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Jesuits penned many histories in New Spain that they never printed because of either 
censorship or costs. Among these works is the Codex Tovar (ca. 1587), an illustrated 
account of the origins, wanderings, customs, and calendrical systems of the Mexica. 
Written by Juan de Tovar, the text is currently accessible online via the Internet Archive 
and is physically housed at the John Carter Brown Library. Even though there are 
several modern transcriptions of the Codex Tovar, Historia mexicana is the first complete 
edition that includes both the full text and all the accompanying illustrations. Editors 
Jaime Marroquı́n Arredondo and José Luis Nogales Baena have produced a highly 
accessible version of the Codex Tovar for a wider audience, one that is indispensable for 
anyone interested in manuscript cultures, Indigenous histories, and early historical 
writing in colonial Spanish America.

The textual archaeology of the Codex Tovar is complicated because it must be read 
together with other colonial manuscripts, not all of which have survived. As the editors
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explain in their introduction, Tovar prepared a history of the Mexica that, for reasons
unknown, was eventually confiscated and lost. Before colonial authorities seized Tovar’s
manuscript, Diego Durán used it to write his Historia de las Indias de Nueva España e islas de
Tierra Firme (1581). Later, Tovar drew on Durán’s Historia to draft a second history ofthe
Mexica. He made a clean copy of this draft—which is the Codex Tovar—for José de
Acosta, who needed it to finish his Historia natural y moral de las Indias (1590). After this,
Tovar sent his draft to a scribe to produce a second copy, which today is known as the
Codex Ramı́rez and is preserved in Mexico’s National Library of Anthropology and
History.

The editors’ hypothesis that the Codex Tovar and the Codex Ramı́rez are copies of
the same draft is more credible than the more common view that one is a copy of the
other. Not only this, but the editors’ approach to colonial manuscript cultures is more
nuanced than previous scholarship. In a nutshell, nineteenth-century Mexican scholars
posited that Tovar, Durán, and Fernando Alvarado Tezozómoc drew on one common
source in Nahuatl. Robert H. Barlow named this source the Crónica X, which many after
him have sought to decipher. But as the editors explain, the quest to find one work by a
sole Indigenous author is misguided. Without disregarding the possibility of a Crónica
X, the editors place more emphasis on the collaborative nature of colonial scholarship.
Jesuits like Tovar turned to teams of Indigenous intellectuals who communicated their
histories of the Mexica in textual, visual, and oral forms.

In their transcription, the editors seek to offer the Codex Tovar as Tovar intended it
for Acosta by comparing it with the Codex Ramı́rez. For example, they incorporate
Tovar’s marginal notes, eliminate word repetitions, and correct the text when there were
omissions of vowels or even entire words. To avoid excessive footnotes, they only ref-
erence a portion of these changes and provide a helpful list of others at the end of the
transcription. Beyond cleaning up the Codex Tovar for greater readability, the editors
modernized the punctuation and divided it into paragraphs. While I agree with their
editorial decisions, it would have been helpful to have two parallel footnoting systems,
one for marginal notes by Tovar and Acosta and the other for critical commentary. I also
would have appreciated the folio numbers in brackets given that the Codex Tovar is
available online.

Historia mexicana is visually stimulating, both the introduction and the transcription.
The editors were wise to include images of the title page and the text, especially those
with marginalia. Missing are reproductions of the spine, binding, and other endpapers
with markings, all of which would have nicely complemented the discussion of prove-
nance in the introduction. Since the illustrations from the first two parts appear in a
separate section of the original manuscript, the editors decided to incorporate them
within the text of their transcription as Tovar had indicated with folio numbers in the
margins. All the illustrations, including those from the Codex Ramı́rez featured in an
appendix, are accompanied by extensive descriptions and commentary. This feature is
unique and rooted in the editors’ respect for the tlacuiloque (painter-scribes), whose work
they claim is just as important as the text.

Other helpful tools in Historia mexicana are the bibliography and index for the foot-
notes. Having said this, there is no index for either the introduction or the transcription. I
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also would have liked a separate section in the bibliography for all the editions and trans-
lations of the Codex Tovar reviewed in the introduction. But these are minor quibbles 
that do not take away from a model example of how to prepare a critical edition of a 
colonial manuscript.

jason dyck, Western University
doi 10.1215/00182168-12488187
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