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Abstract 

 

 

This dissertation examines some of the first images of New World nature produced 

after the Spanish conquest. In the sixteenth century, the Spanish Crown and the 

Catholic Church sponsored the production of four manuscripts that roughly 

conformed to the European genre of the herbal: Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo y 

Valdés’ Historia Natural y General de las Indias (compiled and corrected between 

1539-1548), Juan Badiano’s and Martin de la Cruz’s Libellus de Medicinalibus 

Indorum Herbis of 1552, Francisco Hernández’s De Antiquitatibus Novae Hispaniae, 

compiled between 1571 and 1576, and book eleven of Bernardino de Sahagún’s 

Historia general de las Cosas de Nueva España (also known as the Florentine Codex), 

produced between 1578 and 1580.  Each involved indigenous participation to 

varying degrees.  These documents demonstrate how text and image enabled 

European naturalists and clerics to identify, translate, and appropriate indigenous 

knowledge.  More importantly, the stylistic wavering between Nahua (Aztec) and 

European systems of representation in these manuscripts indicates a position taken 

by colonial artists in relation to the pre-conquest past.  For the indigenous artists, 



 

iv 
 

some of their stylistic choices reveal an embrace of a pre-conquest identity; others 

distance the artists from practices and beliefs of the pre-conquest period deemed 

unacceptable in the new colonial order. While the indigenous artists attempted to 

reconcile themselves and their world to European religious, social, and scientific 

structures, the challenge for European artists was how to reconcile those structures 

with new and unknown forms of nature. In some instances, European artists 

emphasized indigenous pictorial language to make their depictions more wondrous, 

while at others they attempted to make the nature of the New World seamlessly 

coherent with that of the Old.  As their variable stylistic choices demonstrate, all of 

these artists were negotiating their place within the new colonial order. My project 

posits a connection between the representation of New World flora and new forms 

of identity, redefining the place of botany in sixteenth-century Hispanic studies. 

Through a systematic visual analysis of images of plants across all four manuscripts, 

I reposition these often-marginalized images as a privileged window into the 

dynamics of post-conquest subject formation, both Spanish and Nahua. 

  



 

v 
 

Contents 

 

Title Page                     i 

Copyright                    ii 

Abstract                   iii 

Table of Contents                   v 

Acknowledgements                  vi 

Dedication                   ix 

Author’s Note                    x 

 

Introduction                    1 

 

Chapter 1 A Historical Review: Visualizing New World Nature in             14 
sixteenth century Herbals 

 
Chapter 2   The Prickly Pear: Wealth and Idolatry           72  

Chapter 3   American Ambrosia: Chocolate and Tobacco        112 

Chapter 4  Whose paradise? Flower Gardens          158 

 

Conclusion   An Unstable Code            212 

 

Bibliography                217 

Illustrations                250 



 

vi 
 

Acknowledgements 
 

In the process of writing this dissertation, I received academic and financial support 

from the Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection that granted me a year-

long residential fellowship.  I thank them as well as the various individuals and 

institutions who granted me access to the original manuscripts including: The 

Huntington Library (San Marino, CA, USA), The Biblioteca Laurenziana (Florence, 

Italy), The Museo de Antropología (Mexico City, Mexico), Windsor Library (Windsor, 

England) and the Biblioteca de la Real Academia de la Historia (Madrid, Spain). 

I am indebted to the faculty, staff, and students in the History of Art and 

Architecture Department at Harvard.  Prof. Thomas B.F. Cummins has been a trusted 

and patient advisor. He introduced me to the pre-Columbian and colonial worlds 

and is my most significant academic model.  Tom taught me to look carefully and 

think deeply about objects that art history tends to overlook.  I am most indebted to 

him for being an indefatigable champion.   

I am also grateful to my professors at Harvard for imparting on me the rigors 

and pleasures of art history. Robin Greenly and Robin Kelsey both generously 

served on my generals committee and helped shaped my methodology. Jennifer 

Roberts was an important early advisor who refined my approach to botanical 

images. David Roxborough and Shawon Kinew served in my dissertation defense 

and were increadibly geneorous with their time and encouragement.  Apart from his 

insightful comments on how to turn this work into a book project, David also copy-

edited the whole dissertation.  Any mistakes remaining are my own.   



 

vii 
 

My fellow students, many of whom have gone on to become my favorite art 

historians, remain models of intellectual curiosity.  I am grateful for so many 

friendships bonded in the trenches of graduate study.  The fellows at Dumbarton 

Oaks created a true community in which this dissertation developed.  I am thankful 

to Elodie Dupey-Garcia and Jamie Forde who read individual chapters and offered 

guidance. 

Friends and colleagues have made this project possible by giving me 

opportunities to share and refine the ideas presented here. Andrew Laird’s 

knowledge of colonial Latinists has informed this work.  Byron Hamman’s 

generosity is without equal.  He has read or heard most of this dissertation, and his 

insights and suggestions have improved this work tremendously. My harshest critic, 

Felipe Rojas, has also been my biggest supporter. His sharp comments have made 

me a better scholar. 

I am grateful for the love and support of my parents and siblings that has 

carried me through this process. I must also thank my son Teo.  Aside from being 

one of the funniest, kindest people I know, his determination to overcome the 

difficulties associated with dyslexia inspired me to model the same kind of courage 

and finish this project. 

My greatest debt is to Tyler Cann, without whose unwavering faith and 

support this work would simply not exist.  He read every last word and vastly 

improved my prose, methodological arguments, and formal analysis. He solo-

parented Teo while I was in residence at Dumbarton Oaks, travelling back and forth 



 

viii 
 

to Washington, D.C. every weekend so that we could be together as a family. In life, 

and in work, he is my finest accomplice.   

  



 

ix 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For Tyler 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

x 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Authors Note 
 
“Flora incognita” is a play on the cartographic term “terra incognita” that was used 

for regions Europeans had not explored, mapped or documented.  The term derived 

from the Latin word incognitus meaning “not examined, untried or not investigated.”  

On its face, the title is problematic.  The plants explored in this dissertation were 

only unknown to Europeans.  The people native to the conquered lands were 

familiar with their nature.  However, the title contains a useful double entendre.  

Another meaning for the Latin incognitus is “not understood” or “unperceived”.  One 

of the purposes of this dissertation is to expose much of the complexity inherent in 

images produced by artists participating in two visual systems and manipulating 

both to their rhetorical advantage.  The native images in these manuscripts are also 

incognitus in the sense that they are “unknowable” to or “unperceived” by the 

European audiences for whom they were intended because they seemed to be 

something that they were not.  They appeared to be straightforward images 

representing botanical specimens for scientific or medicinal purposes, but they are 

also rhetorical arguments about the place of nature and natives in the new colonial 

order. As a corollary to this, the second part of my title, which uses the term “New 
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World” is also problematic. The terms “New” and “Old Worlds” are freighted with 

colonialist paradigms, but they are used here for convenience.  “Old World” is often 

used in the manuscripts at hand to refer to the world known to Europe before 

conquest.  Similarly, “New World” refers to the conquered territories after 1492. 

While I accept these terms are imperfect, they are often used here as they were 

during the Renaissance to mark the contrast between both sides of the Atlantic and 

remain useful to us while the field agrees upon more equitable terminology. When 

possible, I use the names natives gave themselves (i.e. Mexica or Taino). 
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Introduction 
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The natural resources of the American continent were of great economic and 

scientific significance to the newly arrived Spaniards in the sixteenth century. The 

search for precious metals like gold and silver was perhaps the most pressing 

impulse of colonization, but the flora and fauna of the New World represented a 

more sustainable form of wealth to be controlled and exchanged.  Acknowledging 

the parallels between plant and mineral wealth, recent scholars have termed the 

search and cultivation of New World plants for profit as a pursuit for “green gold”.1 

The introduction of American plants into Europe’s dietary and medicinal practices 

has arguably made a greater contribution to global history and culture than its gold. 

Previously unknown species, like tomatoes and potatoes, have become important 

staples of Western diet, while tobacco and chocolate, popularized in the Old World 

for their curative powers, quickly became two of its most significant vices.2  Beyond 

                                                        
All translations from Spanish are mine. 
 
1 The term was first used to describe a shift in European strategy in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries from the pursuit of mineral wealth to the acquisition and cultivation of New World plants.  
As Londa L. Schiebinger states: “Early conquistadors entered the Americas looking for gold and 
silver.  By the eighteenth century, naturalists sought ‘green gold’.” Londa L. Schiebinger, Plants and 
Empire: Colonial Bioprospecting in the Atlantic World  (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
2004), 7. And “While Spanish conquistadors had entered the America’s looking for gold and silver, by 
the seventeenth century Europeans increasingly turned their attention to ‘green gold’.”  ———, 
"Prospecting for Drugs: European Naturalists in the West Indies," in Colonial Botany: Science, 
Commerce, and Politics in the Early Modern World, ed. Londa L. Schiebinger and Claudia Swan 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2005), 119. Also see Jorge Cañizares-Esguerra, "How 
Derivative Was Humboldt? Microcosmic Nature Narratives in Early Modern Spanish America and the 
(Other) Origins of Humboldt's Ecological Sensibilities," in Colonial Botany: Science, Commerce, and 
Politics in the Early Modern World, ed. Londa L. Schiebinger and Claudia Swan (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2005), 163. However, Paula De Vos suggests that the search for 
‘green gold’ did not initiate with the Northern European Linnaean Enlightenment project to catalogue 
the natural world, as Schiebinger and others have proposed, but is evident as early as the sixteenth 
century in the Spanish state sponsored transplantation efforts. Paula De Vos, "The Science of Spices: 
Empiricism and Economic Botany in the Early Spanish Spanish Empire," Journal of World History 17, 
no. 4 (2006): 401. 
2 Marcy Norton, Sacred Gifts, Profane, Pleasures: A History of Tobacco and Chocolate in the Atlantic 
World  (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2008). Norton problematizes the notion that tobacco and 
chocolate were introduced into Europe for their medicinal qualities offering instead a “revisionist 
account” of the complicated history of these two products from Amerindian ritual goods into secular 
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the economic profits inherent in the understanding and control of the New World’s 

natural resources, there also lay genuine royal and aristocratic curiosity about the 

newly acquired lands. As early as the sixteenth century, the Spanish Empire already 

had state-sponsored policies to identify New World plants with useful botanical 

properties and cultivate them for profit across the Atlantic.3 Both Friars and 

conquistadors were confronted by an array of ailments particular to the new lands 

that seemed impervious to European medicine. On a practical level, texts of differing 

kinds and genres about the natural world were also intended as repositories of 

knowledge reliant upon native medicinal technologies to cure previously unknown 

diseases.4 Most significant, the most economical means to conveying some of the 

information was through image. 

While the wholly unfamiliar nature of the New World was a source of both 

economic and epistemic wealth, it also generated deep anxiety, threatening 

established categories of knowledge, from the Bible to Aristotle.5  Moreover, the 

introduction and use of species significant in Amerindian life and ritual aroused 

                                                                                                                                                                     
European commodities.  She suggests that in their assimilation into the European diet these goods 
were not easily rid of their pre-Columbian meanings.  In fact, she proposes that the initial interest in 
them was due to the ritualistic qualities associated with their use in pre-Columbian culture and the 
status distinctions they articulated, not their medicinal values.  
 
3 For an examination of Spanish state-sponsored policies of transplantation during the sixteenth 
century see Paula De Vos, “The Science of Spices," 400. In this essay De Vos describes Imperial 
support of cultivation and trade as a “distinctly 'modern'" practice, questioning previous histories 
that position Spain as outside modern scientific efforts.   
 
4 The Libellus, although consisting of native medicinal recipes, was never intended as a manual for 
American consumption.  It was a royal gift for the King of Spain and there was no intention (that we 
know of) to keep a copy of it in the New World. 
 
5 See, Anthony Pagden, The Fall of Natural Men: The American Indian and the Origins of Comparative 
Ethnology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982). 
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fears of the spread of pagan and idolatrous practices. The Spanish Crown and the 

Catholic Church soon established projects aimed at bringing this engrossing and 

destabilizing object under representational and taxonomic control.  

 This dissertation investigates some of the first images of New World nature 

produced after the Spanish conquest, a set of images that has been largely 

overlooked in art-historical literature. Found in manuscript and printed editions of 

four works produced in the sixteenth century, that roughly conform to the European 

medieval and renaissance genre of herbals, they comprise the largest group of 

images produced in America in the first century after conquest. In addition to their 

numbers, they also offer an opportunity to compare the approaches of both 

Europeans and New World peoples to the representation of the same subjects 

during the first hundred years of conquest.  Reinforcing the significance of this 

study, these seemingly neutral botanical images are, in fact, the central locus of 

important debates concerning economic, scientific, and theological questions. 

European perceptions of New World nature had wide-ranging effects on both native 

and Spanish-colonial populations. Indigenous people were routinely associated with 

the corruption and degeneration of New World flora and fauna. 6  Even American-

born Spaniards were barred from the higher echelons of government due to a belief 

                                                        
6  As Antonello Gerbi has noted, ever since Columbus’s voyage there was a running theme of the 
inferiority of the American continent, its fauna, and within it, American men.  Gerbi says: “In essence 
the basic theme of so many diatribes was, quite simply, the notion of the presumed inferiority of the 
nature of America, and especially its fauna, including man, in comparison with the Old World’s and 
the resulting unavoidable decadence and corruption to which the whole Western hemisphere found 
itself condemned: a rudimentary theme, clearly, but one that bred prolifically, producing 
innumerable variations and reverberating with multiple echoes, in philosophy, in anthropology, in 
the satire of society, in the natural sciences, obviously, and, most surprisingly, in poetry.” Antonello 
Gerbi, The Dispute of the New World: The History of a Polemic 1750-1900 (Pittsburgh: Pittsburgh 
University Press, 1973, xi.   
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in the injurious effects of the climate.7  Despite the scope and scale of these herbals, 

and the consequences of their reception on American born men, they have not been 

systematically studied. 

 The Crown and the Church each commissioned two studies of New World 

plants. Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo y Valdés, official chronicler of Charles V, 

illustrated and wrote Historia natural y general de las Indias, a history of Spanish 

discovery, conquest, and colonization of the New World with detailed descriptions 

of its flora, fauna, and indigenous people. Included in my study is the extant 

Monserrate manuscript of this work, compiled and corrected between 1539 and 

1548, as well as the printed editions from 1535 and 1547, containing parts of 

Oviedo’s Historia. The appointed proto-medic for Phillip II, Francisco Hernández 

compiled his De Antiquitibus Novae Hispaniae between 1571 and 1576.  It is the 

second work commissioned by the crown and it is an ambitions scientific work 

detailing more than 3,000 plants unknown in Europe. The manuscript was not 

published in Hernández’s lifetime and it was destroyed in the Escorial fire of 1671, 

but some of its images and text were reproduced in manuscript and printed form 

throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.  Phillip II’s appreciation for 

Natural History was made evident when he hung some of the drawings of New 

World plants and animals as artworks in his bedrooms:   

Al punto que, cuando el Dr. Francisco Hernández 
volvió de México llevando delicadas muestras del 
arte con que representaban los pintores indios 

                                                        
7 Throughout the colonial period, there is a Eurocentric hypothesis, expressed by Corneille De Pauw, 
George Louis Leclerc Buffon, even Hegel, amongst others, that nature in America was degenerate and 
that men born and bred in America were inferior to European-born men. For a discussion on various 
European discourses on the inferiority of the American fauna and its people, see Gerbi, Dispute. 
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plantas y animals, el rey las mandó reunir y con 
ellas: ‘se adornaron lienzos de pinturas que están 
en el aposento de su magestad en San Lorenzo el 
Real.8 
 
To the point that when Dr. Francisco Hernandez 
returned from Mexico carrying delicate examples 
of art with which the indian painters 
represented plants and animals, the King asked 
for them to be gathered: “canvasses of paintings 
adorned the room of His Majesty in San Lorenzo 
el Real.” 

 

The value of Hernández’s venture, both in terms of scientific and economic 

development, but also artistically, is evident in the King’s choice to display them in 

his walls.  

Like the Spanish Crown, the Catholic Church also had an interest in 

comprehending the mysteries of the New World’s nature.  For the Franciscan 

missionaries—the first Catholic order to settle in New Spain—native nature was not 

only bountiful and beneficial, but it was also a subject of concern as it was imbued 

with pagan practices and customs that had to be recorded and understood if they 

were to be extirpated.9 Plants and animals also constituted a wealth of examples 

that could be exploited as analogies in the process of evangelization.10 The 

                                                        
8 Luis Cabrera de Cordoba, Historia de Felipe II (Madrid: 1876), vol. II, 393; Germán Somolinos 
d'Ardois and José Miranda, Vida y Obra de Francisco Hernández: Precedida de España y Nueva España 
en La Época de Felipe II (México, D.F.: Universidad Nacional de México, 1960), 239, 302. 
 
9 In his prologue to Book Eleven the Franciscan Sahagún says: “This work will also be of great help to 
understand the value of these creatures so that they don’t attribute divinity to them.” “Sera tambien 
esta obra muy oportuna, para darlos a entender, el valor de las criaturas: para que no las atribian 
divinidad”. Benardino de Sahagún, Historia universal de las cosas de Nueva España, Vol. 3, Bk.11, 
“Prologue”, no folio number, http://www.wdl.org/en/item/10096/view/. 
 
10 Sahagún’s prologue to Book eleven also states: “No cierto es, la menos noble joia de la recamara, de 
la predicacion evangelica el conocimiento, de las cosas naturales: para poner ejemplos, i 
comparationes, como vemos el redeptor, averlo usado […]”. Ibid. 
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Franciscan’s botanical manuscripts include Juan Badiano’s and Martín de la Cruz’s 

Libellus de medicinalibus indorum herbis of 1552, a short herbal written in Latin 

detailing indigenous medicinal recipes, and book eleven of Bernandino de Sahagún’s 

Historia general de las cosas de Nueva España (otherwise known as the Florentine 

Codex), a de facto herbal within the friar’s encyclopedic work on pre-Columbian 

Mexico, compiled between 1578 and 1580.  

While each manuscript has its individual history, the four contemporaneous 

projects at the basis of this study represent the Spanish Crown and Catholic 

Church’s initial efforts to compile systematically and translate New World flora for 

both economic and religious purposes. They offer some of the earliest conflations of 

European and indigenous systems of representation and convey different forms of 

knowledge and intellectual concerns. These manuscripts also share common 

elements in terms of production and viewership; apart from Oviedo’s work, which 

was illustrated in his own hand, indigenous pupils from the Franciscan school of 

Santa Cruz de Tlatelolco served as the manuscripts’ draftsmen and painters for the 

others, including Hernandez. Furthermore, although these Franciscan-led projects 

had very limited circulation in Europe, many of the scientists who eventually 

published Hernandez’s work had access to them. 

Given that the production of these images involved various levels of 

indigenous participation, the stylistic choices the artists made between Nahua and 

European systems of visual representation demonstrate the complex dynamics at 

work in the formation of a subject position that drew upon both pre-conquest and 
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European forms of knowledge.  My project argues for a close connection between 

the representation of New World flora and new forms of identity. 

The pupils at Santa Cruz de Tlatelolco were drawn from the ranks of the 

Nahua nobility and were quickly immersed in Old World systems, particularly 

Erasmus-style humanism. In addition to Latin and Nahuatl, the two official 

languages of instruction, their education included the trivium (grammar, rhetoric, 

and logic), the qudrivium (arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, and music) as well as 

the beginnings of theology.11 They were chosen to guide their people toward 

Christianity and the civilizing principle it represented. Holding positions of privilege 

in their own culture, they participated in the highest forms of native communication 

and were most likely literate in Nahuatl pictographic expression before their 

initiation into the learned European world.  As such, they held the power to 

communicate at the nexus of both worlds, and were sensitive to the cultural politics 

surrounding their own position, as well as that of the plants they were 

representing.12   

                                                        
11 For information on the School of Santa Cruz de Tlatelolco, the organization, and practices see 
Francis Borgia Steck and R. H Barlow, El primer colegio de América, Santa Cruz de Tlaltelolco, (México: 
Centro de estudios franciscanos, 1944); W. Michael Mathes, The America's First Academic Library: 
Santa Cruz de Tlatelolco (Sacramento: California State Library Foundation, 1985); Ilaria Palmeri 
Capesciotti, “La fauna del libro XI del Códice Florentino de fray Bernardino de Sahagún. Dos sistemas 
taxonómicos frente a frente,” Estudios de Cultura Náhuatl, no. 032 (enero 2001): 194-197.  
 
12 As Serge Gruzinski describes them, this generation was able to adopt many Spanish forms of 
expression.  He says: “One cannot speak of alterations but rather of an accumulation of inflections 
from which certain major trends emerge: the development of phoneticization, a more or less 
extensive adoption of the third dimension, the influence of western Europe on the human figure and 
feature.  These innovations belonged to the indigenous generations educated after the conquest, who 
became adults after 1550.  As a result, they were able to separate themselves from traditional canons 
to adopt and establish modes of expression closer to those of the Spanish […]”. Serge Gruzinski, The 
Conquest of Mexico: the Incorporation of Indian Societies Into the Western World, 16th-18th Centuries 
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1993), 38. 
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Unlike alphabetic writing, which did not exist in the New World before the 

conquest, visual representation was a shared mode of communication and 

recording, and as such is a privileged field of cross-cultural translation between pre-

Columbian and pre-colonial European cultures.  The discipline of art history is 

singularly equipped to elucidate the dynamics at play in botanical syncretic images.  

The botanical images in these manuscripts are examples of what M. M. 

Bakthin has called “a double-voiced discourse,” where two utterances exist within a 

single statement, two consciousnesses within one person.13 This is not to imply that 

the Mexican systems of representation and recording, and along with them the very 

structures of society, did not radically change after the European invasion.  Rather it 

allows us to think about how pictographic knowledge did not merely become a 

mode of translation or transcription.  It also involved censorship and selection.14  

Indigenous participation in these manuscripts was neither passive nor 

reactive, but expresses representational choices that illuminate various, at times 

conflicting, allegiances.15  To follow conventions of Náhuatl pictographic 

representation or to adhere to European styles16 were choices that came from 

                                                        
 
13 M. M. Bakhtin and Michael Holquist, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays, University of Texas 
Press Slavic Series (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), 324. 
 
14 As Serge Gruzinski mentions, post-colonial translation of indigenous pictography involved a “[…] 
secularization and dematerialization of knowledge which was no longer shown.” Gruzinski, The 
Conquest of Mexico, 53. 
 
15 For an analysis of how native colonial artists incorporated and used European styles within 
traditional indigenous forms of representation to put forth their own agenda see Tom Cummins, “The 
Maddona and the Horse,” in Native Artists and Patrons in Colonial Latin America, by Emily Good 
Umberger and Tom Cummins, Phøebus; v. 7 (Tempe: Arizona State University, 1995). 
 
16 European style, as used here, is shorthand for several stylistic elements shared amongst Europeans 
in printed and illustrated herbals in the late Medieval and Early Renaissance period.  Most significant 
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individual and communal positions with respect to the imperial indigenous past, 

pre-Columbian ritual and social status. These choices also present stances taken in 

reaction to European stereotypes of indigenous people as idolaters, drunkards, 

libertines, and cannibals.  The indigenous artists do not cohere into a single purpose 

or voice, but show a spectrum of responses to the collision of worlds, as inhabitants 

of this colonial moment they find new ways of communicating within and across 

cultures.  

Likewise, these manuscripts presented choices for the European travellers 

and eventual publishers of the Crown manuscripts. Their stylistic and formal 

decisions reveal how the various authors, illustrators, printers, and publishers 

viewed the nature and people of the New World. Europeans desired to incite 

curiosity about American flora by representing it as variously novel, dangerous, 

wondrous and licentious, while simultaneously attempting to inscribe it within Old 

World taxonomic systems. The Europeans who published these manuscripts chose 

at times to include indigenous representational conventions, such as pictograms, to 

enhance the wonders of the images they were portraying, while at others, they 

extirpated all Nahua conventions in favor of a representational system that 

seamlessly equated American and European specimens. At times these choices were 

made for economic reasons, to easily commodify New World nature as food, 

medicine, dyes, or decoration.  For others it had philosophical purposes, to show a 

                                                                                                                                                                     
among them are the use of shadow and perspective to define botanical specimens as three-
dimensional objects existing within three-dimensional space; also, the use of naturalism in the 
shapes of leaves, flowers and root systems.  The particularity in the shapes of these elements 
distinguished one specimen from another. Throughout, I describe in more detail the specific stylistic 
choices made when visually representing specimens and contrast them with choices that adhere to 
pre-Columbian schemas.  
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unified order to nature that fit within European standards of order or to display 

both European and New World nature as equally conforming to one single master 

plan that expressed the Glory of the Christian deity. 

Combining Nahua and European systems of representation and knowledge, 

the images in these manuscripts are contested, dialogical spaces between the two 

cultures that sometimes emphasize one or more features of one of the cultures over 

the other.  How does the dynamic between the two systems of representation shift 

between different manuscripts, and why?  Why and when do the artists choose one 

representational system over the other?  What gets lost in translation, what is 

surplus information, and what is hidden?   In an author’s claim to truth, when is 

foreignness exalted and when is it extirpated from the image? 

I aim to fill in the gaps left by the histories of science and literature, which 

generally treat images as self-evident illustrations of the text, as well as histories of 

art that have either neglected botanical images altogether or overlooked the 

significant links between these four manuscripts. Furthermore, my study 

fundamentally revises Eurocentric historical accounts that view botanical images 

throughout colonial times as only empire-building instruments. It also questions 

Mexican nationalist perspectives, which focus on continuities in pre-Columbian 

thought as uncomplicated examples of resistance. Instead, my approach considers 

indigenous participants as formative colonial subjects articulating their own sense 

of identity within the new order. 

