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Royal Commentaries of the Incas and General History of Peru is a monumental work that
provides a profound insight into the history, culture, and society of the Inca civilization and the early
colonial period in Peru. Authored by the Inca historian Garcilaso de la Vega, this two-volume set
stands as a critical source for understanding not only the Inca Empire but also the complex dynamics
that emerged during the Spanish conquest of Peru. This article delves into the historical significance
of the Royal Commentaries, the life of Garcilaso de la Vega, and the broader context of Peruvian
history.

Background of the Royal Commentaries

The Royal Commentaries of the Incas, originally published in 1609 and later expanded in 1616, is
divided into two main parts—one focusing on the history and mythology of the Incas and the other
detailing the events of the Spanish conquest. Garcilaso de la Vega, a mestizo of Inca and Spanish
descent, wrote this work to preserve the memory of the Inca civilization and to argue for its dignity in
the face of colonial prejudice.

Structure of the Work

The two volumes of the Royal Commentaries are structured as follows:

1. Volume One: The Inca History

- This volume covers the creation myths of the Incas, the genealogies of the Inca rulers, and the
cultural practices of the Inca society.

- It delves into the life and reign of the most notable Inca leaders, such as Pachacuti and Huayna
Capac, and discusses the expansion of the Inca Empire.

2. Volume Two: The Spanish Conquest

- This volume shifts focus to the arrival of Spanish conquistadors, primarily Francisco Pizarro, and the
subsequent events that led to the downfall of the Inca Empire.

- It includes accounts of key battles, political intrigues, and the impact of European diseases on the
indigenous population.

Garcilaso de la Vega: Life and Legacy

Garcilaso de la Vega (1539-1616) was born in Peru to an Inca nobleman and a Spanish woman. His
unique heritage placed him in a pivotal position, allowing him to serve as a bridge between two
cultures. His upbringing in both Inca and Spanish traditions equipped him with a unique perspective,
which he leveraged in his writings.



Contributions to Literature

Garcilaso’s work is not merely a historical account; it is also a literary masterpiece that reflects the
complexities of identity in colonial Peru. His writing style incorporates elements of both Spanish and
indigenous narrative traditions, making it a rich tapestry of cultural expression.

- Historical Accuracy: While some scholars critique Garcilaso’s accounts for potential biases, his
meticulous attention to detail and use of oral traditions lend credibility to his narratives.

- Cultural Preservation: Garcilaso’s efforts were not just about documenting the past; he aimed to
assert the value and sophistication of Inca civilization in an era that often dismissed indigenous
cultures.

Historical Context of Peru

Peru's history prior to the Spanish conquest is marked by remarkable achievements in various fields
including architecture, agriculture, and governance. The Inca Empire, known for its advanced
engineering and extensive road systems, was the largest empire in pre-Columbian America.

Pre-Columbian Civilizations

Before the rise of the Incas, several other civilizations flourished in the region:

- Moche Civilization: Known for its intricate pottery and monumental architecture, the Moche thrived
between 100 and 800 AD.

- Nazca Civilization: Famous for the Nazca Lines, this culture left behind a legacy of geoglyphs that
remain a mystery to this day.

- Tiwanaku Civilization: Located near Lake Titicaca, the Tiwanaku civilization was influential in the
Andean region, contributing to agricultural and architectural advancements.

The Incas rose to prominence in the early 15th century, expanding their territories through a
combination of military conquest and diplomacy.

The Inca Empire

At its height, the Inca Empire stretched from modern-day Ecuador to central Chile, encompassing a
vast array of cultures and languages. The Inca administration established a sophisticated system of
governance, known for its road networks and agricultural innovations.

- Political Structure: The Sapa Inca, or emperor, held absolute power, supported by a council of
nobles.

- Economic Systems: The Incas implemented a system of reciprocity and labor tax known as "mit'a,"
which ensured the well-being of their subjects while facilitating monumental building projects.



Spanish Conquest and Colonial Era

The arrival of the Spanish in the early 16th century marked a turning point in Peruvian history. The
conquest was driven by a mix of greed, religious fervor, and a quest for glory.

Key Events During the Conquest

1. Arrival of Pizarro: Francisco Pizarro arrived in Peru in 1532, drawn by rumors of vast wealth.

2. Capture of Atahualpa: Pizarro’s forces captured the Inca emperor Atahualpa at the Battle of
Cajamarca, leading to a swift collapse of the Inca resistance.

3. Fall of Cusco: In 1533, Spanish forces captured the Inca capital of Cusco, effectively dismantling the
Inca political structure.

Impact on Indigenous Populations

The consequences of the conquest were devastating for the indigenous populations of Peru.

- Population Decline: European diseases, such as smallpox, decimated the Inca population, killing
millions.

- Cultural Disruption: The imposition of Spanish rule led to the dismantling of traditional governance
structures and the loss of indigenous languages and customs.

Significance of the Royal Commentaries

The Royal Commentaries of the Incas serves multiple purposes:

- Historical Record: As one of the earliest accounts of Inca history from an indigenous perspective, it is
invaluable for historians.

- Cultural Identity: Garcilaso’s work has been instrumental in the revival of interest in Inca history and
culture, serving as a source of pride for modern Peruvians.

- Literary Importance: The blending of narrative styles makes the Royal Commentaries a significant
work in the canon of Latin American literature.

Conclusion

The Royal Commentaries of the Incas and General History of Peru is more than just a historical text; it
is a testament to the resilience of a culture that faced unprecedented challenges. Through Garcilaso
de la Vega's eloquent prose, readers gain insight into the complexities of identity, power, and history
in colonial Peru. The work remains a crucial resource for scholars, historians, and anyone interested in
the rich tapestry of Peruvian heritage, illustrating the enduring legacy of the Inca civilization and the
impact of colonialism.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in the 'Royal
Commentaries of the Incas'?

The 'Royal Commentaries of the Incas' primarily explores themes of Incan history, culture,
governance, and the impact of Spanish colonization, highlighting the perspectives of both Incan and
European narratives.

Who is the author of the 'Royal Commentaries of the Incas'
and why is he significant?

The author is Garcilaso de la Vega, a mestizo writer of Incan and Spanish descent, whose works
provide valuable insights into Incan history and the cultural blending in colonial Peru.

How does the ‘General History of Peru' complement the '‘Royal
Commentaries of the Incas'?

The 'General History of Peru' offers a broader context of Peruvian history, including detailed accounts
of the Spanish conquest, indigenous responses, and the subsequent transformation of society,
complementing the more personal narrative of the 'Royal Commentaries'.

In what ways does the two-volume set challenge traditional
historical narratives?

The two-volume set challenges traditional narratives by presenting Incan perspectives on history,
emphasizing the complexity of cultural identity and resistance during colonization, and questioning
the simplification of indigenous histories.

What is the significance of the publication of the 'Royal
Commentaries of the Incas' in the context of Peruvian
literature?

The publication of the 'Royal Commentaries of the Incas' is significant as it represents one of the
earliest attempts to document and preserve Incan history through a literary lens, influencing both
Peruvian literature and the understanding of indigenous cultures.
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