
The Story of La Malinche: Interpreter of Two Worlds

The life of Malintzin (later known as La Malinche or Doña Marina) is one of the most 
compelling and controversial stories of the Spanish conquest of Mexico. Born around 1500 
in a noble family in the Nahua-speaking region of what is now Veracruz, she was a vital 
bridge between two radically different cultures, ultimately facilitating the downfall of the 
Aztec (Mexica) Empire.

Malintzin’s early life was marked by tragedy and upheaval. Following the death of her 
father, her mother reportedly remarried and sold her into slavery to secure an 
inheritance for a younger half-brother. This event forced her to learn the Yucatec Maya 
language in addition to her native Nahuatl. This rare linguistic skill would change the 
course of history.

Her direct involvement in the conquest began in March 1519. After a battle near the 
coast, the Maya people of Tabasco were defeated by Hernán Cortés's expedition and 
offered twenty enslaved women, including Malintzin, to the Spaniards as tribute. The 
Spanish baptized her, giving her the Christian name Marina.

Upon realizing she spoke Nahuatl (the language of the powerful Mexica) and Yucatec 
Maya, Cortés quickly saw her value. At first, she translated from Nahuatl to Maya for 
another Spaniard, Gerónimo de Aguilar, who could translate from Maya to Spanish. 
However, Marina rapidly learned Spanish, soon becoming Cortés's exclusive and 
indispensable interpreter, advisor, and consort. Her ability to translate and provide 
crucial intelligence about local customs, political structures, and military strategy made 
her essential.

Events of the Conquest

The timeline of the Spanish conquest of the Mexica was fraught with conflict and alliance-
making, in which La Malinche played a prominent role:

April 21, 1519: Hernán Cortés and his expeditionary fleet arrive at the Gulf Coast of 
Mexico, near San Juan de Ulúa (modern-day Veracruz). This marks the official start of 
his invasion.
Late Summer/Early Autumn 1519: The War with the Tlaxcalans. As Cortés marched 
inland, he entered the territory of the Tlaxcalans, a fierce nation that was a long-
standing, bitter enemy of the Mexica Triple Alliance. The Tlaxcalans initially fought 
the Spanish fiercely throughout September 1519.
Mid-September 1519: The Alliance with the Tlaxcalans. After several bloody battles, 
and possibly persuaded by Marina’s interpretation and diplomatic skills, the Tlaxcalan 
leaders decided to cease fighting. They saw the Spaniards as a potential powerful ally 
against their great enemy, the Mexica. Cortés met with the principal Tlaxcalan lords 
in mid-September 1519, forming a crucial military alliance that provided him with 
thousands of indigenous warriors, supplies, and strategic support. This alliance was a 
pivotal turning point in the conquest.



November 8, 1519: Cortés and his large army of Spanish and Tlaxcalan allies enter the 
Mexica capital of Tenochtitlan.
May 20, 1520: The Massacre at the Great Temple of Tenochtitlan, ordered by Pedro de 
Alvarado while Cortés was absent, sparks a massive uprising.
June 30, 1520: The Spanish and their allies are brutally expelled from Tenochtitlan in 
the disastrous retreat known as the "Noche Triste" (Sad Night).
May 22, 1521 – August 13, 1521: The Siege and Fall of Tenochtitlan. After regrouping 
and reorganizing in Tlaxcala, Cortés and his massively reinforced army, primarily 
Tlaxcalan, launched a final, devastating siege of the Mexica capital. The Mexica 
Empire's resistance effectively ended on August 13, 1521, with the capture of the last 
tlatoani (ruler), Cuauhtémoc.

Legacy of La Malinche

La Malinche bore Cortés a son, Don Martín Cortés (born in 1522), often considered one of 
the first Mestizos—people of mixed Indigenous and European ancestry—in New Spain. 
After the conquest, Cortés married her to one of his captains, Juan Jaramillo, with whom 
she had a daughter. She died, likely in Mexico City, around 1529.

Her legacy is deeply complex. For centuries in Mexico, she has been a polarizing figure. 
Some view her as a "traitor" to her people, an archetype of the individual who favors 
foreign culture over her own, giving rise to the Spanish word malinchista. Others view her 
as a "survivor," a highly intelligent woman who used her exceptional linguistic and 
diplomatic skills to navigate a violent, chaotic world, save her own life, and perhaps even 
temper the brutality of the invaders. Ultimately, her actions profoundly shaped Mexican 
history and culture, making her one of the most important, albeit controversial, women 
in the Americas