Although studied individually by different disciplines and in various clusters, 

often separating the Crown projects from the Franciscan manuscripts, my 
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dissertation is the first comparative analysis of their substantial body of botanical 

images.  The first part of my project analyzes the visual representation of individual 

plants across all four manuscripts, while the second part expands this model to the 

representation of groups of plants, which can be loosely defined as gardens.  

The present work is an examination of colonial productions. It makes use of 

pre-Columbian material as a basis to trace how colonial circumstances altered 

traditional modes of representation.  The Pre-Columbian precedents are, however, 

not a central subject of study. Equally, I will also use post conquest European 

portrayals of New World plants constructed from direct observation of specimens 

planted in European botanical gardens that do not reflect indigenous styles, but 

conform to European systems of representation.   

There is a wide range of scholarship that provides detailed histories about 

each of these manuscripts, including analyses of their commission, production, 

viewership, and, in a few cases, art-historical analyses of the use of images within 

the larger project of each book. In Chapter 1, I will summarize the greater context of 

each project to create a foundation upon which a comparative analysis of the 

individual images can be made. 

Through a close visual study of images of individual plants, including the 

prickly pear cactus (Chapter 2), cacao and tobacco (Chapter 3), as well as the role of 

flowers and gardens across all four manuscripts (Chapter 4), I reposition these 
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often-marginalized images as a privileged window into the dynamics of post 

conquest subject formation, both Spanish and Nahua.17   

Although infrequent among the many images of individual specimens, these 

groups, or gardens as I am calling them, are particularly valuable as they suggest a 

wider perspective on the environment and landscape of the New World. Faced with 

a choice of specimens to include within these groups and the style in which to 

represent them, the illustrators of these manuscripts stand at the crux between 

Catholic and Nahua visions of paradise, between European scientific taxonomies 

and what Europeans would label monstrous, pagan curiosities.

                                                        
17 The Nahuas are the Nahuatl speaking peoples living in the Basin of Mexico.  The Mexica, sometimes 
known as the Aztecs (although they rarely used this term themselves before the conquest), were the 
inhabitants of Tenochtitlan, better known in the post-conquest world as Mexico City.  The Mexica 
were the most powerful Nahuatl speaking group at the time of the conquest, and along with the other 
two states in the Triple Alliance, were the ruling group of the Empire. 
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Chapter 1 
A Historical Review: Visualizing New World 

Nature in sixteenth century Herbals 
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A wide range of scholarship provides detailed histories for each of the manuscripts 

examined in this dissertation, including analyses of their commission, production, 

viewership, and (in a few cases) art-historical analyses of the role of images within 

the larger project of each work. In this chapter, I review the literature for each 

individual project, providing a foundation upon which to examine the illustrations of 

individual plant specimens in the following chapters. 

For each manuscript, I first discuss authorship, and explain the 

circumstances around the work's commission and production. I then outline the 

structure of the manuscript and (when relevant) the structure of printed editions 

(including image and text relationships). I then discuss the work's circulation and 

viewership, and finally consider the points of contact between the four projects.  

The histories of all four manuscripts (their production, circulation, and in 

some cases, their eventual publication) are complex. And although the individual 

stories of these manuscripts has been published in detail before, a summary of their 

history is important if we are to understand their patronage, intended audience and 

actual audience, and circulation.  The details of these histories are significant for my 

project because they highlight: a) the various connections between the production 

and circulation of these manuscripts; b) the common knowledge of their existence 

by various European and American naturalists who publish fragments and produce 

copies of parts of them; and c) the importance of their consumption in the changing 

views of American nature on both sides of the Atlantic. My contribution is to explore 

the strengths and limitations of studying the production and reception of images in 

these manuscripts from an art historical perspective. Paying attention to the 
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complex social lives of these images (their sources, their facture, their circulation, 

and their copying and recreation in various media)18 allows us not only to better 

understand the entangled worlds of early modernity, but also to intervene in the 

present-day nationalist traditions in which the study of those worlds have too often 

been circumscribed. 

Until recently, as argued by Cañizares Esguerra (2001, 2005), the Iberian 

empire’s contributions to early modern science have not been recognized by the 

American academy. England, France, and Italy have been assumed to be the 

dominant centers from which scientific knowledge was produced in the early 

modern period, even when—as with the Academy of the Lynx in Rome—research in 

those projects depended on documents and images produced in the Iberian world.19 

Studies placing the Iberian empire as an epicenter of scientific knowledge have been 

largely written in Spanish and not translated.  However, those studies have often 

suffered from a nationalistic approach that overvalues Spanish science, not properly 

recognizing the fluidity of "science" in early modern Europe amongst the various 

forces (religious, geographic) at play. Furthermore, these studies (when dealing 

with New World materials) tend to avoid serious engagements with the role of 

indigenous participation in the production of knowledge. At the same time, Mexican 

                                                        
18 See Stephen Greenblatt's discussion of "mimetic capital" in Marvelous Possessions: The Wonder of 
the New World (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991), 6. 
 
19 For example, David Freedberg's The Eye of the Lynx: Galileo, His Friends, and the Beginnings of 
Modern Natural History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002) undervalues Spanish 
contributions to the Lincei project, to say nothing of Native American knowledge that provided the 
foundations for the Francisco Hernández manuscripts circulating in Rome.  For a recent study 
detailing the Iberian contribution to European reception of the Americas see Lia Markey, Imagining 
the Americas in Medici Florence (University Park: Penn State University Press, 2016).   
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scholars have greatly advanced our understanding of pre-Colombian and colonial 

indigenous interactions with nature, medicine, and science, and their artistic 

productions, but their own nationalistic interests have sometimes insisted on 

unmediated continuities of pre-Colombian thought, obfuscating the colonial 

indigenous understandings of nature and the relationship between indigenous 

populations, Franciscan priests, and European naturalists.  The value of their 

contribution to our understandings of an indigenous worldview is not to be 

overlooked. Fortunately, however, in the wake of Cañizares-Esguerra's criticisms, 

more recent histories of early modern science connected to the Iberian empire have 

worked to overcome such nationally-bound traditions, as can be seen in the work of 

Daniela Bleichmar, Antonio Barrera-Osorio, José Pardo Tomás, and Simon Varey. 

The following chapters provide an art-historical expansion of their work: they 

systematically examine images of individual specimens of New World plants from 

their first appearance in a European herbal genre to their subsequent insertion into 

sixteenth and seventeenth century European printed editions.  Moreover, they 

consider the stylistic choices of the original drawings, often made by Indigenous 

artists, evidencing not only the many continuities, but also the many breaks with 

pre-conquest ideas of nature and representation.  More than a scientifically 

backward Spain or a national ideal of pre-Columbian times, what emerges is a 

Europe of interconnected scientists all grappling with how to include the New 

World within their established world order, and men on both sides of the Atlantic 

trying to determine their place within this now unsteady natural and social order.   
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 Finally, a note on botanical illustrations and politics. Juan Pimentel, in "The 

Iberian Vision," has viewed the herbals produced by and for the Spanish crown as 

manifestations of a desire to represent imperial power over the whole of the known 

world.20 This dissertation aims to problematize this supposedly singular desire, 

suggesting that the power of representation does not flow in only one direction, nor 

for the sole purpose of colonization during the early modern period. My project is 

thus a visual expansion of Arndt Brendecke's literary/textual analysis of multi-

directional flows of power in the Spanish bureaucracy.21  I do, however, ascribe to 

Pimentel's rejection of the term colonies. Rather than seeing the Spanish American 

territories as colonies, he sees them as reproducing the social structure of the extra-

Iberian territories (such as Naples and Sardinia) that had been conquered within 

Europe as well.  These territories were viewed and run as viceroyalties, not as 

colonies—and in any case the Spanish American territories were almost never 

referred to as "colonies" until the late eighteenth century, in the context of the Age 

of Revolutions.22  

 

The Crown Projects: Compiling and Commodifying New World Nature (Part 1), 

Or, Oviedo as the Pliny of the New World 

                                                        
20 Juan Pimentel, “The Iberian Vision: Science and Empire in the Framework of a Universal Monarchy, 
1500-1800", Osiris, 2nd series, Vol. 15, Nature and Empire: Science and the Colonial 
Enterprise (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000): 17-30.  
 
21 Arndt Brendecke, The Empirical Empire: Spanish Colonial Rule and the Politics of Knowledge (Berlin: 
De Gruyeter Oldenbourg, 2016). 
 
22 Anthony Pagden suggested this argument in Spanish Imperialism and the Political Imagination: 
American Social and Political Theory 1513-1830 (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 
1990).  See also Mark A. Burkholder, "Spain’s America: from kingdoms to colonies," Colonial Latin 
American Review 25:2 (2016): 125-153.  
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Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo y Valdés’ Historia natural y general de las Indias 

Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo y Valdés was born in Madrid in 1478.  In his role as 

page for prince Juan, the 15-year-old Oviedo would have been at court when 

Columbus returned with tales of newly “discovered” lands in 1493.  This encounter 

clearly made an impression on the young page as Oviedo would later devote half of 

his life to writing the history of the conquest Columbus initiated.  He traveled to the 

New World six times (in various official positions), and between 1514 and 1557 

compiled the most exhaustive history of Spanish conquest and colonization of the 

New World in the first half of the sixteenth century. Aside from his first hand 

experience, he amassed interviews from many of the key participants in the 

colonizing enterprise.  These include European political actors (among them 

Columbus and his sons, Juan and Hernando Pizarro, Bernal Díaz del Castillo, and 

Juan Ponce de León), as well as unnamed clergymen and indigenous actors.  After 

being named official Chronicler to Charles V in 1523, Oviedo gained access to all 

official reports coming from the Americas; he later included information directly 

from these reports in his history.  Aside from being the most comprehensive account 

of the early colonial period, Oviedo’s work is also momentous for its natural history 

contributions, containing some of the first (and most extensive) descriptions of New 

World nature in both text and image. 

Oviedo’s first trip to the New World (in 1514) was as overseer of Spain’s gold 

foundries in the Darién, present day Panama.23 This initial first trip only lasted one 

                                                        
23 His official position was “Veedor del oro y otros metals cualesquiera que se hallaren o fundieran en 
la provincia del Darién que es la Tierra Firme del mar Océano y casa de fundación de ella.”  See  José 



 

20 
 

year. Upon his return to Spain, Oviedo met with King Ferdinand and, soon after his 

death, with his heir King Charles V in an effort to intervene on Pedrerias Dávila’s 

governorship of the Darién, which Oviedo considered corrupt and ineffectual.  This 

dispute over governance of the Darién involved many lawsuits and petitions, which 

although initially supported by the King, did not succeed in replacing governor 

Pedrerias Dávila for long.24  Although his legal disputes did not bear fruit, Oviedo 

wrote his one and only novel, Libro del muy esforçado y invencible Cauallero dela 

Fortuna propiamente llamado don Claribelte, during his time in Europe.25 On first 

instance, this chivalric novel seems to have little to do with Oviedo’s historical work 

(it does not even mention the New World as it is set in a time before conquest).  

However, his fascination with Classical tropes, evident in his Historia, is already 

present here.  

  In 1520 he returned as “Regidor perpetuo de Santa Maria Antigua,” but 

promptly relocated (first to Cuba and then to Santo Domingo) because of political 

threats to his life.  Beyond the economic interest of the Spanish Crown, as José 

Tomas Pardo has rightfully suggested, Oviedo’s private economic interests were 

                                                                                                                                                                     
Pardo Tomás, Oviedo, Monardes, Hernández: El Tesoro Natural de América: Colonialismo y Ciencia en el 
siglo XVI (Madrid: Nivola, 2002). 
 
24 See “Relación autógrafa de Oviedo exponiendo el mal estado en que se hallaban las cosas de Tierra 
Firme, atribuyéndolo a la mucha edad, a la codicia y la constancia del governador Pedrarias Dávila”, 
Archivo General de las Indias (Seville), Patronato 193, r. 9, 1523.  For more information on 
documents found in the Archivo General de las Indias (Seville) regarding Oviedo’s lawsuits and 
petitions to do with the governance of Tierra Firme (The Darién) see Myers, Fernández de Oviedo's 
Chronicle of America p. 273, note.14. 
 
25 Gozalo Fernández de Oviedo y Valdez, Libro del muy esforçado y invencible Cauallero dela Fortuna 
propiamente llamado don Claribelte (Juan Vinao: Valencia, 1519). 
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also a defining force in his commentary on natural history.26  During these years he 

pursued commercial activities in fishing and the commerce of pearls.27  

Upon his return to Spain in 1523, Oviedo wrote and later sold the rights to 

his Sumario de la natural y general historia de las Indias, which he self-published in 

Toledo in 1526.28  It was accompanied by four illustrations made by the workshop 

of engraver Ramón de Petras.  That same year he sold the rights to his book (cited as 

De la general historia de las Indias) to the Sevillian booksellers Rodrigo de Ayala y 

Alonso Alfaro.  The Sumario is one of the first European books to specifically address 

the natural curiosities of America.  While earlier writings and chroniclers had 

included anecdotal information on natural phenomena, their news on the matter 

was more superficial. Comments on New World nature appear as early as Columbus’ 

first letter and run through the writings of conquistadors, friars, and other European 

explorers, including those of well-known figures like Amerigo Vespucci, Hernán 

                                                        
26 For well-documented studies of the historiography of Oviedo’s work, life, and general bibliography 
see Pardo Tomás, Oviedo. See also the work of Daymond Turner "Gonzalo Fernandez de Oviedo's 
Historia General y Natural - First American Encyclopedia," Journal of Inter-American Studies 6, no. 2 
(1964): 267-74; Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo y Valdés an Annotated Bibliography, Studies in the 
Romance Languages and Literatures, No. 66 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1967); 
"The Aborted First Printing of the Second Part of Oviedo's "General and Natural History of the 
Indies"," Huntington Library Quarterly 46, no. 2 (1983): 105-25; "Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo y 
Valdés, Prosista," Revista de Indias, no. 43 (1983): 327-224; "Forgotten Treasure from the Indies: The 
Illustrations and Drawings of Fernández de Oviedo," Huntington Library Quarterly 48, no. 1 (1985): 
1-46, and Kathleen A. Myers, "Histories of Infamy: Francisco López de Gómara and the Ethics of 
Spanish Imperialism," American Historical Review 112, no. 5 (2007): 1615-16; "History, Truth and 
Dialogue: Fernández de Oviedo's Historia General y Natural de las Indias (Bk. XXXIII, Ch. 
LIV)," Hispania 73, no. 3 (1990): 616-25; "The Representation of New World Phenomena. Visual 
Epistemology and Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo's Illustrations," in Early Images of the Americas: 
Transfer and Invention, edited by Jerry M. William and Robert E. Lewis (Tucson & London: The 
University of Arizona Press, 1993); and Kathleen Ann Myers, Nina M. Scott, and Gonzalo Fernández 
de Oviedo y Valdés. Fernández de Oviedo's Chronicle of America: A New History for a New World 
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 2007). 
 
27 Pardo Tomás, Oviedo, 40. 
 
28 The colophon (dated 15 February 1526) reads “se imprimio a costa del autor.” 
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Cortés and Peter Martyr, but also less prominent people like Doctor Alvarez Chanca 

and Nicoló Scillacio.29  Wondrous as these early encounters are, they are not 

methodical or comprehensive looks at New World flora.30 

The eighty-six chapters included in De la general historia de las Indias can be 

divided into three parts.  The first part, consisting on ten chapters, offers a brief 

description of Oviedo's trip to the Indies, the Islands of Cuba and Española, as well 

as the particularities of the people in the islands and "Firm Lands" (mostly el 

Darién).  In the second part, chapters 11 to 61 give detailed textual descriptions of 

the fauna of the region, while chapters 62 to 80 concern the trees, plants, and herbs.  

Finally, the third and final section, chapters 81 and 82, discuss gold and pearls, as 

well as the South Seas.  In these two last chapters it is evident how Oviedo's 

personal economic investments intersect with his writing. 

Oviedo's writings were quickly read and quoted by other authors.  In 1529, 

The Andalucian priest Francisco Delicado published Oviedo’s section on “Guayaco” 

wood (this is wood from a Caribbean tree otherwise known as Lingum vitae) in 

Venice under the title Il modo d’adoperare il legno de India (“The way to utilize the 

wood of the Indies”).  At the time it was thought that Guayaco helped cure Morbo 

Gallico, better known today as syphilis, which was considered to come from America 

(as its appearance in Europe was contemporaneous with first contact).  Delicado’s 

                                                        
29 See Christopher Columbus, The Four Voyages of Christopher Columbus, ed. J.M. Cohen (London: 
Penguin Books, 1969); Doctor Alvarez Chanca and Nicoló Scillacio, De insulis meridian atque Indici 
maris nuper inventis, trans. Rev. John Mulligan (New York, 1859); A.M. Bandini, Vitta e lettere di 
Amerigo Vespucci (Florence, 1745); Hernán Cortés, Hernán Cortés Letters from Mexico, trans. and ed. 
Anthony Pagden (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1986). 
 
30 Gerbi, Nature in the New World. 
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words regarding Guayaco were translated into Latin and included in Luigi Luigini's 

1566 compilation of writings regarding the venereal disease. Additionally, the 

Venetian ambassador to Spain, Andrea Navagero, expressed immediate interest in 

the Sumario. He took it with him to Venice and showed it to Giambattista Ramusio, 

(who eventually publishes his Islario) an erudite bureaucrat interested in scientific 

thought. The two men decided to translate the work and published it in Italian in 

1534.   

From 1526 to 1529, Oviedo traveled throughout Central America, reaching 

present day Nicaragua.  During his stay in Spain between 1529 and 1532, he was 

appointed official Chronicler to King Charles V.  Between 1532-33 he returned to the 

New World in his official capacities as both historian as well as the mayor of Santo 

Domingo.  

He traveled back to Spain in 1535, in order to defend the petitions of the 

people of Santo Domingo in front of the Council of the Indies. During this time he 

finalized the first part of a new work, the Historia Natural y General. In September of 

1535 the first twenty books were published in Seville by Juan Cromberger under the 

name Primera parte de la historia general y natural de las Indias Occidentales. As 

with his Sumario of 1526, Oviedo once again made use of the skills of engraver 

Ramon de Petras (which accounts for the stylistic similarity of the typeface and the 

woodcuts of plants and animals in the 1526 and 1535 publications). And as in 1526, 

Oviedo also paid for the publishing himself. He dedicated the work to the president 

of the Council of the Indies, Garcia de Loyosa.   
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The 1535 Primera parte de la historia general y natural de las Indias 

Occidentales repeats much of the information present in the Sumario, but the 

structure of the book has changed.  The 1535 volume is divided into twenty books, 

and has three distinct sections. The first book includes a dedication to the Emperor 

Charles V, and then the first section (consisting of five books) recounts the discovery 

of America, provides a geographical and ethnographic description of the Antilles, 

and also descriptions of some of the earliest conquered territories in the continent.  

The second section includes nine books that systematically describe the flora and 

fauna of the Americas (particularly in the Antilles, and above all in Española). The 

third section consists of four books that describe the other islands in the Antilles.  

The final book is a bit of a departure: it focuses on shipwrecks! Overall, Oviedo's 

discussions of flora are divided across five books: Book 7 “On Agriculture,” Book 8 

“On fruit trees,” Book 9 “On wild trees,” Book 10 “On medicinal trees and on plants 

and their properties,” and Book 11 “On herbs that were brought from Spain to the 

Island of Española and other natural ones from the island.”  

Upon his return to Santo Domingo, Oviedo (adding to his economic 

endeavors in slaves, gold and pearls) invested in agricultural lands on the island.  In 

1546 he once again traveled to Europe, where he completed the Second and Third 

parts of his Historia.  In 1547, for reasons not altogether clear, Oviedo prepared a 

second edition of his first part of the Historia.  While the 1535 edition has twenty 

chapters, the 1547 publication has only nineteen.31 Juan de Junta in Salamanca 

                                                        
31 Amador de los Rios, who published of the first full edition of Oviedo’s Historia in the nineteenth 
century, proposes that this 1547 edition was produced without Oviedo’s consent, but more recently 
Pardo has dismissed the claim, proving not only the author’s permission, but his presence during the 
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published this latter version.  In 1549, Oviedo made a final trip to America, leaving 

behind in Spain his unpublished manuscripts for the Second and Third parts of the 

Historia.   

In 1555 and 1557, Book 20 of the Historia (narrating the discovery of 

Magellan and the navigation of the Pacific) was published.32 At about the same time 

(1556), in Italy, an Italian translation of the First Part of the Historia, along with the 

Sumario, was published.  This edition includes a letter written by Oviedo to cardinal 

Pietro Bembo in which Oviedo describes the navigation of the Marañon river (also 

discussed in the second part of the Historia).  At the time of Oviedo’s death in 1557, 

the second part of the Historia (with the exception of Book 20 and the letter to 

Bembo), as well as the third part of the Historia (with the exception of the first 

version of the last chapter, which appeared in the 1535 Historia) were left 

unpublished in Seville.  

This two-part manuscript had limited circulation. Girolamo Fracastoro, in the 

dedication to the third volume of his Navigationi, mentions seeing the unprinted 

manuscript, which included “more than 400 illustrations of natural things, animals, 

birds, fish, trees and fruits” from the Indies.33  The complete version of the Historia 

left in Seville is known as the Monserrate manuscript.  The inquisitor of the 

Cathedral of Seville, Andrés Gascó, began copying the manuscript in 1563.  The copy 

                                                                                                                                                                     
publication and suggesting that it might have been a fundraising scheme, the profits of which would 
be invested in the publication of the Second and Third parts. See Pardo Tomás, Oviedo, 55. 
 
32 Francisco Fernández de Córdoba published the 1557 edition in Salamanca. 
 
33 Pardo Tomás, Oviedo, 58. 
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was finished by his nephew Antonio Gascó around 1566.  This manuscript copy is 

now known as the Trujillo manuscript.34  

The Royal Academy of History in Madrid purchased the extant portions of 

this manuscript in the late eighteenth century (Real Academia de la Historia, Salazar 

Collection 9/551-9/556).  In 1780, historian Juan Bautista Muñoz listed the 

surviving sections of the manuscript, and noted that books and chapters were 

already missing. He also compared the Monserrate to the Trujillo manuscript as well 

as to the printed 1535 edition, noting revisions and additions. In the early twentieth 

century, some sections of the Monserrate manuscript were stolen from the Royal 

Academy and later sold to the Huntington Library, in San Marino, California (HM 

177), at which time other sections of the manuscript were lost.  The majority of the 

extant Monserrate is now housed at Spain's Royal Academy, with four books (Books 

4, 6, 32, and 37) housed at the Huntington.  The Trujillo’s sixteenth-century copy is 

divided among three archives: Book 17, Chapters 21-27, and Books 39-50 are held 

at the Library of the Royal Palace in Madrid (Mss II/3041 and II/3042), Books 29-32 

are at The Biblioteca Colombina in Seville (MS 83-6-15), and Book 28 is at the Royal 

Academy of History in Madrid in the Jesuit Collection, vol. 108).35 

Not surprisingly, given the divided history of Oviedo's handwritten work, 

some parts of the completed manuscript have been lost.  Although the Sumario and 

the First part of the Historia were heavily circulated in Europe, the full Historia was 

never published during colonial times.  The first full edition of this book was 

                                                        
34 Myers and Scott, Fernández de Oviedo's Chronicle, 271. 
 
35 Ibid., 271-272. 
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published in the nineteenth century, produced by Amador de los Rios under royal 

patronage.  Published in 1961, it is volume XXXVIII of the Colección de documentos 

inéditos para la historia de España. Unfortunately, this de los Rios edition breaks the 

image / text relationship established by Oviedo in his publications (where image 

and text appear on the same page) and alters the original sketches dramatically.  

Rios includes some images of animals and plants that are not available in the 

surviving manuscript.  Even in the twenty-first century, we still lack a rigorous 

scholarly edition offering a genuine reconstruction of Oviedo’s work.  

 

Classical, medieval and renaissance influences in Oviedo’s writings 

Oviedo’s work is a conglomeration of material that reflects both medieval and 

Renaissance influences and genres.  As Turner rightly points out, Oviedo was not a 

humanist per se (he did not write in Latin and did not follow distinctly humanist 

rhetoric or style, typical of university-educated humanists like Peter Martyr).  

Nevertheless, his time in Italy during his early twenties influenced his thinking and 

his interpretation of the American natural world.36 The most telling example, and 

one often mentioned by many scholars, is Oviedo's suggestion that actual Amazons 

populated a tribe in South America.37  But reconstructing exactly which books 

                                                        
36 Daymond Turner, “La Biblioteca de Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo,” Revista de Indias 31 (1971): 
139–198.  
 
37 See Oviedo, Historia, Bk. 6 Ch. 33.  This chapter focuses on second-hand accounts on women Oviedo 
describes as Amazons.  It starts “Concerning the women who in the Indies live in women’s republics 
and govern themselves, in imitation of the Amazons.”  For a discussion on Oviedo’s reluctance to do 
away with the parallelism between the Classical mythological women and his new world examples, 
even in the face of mounting evidence against this analogy see Meyers, Fernández de Oviedo’s 
Chronicle, 90-95.  
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Oviedo read and makes reference to in his works has been challenging. In 1880, 

Vicente de la Fuente published a confusing list of thirty-two books that informed 

Oviedo’s Quincuagenas de los generosos y no menos famosos reyes, prínciples, duques 

(an account of Iberia's nobility). Fuente's list mentions either the author or title, but 

never both, and provides no place or date of publication information.38  In 1963, 

Turner published a detailed account of Oviedo’s literary references in the Historia 

general, indicating 119 published books that were probably part of the author’s 

library. Turner expanded this bibliography in 1971 with his article “Los libros del 

alcaide: La biblioteca de Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo”.  This in-depth study 

catalogues books published in Europe before 1548 with which Oviedo had a clear 

familiarity, as revealed in the Historia general and Quincuagenas.  The article also 

lists authors who Oviedo cites, but who he only knew secondhand (as evidenced by 

his texts).  Additionally, Turner also includes quotations for which he was unable to 

identify an author. 

