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It was announced for both the Grabowski book and Netzel�s that CDs with the 
sentences read by native speakers were in preparation. The Nahuatl CD, �Kauder-
welsch Aztekisch (Nahuatl) AusspracheTrainer� (ISBN 3-8317-6117-5), appeared in 
2005. For the reasons given above, it cannot be recommended as an accurate guide to 
the native pronunciation of the language. Sadly, the publisher has since announced 
that the CD accompanying the Lakota phrase book has been cancelled. A reason has 
not been given. It is to be hoped that at some future date work on the CD might re-
sume.  

Summing up, the uneven talents and expertise of the authors of the Kauderwelsch 
series are reflected all too clearly in their products. Of these, the Nahuatl phrase book 
represents the worst, the Lakota book the best the series has to offer. These two works 
could hardly be further apart. Since both languages are of great interest to German 
Americanists and to Hobby-Indianists, who attract a large following in Europe, it is 
regrettable that only one can be recommended.  
 

Gordon Whittaker 
 
 
Riese, Berthold: Aztekische Schöpfungs- und Stammesgeschichte (Ethnologische Stu-
dien, Bd. 38). Berlin: LIT Verlag, 2007. 212 S., ISBN 10: 3-8258-0129-2.  
 

The title of this book is somewhat misleading, suggesting as it does that the book is an 
ethnological study of Aztec cosmogony and tribal history. It is in fact a new edition of 
one of the most beautiful texts in Classical Nahuatl, the language of the Aztecs. The 
Leyenda de los Soles, perhaps the most well-known of the manuscript texts in the so-
called Codex Chimalpopoca, presents a traditional Aztec synopsis of the history of the 
world from its creation in the first of five world ages down to the Spanish Conquest in 
1519. It is by no means the only Aztec version of their cosmogony and history, but it 
is certainly one of the most influential and the one cited most frequently in modern 
works popularising Aztec culture.  

Given the simplicity of its language and style, the Leyenda de los Soles is also a 
favourite choice as reading material in Nahuatl classes. For that reason a new edition 
such as this with its copious footnotes and its index of terms should be welcomed by 
students and educators alike. The editor describes the present work as containing the 
most complete translation in German to date. This is not just because the previous one, 
by Walther Lehmann back in 1938 (republished in 1974), was based on Francisco del 
Paso y Troncoso�s faulty and orthographically inconsistent 1903 transcript. More cru-
cially, it is because a manuscript in the Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris, preserving the 
missing end section of the Leyenda, was not brought to light until Peter Tschohl pub-
lished it in 1989. Since that date a two-volume English edition (1992) by John Bier-
horst has appeared, in which the complete Nahuatl text together with translation and 
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notes is given for the first time. Riese�s volume, then, is only the second thorough 
treatment of the Leyenda, and the only one in German.  

Since Bierhorst�s reliable, recent edition is still freely and widely available, the 
question arises as to why a new edition was necessary, especially considering the fact 
that all German students and researchers likely to use or consult the Leyenda are al-
ready versed in English. One obvious reason is that scholarship always benefits from 
alternative perspectives, translations and commentaries. Another is that the new publi-
cation adopts the paragraph division of the manuscript introduced by Lehmann in his 
influential edition and extended by Tschohl in 1989. Riese criticizes the fact that Bier-
horst abandons this organizational device, but in practice there is no great difficulty in 
relating the Bierhorst edition to those of Lehmann and Tschohl.  

The abundant footnotes in Riese�s edition of the Leyenda go significantly beyond 
Lehmann and Bierhorst in dissecting Nahuatl verbs and nouns contained therein. This 
is, of course, a feature that makes a text edition instantly attractive to learners of a 
language. But, at the same time, the preparation of such an edition places a heavier 
burden on the responsible scholar to provide an exacting, linguistically reliable com-
mentary. How well has Riese succeeded in this? First off, it must be emphasized that 
all editions of Nahuatl suffer from having had to wrestle with texts in an inadequate 
orthography that lends itself to varying analyses. Furthermore, the scientific study of 
Nahuatl is still fairly young, which means that most scholars have an incomplete mas-
tery of the language. Thus, there are always points in text editions that need correction 
and that can, and should, be improved by further analysis.  

