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Nahuatl-speaking women and men left last wills in their own tongue during an era when the written tradition of their 
language was generally assumed to have ended. Describing their world in testaments clustered around epidemic 
cycles, they responded to profound changes in population, land use, and local governance with astonishing 
vibrancy.The Aztecs at Independence offers the first internal ethnographic view of these central Mexican indigenous 
communities in the critical transitional time of Independence. Miriam Melton-Villanueva uses previously unknown 
Nahuatl-language sourcesprimarily last wills and testamentsto provide a comprehensive understanding of indigenous 
societies during the transition from colonial to postcolonial times. The book describes the cultural life of people now 
called Nahuas or Mexicas in the nineteenth centurybased on their own words, their own written records. The book uses 
previously unknown, unstudied, and untranslated indigenous texts to bring Nahua society into history, fleshing out 
glimpses of daily life in the early nineteenth century. Thus, The Aztecs at Independence describes life at the most local 
level: Nahua lineages of ritual and writing, guilds and societies, the people that take turns administering festivals and 
attending to the last wishes of the dying. Interwoven with personal stories and memory, The Aztecs at Independence 
invites a general audience along on a scholarly journey, where readers are asked to imagine Nahua concepts and their 
contemporary meanings that give light to modern problems.

Melton-Villanuevas personal connection to the region allows her to marry archival fieldwork studies while giving 
living breath [to] a culture frequently referred to only in past tense. This then creates a historical monograph you 
actually want to continue reading.Mark Z. Christensen, author of Translated Christianities: Nahuatl and Maya 
Religious Texts 