 It is well known that Oviedo’s knowledge of Latin was limited—as Las 

Casas starkly points out in his critique of the chronicler.39 Subsequent scholarship 

has confirmed that Oviedo only knew many of the ancient authors mentioned or 

quoted in his Historia from second hand sources. For example (as Turner reveals), 

Oviedo culled many of his erudite references to classical literature and philosophy 

(including natural history references) from Diogenes Laertes, author of a set of 

                                                        
38 Vicente de la Fuente, “Advertencia preliminar acerca de las Quinquagenas del capitán Gonzalo 
Fernández de Oviedo,” in Las quinquagenas de la nobleza de España, Vol. 1, v–xxxvi (Madrid: Real 
Academia de Historia, Imprenta y Fundación de Manuel Tello, 1880).  
 
39 Turner, "Libros del alcaide." 
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versified ancient biographies compiled in the third century and often translated and 

republished during the Renaissance. 

 Oviedo's most important antique influence was of course Pliny the Elder's 

Natural History. That said, Pliny's influence on Oviedo changed over time. Many 

authors have observed that as Oviedo gained confidence in his methods of inquiry 

and authority, his writing changed dramatically.40 The later part of his Historia 

general does not follow Pliny as closely as the first parts do.  Nevertheless, the 

general concept of Oviedo's book follows Pliny’s paradigmatic model: where the 

ancient Roman had written a history of the ancient Old World, Oviedo meant to 

create a history of the present-day New World. Not surprisingly, Pliny is by far the 

most cited authority for his Historia general. The second most cited author is Isidore 

of Seville, and it is clear that Oviedo read Etymologías firsthand.41 

 

Illustrations and Locations 

 Oviedo left behind a rich archive of visual materials, the details of which vary 

across his printed and manuscript works. The 1526 Sumario includes four woodcuts 

based on Oviedo’s own sketches. The majority of images in the first part of the 

Historia are devoted to the description of the natural wonders of America, and they 

generally illustrate a single species or object.  The 32 woodcuts in both of the 

                                                        

40 For example see Turner, "Libros del alcaide"; Alvaro Félix Bolaños and Gustavo Verdesio, 
Colonialism Past and Present: Reading and Writing About Colonial Latin America Today, SUNY Series 
in Latin American and Iberian Thought and Culture (Albany: State University of New York Press, 
2002); Meyer, Fernández de Oviedo Chronicle. 

41 Turner, "Libros del alcaide," 167. 
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sixteenth-century printed editions (1535 and 1547) are faithful to the images that 

survive in Oviedo’s manuscripts.  The first edition of the Historia (1535) includes 

three of the woodcuts present in the 1526 Sumario and adds twenty-nine more.  

These were all modified slightly and republished in 1547.  The 1577 publication of 

book 20 of the Historia includes a new woodcut of a Patagonian camp.42 In terms of 

manuscript drawings, the Huntington Monserrat manuscript (written and 

illustrated by Oviedo himself) contains 24 pen and ink drawings; and further 

autograph drawings are included in the manuscript held by Madrid's Real Academia 

de la Historia. But many drawings have been lost, including those in Book 12, part 1, 

which contained illustrations of fauna.  

 Many of Oviedo’s more than 80 sketches have never been published in their 

original form, and either have been lost along with the lost books of the manuscript 

or exist only in manuscript form.  Kathleen Meyers' 2007 book on Oviedo is a 

welcome addition to the literature, both as a work of scholarship and as a resource 

for further research. She offers an impressive study of the visual epistemology 

employed by Oviedo, as well as a careful study of images as evidentiary resources 

used by Oviedo. But in addition, this is the first publication to include all of the 

surviving autograph manuscript sketches now divided between the Huntington and 

Real Academia de la Historia libraries. Furthermore, if an autograph image was not 

available, Meyers reproduced a photograph from the contemporary Trujillo copy 

(now divided between the Biblioteca Colombina and Palacio Real). These copied 

                                                        
42 See Turner, "Forgotten" for valuable information on manuscript drawings and most importantly, 
Myers' impressive study of the visual epistemology of Oviedo in her 1993 article and 2007 book (see 
note 6). 
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images (as comparison to the Huntington and Real Academia autographs reveals) 

are stylistically true to the original, apart from the addition of color). Where no 

sixteenth-century drawing was available, Myers includes a woodcut from either the 

1526, 1535 or the 1547 printings, which (as mentioned) are very close to the 

manuscript sketch in both image and placement within the text.  Finally, when no 

sixteenth-century image was available at all, Myers includes a reproduction from the 

eighteenth-century copy made by Juan Batista Muñoz; the style of these copies 

clearly differs from Oviedo’s originals.  

 But although it is important to consider the various visual relations among 

Oviedo's sketches and their woodcut transformations, it is more important to first of 

all understand the original intended relationship between Oviedo's drawings and 

then woodcuts and the alphabetic text. In both manuscript and printed editions, 

Oviedo embedded his images within his text, making these images an integral part 

of his descriptions.  The visual referents form a critical part of the information 

Oviedo chose to record alphabetically about the New World, and his verbal 

descriptions are incomplete without his complementary visual evidence as 

demonstrating the eyewitness status of Oviedo and hence the truth value of his 

experiences.43 

 
 

                                                        
43 Anthony Pagden has called this 16th century use of eyewitness accounts “the Autopic Imagination”. 
In this idea of “autopsy” some early chroniclers imply that the New World can only be known by first-
hand experience. See Anthony Pagden, “The Autopic Imagination” in European Encounters with the 
New World: From Renaissance to Romanticism (New Haven and London: Yale University Press), 51-
58.  
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The Franciscan Effort:  Evangelization and the Production of Colonial 

Identities, or, The Libellus and the Florentine Codex 

 
The Education of the Indigenous Elite at Santa Cruz de Tlatelolco 
 
In 1529, a mere eight years after the conquest of Tenochtitlan, the Franciscan order 

founded San José de Belen de los Naturales, a school for the instruction of Latin 

grammar and Catholic religion. A few years later, in 1536, they founded an even 

more ambitious institution, The Colegio Imperial de Santa Cruz de Tlatelolco. This 

was one of the first schools for higher learning in the New World.44  

The school of San José was located a few blocks west of what had been the 

ceremonial center of Aztec Tenochtitlan, the Colegio Imperial was located to the 

north, in what had been Tenochtitlan's twin community on the island in Lake 

Texcoco (figure 1.1). Around fifty children between the ages of 6 and 12 were placed 

to the new college at Tlatelolco, including (initially) some older adolescents.45 The 

pupils of Santa Cruz, who were speakers of Nahuatl and Spanish, had a unique 

education.  They were drawn entirely from the ranks of Nahua nobility, and then 

immersed in a European classical curriculum, influenced by Erasmus’ Christian 

humanism and pedagogy. The Franciscan educators taught Latin grammar, rhetoric 

and philosophy, hoping that these humanistically educated elites would lead their 

                                                        
44 The Dominican university Santa Tómas de Aquino predates it, having formed as a seminary in 
1518.  This center of learning only becomes a University by papal bull in 1538.  For a study of 
teaching of Latin more widely in the New World see Andrew Laird, “Latin in Cuahtémoc’s Shadow: 
Humanism and the politics of language in Mexico after the conquest” in Latin and Alterity in the Early 
Modern Period, edited by Yasmin Haskell and Juanita Ruys (Tempe: MRTS, 2010), 169-199. See also 
Ignacio Osorio Romero, La enseñanza de latin a los indios (Mexico: UNAM, 1990). 
 
45 Jesús Kumate, “Presentación”, Estudios actuals sobre el Libellus de Medicinalibus Indorum Herbis” 
(Mexico: Secretaria de Salud, 1992), 9.  
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people towards the Christian faith and the civilizing principles it represented.46  At 

the school, students were trained as scribes, artists, and translators. Some students 

became future teachers at the institution; others moved on to become governors of 

various indigenous communities.  Their education and noble status allowed them to 

maintain positions of power within the colonial order. The students were most 

likely literate in Nahuatl pictographic expression and participated in the highest 

forms of Nahua and European communication.  Their immersion in both systems of 

language and culture allowed them to communicate across and between Nahua and 

Spanish cultures.  

The school was a site for the intellectual construction of New Spain, housing 

not only the first academic library in the New World (even predating that of the 

University of Mexico), but also the printing press.  A printing press arrived in the 

New World early in the colonial period.  In 1539 once Juan de Zumarraga, 

archbishop of Mexico City, requested permission from king Charles to import one.  

Just half a century later, in 1597, Santa Cruz de Tlatelolco acquired its own press.47 

During the sixteenth century, the collaboration between priests, students, and 

Nahua elders facilitated the production of many works in printed and manuscript 

                                                        
46 Standard accounts of the College of Santa Cruz de Tlatelolco and its organization include Fernando 
Ocaranza, El imperial colegio de indios de la Santa Cruz de Santiago Tlatelolco (Mexico, 1934); Steck, 
El primer; and Mathes, The America’s.   
 
47 See Miguel Mathes, “La imprenta en Tlatelolco” in Boletín del Instituto de investigaciones 
bibliográficas, 7: 121-142.  
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form, ranging from philology and religion to medicine and studies of the natural 

world.48   

Support for the College of Santa Cruz from the Spanish elite, however, was 

never unanimous.  Although some viewed the school as a positive educational 

project (including Antonio de Mendoza, first viceroy of New Spain—from April 7, 

1535 to November 25, 1550—and strong supporter of the Franciscan effort), others 

were critical, viewing the students' immersion into Latin (and thus access to the 

Bible) as threatening the Spanish quest to conquer and evangelize the indigenous 

population.  One of the most vocal critics was the conquistador Jéronimo López, who 

wrote at least two letters to Charles V (one in 1541 and another in 1544) warning 

him of the perils of indigenous instruction, suggesting that the students’ idolatry 

persisted and their access to education would only further corrupt them and their 

communities.49  

In this early colonial period, while the value of the students’ education in the 

humanities, and Latin, was not in question within the Franciscan and Dominican 

orders, there was no agreement as to whether or not the students should be 

                                                        
48 For a recent detailed study in English of the school’s institutional history and its contribution to 
both the acculturation and resistance in the early colonial period see Silvermoon, The Imperial 
College of Tlatelolco and the Emergence of a New Nahua Intellectual Elite in New Spain (1500-1760),” 
(Ph.D. Department of History, Duke University, 2007). For older studies see Ocaranza, El imperial; 
Steck, El primer; Mathes, The America’s.  For more on Latin texts written by Santa Cruz students, see 
José Ruben Romero Galván, “La nobleza indígena del centro de México después de la conquista” in 
Estudios de Historia Novahispana, UNAM, vol. 56 (enero-junio 2017):214-219; also see Mesoamerican 
Voices, edited by Mathew Restall, Lisa Sousa and Kevin Terraciano (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2005).  Most Latin texts in the 1500s were letters petitioning the Crown for pensions, 
restitutions and titles; see Edward V. George, “Humanist Traces in Early Colonial Mexico: Texts from 
the Colegio de Santa Cruz de Tlatelolco” Litterae humaniores: del Renacimineto a la Ilustración, edited 
by Ferran Grau Codina, et.al., 279-292.  
 
49 Steck, El primer, 69. 
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prepared for ordination.50 Nonsequitor, in 1545 the Council of Trent determined 

that missionaries should teach in the vernacular. More significantly, in 1555, the 

Catholic synod prohibited the ordination of Indians, mestizos, and blacks.51  The 

prevention on Indians and mestizos to enter priesthood consolidated peninsular 

power and further diminished the importance of the Franciscan school.   

Adding to the school’s struggles, the 1545 cocoliztle epidemic (probably 

smallpox) ravished the school, taking with it many of its most notable teachers and 

pupils.  The bad fortune of the school was compounded when the Franciscan bishop 

Juan Zumárraga died in 1548 and the Real Hacienda refused to give the school the 

1000 pesos Emperor Charles V had assigned to them, risking the economic 

sustainability of the project. 

 By 1546 the Franciscan order had already given their indigenous alumni 

most of the responsibilities for teaching and running the school (except for financial 

matters, which were still controlled by a priest). The Viceroys Antonio de Mendoza 

and Luis Velazco were financially supportive of Santa Cruz, but after Velazco’s death 

in 1564, the school was left destitute.52  By 1572, after failed requests to the Crown 

to grant money to sustain the college, Santa Cruz was no longer a school for higher 

education.  The students (after the dissemination of their ranks during the 1545 

                                                        
50 Gerónimo de Mendieta, Historia Eclesiástica Indiana, ed. Joaquín García Icazabaleta (Mexico: 
Editorial Porrua, 1993), 417.  
 
51 For the endorsement of the vernacular see Bruce Manheim, “La memoria y el olvido en la política 
linguistica colonial, Lexis 13 (Lima, 1989).  On the synod’s prohibition of Indian ordination see Robert 
Ricard, The Spiritual Conquest of Mexico, trans. L. Byrd Simpson (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1966), 235. 
 
52 Mendieta, Historia, 415-416. 
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epidemic) were no longer restricted to the Nahua nobility, and by the early 1570s 

only being taught basic reading and writing—a far cry from the humanistic 

education pupils received from the 1530s to the 1550s.53  To make matters even 

more dire, in 1576 and 1577 Mexico City and Santa Cruz were once again afflicted 

by a plague of devastating consequences. 

 Despite these repeated hardships, two key pictorial-alphabetic manuscripts 

were created at Santa Cruz in the 1550s and 1570s. The Nahuas who translated and 

illustrated the Libellus in 1552, and who helped compile, write, and illustrate the 

Florentine Codex in the 1570s, were some of those select few who not only survived 

the epidemics but who had the privilege of a fully humanistic education.  Their 

productions of natural histories are evidence of the success of the Franciscan effort. 

They dominated three alphabetic languages (Latin, Spanish, Nahuatl), the systems of 

representations of both European and Nahua art, as well as knowledge of the native 

natural world and its curative resources.  

 
The Libellus of Juan Badiano and Martin de la Cruz 

The cover of the Libellus manuscript names its two indigenous authors, Juan 

Badiano and Martin de la Cruz. Badiano was a teacher, and probably wrote the 

manuscript's Latin text; Martin de la Cruz was an indigenous healer, and his expert 

knowledge probably shaped the work's medicinal contents.  

 After attending Santa Cruz as a student, Juan Badiano became a teacher 

there.54 Indeed, he may have been taught by friar Bernardino de Sahagún, who was 

                                                        
53 Ibid, 418. 
54 See Libellus facsimile 1991. 
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associated with the school since its foundation and taught all things related to Latin 

(“en todas las materias de latinidad”).55 However, Sahagún’s tenure at the school 

was not continuous.  He left Tlatelolco in 1540, only to return during the famous 

epidemic of 1545, and must have left once again after that since he is recorded as 

being in Xochimilco in 1555.  He then traveled through Michoacán for most of the 

1550s. In 1558 he went to live in Tepeapulco, and did not return to Tlatelolco until 

1560—and then returned not to the school but to the monastery, where he began 

his study of indigenous history and plants.  This means Sahagún was probably away 

during the time the Libellus was produced.  

 Martin de la Cruz is not mentioned as one of the “doctors” who helped Sahagún 

gather information about Mexican medicinal practices for the Florentine Codex.  In 

fact Badiano describes him as “nullis rationibus doctus, sed solis expermentis 

edoctus” (“who was not a scholar, but an expert by means of experience”).  De la 

Cruz must have been in the school during the 1545 epidemic (when Sahagún was 

also at the school), so it is probable they too met, although we do not have any 

written confirmation of this.  De la Cruz might have died in the ten years between 

the production of the Libellus and Sahagún’s return to Tlatelolco in 1560, which 

might explain his absence from the list of known indigenous contributors to the 

Florentine Codex. 

 
Production and Commission 

Juan Badiano created the book by orders of friar Jacobo de Grado, guardian of the 

                                                                                                                                                                     
 
55 Bernardino de Sahagún and Angel María Garibay K, ed. Historia General de las Cosas de Nueva 
España, Biblioteca Porrúa, 8-11 (México: Porrúa, 1956), Libro X, cap. XXVII, paragraph 35. 
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monastery at Tlatelolco and president of the school. The book was never intended to 

serve as a report on materia medica information for Europe, but rather to entrust 

the lettered Indians of Colegio de Santiago de Tlatelolco to the recently departed 

Viceroy in hopes he would present the book to the King—so that the Crown would 

once again financially support the school.56  

 The luxury of the volume's elaboration—the velvet cover, the “cantos dorados 

y cordones" (“golden letters and chords”), now lost, the careful production of its 

texts and drawings—all indicate that it was a royal gift to win the King’s favor rather 

than a simple collection of recipes and therapeutic methods.  Somolinos d'Ardois 

supposes that it was one among a group of gifts that would arrive to the king along 

with viceregal information.57  These were intended to cause awe in the king and 

thus benefit the school.  

 The book is dedicated to Francisco de Mendoza a known admirer of the 

American flora and son of the viceroy Antonio de Mendoza.  His life is well known, 

given his father’s position.58  While in Mexico he was assigned various wealthy 

encominedas where he tried to grow cloves, ginger and other Eastern spices, but was 

only successful in his ginger enterprise.  He left Mexico for Peru in 1551, 

accompanying his father.  In 1552 he traveled to Spain to inform the king of what 

was going on in America (he went because his father was unable to do so).  After his 

                                                        
56 Germán Somolinos d'Ardois and José Miranda, Vida y Obra, 299-300. 
 
57 Germán Somolinos D’Ardois, “Estudio Histórico”, Libellus de Medicinalibus indorum Herbis  
(Mexico: Fondo de Cultura Economica), 166-167. 
 
58 Biographies of Antonio de Mendoza include Arthur Scott Aiton, Antonio de Mendoza: First Viceroy of 
New Spain (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1927) and Gustavo Avalos Guzman, Don Antonio de 
Mendoza: comendor de Socuellamos y caballero de la Orden de Santiago, primer virrey de la Nueva 
España (Morelia: Publicaciones de la Universidad Michoacana, 1941).   
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arrival in Spain he became a captain, fought in various wars, and died in 1563.59 

 We suppose, but have no proof, that the Libellus traveled with Francisco in 

1552.  Given the dates, it is unlikely that the always-traveling Charles V ever saw the 

manuscript.  However, prince Philip II (a lover of rare books) was in Spain at the 

time and might have received the gifts and tidings that Francisco brought from the 

New World. Again, the Libellus was an exotic curiosity, not a book to be mined for 

medical precision. 

 Phillip, it is told, later bought books without even bargaining over their price 

(in his desire to fill the Escorial)60 and is also said to have loved indigenous 

drawings as evidenced by him hanging some Hernández drawings in his bedroom 

(see Introduction).  But if the Libellus spent some time in royal company, it soon 

traveled on. Inside the manuscript is the ex libris of Diego de Cortavila y Sanabria, 

proving that at some point he was the owner of the Libellus.  Cortavila y Sanabria 

(who lived from the end of the sixteenth century until the middle of the seventeenth 

century) was the royal court's physician and author of many treatises dedicated to 

medicinal plants.61 Some sources claim he was elected to be Phillip IV’s apothecary; 

                                                        
59 Somolinos d'Ardois and Miranda, Vida y Obra, 301 n. 1.  
 
60 Ibid., 301-302. 
 
61 Exactly what works this medical man wrote is unclear; in 1963 d'Ardois could not find any of his 
books, and our sources on his works are contradictory. Chiarlone and Mallaina (1847) make 
reference to an “Informacion y parecer de nuevas alegaciones en que se aprueban los autos y 
sentencias que los protomedicos pronunciaron,” apparently about diamusco.  No place or date of 
publication is given. They also say Cortavila y Sanabria wrote a book about “cubebas”: Quintin 
Chiarlone and Carlos Mallaina, Ensayo sobre la historia de la Farmacia (Madrid: D. Santiago Saunaque, 
1847).  Miguel Colmeiro (1858) referes to an “Informacion y parecer de lo que son las cubebas y 
quien las comenzo a usar, y como no son el carpasio de galeno, y que las que ahora tenemos son las 
mismas que conocieron los primeros arabes”: La botánica y los botánicos de la península hispano-
lusitana (Madrid: Imprenta y estereotipia de M. Rivadeneyra, 1858).  Dr. Emily Walcott Emmart 
provides yet another variant on this title (“Informacion y pareceres de nuevas alegaciones para el uso 



 

40 
 

others claim he was apothecary to Queen Margarita de Austrias, and others still 

present him as visitador de boticas.  Somolinos d'Ardois suggests that all three 

positions are compatible and he might have held all of them at some point: “All these 

facts could be compatible” (“Hechos todos que podrian ser compatibles”).62 

Cortavila y Sanabria also cultivated a small botanical garden of his own in Madrid.63  

 After Cortavila y Sanabria, the manuscript’s next owner was the Italian 

Francisco Barberini. Barberini was in Spain in official apostolic business from 1625-

1626, and had connections to Rome's Lincei Academy through Cassiano del Pozzo.  

Del Pozzo (who joined the Linceis in 1622) was in Spain with Barberini in 1626, and 

copied the Libellus in full, including carefully detailed versions of the original 

manuscript's colored illustrations. This manuscript copy is held at the Windsor 

Castle Library.64 Meanwhile, the original manuscript made its way to the Vatican 

Library, where it seems to have been forgotten for some three hundred years.   

 But then in 1929, three separate researchers (Dr. Charles Upson Clark, Dr. 

Lynd Thorndike, and Dr. Guiseppe Gabrieli) rediscovered the Libellus.  Clark, a Latin 

                                                                                                                                                                     
del diamusco con los granos de cubebas [etc]”) citing Nicolas Antonio (1783) as her source: The 
Badianus Manuscript (Codex Barberini Latin 241): An Aztec Herbal of 1552 (Baltimore: The Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1940); Nicolas Antonio, Bibliotheca Hispana Nova Sive Hispanorum 
Scriptorum (Madrid: Joachimum de Ibarra, 1783). 
 
62 Somolinos d'Ardois and Miranda, Vida y Obra, 303. 
 
63 Jeronimo de Huerto mentions Cortavila’s garden in his translation of Pliny (at the point where 
Pliny speaks about the garden of Antonio Castor): “Como le tiene oy en esta Corte Diego de Coratvila 
y Sanabria, hombre tan erudito y curioso que con grande costa, diligencia y trabajo ha traido a el 
muchas plantas, tenidas por peregrines de muchos extranjeros, siendo naturals de España.” Historia 
natural de cayo Plinio Segundo, traducida por el Licenciado Géronimo de Huerta…(Madrid: Luis 
Sanchez, 1624 [vol. 1] and 1629 [vol. 2]), vol. II, 374. 
 
64 See Freedberg, The Eye, 261-264 for information of Del Pozzo in Spain, and see Martin Clayton's 
Flora: The Aztec Herbal (London: The Royal Collection, in association with Harvey Miller Publishers, 
2009) for a facsimile and study of the Windsor copy and its production.  
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professor doing research about antiquities for the Smithsonian Institution (and 

specifically materials relating to American civilizations) ran across the little recipe 

book first.  Thorndike then encountered it while researching the Barberini 

collection; it caught his eye because of his particular interest on manuscripts of 

history of science and medicine in the Vatican.  Gabrielli, in turn, was researching 

the Academy of the Lincei and (while searching for materials for the “Tesoro”) was 

given two manuscripts held at Windsor castle, among them the copy of the Libellus. 

The copy then led him to search for the original.65  

 Clark announced his finding to a group of researchers at Johns Hopkins 

University led by Dr. William H. Welch (a dedicated scholar of the history of 

medicine).  At the time, Clark, (as advised by Dr. Nuttall), told Emily Walcott Emmart 

that he thought the manuscript might be the one mentioned by Muñoz Camargo in 

the Historia de Tlaxcala, described there as “demonstration by way of paintings and 

colors of the forms, making and properties” (“demonstracion por pinturas y colores 

de las formas, hechuras y propiedades”) of the flowers most loved by indigenous 

Mexicans, (however, Francisco Guerra later reports that Dr. Gomez de Orozco 

clarified that the manuscript mentioned by Muñoz Camargo “se conserva en la 

Biblioteca del Escorial y tiene mas interés floral que médico”—meaning that the 

manuscript Muñoz Camargo refers to is Hernández’s work, not the Libellus).66  

                                                        
65 Germán Somolinos D’Ardois, “Estudio Histórico”, Libellus de Medicinalibus indorum Herbis  
(Mexico: Fondo de Cultura Economica), 165-175 
 
66 Francisco Guerra, Libellus de Medicinalibus Indorum Herbis: El manuscrito pictórico mexicano-latino 
de Martín de la Cruz y Juan Badiano de 1552 (Mexico: Editorial Vargas Rea y El Diario Español, 1952), 
iii.  In the Historia de Tlaxcala Diego Muñoz Camargo makes a reference to an illustrated book of 
plants that was sent from New Spain to Phillip II (Mexico, 1982).  During the eighteenth century, 
Madrid publisher Antonio Sanz possessed another manuscript in "Mexican language" with paintings 
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 Dr. William Gates and Dr. Emily Walcott Emmart then went ahead to follow Dr. 