On the whole, it can be confidently stated that Riese�s translation and commentary 
are very helpful in guiding the student to the lexemic core of Nahuatl verbs and to the 
relevant academic literature discussing various aspects of Aztec language and culture. 
Nevertheless, there are a significant number of instances in which Riese�s commentary 
is either wrong or unhelpful. A few examples will suffice. His breakdown of the verb 
tlayohuatimanca (p. 46, fn. 69) states that it includes an auxiliary verb mana �to be 
spread out�. This frequently repeated analysis mistakes an intransitive verb mani 
(found here) for its transitive counterpart mana. Riese suggests (p. 64, fn. 130) that the 
(correct) verb form xinechilhui �tell me!� be corrected to the impossible xicnechilhui. 
An admonitive phrase, nica (sic nicca) ma tiquinnotz �hey, beware of speaking to 
them!� (p. 105), is then mistaken for an imperative construction, which he recom-
mends altering to nica ma tiquinnotza �hey, let us speak to them!�. Riese, who almost 
always ignores vowel length and glottal stops in his analysis, nevertheless indicates 
vowel length on two occasions (incorrectly in final position on page 110) and glottal 
stops once (p. 138, fn. 418), although this exceptional instance in no way contributes 
to the analysis.  

On page 59 the Nahuatl text refers to a goddess itoca quilachtli yehuatl iz çihua-
cohuatl �by the name of Quilaztli, i.e. Cihuacoatl�. Riese renders this �by the name of 
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Quilachtli Cihuacohuatl� and adds in footnote 120 that he regards the proper nouns as 
a double name rather than a name plus a term of office. They are neither. The Aztec 
author is simply explaining that this goddess is known more commonly as Cihuacoatl. 
Riese fails also to indicate that the deity is usually found in the form Quilaztli. On 
page 95 a footnote at queman �sometimes� refers the student without further comment 
to Karttunen�s Analytical Dictionary of Nahuatl, rather than simply offering the point 
he wishes to make. Although he freely, but aberrantly, inserts missing consonants 
directly into the text (placed between <and>) in instances where only one of two re-
peated consonants is found, he leaves queman (for correct que<m>man, or more pre-
cisely que<:m>man with long vowel) unchanged, but then at the bottom of the same 
page emends a correct form to mopotonito<c>que. On page 144 Riese incorrectly 
states that the text form panitl �banner� should be pamitl, in reality a mere dialect vari-
ant. Such comments and emendations can only confuse the students for whom the text 
is intended.  

While the lack of punctuation makes syntactical analysis troublesome, the layout 
of the edition with sentences broken down into phrases followed by their translations 
does make it easier for students to relate the translation to the text. Students would 
have been better served by a text in standardized orthography (and with at least mini-
mal punctuation) or, if a wider readership is desired, by a thorough glossary indexed in 
the manuscript orthography, but with each entry repeating the term in one of the exact 
standardized orthographies currently in use, followed by its translation, and listing the 
text occurrences (optionally with segmentation via hyphens). Unfortunately, instead of 
a glossary we are provided only with a very incomplete index in slightly adapted 
manuscript orthography, no translation and no comments. Some verbs are listed, oth-
ers are not.  

The bibliographical reference on page 73, fn. 162, to a point made in Saurwein 
1988 (a full-length book) fails to mention the relevant page number. The bibliography 
itself is also uneven in quality. Some references are too brief, e.g. the 1995 edition of 
the Codex Telleriano-Remensis is referred to only as �Quiñones Keber�. Of the recent 
editions of the Crónica Mexicayotl only the Riese edition is mentioned.  

Despite these critical comments, the new edition can be recommended as a useful 
contribution to the study of the Leyenda de los Soles. We are now in the fortunate 
position of having several commentaries of this important document by leading schol-
ars, each of which adds information and ideas that further our understanding of Aztec 
thought and culture.  
 

Gordon Whittaker  
 
 
 


