanges of the period.
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Once upon a time, chaos was thought to be the defining feature, or the original sin, of
nineteenth-century Latin America. Caundillos, cuartelazos, and, most distinctively, pro-
nunciamientos were in that perspective not only the evidence but also the outcome of
the ingrained inability of Latin Americans to abide by the (liberal) law and—more or less
explicitly—the ultimate proof of their lack of civilization as well. Such a view, of course,
rested on a set of metahistorical premises that have little to do with the way the former
Spanish American colonies became the modern Latin American nation-states. That is
why, in a sense, reconstructing the logic behind the mess produced by the Spanish
empire’s collapse has been the guiding principle of the best scholarship on nineteenth-
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