Welch’s desire to publish an edition with facsimile, transcription, translation, and 

commentary. Emmart first published on the Libellus in 1935, in various magazine 

articles.  Gates limited himself to an analytical study of the plants mentioned in the 

manuscript, for which he presents a table of Aztec botany and considers indigenous 

classification, taxonomy, and iconography.  Gates published his findings in two 

papers for the Maya society published in 1939.  The first has only the Latin text of 

the Libellus and a reproduction of the figures in black and white.  The second has the 

analytical study mentioned above and the original Latin text, translated into English, 

again with the reproduction of plants in black and white.  

 Four years earlier, however, in 1935 (after many failed efforts to make the 

Libellus available in a Spanish edition), Dr. Francisco Guerra produced a bilingual 

edition in Latin-Spanish with his own commentary. Unfortunately, he included only 

two illustrations.  

 In the end, it is Emmart who in 1940 publishes the full facsimile of the Libellus, 

under the name The Badianus Manuscript, with delicately hand painted colored 

copies of the illustration and a full English translation with a wide commentary.  

This edition was valuable for being the first to reproduce the colorful drawings, but 

also for adding detailed studies of the history of the manuscript, including studies on 

the paper, the illustrations, and botanical studies of the properties of the plants 

                                                                                                                                                                     
of elements of natural history. See Joaquín García Icazbaleta, Bibliografia mexicana siglo XVI (Mexico: 
Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1954), 360. Codex Pomar has 218 hand-colored illustrations of 148 
plants and 70 animals from the New world, Europe and Asia.  It originally belonged to Phillip II, who 
gave it as a gift to Jaume Honorat Pomar (ca. 1500-1608), a teacher of anatomy and leader of the 
chair of herbals at the university of Valencia in Madrid.  
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thought to be illustrated.  For a long time, this publication was the most immediate 

referent for anyone interested in the Libellus.  The only point of contest I have with 

this incredible resource, other than the knowledge of minor mistakes that time has 

awarded me, and that Emmart could not begrudged for, is the size of the images.  

The Libellus is a tiny book; each page is 1/8 folio in size.  The Emmart edition makes 

it appear much larger and the color correspondence is tricky because it is based on 

hand painted copies of the original paintings. 

 It would be another twenty years until a photographic facsimile was made 

available and over twenty-five more for this book to be readily available. In 1964, in 

commemoration of the twenty years of the Instituto del Seguro Social de Mexico and 

in collaboration with the Fondo de Cultura Económica, the Mexican institutions 

publish a true to size, photographic facsimile of the manuscript, under the name 

Libellus de Medicinalibus Indorum herbis, manuscrito Azteca de 1552. They 

accompany the facsimile with a book containing the Spanish translations of the 

Latin text as well as historiographical studies of the texts and its authors and 

botanical studies of the plants and their possible pharmaceutical properties.  

 In 1991, Pope John Paul II gives the manuscript to Mexico as a gift to mark the 

celebrations of the 500 years of contact. The two-volume edition mentioned above is 

re-produced for this occasion and has been re-published since then.  The manuscript 

now resides in the National Library of Anthropology and History in Mexico City.67 

 
The Libellus: Structure and Composition 

                                                        
67 Millie Gimmel, "Reading Medicine in the Codex de la Cruz Badiano, Journal of the History of Ideas 
69, 2 (2008), 175. 
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The Libellus is a short herbal detailing indigenous medicinal recipes. It is written in 

Latin and the organization of the text follows European humoral medicine, 

specifically as dictated by Galen.68  As such, the recipes are organized beginning with 

ailments of the head all the way down to diseases of the foot, divided into chapters 

according to disease and ending with the signs of impending death. 

Beyond the organization of ailments themselves, the Libellus follows 

Medieval herbals in its image-text relationships.  Early Medieval herbals, intended 

as medical manuals, were illustrated by labeled images of isolated plants with intact 

root systems and accompanying text that detailed recipes for specific ailments.  As is 

the case with the Libellus, Medieval herbals had no framing lines separating the 

images and the text (figure 1.2). 

In the Libellus every page has vermillion margins.  All titles and plant names 

are also in the same vermillion ink, while all the text is in dark brown ink. The top 

two thirds of most folios have a stylized color drawing of a plant or plants.  The 

name of each illustrated specimen appears in Náhuatl above the image.  The bottom 

of the page contains a short Latin description of how to cure an illness, the name of 

which also appears in Latin (figure 1.3 and 1.4). In most cases, the illustrated plant 

is associated with the illness and is mentioned by name in the description below. 

Folios 38r, 38v and 39r are distinct in that the whole page is illustrated with labeled 

plants (for a discussion of these folios see Ch. 4).  

                                                        
68 The theory of humoral medicine was articulated in Corpus Hippocraticum (5th- 4th century B.C.), 
further developed by Aristotle (384-322 B.C.) and perpetuated by Galen (A.D. 130-200) For a study 
on ancient medicine including detailed descriptions of Hippocrates, Galen, and Humoral medicine see 
Vivian Nutton, Ancient Medicine, Sciences of antiquity (London: Routledge, 2004). 



 

45 
 

The plants in this manuscript are painted in bright pigments on the 

unprepared white background of the paper.  With few exceptions, they are 

presented as flat, two-dimensional frontal specimens of uniform size. However, 

some show attempts at volume, as can be seen in the shading of the Huacalxochitl 

(figure 1.5) or the transposition of two branches in the Tlayapaloni (figure 1.6). 

Initially, they appear to be drawn from life: a rooted plant with a stem growing 

leaves, and finished by colorful flowers. However, on close inspection the plant 

elements (roots, flowers, and the structure of the leaves) are not accurate enough to 

be identified from the picture alone. Most of the plants in the Libellus have indeed 

been recognized, but this is largely with the help of the glosses.  While the depiction 

of individualized specimens is in keeping with European conventions, the portrayal 

of flowers is limited, even formulaic.  All root systems, regardless of plant, are nearly 

identical (figure 1.7 and 1.8), the flowering species display only a few possible petal 

formations, and the same is true for the variety of leaf structures. In this sense they 

are stereotyped renderings rather than naturalistic representations of a specific 

plant. The images of the plants themselves have been deemed syncretic.  

 In contrast, the environments in which the plants grow have far more 

particularity.  The artist is careful to show plants growing from different colored 

soils (figures 1.3-1.8) as well as marking when the plant grows in water, often using 

the Nahuatl pictogram for water (figure 1.9), or from rock, also sometimes using the 

Nahuátl pictogram (figures 1.10 and 1.11). More on the subject of the artist’s use of 
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pictograms will be discussed in Chapter 2.69  The particularity of the plant’s 

environment is perhaps due to the fact that pre-Columbian medicine attributed the 

curative powers of certain plants to the soil in which they grew.  

In some pages of the Libellus the painted space itself still follows pre-

Columbian paradigms that have not fused with the Western Alphabetic system.   

Pre-Columbian pictographic writing could be read from right to left and from left to 

right, often alternating direction (also from top/bottom or bottom/top).70   On 

contrast, Western European alphabetic systems of writing impose strict 

directionality on the page.  Both early modern Spanish and Latin enforced a left to 

write direction.71 However, the artist of the Libellus did not always follow the 

directionality indicated by the written text.  In folio 7v, for example, the plants are in 

reverse order to the way they are mentioned in the text (figure 1.8).  This flexibility 

in the direction of organizing the space of the page seems to conform to pre-

Columbian conventions. 

The resulting work represents one of the earliest conflations of European 

and indigenous representational codes in a European genre.72 Classical conventions 

of the genre pervade the manuscript: titles, descriptions, and recipes in Latin; the 

                                                        
69 Manuel Maldonado-Koerdel, "Geohistory and Paleogeography of Middle America," in R. C. West, 
(ed.), Handbook of Middle American Indians. Natural Environment and Early Cultures, vol. 1 (Austin: 
University of Austin, Texas, 1964), 294. 
70 For a detailed description see Boone, Stories in red and black. 
 
71 Early Latin and Greek also followed a boustrophedon pattern. 
 
72 Emmart, The Badianus, 29-71; S. Zetina., J. Ruvalcaba, T. Falcón, E. Hernández, C. González C., E. 
Arroyo, M. López, "Painting syncretism: a non-destructive analysis of the Badiano Codex," 9th 

International Congress on NDA of Art (Jerusalem, May 2008): 1; Debra Hassig, "Transplanted 
Medicine: Colonial Mexican Herbals of the Sixteenth Century." Res: Anthropology and Aesthetics, 
17/18 (1989): 30-53; Justino Fernández, "Las minaturas que ilustran el códice," in Libellus de 
medicinalibus Indorum herbis (Mexico: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1991): 101-106. 
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organization and structure conform to the taxonomy of Dioscorides’ herbal (which 

had circulated in Greek, Latin, and Arabic since the first century AD); and the text 

presupposes the humoral theory of disease inherited from the Greek physician 

Galen.  

 At the same time, the plants are all from the New World, and their names are 

given only in Nahuatl. Many plants lack illustrations (giving the herbal a surplus of 

discursive information), but in some cases there are painted plants which do not 

appear in the recipes below (offering a surfeit of image over text). In some instances, 

the margins of the page were created first (figures 1.12 and 1.13), in others the text 

(figure 1.14), and in yet others the picture (figure 1.15), with no clear hierarchy 

between text and image.  The hierarchical order of alphabetic writing and 

illustration typical of European manuscripts is muddled in the Libellus, as might be 

consistent within a culture that relied primarily on pictographic information before 

the conquest.   

 We do not know who painted the images.  Some people have speculated that 

they can be attributed to Martin de la Cruz himself.  However, it is doubtful that he 

made the drawings, since this would imply a multiplicity of professions, which was 

rare at this time. 

 
Sahagún and The Florentine Codex 

Bernardino de Sahagún (1499-1590) is one of the most studied figures in the early 

colonial period.  There is an ever-increasing body of scholarship devoted to his 

works and biography. He began his missionary work in New Spain in 1529 and, as 

mentioned in the section above, was active in Santa Cruz de Tlatelolco for many 
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years, where he not only educated the Nahua students but also devoted his time to 

the encyclopedic compilation of Nahua culture.  Among his many productions 

(including prayer books, sermons, dialogues, catechistical pieces, and compilations 

of Nahuatl songs) his most famous work is the Historia general de las cosas de Nueva 

España (1576-1577)73, commonly known as The Florentine Codex, 74 because of its 

present location at the Biblioteca Laurenziana. (Note that since there are various 

numberings for the pages of the books, I use the most recent numbering in ink in the 

lower right margin of the recto).  

Given the depth of Sahagún studies, I will give only a brief biography, 

focusing on elements of his life as they refer to the production of Book XI of the 

Florentine Codex ("Living Things"), which concerns us here. Born Bernardino de 

Rivera, he was a native of Sahagún (León).75  Beginning in 1529, he worked as a 

Franciscan missionary in Mexico.  Robertson, in his seminal Mexican Manuscript 
                                                        
73 The dates are based on Ida Giovanna Roa, “Mediceo Palatino 218-220 of the Biblioteca Laurenziana 
of Florence” in Colors Between Two Worlds: The Florentine Codex of Bernardino de Sahagún, Gerhard 
Wolf and Joseph Connors, ed. (Florence: Villa I Tatti, The Harvard University Center for Italian 
Renaissance Studies, 2011), 38.  She suggests that the work was finished by 1577. Book VI says: 
“…que escrivio en la lengua mexican este año de njll y quinjentos y setenta y siete” (Med. Palat. 218, 
“Prologue”, fol. 1v.).  What is more, Roa specifies that it must have been completed by the summer of 
that year, because Archbishop Pedro Moya de Contreras wrote a letter to Phillip II on 28 October 
1577 assuring him that all of Sahagún’s work had been sequestered and would be sent back to Spain. 
Finally, Sahagún himself confirms the completion of his work in 1577 on a declaration (26 March 
1578) responding to the king’s order of requisition (as written in the cédula of 22 April 1577), in 
which he states that all works were finished the year before.  
 
74 From here on I will refer to this work as the Florentine Codex in order to easily distinguish it from 
Oviedo’s Historia general.  Scholars have long argued about the original title of this work. The most 
commonly used is Historia General de las cosas de Nueva España attributed by Carlos Bustamante in 
his printed edition (1829-30) based not on the Med. Palat manuscript, but on the ‘Panes’ codex, an 
apograph of the Toulouse manuscript. The most recent title, Historia General [o universal] de las cosas 
de Nueva España (proposed by Leon-Portilla) is widely accepted.  For a brief historical summary of 
the various titles see Roa, "Mediceo," 36-38. For the problems relating to the title see Sahagún, 
Anderson, Dibble, General History, 1982, 15-16; D’Olwer, Historiadores, 169; Marchetti, “Hacia la 
edición crítica”, 31; and Spagnesi, “Bernardino de Sahagún”, 12 
 
75 Roa, “Mediceo", 34. 
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Painting, convincingly suggests that Sahagún’s models for such an encyclopedic 

compendium were probably Pliny’s Historia Naturalis and Bartolomeo Anglico 

(1200s) De Proprietatibus Rerum.76   

The Florentine Codex (referenced at the Biblioteca Laurenziana as Med. Palat. 

218-220) is the only known illustrated version of Sahagún's twelve-book project on 

the History of the New World.77 He started to compile information about Nahua 

culture and history as early as 1540. His first Nahuatl version was completed in 

1569, and the first Spanish translations we know of date from 1569-1577.  These 

are within the two Códices Matrirenses, one presently at the Real Biblioteca and the 

other at the Real Academia de la Historia, both in Madrid.78  

Between 1577 and 1578, Phillip II of Spain (1527-1598) ordered the 

requisition of all of Sahagún’s writings, fearing that their recounting of idolatrous 

cults, both in writing and in images, could contribute to the continuation of 

idolatrous practices.  He added the Florentine Codex to the Spanish Inquisition’s 

index of prohibited books.79 A cédula of 22 April 1577, addressed to the viceroy of 

Spain Martín Enríquez, clearly states Phillip II’s disapproval of Sahagún’s work.  It 

                                                        
76 Robertson, Mexican Manuscript Painting (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1959), 29-79 and 167-
168. 
77 For a recent and rigorous codiocological analysis of the Florentine Codex see Roa, "Mediceo." 
 
78 Both of these were published in facsimile in the early twentieth-century (Sahagún, Historia 
Universal, 1906-1908), and were also described in Códices Matrirenses, 1964.  These codices have 
several works within them" Primeros Memoriales (1558-1559) and the Manuscrito de Tlatelolco 
(which has three works, Primer Manuscrito de Tlatelolco, 1561-1562, Memoriales en Tres Columnas, 
1563-1565, Memoriales con escolios, 1565. The Manuscrito of 1569 and the Sumario of 1570 are lost, 
while the Breve compedio de los ritos idolátricos de Nueva España, also from 1570, is in the Vatican 
Archives (I-XVIII, 1816).  For a detailed description of these early manuscripts and their history see 
Bibble, “Sahagún’s Historia, in Sahagún, Florentine Codex, 1970-1982, vol. 1, 9-23.  
 
79 See Sahagún, Anderson, Dibble, General History, 1982,  9-23; Pietro Corsi, “Il Codice Fiorentino,”  
80-86; Spagnesi, “Berbardino de Sahagún”, 7-24. 
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states that the “Universal History of the Things of New Spain” concerned arguments 

“which deal with superstitions and the lifestyle which these Indians used to have,” 

and these should not have been written down “in any language, because this is best 

for the service of God, our lord:”  

Por algunas cartas que nos han escripto de esas 
provincias, habernos entendido que Fray Bernardino de 
Sahagún, de la Orden de San Francisco, ha compuesto 
una historia Universal de las cosas más señaladas de esa 
Nueva España, la cual es una computación muy copiosa 
de todos los ritos, cerimonias e idolatrías que los indios 
usaban en su infidelidad, repartida en doce libros y en 
lengua mexicana; y aunque se entiende que el celo del 
dicho Fr. Bernardino había sido bueno, y con deseo que 
su trabajo sea de fruto, ha parecido que no conviene que 
este libro se imprima ni ande de ninguna manera en 
esas partes, por algunas causas de consideración; y así 
os mandamos que luego que recibáis esta nuestra 
Cédula, con mucho cuidado y diligencia procuréis haber 
estos libros, y sin que de ellos quede original ni traslado 
alguno, los enviéis a buen recaudo en la primera ocasión 
a nuestro Consejo de las Indias, para que en él se vean; y 
estaréis advertido de no cotisentir que por ninguna 
manera, persona alguna escriba cosas que toquen a 
supersticiones y manera de vivir que estos indios 
tenían, en ninguna lengua, porque así conviene al 
servicio de Dios nuestro Señor y nuestro. Fecha en 
Madrid a veinte y dos de abril de mil quinientos setenta 
y siete.80  
 
Because of some letters that have been written to us 
from those provinces, we have understood that Fray 
Bernardino de Sahagún, from the order of San 
Francisco, has composed a Universal History of the 
most notable things of New Spain, which describe, in 
detail, all the rites, ceremonies and idolatries that the 
indigenous peoples used in their infidelities, spread 
across twelve books and in the Mexican language; and 

                                                        
80 Luis González Obregon, Publicaciones del Archivo General de la Nacion VI: Libros y libreros en el 
siglo XVI (Mexico: Tipografía Guerrero Hermanos, 1914), 513. See also Roa, “Mediceo", 35; and 
Marchetti, “Hacia la edición crítica,” 1-36.  
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although we understand that the intention of said Fr. 
Bernadino was good, and composed with the wish that 
his work would give fruit, it seems that it is not 
convenient for this book to be printed nor travel in any 
way in these parts, because of some issues to be 
considered; and in this way we ask that after you 
receive this official paperwork (Cédula), with much care 
and diligence, you gather these books, and without 
leaving an original or a translation behind, you send 
them as soon as possible to the Council of the Indies, so 
that they can be examined there; and you are advised 
not to consent in any way for any person to write about 
superstitions and the ways of living these Indians had, 
in any language, because this is what is convenient to 
the service of our God and Master.  Dated in Madrid on 
April 22nd of fifteen seventy seven.   
 

The exact dates detailing the journey of this manuscript from Spain to Florence are 

not known. Scholars agree that Fra Rodrigo de Sequera81 (unbeknown to Sahagún) 

saved the manuscript from requisition and brought it to Spain at the end of January 

1580.  For decades, there were various hypotheses on how and when the 

manuscript arrived in Florence.82  The proposed timeframes ranged from the end of 

the 1580s to the first decades of the 1700s.  However, more recently, thanks to the 

                                                        
81 Sahagún dedicated the manuscript to Sequera, who was responsible for the final commission of the 
manuscript and who had gathered the means to finish, copy, and illustrate the work.   
 
82 One hypothesis suggests that Phillip II sent the manuscript to Rome for approval from Pope Leo XI 
(1605-1606), a Medici.  The Pope’s family connections would then account for the manuscript’s final 
destination in the grad-ducal city.  In this theory, the manuscript would have arrived in Florence in 
the first decade of the seventeenth century.  It is assumed that it would have been in the custody of 
Antonio Magliabecchi (1633-1714), the grand-ducal librarian. See Dibble, Florentine Codex, 16; 
Nuttall, “Francisco Cervantes de Salazar,” 295-326; Martínez, El “Códice Florentino,” 7. Another theory 
suggests that Phillip II, after receiving the manuscript between the end of 1578 and the first months 
of 1579, offered it to Francesco I (141-1578) in honor of his wedding (12 October 1579), as thanks 
for the grand duke’s help in Phillip’s campaign against Portugal. This theory would account for the 
removal of the first page, which dedicated the work to Fra. Rodrigo Sequera, as mentioned above: 
Marchetti ,“Hacia la edición crítica”,  24-26, 31. However, Spagnesi disputes this theory because of 
contradictions in the chronology, instead suggesting that it was Fra Rodrigo de Sequera himself who 
brought the manuscript to Spain in 1580: Spagnesi “Bernardino de Sahagún”, 14. Roa agrees with 
Spagnesi and suggests that Sequera himself presented the work to Cardinal Ferdinando. Although 
she admits that we have no way to know the motives for Sequera’s action, she suggests that it could 
have been a way to protect the manuscript from Phillip II:  Roa, “Mediceo", 41-42. 
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work of Lia Markey’s we now know that Ferdinando de Medici acquired Sahagún’s 

manuscript while he was a cardinal in Rome and moved it to Florence in 1587 after 

he became grand duke there.83  Ferdinando also requested a copy of the first five 

books, which correspond to manuscript B1479, held in the Hispanic Society, New 

York.84   

 The next certain date for the manuscript’s location is the provenance stamp 

from the Biblioteca Medicea Lotaringua Palatina, received between 1745 and 1765 

(nearly two centuries after its arrival in Europe). Finally, the Grand Duke Pietro 

Leopoldo, along with another 248 manuscripts, transferred it to the Biblioteca 

Laurenziana in 1783.  

 In addition to the aforementioned copy in the Hispanic Society, a number of 

other early copies, and copies of copies, are known. The Toulouse Manuscript is a 

copy of the Spanish text of Med. Palat. 218-220, and was made soon after its arrival 

in Europe.  There are at least three apographs based on the Toulouse manuscript, 

including ‘the Panes” codex and the copy of Felipe Bauzá. (The latter is the source 

for the partial edition (books I-VI) of the Historia in Volumes V and VII of 

Kingsborough's 9-volume Antiquities of Mexico (London 1831-1848).85 

                                                        
72 See Lia Markey, Imagining the Americas in Medici Florence, 2583.  Her argument about Sahagún’s 
manuscript having come to Florence via Ferdinando were first suggested in Markey, “Istoria della 
terra chiamata la nuova spagna: The History and Reception of Sahagún’s Codex at the Medici Court” 
in Colors Between Two Worlds: The Florentine Codex of Bernardino de Sahagún (Florence: Villa I Tatti, 
2011), 199-220.  
 
84 Roa, “Mediceo", 41-43. Op. Cit. Markey, Imagining the Americas. 
 
85 Ibid.,  footnote 39, p. 39 
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 Between 1892 and 1898, Paso y Troncoso fully transcribed the Florentine 

Codex.86  Segments of the text and the images, more or less complete, were 

published in various editions and translation until the full facsimile edition of 1979. 

The most significant published editions are: 

 
1. Daniel G. Brinton’s 1890 English translation of the Nahuatl text of the twenty 

hymns to the gods, using the texts in the Med. Palat. 218-220. 
2. Francisco del Paso y Troncoso’s 1905 first chromolithograph reproduction of 

all illustrations, but without text, vol. V. 
3. Eduard Seler’s edited German translation of the Nahuatl of selected chapters 

from the seven books (Bks. I, II, III, VI, VIII, X, and XII). 
4. Joaquín Ramirírez Cabañas’s 1938 edition of Sahagún’s Historia general 

containing Paso y Troncoso’s transcription of books I-VI. Based on 
Bustamante’s text. 

5. Miguel Acosta y Saignes' 1946 edition in Sahagún’s Historia general, 
containing Paso y Troncoso’s transcription of books VII-IX and Nuttall’s 
transcription of book XII. Based on Bustamante’s text. 

6. Angel M. Garabay K's 1956 edition of Sahagún’s Historia general, comparing 
Bustamante’s text with the complete microfilm of Med. Palat. 218-220. 

7. Marta Dujovne's 1978 edited book reproducing the images in book XII (med. 
Palat. 220). 

8. Arthur J.O. Anderson and Charles E. Dibble's 1970-1982 English translation 
of the Nahuatl text in Sahagún, Florentine Codex.  

9. Howard F. Cline's 1971 “Missing and Variant Prologues”.  Comparison of 
selected texts from Med. Palat 218-220 and the Toulouse manuscript 
showing variants and omissions. 

10. Facsimile of the manuscript Med. Palat, Códice Florentino, 1979. Published 
by the Secretaría de Gobernación of the Mexican Government. 

11. López Austin and García Quintana's 1982 Florentine Codex. Unabridged 
version of the Spanish text of Med. Palat. 218-220.   

12. 2001 facsimile in four volumes of the Med. Palat. 218-220, reflecting the 
original binding. Códice Florentino With introduction by Léon-Portilla “De la 
oralidad y los codices de la Historia General”.  

13. Benardino de Sahagún, Historia universal de las cosas de Nueva España, 
http://www.wdl.org/en/item/10096/view/. 
 

                                                        
86 Immediately after Paso y Troncoso’s death in 1916, the first six books of his full transcription were 
deposited in the Museo Nacional de Antropología y Historia in Mexico City.  Books VII-IX were 
dispersed until 1940 when they were bought by the Museum. (cf. Dibble, Florentine Codex, 17-19).  
The location of books X-XII is unknown. 
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A critical and defining element of the the Florentine Codex,  is that it is a 

collaborative effort between Sahagún, the literate Nahuas educated in Santa Cruz de 

Tlatelolco, and Nahua elders whose knowledge was being compiled in the 

encyclopedic work. This collaboration occurred in at least two distinct stages. The 

first was the interrogation.  Here, Sahagún produced a questionnaire to be answered 

by the elders. The Nahua students were intermediaries in this communication, 

translating and compiling the answers to the questionnaire.  In a second stage, the 

information from the interrogation was edited and reorganized by Sahagún and the 

students of Tlatelolco, the latter composing the Náhuatl text, as well as tlacuilos 

(artists) who illustrated the work and scribes who transcribed the final versions.  

The complex production involved a number of significant translations, not only 

between the two languages, but also from the spoken and written word into 

drawings and paintings.  The various agents involved in these processes brought to 

the work their own interpretations of the information and its meanings.  At times 

these meanings cohere into one voice; at others, they are at odds with each other 

(that is the Spanish and Nahuatl texts are not the same); and yet at others they 

simply involve different (if not contradictory) implications.  This is true not only in 

the deviations between Sahagún’s conceptions of the meaning of his work and the 

Nahua elders’ understandings of their world, or between the literate Nahua students 

and the elders or in turn the students and their teacher (Sahagún), but also between 

students themselves and the various tlacuilos.  The connotations of the work do not 

cohere in a single voice.87  

                                                        
87 For a discussion of the sometimes conflicting relationship between the literate Nahuas educated by 
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The analysis of the herbal section presented here will show how the visual 

interpretation of New World plants was similarly complex.  Plants, as we have 

mentioned, carried with them social and theological connotations.  The visual 

descriptions presented in the Florentine Codex show the struggle to present New 

World nature while controlling the possible readings of the plant’s latent meanings.  

Because of the many hands and desires involved in the Florentine Codex’s 

production, what emerges from the visual interpretation of these plants is not a 

single coherent voice.    

 
 
The Crown Projects: Compiling and Commodifying New World Nature (Part 2), 

or, the lost Manuscripts of Hernández 

Francisco Hernández, as protomedic88 to King Phillip II, compiled and wrote the 

most comprehensive natural history of the New World produced in the sixteenth 

century.  He identified more than 3,000 plants (along with animals, minerals, and 

local antiquities), in eleven volumes of illustrations as well as several volumes of 

text. The vastness of the project (and Hernández’s unconventional approach to 

categorization) eventually condemned its author to lose control over his production.  

                                                                                                                                                                     
Franciscan priests at Tlatelolco and the Nahua elders who were the informants whose knowledge 
was compiled in the Florentine Codex see Federico Navarre, “La sociedad indígena en la obra de 
Sahagún,” in Bernardino de Sahagún: Quinientos años de presencia, ed. Miguel León Portilla (Mexico 
City: UNAM, 2002): 97-116. 
 
88 Protomedics in general ensured the proper dispensation of medical care by examining the licenses 
of physicians and surgeons.  When Hernández was names Protomedic for the New World, his job was 
twofold.  On first instance, because of his experience as a botanist, he was to collect information on 
curative plants.  His second responsibility was more typical and involved the regulation of medical 
practitioners. See John Jay Tepake, “Regulation of Medical Practitioners in the Age of Francisco 
Hernández” in Searching for the Secrets of Nature: the Life and Works of Dr. Francisco Hernández, ed. 
Simon Varey, Rafael Chabrán, and Dora B Weiner (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2000), 
56-58. 
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Phillip II, wishing for a useful manual of pharmaceutical plants (rather than a 

complex reorganization of the natural world), gave the project over to Nardo 

Antonio Recci. Unfortunately, the deaths of Phillip II and Recci assured that the 

Spanish Crown would not produce a publication of its greatest work in natural 

history in the sixteenth century.  However, the significance of this project to 

European and American science in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries is 

unparalleled.  While the commission was fairly straightforward, the eventual 

publication of Hernández’s work is complex and involves not only the original work 

returned to Phillip II in 1580, but also various manuscript copies, some published in 

their entirety, others annotated, and various segments cannibalized into European 

natural histories.   

 Francisco Hernández was born in 1515 in La Puebla de Montealbán, near 

Toledo.  He began his studies in medicine at the University of Alcalá de Henares in 

1530.  Here he was introduced to Erasmian humanism, and received his degree in 

1536.  In that year he returned to Toledo, and later moved to Seville, where he 

began researching botany.   

 In 1556, Charles V abdicated his throne and his son Phillip II became 

emperor.  The following year Hernández became a teacher at the hospital attached 

to the monastery at Guadalupe.  While there, he studied anatomy and performed 

dissections.  Moreover, he began to write commentaries on Galen and Hippocrates.  

He arrived at the royal court in 1560 and quickly moved up the ranks, being 

appointed royal doctor to Phillip II in 1567.  In 1570, he received royal instructions 

for a scientific expedition to the New World, and set sail on September 1 the same 
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year. During the following five years, Hernández studied, wrote, and rewrote his 

work on the natural history of New Spain.  

But in 1576, Phillip II ordered Hernández to return all the volumes of his 

natural history to Spain, claiming ownership over them. In 1577, Hernández 

returned to Spain with a copy of the text of his manuscript.89 In 1580, Hernández 

was named physician to the king’s son Phillip III, and acknowledging his failing 

health, wrote his will. That same year, Phillip ordered Nardo Antonio Recci, a 

Neapolitan physician, to reorganize Hernández’s documents and create a full 

manuscript along with the indigenous illustrations to be published.  Hernández’s 

melancholia at the loss of his magnus opus is palpable in a poem to his friend Benito 

Arias Montano: 

 
...Therefore, if these writings of mine are to 
earn the approbation of another man and cause others to consult them,  
who can be trusted to give the work all the care and scrutiny it requires?  
And what if you cannot find, anywhere, people who can support  
such labor on their own shoulders, and willingly?  
Oh, who can be judge, censor, and expert,  
who knows nothing of plants wherever they come from?  
And then, who will see neither my books nor my hard work?  
And when will I find that my great achievements  
do not lack their detractors, motivated by envy or some other vile urge?  
Will thunderbolts be hurled into humble valleys?90  
 

Although Recci completed this task in 1582, the book was not published.  

Recci’s manuscript was kept (along with Hernández’s volumes and original 

                                                        
89 The author’s own copy would eventually become the basis for Casimiro’s published edition of 
Hernández's work in 1790.  
90 Rafael Chabrán and Simon Varey, "'An Epistle to Arias Montano': An English Translation of a Poem 
by Francisco Hernández," Huntington Library Quarterly 55, 4 (1992): 634.  
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illustrations) at the Escorial. Hernández died in Madrid on January 28, never having 

seen the fruits of his labor in publication.  Recci brought a second copy of his revised 

and abbreviated manuscript to Naples in 1589.   

Even though Hernández’s project did not cohere into a publication under 

Phillip II, the king’s interest in showing the natural world under his domain was not 

diminished.   One such example of Phillip II’s interest in natural history appears in 

the Codex Pomar, which includes six New World plants and seven American animals 

as described by Hernández.91   The Codex Pomar has 218 hand-colored illustrations 

of 148 plants and 70 animals from Europe, Asia, and the New World.  It originally 

belonged to Phillip II, who gave it as a gift to Jaume Honorat Pomar (ca. 1500-1608), 

a teacher of anatomy and leader of the chair of herbals at the University of Valencia 

in Madrid. The images representing New World animals and plants do not show any 

indication of pre-Columbian influence, but rather match the very European and 

Mediterranean plants and animals also illustrated. 

Nevertheless, news of Hernández’s unpublished project quickly spread. José 

de Acosta’s second edition of his Historia natural y moral (1624) mentions 

Hernández’s unprecedented effort to record the New Spain’s natural world.  The 

first scholar to include the protomedic's work in print was Fabio Colonna, who 

published Hernández’s description of the Datura stramoniuin in his Phytobasmos in 

1592. This inaugurated a long history of scholars who would publish multiple 

descriptions of Hernández’s work, in the sixteenth century and after. 

                                                        
91 López Piñero, José Maria.  El Códice Pomar [ca. 1590]: El interés de Felipe II por la historia natural y 
la expedición Hernández a América (Valencia: Instituto de Estudio Documentales e Históricos sobre la 
ciencia, Universidad de Valencia—CSIC, 1991). 
 



 

59 
 

 In 1607 Juan Barrios, in his Verdadera medicina, cirugía y astrología 

(published in Mexico City) included a text in Spanish directly taken from 

Hernández’s work.  In 1611, the Italian Federico Cesi (founder of the Academia dei 

Lincei) bought Recci’s manuscript from his heir Marco Antonio Petilio. This was a 

momentous purchase. The Academia dei Lincei (one of Europe's earliest scientific 

societies) would eventually publish the most widely circulated and well-known 

compendium of Hernández’s work in the seventeenth century.   

The Academia de Lincei was founded in 1603 in Rome by four young friends:  

eighteen year-old Federico Cesi (1585-1630), the noble youth Francisco Stelluti of 

Fabriano, Count Anastasio de Fillis of Terno, and the Ducth physician Joahnnes van 

Heeck. They divided the areas of knowledge among themselves: Cesi was in charge 

of botany, Stelutti of mathematics, De Fillis of history, and Heeck of Platonic 

philosophy and metaphysics. They saw themselves as critical observers of the 

natural world and chose the lynx as their emblem because of the animal’s reputation 

for keen eyesight. The early years of the Academy were fairly quiet ones, due in part 

to Cesi’s father’s disapproval of his son’s scientific pursuits and associations, even 

denouncing Heeck to the Holy Office.  This forced the young philosopher to flee 

Rome and the rest of the academy to disperse.  Between 1604 and 1610, the 

academy remained mostly inactive, other than through extensive correspondence 

among the four members.92   However, by 1610 Cesi turned twenty-five and reached 

                                                        
92 For a detailed description of the early years of the Academy see G. Olmi “‘In essercitio universal di 
contemplation, e prattica’: Federico Cesi e I Lincei”, in Laetitia Boehm and Ezio Raimondi (Eds.), 
Universitá, Accademie e Società scientifiche in Italia e in Germania dal Cinquecento al Settecento 
(Bologna: Il Mulino,1981), 172-175; Olmi, “‘Libertà di filosofare’ e ‘virtuose fatiche’: l’Accademia dei 
Lincei nell’Italia della Controriforma”, in L’Accademia dei Lincei e la cultura europea nel XVII secolo 
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majority, allowing him to defy his father. He continued the expansion of the 

Academy. In 1611 he invited especially prominent members to its ranks, including 

the mathematician and astronomer Galileo Galilei (admitted on 15 April), the 

physician Johannes Faber (29 October), and Johannes Schrenk (3 May).93 The 

Academy went on to publish a number of the Galilei’s famous works, including 

Istoria e dimonstrazioni intorno alle macche solare (1613), and Saggiatore (1623).94  

Cesi’s active expansion of the Academy’s members was followed by the induction of 

three prominent Germans living in Rome, Johannes Faber (29 October 1611), 

Johannes Shrenck (3 May 1611), and Theophilo Müller (13 December 1611).  By 

1624, the ranks has grown to thirty-two members, including Cardinal Francesco 

Barberini, Pope Urban’s VIII’s nephew, the papal secretary and theologian Giovanni 

Ciampolli, and the naturalist-lawyer Fabio Colonna. 

All members were resolutely Catholic, even though some were at some point 

accused of heresy.95  Their association with Pope Urban VIII, through his nephew 

Cardinal Francesco Barberini, an early member of the Academy, has been 

                                                                                                                                                                     
(Rome: Accademia Nazionale dei Lincei, 1992); Saverio Ricci, Una 'filosofia milizia'. L'Accademia dei 
Lincei. Le origini lincee tra alchimia e astronomia - Lo svolgimento della vita (1994). 
93 After Johannes Schrenk joined the Jesuits and travelled to China as missionary, he had to renounce 
his affiliation with the Linceians, but he continued to correspond with them and sent information and 
specimens regarding China’s natural world to them.  
  
94 Galileo Galilei, Istoria e dimonstrazioni intorno alle machine solari (1613) and Saggiatore (1623).  
Other Linceians, although not publishing under the Lincei, acknowledged the Cesi’s patronage of 
their work and their works are often considered Lincean productions, such as Heck’s Della nova stella 
disputatio (1605); Della Porta’s De distillation (1608), Elementorum culrvilineorum (1610) and De 
aeris transmutationibus (1614); Fabio Colonna’s Minus Cognitarum Stirpium Pars Altera (1616), 
Purpura (1616), and La Sambuca lincea overo dell’instrumento musico perfetto (1618). 
 
95 Amongst the members accused of Heresy: Heeck, Della Porta, Stigliola, and perhaps most famously 
Galileo. 
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highlighted and examined by many scholars.96  Beyond the Barberini connection, 

Cesi himself was a member of a well-connected Roman family that produced many 

cardinals.  Some scholars have gone as far as to suggest that some of the Northern 

members of the Academy saw the enterprise of compiling scientific knowledge as a 

religious, possibly even an evangelical one.97 Faber saw the academy as a way to 

restore the Catholic emporium into knowledge.98 In fact, although the members 

often admired the scientific pursuits of protestants, Cesi perhaps preferring Kepler’s 

ellipses to Gallileo’s circular planetary orbits, and Cassiano del Pozzo’s positive 

impression of Francis Bacon’s work, the religious divide was too wide for these 

thinkers to be invited or included among the Linceians.99 Although the Linceians 

were interested in advancements in natural history, they never admitted any non-

Catholics to their ranks.   

While the Linceians might have implicitly wished to evangelize, their explicit 

goal was to disseminate knowledge of the natural world.  In practice, this goal was 

achieved most effectively through publications.  Although many of the Linceian 

treatises were left unpublished, and a full picture of Linceian knowledge also 

comprises manuscripts, correspondence, images, and library and museum 

                                                        
96 The association between members of the Lincei Academy and the Vatican, especially Pope Urban 
VIII, is discussed in detail in Olmi. “‘Libertà," 1-4; For a detailed discussion of the Lincei Academy and 
Cardinal Barbarini see Freedberg, “The Chastity of Bees” in The Eye, 151-178. 
 
97 See Silivia De Renzi, “Courts and Conversions: Intellectual Battles and Natural Knowledge in 
Counter-Reformation Rome”, Studies in the History of the Philosophy of Science, 27 (1996): 429-449; 
and Olmi, “‘In essercitio.'" 
 
98 For discussion on the religious aspects of the Lincei see Silivia De Renzi “Courts and Conversions”; 
Olmi “‘In essercitio,'" 172-175; Mario Biagioli, “Knowledge, Freedom, and Brotherly Love: 
Homosociability and the Accademia dei Lincei”, Configurations 3 (1995): 139-166, see 157-58. 
 
99 For Cesi’s opinion on Kepler’s Ellipses see Gabrieli, Il Carteggio Linceo, Part I, 253; for del Pozzo’s 
appreciation of Bacon see, Il Carteggio Linceo, Part IV, 1060-1061. 
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catalogues, their publication record is nevertheless impressive, especially when one 

considers that almost all were produced under the patronage of Cesi.  Unfortunately, 

the reliance on a single individual for this most ambitious project meant that upon 

Cesi’s death, the publications mostly ceased.100   However, it is undoubted that this 

nascent project anticipated enduring modern scientific societies such as the Paris 

Academy or the Royal Society.101   

With the broader history of the Academy and its members in mind, let us 

return to 1611 and Federico Cesi's purchase of the Recci manuscript. Cesi entrusted 

Johannes Schreck (another member of the Lincei) to prepare Recci’s material for 

publication. After annotating an almost complete version of the first part of Recci’s 

work as part of the Rerum Medicarum Novae Hispaniae Thesarus (also known as the 

Mexican Treasury) in 1612, the printing was interrupted.  Shreck left the academy to 

join the Jesuit order, and was sent to China as a missionary.   

 Cesi then gave the project to two other Linceians, Johannes Faber, and Fabio 

Colonna; they were to add more commentary. (Meanwhile, as various members of 

the Academia were involved in compiling Recci’s material and preparing 

illustrations for publication, in 1615 in Mexico City Juan Barrios published a Spanish 

translation of Recci’s selections: Quatro Libros de la naturaleza y virtudes de las 
                                                        
100 For a discussion on Linceian unpublished works see Giuseppe Gabrieli, “Gli scritti inediti di Ecchio 
linceo”, Rendiconti dell’Accademia Nazionale dei Lincei, Classe di scienze morali, storiche e filologiche 
Series 6, 6 (1930),  363-397.  The extensive and groundbreaking Linceian work on fossils remained 
largely unpublished, other than Stelluti’s brief Trattato del legnofossile minerale (1637).  Stelluti also 
published a series of works on the bee in 1625: Melissographia and the Apes Dianiae, as well as co-
authored Apiarum. 
 
101 For studies of rich intellectual traditions in the orbit of the papacy see Anthony Grafton, ed., Rome 
Reborn: the Vatican Library and Renaissance Culture (Washington and New Haven: Library of 
Congress, in association Yale University Press, 1993).  For a comparative analysis of scientific 
societies see Mario Biagioli, "Etiquette, Interdependence, and Sociability in Seventeenth-Century 
Science," Critical Inquiry 22, 2 (1996): 193-238. 
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plantas … en el uso de la medicina en la Nueva España).  In 1625, the Lincei had 

produced 400 pages with thirty-five illustrations on Mexican animals.  Colonna 

integrated Shreck's annotations, and completed the Annotationes et Additiones in 

1628.  In 1628 Matthias Greuter, an engraver in Rome, prepared a frontispiece and 

printed some twenty-eight pieces of the manuscript.   

 However, the entirety of the Mexican Treasury remained unpublished.  One of 

the obstacles to publication was that Cesi was preparing a Tabuale Phytosophicae (a 

summary of the botanical principles Cesi was organizing) that included tables and 

diagrams.  Unfortunately, Cesi died in 1630.  With the help of Colonna, Francesco 

Stelluti completed Cesi’s Tabulae, prepared indices, and organized various parts of 

the book using unpublished materials left by Cesi. A summary of Mexican animals 

copied for Cassiano del Pozo by Andres de los Reyos (the librarian at the Escorial) 

and brought to Rome in 1626, was also added to the compendium. Del Pozzo finally 

convinced Alfonso de Las Torres (a Spanish nobleman living in Italy) to sponsor the 

publication.  Between 1648 and 1649, del Pozzo entrusted Johann Friedrich Greuter 

to prepare two further frontispieces, and the Rerum medicarum Novae Hispaniae 

thesaurus seu plantarum animalium mineralium mexicanorum historia es Francisci 

Hernández was finally published in Rome in 1651.102   

 The republication of key Linceian works in the mid-eighteenth century 

reinvigorated the Lincea: the naturalist Giovanni Bianchi republished Colonna’s 

botanical work as part of his effort to revive the Academy between 1745 and 

                                                        
102 For a detailed history of Hernández’s manuscript and its many publications see Simon Varey, ed., 
The Mexican Treasury: The Writings of Dr. Francisco Hernández (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University 
Press, 2000). 
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1755.103 A century or more later, in 1870, the newly unified Italy created the 

modern Accademia Nazionale dei Lincei in an effort to revive the academy.104 In 

terms of Linceian historiography in the early twentieth century, in the 1920s and 

1940s Guiseppe Gabrieli edited the Linceian correspondence and produced various 

articles on their work.105 His edited correspondence, in particular, was instrumental 

for the twentieth-century reinterpretation of Linceian significance for early modern 

science. Of central mid-century importance for studies of Francisco Hernández is the 

seven-volume 1959 publication of his Obras Completas, published by the 

Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México in 1959.106 

 In the 1960s and 1970s, discovered materials and approaches defined a new 

era of scholarship.107  From the late 70s to the present, Spanish scholar José Maria 

Lopez Piñero should be highlighted for his efforts to revise Francisco Hernández's 

work and bestow it its rightful prominence within European scientific endeavors of 

the sixteenth century.  While non-Spanish scholars have ignored or undervalued 

Spanish influence in the scientific advancements of the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries, often leaving Hernández only as a footnote within the larger scientific 

                                                        
103 See M. Oldescalchi, Memorie istorico-critiche dell’Accademia dei Lincei e del Principe della 
medesima (Rome, 1806) 
 
104 Although the naturalist Giovanni Bianchi revived the Lincei for ten short years in 1745, 
republishing Colonna’s botanical work, it is not until 1806, with Oldescalchi’s publication that we get 
a truly comprehensive history of the Lincei (Oldescalchi, Memorie). 
 
105 Gabrieli (1989), collected and published by The Academmia Nazionali dei Lincei.  They also 
republished his editions of Linceian correspondence, Il Cartaggio Linceo (Rome, 1996). 
 
106 Hernández, Francisco, and Germán Somolinos d'Ardois. Obras Completas (México: UNAM, 1959). 
 
107 For early work on the Lincei see Ada Alessandrini, Documenti lincei e cimeli galileiani(Rome: 
Accademia Nacionale dei Lincei, 1965). 
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prominence of groups such as the Lincei, Lopez Piñero has worked tirelessly, in both 

Spanish and English to highlight the significance of Hernández for European botany 

and science.108  In 1981, Giuseppe Olmi produced an authoritative reading on 

Linceian correspondence within the intellectual milieu of the Catholic 

Reformation.109  His interpretations are not only original but allow us to 

comprehend the Linceian scientific endeavors as part of a much wider historical 

context of Catholic concerns and political power in the seventeenth century.110 

Along with a number of publications by López Pinero, in the 1990s, Silvia de Renzi’s 

work on Johannes Faber was also influential; more recent work on antiquarianism 

                                                        
108 José María López Piñero, Ciencia y técnica en la sociedad española de los siglos XVI y XVII 
(Barcelona: Labor Universitaria, 1979); José Maria López Piñero, El Códice Pomar [ca. 1590]: El 
interés de Felipe II por la historia natural y la expedición Hernández a América (Valencia: Instituto de 
Estudio Documentales e Históricos sobre la ciencia, Universidad de Valnecia—CSIC, 1991); José 
María López Piñero and José Pardo Tomás.  La influencia de Francisco Hernández (1515-1587) en la 
constitución de la botánica y la material médica moderna (Valencia: Instituto de Historia de la Ciencia 
y Documentación de la Universidad de Valencia, 1994); José María López Piñero and José Pardo 
Tomás. La Influencia de Francisco Hernández (1515-1587) en la Constitución de la Botánica y La 
Materia Médica Moderns, Cuadernos Valencianos de Historia de la Medicina y de la Ciencia; 51. Serie a, 
Monografías (Valencia: Instituto de Estudios Documentales e Históricos sobre la Ciencia Universitat 
de València C.S.I.C., 1996); José María López Piñero, José Pardo Tomás, and Francisco Hernández, 
Nuevos Materiales y Noticias Sobre La Historia de las Plantas de Nueva España de Francisco Hernández, 
Cuadernos Valencianos de Historia de la Medicina y de la Ciencia; 44, Serie a, Monografías (Valencia: 
Instituto de Estudios Documentales e Históricos sobre la Ciencia Universitat de València-C.S.I.C., 
1994); José María López Piñero and María Luz López Terrada, La influencia española en la 
introducción en Europa de las plantas americanas, 1493-1623 (Valencia: Instituto de Historia de la 
Ciencia y Documentación de la Universidad de Valencia, 1997). 
 
109 Olmi, “‘In essercitio'". For manuscripts newly discovered in the Institute de France see Andrea 
Ubrizski (1980). 
 
110 Olmi, “‘In essercitio'". For a sociological approach to the academy see J-M. Gardair “I Lincei: I 
soggetti, I luoghi, le attivita”’, Quaderni storici, 16 (1981),  763-798. Other contemporaneous projects 
of notice are discussed in Alessandri, Documenti; Ada Alessandri, Cimeli lincei a Montpellier (Rome: 
Accdemia Nazionale dei Lincei, 1979); Stillman Drake, Galileo Studies: Personality, Tradition and 
Revolution (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1970), 79-94. Silivia de Renzi provides a good 
discussion on Linceian scholarship in the late seventies and eighties: “Il progetto e il fatto.  Nuovo 
studi sull’Accademia dei Linccei”, Intersezioni 9 (1989), 501-517.  
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and collecting in Cassiano del Pozzo’s “paper museum” has been led by David 

Freedberg and Francesco Solinas.111  

It was not until the year 2000 that arguments such as theirs, calling attention 

to Hernández’s contribution to early modern science made their way into English 

speaking consciousness, with the publication of the dual tomes The Mexican 

Treasury and Searching for the Secrets in Nature, co-edited by, Simon Varey, Rafael 

Chabrán, and Dora B. Weiner.  The first encompasses many translations of 

Hernández’s letters and texts, while the second includes seventeen critical essays 

from American, Mexican, and Spanish scholars of various fields including art history, 

history of science, and botany. Of particular significance is Chabrán’s and Varey’s 

essay detailing the long and complicated publishing history of Hernández's writings, 

a genealogy of sorts, that appears before the translations in The Mexican Treasury.   

This essay is useful for anyone trying to understand the many iterations of 

Hernández’s work, in both manuscript and published form. These books only claim 

to be a brief introduction to Hernández’s figure and works, and certainly achieve 

this, however, it is unfortunate that the critical writings are so Eurocentric and they 

fail to give more than a passing reference to the Nahua contributions to the 

Hernández project, their worldview, the influence of their language in the 

classification of the New World species, and for our purposes, on the accompanying 

images.  As an art historian, my biggest disappointment from these works is that the 

                                                        
111 Paula Findlen, Possessing Nature: Museums, Collecting and Scientific Culture in Early Modern Italy 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994); Rachel Elisa Bindman, The Accademia de Lincei: 
Pedagogy and the Natural Sciences in Counter-Reformation Rome (Ph.D. dissertation, UCLA, 2000).  
See David Freedberg, The Eye for his art historical approach to the Academy’s materials and for a 
substantial bibliography on Cassiano del Pozzo.  
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same effort brought to the botanist’s texts was not extended to his images.  Although 

The Mexican Treasury includes many images, most of these belong to the Lincei 

edition.  Moreover, there is no art-historical analysis of the images themselves, only 

an art-historical essay on appearances of New World plants in European paintings 

of the time.  

The most comprehensive Linceian studies of late, and the only ones to focus 

on their artistic production in service of science, can be found in two 

contemporaneous books from 2002, which coincidently have the same title:  David 

Freedberg’s The Eye of the Lynx: Galileo, His Friends, and the Beginning of Modern 

Natural History and Irene Baldriga’s L’occhio della lince. I primi Lincei tra arte, scinza 

e collezionismo (1603-1630).112  Freedberg’s and Baldraiga’s books are of particular 

significance and important models for this study given that they are both written by 

art historians and examine the visual representation of scientific knowledge in the 

early modern period.  

Although commendable in their scope, as well as in their attention to the 

Linceian use of art in the service of early modern scientific inquiry, both fail to 

acknowledge the Spanish empire’s critical role in early modern science and its 

influence on the Linceians.  In their urge to place the Lincei as the pinnacle of art and 

science of their time, both studies discount the Spanish vital contribution to the 

Lincei advancements in botany, even while mentioning Hernández’s unprecedented 

work multiple times.  Their Italocentric perspective fails to paint an accurate picture 

of the European networks of the time and continue to foment an inaccurate idea of 

                                                        
112 David Freedberg, The Eye; Irene Baldriga, L’occhio della lince. I primi Lincei tra arte, scienza e 
collezionismo (1603-1630) (Rome: Accademia Nazionale dei Lincei, 2002). 
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Spain as scientifically backwards in comparison to Italy and its European 

counterparts.  

Freedberg argues that the Linceian visual archive is “unprecedented,”113 

ignoring the larger history of visual representations in service of scientific 

advancements that Lincei participated in (including people such as Fuchs, Mattioli, 

Clusius, Turner, and Aldrovandi among others). Most problematic for our purposes 

is his discounting of Hernández’s visual repository. Freedberg’s arguments about 

the Linceians' unique contribution to natural history is made with a very limited 

visual corpus of sixteenth-century natural history illustrations.  Although it is an 

enticing argument, the comparison of Linceian “genuine field drawings” to 

sixteenth-century watercolors is not altogether fair as the genre is entirely different.  

A closer history of European printed sources would produce a less marked 

separation between the Lincei achievements and their historical precedents than 

Freedberg suggests.114 In contrast, Chapters 2 and 3 of my dissertation discuss 

attempts at representing individual New World specimens that are often more 

successful than Lincei examples.  While it is true that the Lincei used modern ways 

of viewing (such as the microscope) in their observation and categorization of 

nature, and could perhaps be described as representing the pinnacle of such 

illustration, their efforts are most certainly not unprecedented, but rather have 

many impressive precedents. Freedberg seems to suggest the Lincei are unique in 

                                                        
 
113 Freedberg, The Eye, 3. 
 
114 See Lucia Tongiorgi Tomasi for a discussion of sixteenth century naturalists and the importance of 
visual representation in Guiseppe Olmi, L. Tongiorgi Tomasi and A. Zanca (eds.), Natura-cultura: 
l’interpretazione del mondo fisico nei testi e nella immagini (Florence: Olschki, 2000).   
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their visual documentation, disregarding the long history they participated in and 

the precedents that allowed them to exist (including the amazing visual 

contributions by the Nahua students who produced the illustrations accompanying 

Hernández’s text).  This neglect is in part because the Lincei themselves discounted 

the illustrations for their lack of scientific information. Nevertheless Freedberg, with 

the advantage of historical distance, should be able to accept the Spanish systematic 

efforts towards categorizing nature.   

Aside from Freedberg’s attempt to present the Linceians as uniquely modern 

in their efforts to represent and classify nature, he also implies that their endeavors 

were opposed to the Catholic Church.115 While acknowledging these failings, it is 

important to admit that Freedberg’s study is extremely valuable not only in making 

many Linceian illustrations available to a wider audience, but in his exquisite 

discussions on how the use of the microscope changed the way the Linceians saw, 

understood, and categorized the world.  

Coming from an Italian tradition, Irene Baldriaga’s work absorbs her 

compatriot’s previous observations and presents the Lincei not as a break of 

paradigm from the previous century’s work (as Freedberg does, following 

Foucault’s seminal work on early modern science), but as a development of 

Renaissance knowledge and methods. Baldriaga focuses on the continuities rather 

than the ruptures from previous Italian ways of knowing.  She discusses the Lincei’s 

interests as disparate and lacking in cohesion.  What connects their projects, in her 

                                                        
115 Olmi’s detailed work on the Lincei in light of the Catholic reformation clearly opposes this view. 
For a fair and critical review on the matter see Paula Findlen, “Survey Review: science, Art, and 
Knowledge in Seventeenth-Century Rome” in Metascience 13 (2004): 275-302.  
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mind, is Linceian attention to art in the service of scientific advancements. Baldriaga 

skillfully elaborates on the relationship between naturalists and the artists who 

illustrated their works.   

 Another scholar of importance in terms of bridging and understanding 

Linceian impact on science and art is Lucia Tongori Tomasi, an art historian.  Her 

work exploring naturalist drawings from the fifteenth century to the present 

displays the importance of art for the classification of plants and does much to 

sketch the development of methods and to describe the work of individual 

naturalists.116 

 In sum, the history of Hernández's project, and its afterlife, is therefore 

extremely complex. No single edition of Hernández can be complete or 

comprehensive, although the seven modern volumes of the Obras Completas appear 

to come close. Even so, one reason that these volumes do not represent Hernández 

completely is the fact that from the very beginning his works were selected, edited, 

borrowed, incorporated, and otherwise subjected to normal Renaissance practice. 

There can be no single, stable text or set of images.  Even though three major 

editions of Hernández were published in 1615 (Quatro Libros, Mexico City), 1651 

(Rerum medicarum Novae Hispaniae thesaurus, Rome), and 1790 (Opera, Madrid), 

they represent only selections of his Natural History.117  Because this dissertation is 

a new interpretation of significance of botanical images for the identity of newly 

                                                        
116 See Lucia Tongiorgi Tomasi, An Oak Spring Flora.  Flower Illustration from the Fifteenth Century to 
the Present Time.  A Selection of the Rare Books, Manuscripts and Works in the Collection Rachel 
Lambert Mellon (Upperville, VA: Oak Spring Garden Library, 1997) and The Flowering of Florence: 
Botanical Art of the Medici (Washington: National Galley of Art, 2002). 
 
117 Varey, The Mexican Treasury, 4. 
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colonial and imperial subjects, it does not attempt to provide a monograph or the 

genealogy of all of the Hernández images. I do, however, follow the appearance of 

each species I chose to focus on through its many iterations, and the complexity of 

the Hernández’s visual web is evidenced, if not completely fleshed out.  

Nevertheless, it would be a great contribution to the field to publish, in print or 

digitally, a visual encyclopedia with every appearance of an image that accompanies 

a textual iteration of Hernández’s words.
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Chapter 2 

The Prickly Pear: Wealth and Idolatry 
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The Prickly Pear Cactus 

The prickly pear cactus was one of the most important New World commodities for 

Europe.  The cochineal insect’s blood, from which red dye (nochezli or grana fina) is 

produced, grows on these cacti. Grana fina was ten to twelve times stronger than 

other red dyes known in the Old World before the Spanish conquest (some also 

produced from insect’s blood, like Kermes) and by the end of the sixteenth century 

had largely displaced other established sources, particularly in the cloth-producing 

industries. 118 Sahagún, writing in the mid-sixteenth century, states that grana fina 

was exchanged “as far as China and Turkey” and declares that it was “valued and 

esteemed almost all over the world.”119  

But the prickly pear also represented the foreign and dangerous character of 

the New World.  European confrontation with the plant involved both attraction and 

repulsion. Sahagún and Oviedo both called this plant “monstrous,” while at the same 

time describing its flavor as delightful.120 The unfamiliar character of the cactus 

                                                        
118 R. A. Donkin, "Spanish Red: An Ethnogeographical Study of Cochineal and the Opuntia Cactus," 
Transactions of the American Philosophical Society 67, no. 5 (1977): 37.  
 
119 “Ésta es la grana fina; esta grana es muy conocida en esta tierra y fuera della, y grandes tratos 
della llega hasta la China y hasta Turquía.  Casi por todo el Mundo es preciada y tenida en mucho.” 
Bernardino de  Sahagún, Alfredo Lopez Austin, and Josefina García Quintana, Historia general de las 
cosas de Nueva España, 3. ed., Cien de México (México, D.F.: Consejo Nacional para la Cultura y las 
Artes, 2000), 1130. León Pinelo, seventeenth century historian, describes grana fina as “el mas 
precioso [género] que se trae de las Indias, despues oro, plata y perlas, y viene en mucha cantidad.” 
Antonio de León Pinelo, El paraíso en el Nuevo Mundo; comentario apologético, historia natural y 
peregrina de las Indias Occidentales islas de tierra firme del mar occeano, ed. Raúl Porras Barrenechea 
(Lima: Imprenta Torres Aguirre, 1943), 249.  Cited in Donkin, "Spanish Red." 
 
120 Describing the prickly pears in general, Sahagún says, “There are some trees in this land that are 
called nopalli: that means tree of tunas.  This tree is monstrous, the trunk is composed of its leaves, 
and the branches are also composed of the same leaves”. “Ay unos arboles enesta tierra que se llaman 
nopalli: que quiere dezir tunal, o arbol que lleva tunas. Es mostruoso este arbol, el tronco se compone 
de las hoias y la ramas se hazen de las mismas hoias”. Bernardino de Sahagún, Historia universal de 
las cosas de Nueva España: Codice Laurenziano Mediceo Palatino, 218, 219, 220, 3 vols. (Italy: Giunti, 



 

74 
 

challenged the veracity of Old World sources and the categories of order they set 

forth.  Many American plants were not present in Ancient sources and called into 

question the categories of nature that authors like Aristotle, Dioscorides, and Pliny 

had established.121  Betraying their anxiety on the matter, many authors flatly 

denied that new species even existed. Andrea Mattioli, for example, mentions the 

prickly pear in a chapter about the Mediterranean fig and identifies it as the same 

plant mentioned by Theosphrastus, Strabo, and Pliny. 122  The cactus maintained its 

dual character as something to be admired and at the same time feared well into the 

sixteenth century, even after it had been transplanted in Europe and could be found 

decorating European botanical gardens and aristocratic estates.123  

Prickly pears were cultivated in the Valley of Mexico for the production of 

cochineal dye long before the conquest. But the importance of the cactus for the 

Mexica goes far beyond the dye. Its fruit (nochtli in Nahuatl, tuna in Spanish) was 

cultivated as an important food source. Also, the plant’s fruit, stems, and roots were 

all used for various medicinal purposes.  Furthermore, the prickly pear cactus and 

                                                                                                                                                                     
1996), Bk. 11, Folios 125v-26r. Describing el “árbol de soldaduras” (barrel cactus) Oviedo states: “[…] 
no se determinar si es árbol o mounstro entre árboles.” Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo y Valdés, La 
historia general y natural de las Indias. Con priuilegio imperial  (Cromberger, Sevilla edition)  (Sevilla: 
[Fin dela primera parte dela general y natural historia delas indias yslas y tierra firme del mar 
oceano ... La qual se acabo [et] imprimio enla muy noble [et] muy leal cibdad de Seuilla enla emprẽta 
de Iuam Cromberger el postrero dia del mes de Setiembre., 1535), Bk. 10, Proemio. 
 
121 Some Europeans, for example those belonging to the Academy of Lincei, soon realized that even 
European plants did not conform to some of these categories.  This realization, however, was not 
received without a great degree of anxiety.  For a discussion on the Academy of Lincei and the 
European responses to the revolutionary suggestions for the categorization of nature as well see 
David Freedberg, The eye. 
 
122 Pietro Andrea Mattioli, Commentarii in sex libros Pedacii Dioscoridis Anazarbei de medica materia  
(Venetiis: Ex Officina Valgrisiana, 1570); ibid. 
 
123 Park S. Nobel, Cacti: Biology and Uses  (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002), 166. 
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its symbolic association with human sacrifice and the disembodied heart features 

prominently in the founding myth of Tenochtitlan, making it a central symbolic 

referent in Aztec culture. 

 While the prickly pear was unknown to Europe before contact, it quickly 

became a highly significant trade item after.   It is therefore a good example to 

explore the European encounter and assimilation of New World flora as well as 

Nahua strategies to incorporate native flora into Old World pictorial systems. The 

New World presented sixteenth-century European writers with linguistic and 

epistemological problems.  How could this strange world be known and 

communicated?  Their answer seemed to be a combination of analogies to Old 

World models and the apparently contradictory strategy of exalting the foreignness 

and strangeness of New World nature.124 Accordingly, in their descriptions of New 

World phenomena, colonial writers often attributed American nature with 

characteristics, and even names, proper to Old World flora. The pineapple (piña in 

Spanish), for example, has its name because Oviedo found it similar to the pinecone 

(also called piña in Spanish), even while admitting they had little in common. 125 Just 

as today notchli is called a “prickly pear,” Oviedo occasionally resorted to calling the 

cactus a “thistle” (cardo) and its fruit “figs” (higos).  Similarly, Sahagún called 

                                                        
124 For more discussion on this matter see Antonello Gerbi, Nature in the New World: From 
Christopher Columbus to Gonzalo Fernandez de Oviedo (Pittsburgh, Pa.: University of Pittsburgh Press, 
1985); Anthony Grafton, April Shelford, and Nancy G Siraisi, New Worlds, Ancient Texts: The Power of 
Tradition and the Shock of Discovery (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 
1992); Stephen Greenblatt, Marvelous Possessions. 
 
125 Oviedo, Historia Natural y General de las Indias, Book 7, Ch. XIV.  For an analysis of Oviedo’s 
illustration and verbal description of the Piña as it pertains to his use of Old World epistemologies, 
see Myers, “The Representation of New World Phenomena."  
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previously unknown New World plants comparable in color or taste to known 

European staples by Old World names.  Oviedo and Sahagún both went as far as to 

compare American phenomena to classical Greek mythology, such as Oviedo’s 

comparison of tribes of women to Amazons and Sahagún’s visual labeling of Aztec 

deities as Olympic gods. 126  The naming of things in terms of similarities is aligned 

with Foucault’s ideas of the Renaissance episteme as described in his book The 

Order of Things.  The visual depiction of the plants, however, does not neatly align 

with Foucault’s assumptions.  As we will see in this chapter, the visual interpretation 

of New World flora on both sides of the Atlantic is elusive and does not cohere into a 

single strategy of resemblance.127  

In this chapter, I trace the representation of the prickly pear in Oviedo’s 

Historia general, Cruz and Badiano’s Libellus and Sahagún ’s Florentine Codex, as well 

as in European printed editions that copied or were based on Hernández’s De 

Atiquitatibus. The focus on a single plant across the four projects highlights some of 

the representational choices each author faced when presenting New World flora to 

a post-conquest audience. Moreover, because of its appearance within the pre-

Columbian representational system and its centrality to Aztec self-understanding, 

the prickly pear is a useful marker of the representational choices that indigenous 

artists faced in the early colonial period.  These choices also demonstrate how the 

representation of the same thing, a cactus, can operate differently.  Meaning an 

                                                        
126 Oviedo, Historia Natural y General de las Indias, Book 3, Ch. XXXIII, 1935 

127 Foucault, Michel. The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences, Routledge Classics. 
London; New York: Routledge, 2002. 
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image of a cactus within an herbal does not necessarily communicate the same 

message.  Stylistic choices make the representation of this plant carry different 

meanings.  Moreover, audiences will have varying degrees of access to embedded 

meaning in style. Whether or not to conform to pre-Columbian convention when 

depicting this plant can indicate a meaningful choice in which the artist distances or 

associates himself with a pre-colonial identity. I argue that the adherence or 

departure from the pre-Columbian convention in post-colonial botanical 

illustrations shows an interest in connecting to the “heroic” past or a concern to 

distance themselves from the barbaric idolatrous practices of the past.  

I will first examine two extremes that define the visual range in the early 

colonial description of the prickly-pear cactus: a pre-Columbian relief sculpture, 

typifying Mexica strategies of representation, and Oviedo’s woodcuts, exemplifying 

a European rendering of it.   

Later I will consider images of the prickly pear in the Libellus and the 

Florentine Codex as examples of how colonial indigenous artists negotiated the two 

systems of representation within the classically-derived genre of the herbal. Pre-

Columbians had a rich pictographic language, and used images in histories, maps, 

and genealogies, among others, but as mentioned above, they did not have herbals, 

and were not accustomed to representing plants as specimens. As indigenous artists 

inserted New World flora into the herbal genre, they also inscribed representational 

conventions inherited from their own traditions. The use of these pictorial 

conventions carries with it meanings that would have been lost to European 

observers. Unlike alphabetic writing, pictorial images were something both 
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Europeans and pre-Columbians shared.  Tom Cummins has argued that “pictorial 

images formed the site where crosscultural translation in the New World” was 

possible.128 I will explore these images as sites of such communication and, as with 

any translation, also as sites of cross-cultural misreading.  

Finally, I will consider how the images accompanying Hernández’s De 

Antiquitatibus were absorbed into European herbals.  In the case of Juan Eusebio 

Montpellier’s 1635 copy of Hernández’s image, he chose to maintain and exalt the 

otherness of the plant and its Nahua pictorial style and included the pictogram for 

rock under the prickly pear.  In its very foreignness and curiosity, the image itself is 

a commodity.  On the other hand, in the first European edition of Hernández’s text, 

the Rerum Medicarum Novæ Hispaniæ Thesaurus, the Linceans chose to strip any 

Mexicaness from the illustration. I will argue that they sanitized the image of the 

prickly pear to conform to their unified vision of the natural world.   

 

Symbol, Place Name, and Topographical reference 

Most scholars agree that no manuscripts from the Nahuatl-speaking world that are 

agreed to be pre-conquest in origin are extant.129  Among the extant pre-Columbian 

                                                        
128 Thomas B.F. Cummins, "From Lies to Truth: Colonial Ekphrasis and the Act of Crosscultural 
Translation," in Refraiming the Renaissance: Visual Culture in Europe and Latin America 1450-1650, 
ed. Claire Farago (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1995), 153. 
 
129 Bishop Juan de Zumárraga, in his role as apostolic inquisitor, destroyed the Texcocan archives 
holding pre-conquest pictorial manuscripts in 1535.  Franciscans, following mendicant orders also 
burned all paintings that seemed to them to be idolatrous. Even chroniclers criticized the tendency of 
missionaries to burn anything without distinguishing between idolatrous and non-idolatrous books 
that might aid the running of the state, such as genealogies or tax records.  Juan Batista Pomar 
regretted this fact, saying that “the ignorant had them burned, believing they were idols, although 
they were chronicles worthy of being saved.” From “Relación de Texcoco” quoted in Gruzinski, The 
conquest of Mexico, 14. Finally, the twenty-fifth session of the Council of Trent (1563) sealed the fate 
of a considerable amount of other Mixtec codices.  It states: “All books and writings dealing with 
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objects to survive is the Teocalli de la Guerra Sagrada (1507) at the Museo de 

Antropología, a volcanic stone sculpture from the palace of Moctezuma II 

representing the metaphoric temple of Huitzilopochtli (figure 2.1). On the back of 

this sculpture there is a relief representing the founding of Tenochtitlan.130 To 

summarize this myth, the Mexica were the last of the Chichimec tribes to depart 

from the region of Chicomoztoc (the place of the seven caves). 131 They started a 

long and arduous peregrination made all the more difficult by Copil, son of 

Malinalxochitl, the malevolent sister of their patron god Huitzilopochtli.  

Huitzilopochtli eventually ordered Copil to be killed and his heart cast into Lake 

Texcoco.  After many struggles Huitzilopochtli finally prophesized that the Mexica 

                                                                                                                                                                     
geomancy, hydromancy, aeromancy, pyromancy, oneiromancy, chiromancy, necromacy, or sortilege, 
mixing poisons, augury, auspices, sorcery, magic arts, are absolutely repudiated.  The bishops shall 
diligently see to it that books, treatises, catalogues determining destiny by astrology, which in the 
matter of future events, consequences, or fortuitous occurrences, or of actions that depend on the 
human will, attempt to affirm something as certain to take place, are not read or possessed.” ‘Twenty-
fifth Session of the Council of Trent,’ in Canons and Decrees of the Council of Trent trans. H.J. 
Schroeder (Saint Louis and London, 1960), 276.  Furthermore, some books were destroyed by their 
owners in fear of prosecution for idolatry Juan Bautista Pomar, Alonso de Zurita, and Joaquín García 
Icazbalceta, Relación de Tezcoco (México: Editorial Salvador Chavez Hayhoe, 1941), 4. The practice of 
burning books, distasteful as it sounds, was not unfamiliar to the Aztecs.  Prior to the arrival of the 
Spaniards, during the reign of the Mexica king Itzcoatl (d.1440) a council of rulers ordered the 
burning of books stating: “It is not necessary for all the common people to know of the writings; 
government will be defamed, and this will only spread sorcery in the land; for it containeth many 
falsehoods”. Bernardino de Sahagún, Arthur J. O Anderson, and Charles E Dibble, General history of 
the things of New Spain, 2nd ed., Monographs of the School of American Research ; no. 14 (Santa Fe, 
N.M.: School of American Research;1970), bk. 10, 191. Indeed, the Spaniard’s immediate recognition 
and fear that codices had the power to carry and propagate knowledge of sorcery is evidence of how 
there was an understanding of a shared symbolic technology between Spaniards and Indians. 
 
130 The teocalli relief has, since Alfonso Caso’s seminal 1927 interpretation, often been read as a 
metaphor for the sun cult.  Richard F. Townsend suggests that beyond a purely esoteric 
representation, elements of which are undeniable, the primary meaning is simply a hieroglyphic 
representation of Tenochtitlan.  He argues the relief is concerned with portraying the historical 
reality of the founding of the city.  Townsend suggests that the relief is not only mythological but also 
a political statement. Richard F. Townsend, State and Cosmos in the Art of Tenochtitlan (Dumbarton 
Oaks, 1979), 47-63. For an interpretation of the Teocalli as the throne of Moctezuma and an axis 
mundi see Emily Umberger, “El trono de Moctezuma,” Estudios de Cultura Nahuatl 17 (1984): 63-87. 
Might mention Esther Pasztory’s book and I think Emily Umberger has an essay on it. 
131 The tribes are Tepaneca, Acolhuaque, Chalca, Tlahuica, Couixa, Tlaxcalteca, and others.  See 
Sahagún, Anderson, and Dibble, General History of the Things of New Spain, bk. 10, 197. 
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were near their promised land.  He told the priest Cuahtlequtzqui to look for the 

place where Copil’s heart lay.  The heart had fallen above a rock and from it sprang a 

large prickly pear cactus that was home to a magnificent eagle.132  

The bottom third of the Teocalli has suffered abrasion, but a figure reclining 

in water with a skull instead of a face is still barely legible.  A prickly pear cactus 

with an eagle perched atop it grows from the center of this figure (figure 2.2).  In its 

beak the eagle holds an atl-tlachinolli, the Aztec water and fire symbol, which is a 

visual metaphor for war. The cactus sprouting from the supine figure is highly 

stylized, symmetrical, and two-dimensional. It has two central oblong cladodes 

(flattened stem segments or pads), one directly above the other. On each flank of the 

central stem, grow additional cladodes. The viewer can only see the face of these 

pads, each covered in thick spines.  Spines also define the periphery of the whole 

plant, contributing to the cactus’s flat appearance. The left of the relief is badly 

damaged, but from what is available, it appears to mirror, or almost mirror, the right 

side. Each of the spiny cladodes is in full bloom. Doris Heyden has suggested that 

these flowering tunas are actually representations of human hearts.133 Beyond the 

visual similarity, language also supports this interpretation; the Nahuatl word for 

sacrificial hearts is cuauhnotchtli, meaning “cactus fruit of the eagle.” Whether or 

                                                        
132 Diego Duran retells the story of how the god informs the Aztec priest Cuauhtlequetzqui where he 
will find the promised land: “Oh Cuauhtlequetzqui […] You will remember how I commanded you to 
slay my nephew Copil, ordering you to remove his heart and fling it among the reeds, among the 
rushes.  This you have done.  Know now that his heart fell upon a stone and from this sprang a prickly 
pear cactus.  This cactus is so tall and splendid that an eagle makes his nest in it […] You will find the 
eagle at all times on this prickly pear cactus that sprouted from the heart of my nephew Copil […]. 
The place where you will find the eagle on the cactus I now name Tenochtitlan.” Diego Durán and 
Doris Heyden, The History of the Indies of New Spain, Civilization of the American Indian series; v. 210 
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1994), 41. 
133 Ibid. 
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not these are images of hearts, the relief plays on the resemblance of the fruit, which 

is blood-red, and of similar size to an actual human heart. Just as the cactus fruit was 

a staple of the Aztec diet, the hearts of human sacrificial victims were indispensable 

in Aztec ritual.  They were offered to the sun, associated with Huitzilopochtli, in 

order to sustain its daily journey across the sky.134 The fruits themselves have 

glyphs one of which is preciousness.  

It must be noted that the basic flat, symmetrical representation of this plant, 

key in the depiction of the Aztec city’s foundational myth, is also present in less 

esoteric contexts, as a pictographic glyph.135 Place names are highly 

conventionalized images that refer to a name, whereas a pictorial representation 

indicates the actual presence of a thing.  The place name for the city of Tenochtitlan 

(meaning prickly pear cactus on stone) includes such a conventionalized image of a 

cactus above the pictogram for stone.136  An example of this can be seen in the Codex 

en Cruz (1516) (figure 2.3).  The reading of this glyph is: “In the year 1 Flint (1480), 

in Tenochtitlan the temple.”137 Another is seen in the Codex Osuna (1565) (figure 

2.4).138 The place name for Xoconochco (meaning on the sour cactus fruit) also has a 

                                                        
134 For a detailed discussion on the origin and founding legend symbol see Doris Heyden, The Eagle, 
the Cactus, the Rock: The Roots of Mexico-Tenochtitlan's Foundation Myth and Symbol, BAR 
international series, 0142-3067 ; 484 (Oxford, England: B.A.R., 1989). For a discussion on founding 
symbol of the city see as pertains to the Codex Mendoza see Frances Berdan and Patricia Rieff 
Anawalt, The Codex Mendoza (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992).  
 
135 In these cases the glyphic image visually refers to the name and can be voiced in any language. See 
Elizabeth Hill Boone, Stories in Red and Black: Pictorial Histories of the Aztecs and Mixtecs, 1st ed. 
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 2000), 35. 
136 For further information regarding place names see Boone, Stories in red and black. 
 
137 Miguel León Portilla, "The Ethnohistorical Record for Huey Teocalli of Tenochtitlan," in The Aztec 
Templo Mayor: A Symposium a Dumbarton Oaks, 8th and 9th October 1983, ed. Elizabeth Hill Boone 
(Washington DC: Dumbarton Oaks, 1987), 78. 
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conventionalized cactus, as can be seen in the Codex Mendoza, folio 47r 

representing a tribute list (figure 2.5).139  

Images of cacti as pictorial representations of flora are also available in early 

colonial maps. Among the maps for the Relaciones Geográficas there are various 

images of prickly pear cactuses.  Once again, we can see examples of the plant as a 

glyph for the name of a city or a person, but also some instances in which the prickly 

pear is portrayed as a plant in the landscape in order perhaps to demarcate fertile 

areas.140  In the map of Cempola (1580), for example, the landscape is filled with 

images of plants, trees, and prickly pears growing along and in between churches, 

indigenous toponyms and images of leaders (figure 2.6). Prickly-pears were 

cultivated and occurred naturally in the landscape, so in this case they may be 

gardens of them.  In this particular representation, the prickly pears are 

standardized, but not identical, represented as two-dimensional forms with bilateral 

symmetry and a few decorative flowers at the end of stems.  They either have a long 

central cladode flanked by smaller ones on each side, or grow from a short central 

stem into long lateral cladodes.  Either way, they are highly conventionalized 

                                                                                                                                                                     
138 The middle section of p.34 of the Codex Osuna shows glyphs for the cities of Texcoco, Tenochtitlan 
(here called Mexico), and Tlacopán. 
 
139 For a detailed description of this folio see Frances Berdan and Patricia Rieff Anawalt, The Essential 
Codex Mendoza (University of California Press, 1997). For a discussion on this folio as a cosmic 
symbol of Tenochtitlan and a reflection of pre-Columbian thought see David Carrasco, “City as 
Symbol in Aztec Thought: The Clues from the Codex Mendoza,” History of Religions 20, no. 3 
(February 1981): 199-223. 
 
140 The documentation in the Relaciones Geográficas are responses to a questionnaire by the Spanish 
Crown requesting information regarding its Territories in the New World.  The information 
requested, in 191 questions, covered various topics about each territory (populations, languages, 
etc.) and also asked for a map.  The images I refer to are two of these maps.  For a study of these maps 
see Barbara E Mundy, The Maps of the Relaciones Geográficas of New Spain, 1579-c. 1584: Native 
Mapping in the Conquered Land, 1993. 
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versions of cacti and conform to the pre-Columbian style put forth in the Teocalli.  

As is customary in pre-Columbian representations of plants, the prickly pears in this 

map include their roots, represented by a few lines in black ink. The map of 

Tetlistaca (1581) similarly portrays cacti as vegetation (figure 2.7).  Again the 

prickly pears follow the basic schema and include roots.  In this case the roots are 

more detailed and are differentiated from the roots of other plants.  

The use of the conventionalized form of the cactus in early colonial sources 

to represent places other than Tenochtitlan or, in cases like the ones above, simple 

vegetation, does not invalidate the argument that its widespread use also carries the 

latent sign of the Aztec city’s foundational myth, and along with it reference to 

human sacrifice.  Post-conquest Nahuas, especially those in Mexico City, would have 

found the association immediately legible.  In the least of cases, the insistence on the 

pre-Columbian schema would indicate a stylistic choice that references a local 

identity.   That is, the image of the cactus was multivalient and it carried a symbolic 

meaning well into the colonial period.141 

 The representational commingling of the prickly pear fruit and the heart 

alluding to human sacrifice at the very founding of the Aztec capital lingered 

alongside the less esoteric use of it as a place name in subsequent colonial 

representations of this plant. The Codex Mendoza’s folio 2r is both a map of 

Tenochtitlan and a pictorial representation of the mythic foundation of the city 

                                                        
141 This argument that the cactus motif carries pre-Columbian meaning readable to indigenous 
audiences goes against George Kubler’s argument that after the colonial period pre-Columbian motifs 
stopped carrying such latent meaning. See George Kubler, “On the Colonial Extinction of the motifs of 
Pre-Columbian Art” in Essays in Pre-Columbian Art and Archeology, ed. Samuel K Lathrop (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1961), 14-34. 
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(figure 2.8). At its center, a cactus grows from the pictographic symbol for rock, 

rather than a human sacrificed victim as in the Teocalli, and in the most basic 

reading, is the place-name for the city, as evidenced by the gloss that names it in 

alphabetic text. However, perched on top of the central cactus is an eagle, eliciting 

the mythic story of the city’s bloody foundation.  Here the sacrificial hearts have 

been transformed into flowering tunas, but still maintain the pre-Columbian 

associations with sacrificed human hearts.  

Other images of the foundation also repeat the conventionalized image, 

showing only the most basic elements of the cacti and maintaining its bilateral 

symmetry.  The Codex Aubin (figure 2. 9) and the Codex Tovar (figure 2.10), for 

example, depict an eagle atop a cactus growing from a pictographic rock. While the 

Codex Azcatitlan (figure 2.11) is more graphic, and like the Teocalli, shows the 

cactus growing from a sacrificial victim.  

As we have seen, colonial painters faced a choice when representing the 

prickly pear cactus.  Given the symbolic import of the plant in pre-Colombian 

imagery, colonial artists had to decide whether to repeat the pre-conquest schema 

and have their images filtered through a local and possibly pre-Colombian series of 

connotations, or to actively depart from them and separate their depictions of the 

plant from its pre-Columbian meanings and associations. 

 

Oviedo’s Prickly-Pears: New World Monsters Drawn by Old World Hands 

On the other side of the spectrum, Oviedo’s representations of the prickly pear 

cactus provide useful examples of the European response to the unfamiliar nature of 
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the New World. Oviedo lived at a time when Old World epistemologies were 

shifting, and his work reflects this ambivalence.  While some segments of his 

Historia Natural are still firmly embedded in Medieval paradigms that consider 

history a composite of previously written knowledge, the passages in which he 

reproduces visual phenomena, be they in verbal or written form, share in the 

Renaissance paradigm of history as empirical study and natural observation 

acquired through the various senses.142 Oviedo’s encounter with the prickly pear 

cactus exemplifies the latter response to the unfamiliar nature of the New World.  

In tackling the daunting task of communicating an unknown world to 

European readers, Oviedo relied on the connection between witness and truth, 

following a long tradition of early European travelers.143 As many before him, he 

insists on the common tropes of using the autobiographical “I” (yo) in his narration 

and includes anecdotal information to cement the authenticity of his claims.  More 

significantly for our purposes, Oviedo is concerned about the inadequacy of 

language to translate the visual wonders of the New World, and even though he is 

aware about his limitations as an artist, he sometimes relies on images to 

complement his tentative words and help the reader experience things unknown and 

sometimes unthinkable in the Old World.144 Oviedo’s illustrations stand as concrete 

                                                        
142 For an analysis of medieval and renaissance paradigms of natural history See Michel Foucault, The 
Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences (New York,: Vintage Books, 1994). For a study 
of the visual epistemology of the early colonial period and the role experience played in 
authenticating knowledge in Oviedo’s History see  Myers, Fernández de Oviedo's Chronicle of America. 
  
143 For more on the connection between witness and truth in early traveler literature see Greenblatt, 
Marvelous Possessions: 117-51. 
144 For a study in Oviedo’s use of illustrations to authenticate his experience see Myers, "The 
Representation of New World Phenomena."; Myers, Fernández de Oviedo's Chronicle of America.  She 
proposes that in the relationship between verbal descriptions and his more than eighty drawings, 
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evidence of him as eyewitness and the commentary, involving various other senses, 

further confirms his empirical inquiry.  Describing the cacao tree, for example, 

Oviedo states that the image compensates for the primary experiences of seeing and 

touching, 

Because I greatly desire painting in similar historical works, 
and they are not so often used in our Spain, I want to take 
advantage of painting in order to be understood, because, 
without a doubt, the eyes play a great part in our information 
of these things, and given that they themselves cannot be seen 
or touched, images of them are of great help to the pen.145 

 

For Oviedo, the senses, particularly eyesight, were his mode of gaining knowledge of 

the New World. Drawing, with its direct appeal to the eyes, was the best substitute 

for that experience, and he believed that the image assisted the writing, as well as 

the reading of his text. The image allows Oviedo, as we have already discussed, to be 

recognized as a reliable source within the genre of history and the chronicle. Within 

the genre of herbals, the image might do even more.  Images allow Oviedo to create 

a new system of knowledge.  By visually describing New World plants, animals and 

artifacts that were previously unknown to his European audiences, he inserts them 

into the realm of the possible and within categories of knowledge that previously 

ignored them.  
                                                                                                                                                                     
Oviedo, like many other early travelers, established a link between sight and truth. For more 
information on the use of images to authenticate the writings of other early travelers see Tzvetan 
Todorov, The Conquest of America: The Question of the Other (New York: harper and Row, 1984); 
Edmundo O' Gorman, The Invention of America: An Inquiry into the Historical Nature of the New World 
and the Meaning of its History  (Bloomington: Indiana Univeristy Press, 1961); Gerbi, Nature in the 
New World; Greenblatt, Marvelous Possessions. 
 
145 The emphasis in mine. “Mas, porque yo deseo mucho la pintura en las cosas de historia 
semejantes, e que en nuestra España no son tan usadas, quiero aprovecharme della para ser mejor 
entendido, porque, sin dubda, los ojos son mucha parte de la información destas cosas, e ya que las 
mismas no se puedan ver ni palpar, mucha ayuda es a la pluma la imagen dellas.” Myers, Fernández de 
Oviedo's chronicle of America, chap. XXX.  
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The images, in their very lack of skill, stand as evidence that Oviedo was 

there to translate them. Acknowledging his drawings’ inability to accurately capture 

the details of the intricacies of the foreign flora, Oviedo believes that the 

combination between them and his words provide evidentiary accuracy.  He says:  

And like this, with this purpose, I want to draw these trees in the way 
I know how to because, even if they do not fulfill their purpose as I 
would like, the meaning of the drawing and my words will be enough 
for others to portray them more naturally.146 
 

Oviedo’s claim to veracity is such that he holds out the hope that talented others will 

be able to create more artistic and precise renditions. 

The prickly pear cactus was one of those plants foreign and wondrous 

enough to require an illustration for the audience to understand and believe what 

Oviedo describes.  In fact, all three cactuses in Oviedo’s work are portrayed in full, 

an honor only reserved for 8 of the 23 specimens he illustrates (for most other 

plants he only shows either the fruit or the leaf). 147  The multiple portrayals of cacti, 

plants Oviedo himself describes as outstandingly similar in form, along with a long 

anecdotal description of his first encounter with the plant, gives credence to 

Oviedo’s claim to truth.148 

                                                        
146 “Y así, a este propósito, quiero aquí debujar estos árboles como yo supiere hacerlo, porque, 
aunque no vayan tan al propósito como yo querría, bastará la significación del debujo y mis palabras 
para que otro los sepa poner más al natural.” Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo y Valdés, La historia 
general delas Indias. Con priuilegio imperial. (Sevilla: Iuam Cromberger, 1535), bk. 7, ch. XXX.  
 
147 Aside from the two prickly pear and the “cardo alto”, also a cactus, he also illustrates the 
pineapple, the pitahaya, the lily, the prorica, and the coigaraca plant in full. 
148 Although in this chapter I focus on how Oviedo visually encodes difference and indicates 
“otherness” in his illustration of the prickly pear cactus and its description, other chapters on this 
dissertation examine his use of illustrations to assimilate Old and New World phenomena in order to 
more seamlessly commodify American nature. 
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Because Oviedo used both verbal and visual descriptions to establish 

authenticity, the relationship between these two elements within the manuscript 

deserves some attention. Sharing the space of the page, images and text are 

intricately interwoven in the Monserrat manuscript.  In most cases where Oviedo 

felt the need to illustrate a description, the picture was sketched prior to the words 

being written down. The image of the morning glory, for example, is illustrated at 

the center top of the manuscript page. The words describing it are written around it, 

coming in and out of the blank spaces available in between the leaves of the 

flowering plant (figure 2.12).  In a few cases, where he includes a revision or an 

addition to the text, both the illustration and the revision appear cramped on the 

margins of the page (figure 2.13).  In only two instances, the image was an 

afterthought and appears alone on the margins of the written text (figure 2.14).  

Unfortunately, less than a third of Oviedo’s work was published during the 

sixteenth century.  However, in those publications produced during his lifetime, the 

close association between text and image present in his manuscript is maintained. 

This is especially true for the engravings appearing in the 1535 edition of his 

Historia.149  It includes thirty-two engravings, closely resembling Oviedo’s original 

sketches. The sizes of the illustrations vary, but unless they occupy the whole page, 

they generally conform to the two-column arrangement of the text.  The engravings 

all have thick black margins, separating them from the text, marking a stronger 

division between text and image than in the manuscript version, where both 

intermingled, but they still appear on the same page as their written descriptions 

                                                        
 
149 See D Turner, “Forgotten". 
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and are often signaled in the text as part of the necessary information. These images 

interrupt the text, but are also clearly part of the descriptive process.  

The manuscript chapter of Oviedo’s prickly pear descriptions is 

unfortunately lost.  We only have record of this plant from printed editions, the 

earliest appearing in the 1535 publication. In his illustrations of the plant, “cardo de 

las tunas” (cactus of the tunas) and “árbol de las tunas” (tree of the tunas) (figures 

2.15 and 2.16) there is an attempt at three-dimensionality with thin parallel 

hatching, but the images are nevertheless flat due to their thick outlines and the 

frontal portrayal of every cladode.  Instead of a single central chain of stems, like in 

pre-Columbian representations of the plant, Oviedo’s cacti split into two or more 

stems, from which more cladodes and fruits emerge in an almost fractal pattern.150 

The “árbol de las tunas” grows from a long trunk and does not display fruit.  In this 

case, there is a small line indicating the ground from which the tree emerges and the 

only element with hatching is the trunk itself. 

 It is revealing that in the whole Historia the “cardo de las tunas” is the only 

plant displayed within a landscape. It sits atop a simple landscape composed of 

three semi-circular shapes, all shaded. The small hills are a way to ground the object 

in space, making it appear more natural. Oviedo also sketched a single line 

                                                        
150 Oviedo describes this fractal growth as follows: “Los cardos en que nascen tienen las 
hojas algo redondas e muy gruesas y espinosas, e por los cantos y en lo llano dellas, a 
trechos, están sus fieras e enconadas puntas, tres o cuatro o más juntas, y así repartidas en 
su número, en muchas partes esas espinas. Y es tan gruesa la hoja como la mitad o tercera 
parte del gordor de un dedo de la mano de un hombre, e cada hoja es tan grande como una 
mano (abiertos e tendidos los dedos), e algunas menores, porque van cresciendo, e de una 
hoja nascen otras en los cantos, e de la otra otras, e así se van arborando e levantando estos 
cardos o tunas hasta ser tan altos como hasta la rodilla, o tres palmos de altura, poco más o 
menos. Y en esta manera de se ir aumentando en la forma del crescer, y en las mismas hojas 
y espinas, e en se ir convirtiendo las hojas en ramas, parescen al árbol de las soldaduras que 
dije de suso.” Fernández de Oviedo y Valdés, La historia general delas Indias, bk. 7, Ch. XXVIII.  
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indicating land for the other prickly pear, the tall cactus, the pitahaya, the lily and 

the coigaraca, all of which were particularly strange to European eyes.  

Given that he only shows twenty-three images of flora in the whole of his 

1535 Historia, it is significant that Oviedo chose to show two images of plants that 

he himself agrees are outstandingly similar in form.  Although these images are very 

flat, it is clear Oviedo attempted a naturalistic description.  In accordance with his 

literary claim to authenticity and his insistence on personal experience, he drew two 

specific cactuses, rather than one single ideal image indicating the general form of 

the plant. The duplicate image gives credence to his direct observation of nature.  

Oviedo’s curiosity about this plant is not only evident in his two illustration 

of it in full, but also in his trouble categorizing it.151  Describing the “cardo de las 

tunas” (“tree of welding”) he says:  

And ahead, in book X, I will speak of the tree of welding, reader, keep 
in mind memory of these tunas, because the leaves of these thistles 
are very similar to those of the tree I speak of. And I am not outside of 
the opinion that these same thistles turn into those; and maybe this is 
not so, because in reality the fruit of both is different, but upon sight, 
they give to understand that at least they have some debt, because of 
the great similarity of leaves and spines.152 
 

In fact, the pre-Columbian Mexicans considered these plants two types of nopalli 

(they still call them nopales), and in our present taxonomical system we consider 

them both of the same genus opuntia but of different species.  In everyday language, 

they are both prickly pears.  

                                                        
 
152 “Y porque adelante, en el libro X, se dirá del árbol de las soldaduras, tened, lector, memoria destas 
tunas, porque tienen mucha semejanza las hojas destos cardos con las del árbol que digo. Ni estoy 
fuera de opinión que estos mismos cardos se convierten en aquellos árboles; e ya que aqueso no sea, 
porque en la verdad la fructa es muy diferenciada, mas, en la vista, dan a entender que han algund 
debdo, por la semejanza grande que se tienen en las hojas y en las espinas.” Fernández de Oviedo y 
Valdés, La historia general delas Indias, bk. 7, Ch XXVIII.  
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To further emphasize his personal experience with the prickly pear 

specimens, Oviedo included an anecdote detailing the passing of the tunas through 

his own body. His tale alludes not only to the sense of sight but also to taste.  It is an 

especially vivid story worth transcribing in full. 

And I began to join them in their feast, I ate some of them [prickly 
pears] and they tasted good to me and when it came time to stop 
eating, we parked the horses near a river, in the countryside, and I 
stood aside to pass water, and I urinated a great quantity of true blood 
(as it seemed to me), and I did not pass as much as I could have or that 
I needed to, thinking that my life might end in this way; because 
without a doubt I believed that I had ruptured all the veins in my 
body, and that the blood had all gone to my bladder.  Like a man with 
no experience with this fruit, and who also did not completely 
understand the composition and order of veins, nor the properties of 
the tunas I had just eaten.  And since I ended up spooked and turned 
pale due to fear, Andres Niño approached me, and he was a man of 
good and my friend, and wanting to mock me, he said “Sir, it seems to 
me that you look pale.  How do you feel? Does something ache?” And 
he was saying this so serenely and without agitation that I believed, 
feeling for my pain, he was saying the truth.  I answered: “Nothing 
hurts me, but I would give my horse and another four to be in Santo 
Domingo and close to mister Barreda, who is a great medical doctor, 
because without a doubt I must have ruptured as many veins as are in 
my body.” Having heard this, he could no longer hide his laughter, and 
because he saw me in anguish (and it’s true that it was not little), he 
answered laughing: “Sir, don’t fear: the tunas make you think so, and 
when you urinate again, the urine will be a great degree less turbid, 
and the second or third time, there will be none of that, nor will you 
need the doctor Barreda you mention, nor will there be cause for you 
to give the horses you just promised.153 

                                                        
153“E yo comencé a les hacer compañía en el manjar, e comí algunas dellas, e supiéronme bien, y 
cuando fué hora deparar a comer, apeámonos de los caballos a par de un río, en el campo, e yo 
apartéme a verter aguas, e oriné una gran cantidad de verdadera sangre (a lo que a mí me parescía), 
y aún no osé verter tanta cuanta pudiera o me pedía la nescesidad, pensando que se me podría 
acabar la vida de aquella manera; porque sin dubda creí que tenía todas las venas del cuerpo 
rompidas, e que se me había ido la sangre toda a la vejiga, como hombre sin experiencia de la fructa, e 
que tan poco alcanzaba a entender la compusición e orden de las venas, ni la propiedad de las tunas 
que había comido. E como quedé espantado e se me mudó la color por mi miedo, Ilegóse a mí el 
Andrés Niño […], el cual era hombre de bien e mi amigo, e queriendo burlar conmigo, díjome: "Señor, 
parésceme que tenéis mala color. ¿Qué tal os sentís? ¿Duéleos algo?" Y esto decíalo él tan sereno e sin 
alteración, que yo creí que, condoliéndose de mi mal, decía verdad. Respondíle así: "A mí no me duele 
nada; mas daría yo mi caballo e otros cuatro por estar en Sancto Domingo e cerca del licenciado 
Barreda, que es gran médico; porque sin dubda yo debo de tener rotas cuantas venas tengo en el 
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The passage above appears after his verbal description of the prickly pear, he first 

details the taste, then the bodily urgency to eliminate the fruit by urinating, and 

finally the bright color that emerges from his system, again an allusion to sight.  His 

insistence on the description of various sensual experiences, especially the visual, is 

necessary to convince the reader of the very plausibility of such a foreign wonder. 

In Oviedo’s tale of his encounter with the plant it is evident that the prickly 

pear is both appealing and dangerous, delicious, but also monstrous, deceitful and 

potentially deadly. The fear for his life that resulted from Oviedo’s experience of 

blood-red urine epitomizes the European imagination when confronted with foreign 

nature.  It points not only to the potential danger of the New World to European 

bodies, but also to European pride and feeling of superiority over the natives.  

Oviedo is transparent in his feeling of foolishness when his guide mocks him.  

Oviedo’s story presents him as a child experiencing something for the first time. At 

the end of the passage, almost as a moral, he mentions that he has often gone hungry 

rather than taste some of the supposedly edible things in the New World.154  

On first sight of his red urine, Oviedo worries for his life. The nature of the 

New World is so treacherous that it can pass from delight to death. He begins his 

passage by calling the fruit a trickster.  

                                                                                                                                                                     
cuerpo." E dicho esto, él no pudo encubrir más la risa, y porque me vido en congoja (y a la verdad no 
era poca), replicó riéndose: "Señor, no temáis: que las tunas hacen que penséis eso, y cuando tornéis 
a orinar, será menos turbia la orina con mucha parte, y a la segunda o tercera vez, no habrá nada 
deso ni habréis menester al licenciado Barreda que decís, ni habrá causa que déis los caballos que 
agora prometíades."  Ibid., bk. 7, Ch. XXVIII. 
154 “e yo me hallé tan ufano como si hobiera salido del mayor peligro deste mundo, porque 
nunca deseé morir con nombre de gula, ni como vicioso, antes, muchas veces dejé de comer, 
teniendo grande nescesidad, por no comer algunas cosas que he visto en estas partes que 
comían otros hombres.” Ibid. 
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I called this fruit witty, because haven eaten five or six figs from it, it 
mocks so those who have not eaten it before, that it makes them very 
alert and fearful of death, without their being any [real] danger in 
eating them. 155  
 

He emphasizes not only its otherness, but also its untrustworthiness. He calls it 

“witty” and also uses the word “mocks” (burla). In fact, Oviedo uses this word 

several times in his descriptions of American nature and it is often associated with 

the most wondrous or alien phenomena.  

Remarkably, one of the claims brought up against the indigenous populations 

by the Spanish, on par with their idolatry, drunkenness, and cannibalism is that they 

were liars, not to be trusted. In Oviedo’s description, New World flora was assumed 

to be similarly deceptive. He stops short of calling the plant cannibalistic, but almost 

implies the accusation by calling it monstrous for feeding and growing out of its own 

dead parts. 

Emphasizing its otherness, its monstrosity, calls attention to this image as 

wondrous and thus provokes a desire for replication.  Oviedo is aware of his images 

as precedents for the illustration of New World flora. Speaking about the prickly 

pear cactus in particular, he writes:  

…but as I would know, I will say what I have understood about it, 
passing it on to who can better paint or explain it, because it would be 
more to see it painted by the hand of Berruguete or another excellent 

                                                        
155 My emphasis. “Llamé donosa esta fructa, porque comiendo cinco o seis higos déstos, es tal 
burla para quien nunca los ha comido, para le poner en mucho cuidado e temor de la muerte, 
sin haber en ello peligro alguno. Y como hombre que lo he probado, diré lo que me acaesció 
la primera vez que comí estas tunas: que en verdad yo diera cuanto tenía por hallarme 
donde me pudiera consejar e confesar mis culpas, e comunicar espiritual e temporalmente lo 
que convenía a la salud de mi ánima e de mi persona e inquerir el remedio para la vida, y fué 
desta manera.”Ibid.  
 



 

94 
 

painter like him, or that Leonardo da Vinci, or Andrea Mantegna, 
famous painters I met in Italy, than to understand it by words.156 

 

The author was correct to assume that his images were to be copied. Bruegel the 

Elder, for example included this plant in his painting In the Land of Cockaigne (1576) 

after it was introduced in Europe (figure 2.17).  

 Oviedo, as mentioned above, had an interest in his images being replicated.  

The monstrosity of his prickly pears transforms them into “mimetic capital”.   Not 

only is the prickly pear a source of alimentary and medicinal wealth, but the image 

of it was also capital to be exchanged. Stephen Greenblatt has suggested that early 

European travel discourse made use of the phenomenon of wonder as “the decisive 

emotional and intellectual experience in the presence of radical difference.”157 

Although overstated, wonder certainly is one, if not the decisive intellectual 

experience for Oviedo in confrontation with this plant, and wonder is one mode by 

which he possesses the alien.158   

 

 

                                                        
156 “…pero como yo supiere, diré lo que de él he comprendido, remitiéndome a quien mejor lo sepa 
pintar o dar a entender, porque es más para verle pintado de mano de Berruguete u otro excelente 
pintor como él, o aquel Leonardo de Vince, o Andrea Manteña, famosos pintores que yo conocí en 
Italia, que no para darle a entender con palabras.” Ibid. 
 
157 Greenblatt, Marvelous Possessions, 14. 
158 Greenblatt says, “the marvelous is a central figure…in the whole complex system of 
representation, verbal and visual, philosophical and emotional, through which people in the late 
Middle Ages and Renaissance apprehended and thence possessed or discarded, the unfamiliar, the 
alien, the terrible, the desirable, and the hateful.” Greenblatt goes on to propose that there are two 
opposing traditions of the marvelous, one non-possessive and the other possessive.  One marks 
“sympathetic understanding” asking for appreciation of the difference and even “identification with 
the other,” while the second is riven by a compulsion for appropriation. Oviedo’s image of the prickly 
pear is of second kind. Ibid., 22-23. 
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Local Identities, Christianization and Echoes of Idolatry in The Libellus 

Unlike Oviedo, the indigenous artists who produced the Libellus and the Florentine 

Codex were familiar with the pre-Columbian system of representation and local 

plants and were also schooled in the European humanist tradition in the Francisca 

school Santa Cruz de Tlatelolco. In addition to Latin, they learned Spanish, Nahuatl, 

philosophy, logic, arithmetic, music, and the classics.159  They were chosen to guide 

their people toward Christianity and the civilizing principle it represented.  Holding 

positions of privilege in their own culture, the pupils participated in the highest 

forms of native communication before their initiation into the learned European 

world.  Their families were most likely literate in Nahuatl pictographic expression. 

As such, they held the power to communicate at the nexus of both worlds. Although 

this generation had to separate itself from traditional canons, it was not completely 

impervious to them.  Most importantly, what they were communicating was not 

something new to them or their community.  It was, however new to the intended 

audience, the King.  Here reception in terms of intent is the same as it is addressed 

to the same public, but the form of address of each comes from a very different locus 

of enunciation, meaning to Europeans this is an unfamiliar nature, while for the 

natives it is well-known. 

 In certain instances, they deliberately insist on using pre-Columbian 

conventions in their representations of American flora.  Their social status in 

colonial society was tied to their families’ status as nobles in the pre-colonial world.  

                                                        
159 "Libellus de medicinalibus Indorum herbis: manuscrito azteca de 1552," in Libellus de 
medicinalibus Indorum herbis: manuscrito azteca de 1552 (México, D.F.: Fondo de Cultura Económica: 
Instituto Mexicano del Seguro Social, 1991), 9. 
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The Spanish largely maintained the pre-Columbian social structures placing 

themselves at the top layer. The elite illustrators were at a crossroads.  On the one 

hand, their ancestral world bestowed them with their present power.  As such, they 

had an interest in maintaining a sense of their heroic imperial past.  On the other, 

they were also immersed in a world of Catholic values and needed to distance 

themselves from idolatrous practices in order to participate in colonial society in 

general and in the Franciscan school in particular. These artists do not cohere in a 

single purpose or voice, but show a spectrum of responses to this collision of worlds 

they were born into.   

Unlike alphabetic writing, pictorial images were something both Europeans 

and pre-Columbians shared. For this reason, as cited above, Cummins suggests that, 

“pictorial images formed the site where cross-cultural translation in the New World” 

was possible.  While these two cultures shared pictorial representations, they did 

not use them in the same way, nor in the same genres. 

While Oviedo uses a dual system of verbal and visual representation, his 

ekphrastic descriptions are supported by images that emphasize and help explain 

what the text fail to show, in the Libellus’s text and image operate independently.  

They share the space of the page, but the information in them does not overlap.  

Rather, they offer different if possibly complementary information. The text on the 

page of the prickly pear, for example, offers no detailed description of the plant, as 

did Oviedo’s.  The written part states the ailment “Burns of the Body” and then 

offers a short recipe on how to cure them, which includes, but is not limited to, using 

the prickly pear, which is the only plant it represents. 
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A burned part of our body is helped with the juice from nohpalli, 
teamoxtli, amoxtlu, tetzmitl, hecapahtli, texiyotl, and huitzquilitl, with 
which it is to be well anointed and rubbed with honey and yolk of 
egg.160 

 
 
The image of the prickly pear cactus is itself the only information we have about the 

plants.  It is not subordinate to the text because it represents information not 

available in the Latin writing. 

I argue that in this manuscript the artist makes particular stylistic choices in 

his representation of the prickly pear cactus to separate himself from damaging 

allusions to an idolatrous, bloody past.  In folio 49v representing a Tlatocnochtli, or 

planted Nopal (Tlatoctli, planted and Nochtli, Nopal), the artist suggests more 

naturalism than in the pre-Columbian convention, suggesting three-dimensionality 

with a gradation of color in the cladode (figure 2.19).  The central element has only 

one stem and the majority of the image is concerned with the cladodes that grow 

from it.  This representation remains closer to pre-Columbian styles than to 

Oviedo’s depiction (figs 2.15 and 2.16) due to the simplicity of its form, with only 

five cladodes in total, its bilateral symmetry and the dark outline that flattens it.  As 

with all the other images of cacti described, the viewer can only see the full face of 

each paddle, with no element in front of another, further contributing to the flat 

appearance of the plant. Spines emerge from dark circles on the paddle and are 

composed of double or triple yellow lines.  However, in contrast with pre-Columbian 

                                                        
160 “Corporis nostri pars adusta adiuvatur succo ex nochpalli, teamoxtli, amoxtli, tetzmitl, 
hecapahtli, texiyotl, et huitzquilits quo perungenda erit et confricanda cum melle et ovi 
vitello.” Translation from Emily Walcott Emmart, The Badianus Manuscript (Codex Barberini, 
Latin 241) Vatican Library: an Aztec Herbal of 1552 (Baltimore, MD: The Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1940), 301. 
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precedents, no spines appear on the periphery of the stems.  Bright red tunas grow 

on the upper stems and have blue bulbs with yellow petals. The cactus emerges 

from light colored roots that are surrounded by a circular area of soil.  The soil is of 

a dark hue in the center and the color lightens up in progressive circular rings as it 

reaches the ends of the roots.  

The attention to the color and quality of the soil is not particular to the 

representation of this plant, as discussed in Chapter 1.  In fact the artist is careful to 

point out the variety of soil and its diverse composition throughout the manuscript.  

Whereas his portrayal of flowers is limited and even formulaic, his soils have 

greater particularity.  This might be explained by the fact that in pre-Columbian 

medicine soil provided the plants with certain curative powers.161 In this way, the 

differences in the quality of soil might indicate something about the particular 

curative power of the plant that grows from it. In some cases a plant, like the 

acamallotetl, even takes its name from the soil itself.162  Unfortunately, the 

information within these colorful illustrations of soil would have been lost on a 

European audience not familiar with this aspect of pre-Columbian medicine and it is 

difficult to draw conclusions about his intentions because he does not explicitly 

state them in the text. Even while this particular artist disregards the pre-Columbian 

                                                        
161 “Acamallotetl  …is derived from the compound indicating black soil, meaning, an extremely humid 
ground, which was believed to be the cause for the dark color of the vegetable.” Manuel Maldonado-
Koerdel, “Los minerales, rocas, suelos, y fósiles del manuscrito,” in Libellus de medicinalibus indorum 
herbis: manuscrito azteca de 1552, según traducción latina de Juan Badiano,  by Martín de la Cruz, Juan 
Badiano, and Efrén C. del Pozo (México: Instituto Mexicano del Seguro Social, 1964), 294.  
 
162 Ibid., 295. 



 

99 
 

conventions for the portrayal of a cactus, he insists in encoding information in pre-

Columbian ciphers.163 

 As well as soils, the artist is also careful to show other qualities of the 

environment from which the plant grows. He indicates when the plant is aquatic, by 

either having the roots surrounded by blue pigment, as in folio 21r (figure 2.20), or 

outlining each root with a blue pigment, as in folio 18r (figure 2.21), or having the 

plant emerge from the Nahuatl pictogram for water, as in folio 9r (figure 2.22).  He 

also includes pictograms when he wants to indicate that plants grow out of rock, like 

in folio 26r and 39r (figures 2.23 and 2.24).   In folio 61r, he attempts a more 

realistic representation of rock, but still includes the pictogram for water under it 

(figure 2.25).  It is telling that although he often portrays the pictogram for stones, 

he chooses not to show the prickly pear as growing from it.   The absence of the 

pictogram is conspicuous.  Given the problematic, idolatrous associations elicited by 

a prickly pear cactus above the pictogram for stone, this elision may be read as a 

deliberate attempt to separate the plant from the place name for the city of 

Tenochtitlan as well as its inescapable reference to the foundational myth and 

human sacrifice. The choice to represent this plant as an herbal specimen, detached 

from the pre-Columbian schema, suggests the artist’s conscious effort to distance 

                                                        
 
163 Serge Gruzinski has pointed out that there are many levels of signification in pre-Columbian 
pictographic expression related to the use of color.  He says, “We know that indigenous chromatic 
expression constituted an essential element of pictographic expression, even if its meaning and 
function often escape us.  It is probable that it indicated the quality or purpose of the lands 
represented, but also that it located each space on a perceptible and sacred scale, by naming the 
contrasts, transitions and continuities, noting presences completely imperceptible to the Spanish 
eye.” Gruzinski, The conquest of Mexico, 41-42. 
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himself from the possible idolatrous connotations that the presence of a pictogram 

might bring forth.    

 In The Conquest of Mexico, Serge Gruzinski suggests that the infiltration of 

alphabetic writing into indigenous languages created a “reorganization of painted 

space” where pictures and words began to share the page.164 Here, images and text 

appear to have equivalence, and thus, a single voice.  Gruzinski suggests this 

equivalence represents a loss of substance, particularly in those things that cannot 

be reduced to words. He proposes that writing down pictographic knowledge is 

more than a problem of translation and transcription:165  

In bringing into play relations of form and color and spatial effects, 
offering modes of reading and multiple approaches, the ‘paintings’ 
show an intuitively and immediately perceptible specificity, only 
partially able to be verbalized by virtue of their iconicity […] The 
‘paintings’ are images as much as texts, and words cannot offer the 
exact equivalent of an image.  In other words, it appears that writing 
down pictographic knowledge necessarily involved a loss of 
substance, a loss all the more disquieting as it was irremediable and 
ineffable.166 

 

The Libellus is not the type of writing that Gruzinski describes above.  The Libellus’s 

images are inscribed into the genre of an herbal, one that did not exist before 

conquest.  However, the loss of meaning that images might have conveyed to a 

contemporaneous local is still palpable in this work.  We still do not know how to 

decipher much of the meaning behind the different colored soils or rocks present in 

this manuscript.  There is no clear equivalence between the alphabetic writing and 

                                                        
164 Ibid., 36-37. 
 
165 Ibid., 52. 
 
166 Ibid., 53. 
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the images. The prickly pear cactus may no longer be a pictogram.  In fact, it is 

attempting some level of naturalism, but there is still invaluable non-verbal 

information inscribed onto the page.  

  

The Cactus in The Florentine Codex: Breaks and Continuity 
 

The Florentine Codex combines alphabetic text and visual information in a way that 

appears to conform to early modern European book formats and does imply a more 

seamless equivalence between text and image. Nevertheless, the space of the image 

is still a contested one. The insistence on the pre-Columbian conventions when 

illustrating the prickly pear cactus reveals both a tension between the 

Christianization of the artists, demanding distance from the bloody, idolatrous 

legacy of their ancestors and an interest in maintaining continuity with the heroic 

past of the city. 

 Book eleven of Sahagún’s Florentine Codex, is a de facto herbal within the 

friar’s encyclopedic work on pre-Columbian Mexico, compiled between 1578 and 

1580.  In this book there are multiple representations of the cactus in both chapters 

six and seven, with the entirety of the eighth paragraph in chapter six devoted 

exclusively to its description.  It is titled “of the diversity of tunas” and has a total of 

thirteen illustrations (figure 2.27).  

 The first image is unique among them because it is the only one that shows a 

man harvesting the cactus.167  This vignette has visual parallels to southern 

                                                        
167 This type of explanatory image is common in Arabic translations of Discorides and Galen.  
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European tacuinum sanitatis (figure 2.28), as Debra Hassig has suggested. 168  The 

Tacuinum were European health manuals first illustrated and popularized in the 

court Giangaleazzo Visconti (1351-1402) in Milan at the end of the fourteenth 

century.  They exemplified the Hippocratic belief that a balance of lifestyle, diet, and 

exercise achieved health.  They were not intended as medicinal science, and do not 

show individual archetypal specimens of plants, like those found in herbals, but 

were instead works of art to be contemplated. The Tacuinum were contemporary 

health manuals illustrated with genre scenes featuring humans performing a variety 

of activities (planting, harvesting, providing medicinal treatment, etc.). In the genre 

scene of the Florentine Codex the harvesting man stands in an illusionistic landscape, 

with one small hill in front of the other, indicative of the artist’s understanding of 

European representations of space (figure 2.29).  The artists also attempt to depict 

the scene naturalistically, using shading to create volume in the folds of the man’s 

clothes and using line to show the movement of the cloth blowing in the wind. 

Scholars have argued that the use of European conventions and iconography 

distances the artists from their “idolatrous” connections.169  

Double rectangular frames, providing a strict geometrical separation of 

pictures from text, similar to Oviedo’s printed woodcuts, surround most of the 

                                                        
168 Debra Hassig has suggested that genre scenes such as the one described above, with human 
figures performing a variety of activities (planting, harvesting, proving medicinal treatment, etc.) in a 
natural setting suggest visual parallels to tacuinum sanitas manuscripts from southern Europe. She 
says Tacuimun “emphasize the illustrations over the text, not for the purpose of visually describing 
the plants for medicinal purposes but to provide a forum for genre scenes featuring human figures 
[…]”. Although her analysis offers a credible European precedent for the vignettes in the Florentine 
Codex displaying human activities, it fails to address the majority of the illustrations that do not 
include human figures. Debra Hassig, “Transplanted Medicine" 44-45. 
 
169 Cummins, “The Maddona and the Horse,” 54.  Jeanette F. Peterson “The Florentine Codex”, 273-93. 
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illustrations in this manuscript, including all of the cacti. Images in Sahagún’s 

encyclopedic work relate to European precedents to varying degrees.  The 

rectangular frames that Hassig associates with tacuinum are arguably not limited to 

that genre, but present visual parallels to most woodcut prints of the time.  We 

know that the Franciscans used woodcuts to instruct the students at Tlatelolco.170   

In contrast to this European codification of space, the prickly pear cactus 

adheres closely to pre-Colombian conventions. It has one central paddle surrounded 

by five other ones, each culminating in a fruit. The images in this manuscript were 

first sketched in black and then filled in with color, giving them a thin dark 

outline.171 The outline is especially striking in this plant because it emphasizes its 

resemblance with pre-Columbian portrayals.  The bilateral symmetry combined 

with the flat frontal illustration adds to this notion. 

 Placing the prickly pear within illusionistic space could potentially strip it 

from the barbarous history that its image evokes by suggesting that it is a 

naturalistic portrayal of a cactus.   However, other renditions of this plant in chapter 

seven display cacti that do not follow the pre-Columbian schema (figures 2.30, 2.31, 

and 2.32). These cacti are non-symmetrical and do not resemble one another.  While 

it is true that these seem to be painted by different artists, the fact that two or three 

artists in the same manuscript depicted this plant in such different ways highlights 

that there is a choice in its portrayal. And that the artists who adhered to the pre-

Columbian convention did so deliberately.   

                                                        
170 We have no evidence that any of these woodcuts was in the genre of the tacuinum in particular 
 
171 Book eleven of the Florentine Codex is unfinished; the illustrations are sketched but not colored in. 
This is due, perhaps because Phillip II ordered the book be sent to Spain in 1571.  
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Even though the image of the man harvesting prickly pears is brightly 

colored, as is the cactus itself and the tunas of all the following cacti, the fruit in this 

image is left blank. This transforms it into a paradigmatic scene that applies to the 

rest of the cactuses portrayed, regardless of the particular variety of prickly pear, 

which, in this manuscript, are identified by the color of the fruit.  The next twelve 

prickly pear cactuses, appearing on folios 125v-127r, are almost identical to one 

another except for the color of their fruit and the number of spines (figures 2.33-

2.36).  They all follow the pre-Columbian convention.  

The rectangular framing boxes for the first two are large, almost equal in size 

to the one in the vignette. The others are cramped in the spaces in between 

sentences and have square framing boxes with almost no empty space.  Moreover, it 

is clear that they were added after the writing, because in many instances writing 

interrupts the frame lines. 

Why portray almost identical representations of the same plant?  The 

differences in color could have been simply stated in the alphabetic text that 

mentions them.  The portrayal of twelve cactuses, representing the eleven varieties 

of prickly pears implies that the illustration is somehow displaying the 

particularities of each one of these plants.  This would follow Renaissance ideas 

about painting from direct observation of the natural, emphasizing the 

particularities of each specimen. Like in the illusionistic space of the vignette, 

showing varieties of the same plant is a way to portray them using European 

conventions. However, these portrayals are far from European.  
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The prologue to Book Eleven states that the close descriptions of nature have 

a double purpose.  One is to aid the evangelical mission.172 Sahagún considers that 

evangelical work is more effective when the preacher uses examples from nature 

that are familiar to the audience. Knowledge of the fauna and flora and their uses 

provides a wealth of examples to the friars.  The other purpose is to extirpate the 

idolatrous association with plants and animals.173 He suggests that natives see 

divinities in all plants and animals and understanding the qualities of the natural 

world will help sever these idolatrous notions. 

However, the images of cacti in chapter six, paragraph eight, remain within a 

highly codified pre-Columbian system (figures 2.33-2.36).  Moreover, this particular 

depiction of the cactus is historically tied to the idolatrous and cannibalistic past of 

                                                        
172 “Nocierto es, la menos noble joia: de la recamara, dela predicacion evangelica: el 
conocimiento delas cosas naturals: para poner exemplos, i comparationes. Como vemos, el 
redemptor. Auerlo usado: iestos exemplos, icomparationes; cunato mas familiars fueren,alos 
oientes y por palabras, i language mas usadas, entrellos dichas; tanto fueran mas efficacies: i 
porvechosas. A este proposito se hizo, ia tesoro: en harta costa, itrabajo: este volumen en que 
estan escritas en lengua mexicana: las propiedades y maneras exteriors, i interiors que se 
pudieron alcanzar: de los animals, aves, pieces: arboles, I iervas, glores, I frutos mas 
conocidos: I usados, que ai entoda esta tierra: donde ai, gran copia de vocablos: I mucho 
lenguaje: muy propio  muy comun: imateria muy gustosa.” Sahagún, Historia universal de las 
cosas de Nueva España, bk. 11. 
 
173 “Sera tambien esta obra, muy oportuna, para darlos a entender, el valor de las criatura: 
para que no las atribian, divinidad: porque acualquiera criatura, que veian ser iminente: 
enbien o en mal, la llamavan teutl quiere dezir dios: demanera que al sol, le llamaban teutl, 
por su lindeza: al mar, tambien por su grandeza, i ferocidad: tambien a muchos de los 
animals los llamaban por este nombre por razon de su espantable disposition, ibravesa.   
Donde se infiere, que este nombre teutl se toma, en buena, i en mala parte. I mucho mas se 
conoce esto, quando esta en composition: I no en este nombre, teupilizintli, niño muy lindo: 
teuhpiltontli, muchacho muy travieso, o malo.  Otros muchos vocablos, se componen desta 
misma manera: dela significacion de los quales, se puede conjecturar, que este vocablo, teutl, 
quiere dezir: cosa estremada en bien o en mal.  Ansi que, el presente volumen, se podra 
tener, o estimar como untesoro, de language I vocablos desta lengua mexicana: I una 
recamara, muy rica delas cosas que ai enesta tierra.” Ibid.  
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the Aztecs and works against the codification of space that takes the tlacuilos 

(Nahua painters) away form their idolatrous past.  

Before the conquest the written word, was not a space of commonality 

between the Nahua and Europeans.  It is not a contested space to the same degree. 

Moreover, alphabetic space is a univocal, while the image is multivocal.  The image 

can in fact be voicing different things at the same time, as we have argued  (i.e. 

idolatry only exists for those who see idols and hence ties to an idolatrous past). 

This kind of depiction of the cactus is tied to the idolatrous and barbarous 

past of the Aztecs and thus it seems to counter the text’s claim that the purpose of 

Book eleven is to annihilate the idolatrous association to plants and animals that 

natives have. But beyond idolatry or maybe in spite of it, the convention also calls to 

mind purely the political importance of the city and the artist’s desire to articulate a 

local identity.  The heroic past of Tenochtitlan, and its rulers, is what gives the artist 

his position of power within colonial society.  Even while striving to stay away from 

idolatry, and possibly the sacrificial rites of his ancestors, the artist has a vested 

interest in maintaining the ties to those ancient rulers and to the city that was once 

the center of the Aztec empire.  The prickly pear is a central symbol of that imperial 

power and demands, at least in the eyes of the artist, to be represented multiple 

times and in a pre-Columbian schema.  

 In conclusion, these two manuscripts display strategies used by a newly 

conquered people to represent their own nature during a time of change.  As 

projects directed by European men, they embody Old World desires, but also those 

of an extremely select group of classically-educated indigenous pupils setting forth 
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their own understandings of their native flora and imbuing it with local significance. 

The manuscripts embody local and international struggles over the symbolic 

identity of American nature and the political place of the indigenous people creating 

them. 

 

European Reproductions of Hernández 

Hernández’s De Antiquitibus is an ambitious scientific work detailing more than 

3,000 plants previously unknown to Europe. Hernández’s gives us the names of 

three of these artists: Pedro Vasquez, and Anton and Baltazar Elias.  Image and text 

in De Antiquitibus are less closely related than those in the other three manuscripts.  

For one, they do not share the space of the page.  Instead, Hernández wrote the 

descriptions of the plants based on a questionnaire similar to that of Sahagún’s, 

while indigenous artists illustrated them in 2,071 separate pages.  The illustrations, 

however, were still meant to complement the written information, and Hernández 

had a stake in the accuracy of what was portrayed in them.  In a poem he wrote to 

Arias Montano he writes: 

 
I cannot begin to count the mistakes of the artists, who were 
to illustrate my work, and yet were the greatest part of my care, 
so that nothing, from the point of view of a fat thumb, would be different  
from what was being copied, but rather all would be as it was in reality.174   
 

                                                        
174 Simon Varey, Rafael Chabrán, and Dora B Weiner, Searching for the Secrets of Nature: the Life and 
Works of Dr. Francisco Hernández (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2000), 107. 
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In these lines Hernández reveals an interest in having his artists illustrate nature 

proportionally.  He intended for them to display “reality” and thus add to his 

descriptive project.  

Although Hernández’s project began after Sahagún’s encyclopedic efforts, 

they were well aware of each other’s projects and were concerned with the same 

material.   Hernández and Sahagún also shared a similar fate as Phillip II confiscated 

both their projects, albeit for different reasons.  Hernández never saw his natural 

history published during his lifetime and the manuscript was destroyed along with 

all the illustrations in the Escorial fire of 1671.  Fortunately some images were 

reproduced in manuscript and printed editions throughout the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries.  Whereas both the Libellus and the Florentine Codex had a 

very limited circulation among learned men, the writings of Hernández and Oviedo 

were published multiple times during the centuries after their production and had a 

significant impact on European understanding of New World nature. 

The adherence to, or departure from, the pre-Colombian convention in the 

depiction of the prickly pear in copies of Hernández brings forth a different set of 

questions about European consumption of New World goods.   The allusion to 

idolatrous practices is still significant with regards to transforming the prickly pear 

into a global good.  The cactus has to be “sanitized” before it is accepted as a 

widespread commodity.  At the same time, its very foreignness is part of its allure 

for collectors.  Authors are then confronted with a dilemma as to how to represent 

it.  



 

109 
 

Juan Eusebio Montpellier, in his Historia naturae, maxima peregrine from 

1635 included 160 descriptions of plants taken directly from Hernández manuscript 

at the Escorial.  Not only is his description of the prickly pear taken from 

Hernández’s work, but Montpellier’s prickly pear grows out of the pictographic 

symbol for stone, indicating that he copied from the illustrations made by 

indigenous artists as well (figure 2.37).  As we have seen, the Libellus’s artist often 

made use of this pictogram. It is not a stretch to think that other artists trained at 

Tlatelolco, who most likely illustrated Hernandez’s work, would have used it as well.  

It is notable, that in The Libellus, this pictogram had extra layers of coding embedded 

into the various colors used.  However, as we discussed, this color-coding is largely 

unreadable to a European audience.  Montpellier copies the form of the pictogram, 

but his printed edition does not pay any attention to color. The simplicity of the 

form, with a central chain of paddles flanked by two others, follows the pre-

Columbian convention. Montpellier’s figure, however, is embedded in European 

constructions of pictorial space. The peripheral spines of the cactus, which tend to 

flatten out the image, are gone, and the interior spines are replaced by cross-

hatching that creates a sense of three-dimensional space. In this case, the lateral 

cladodes of the conventional cactus form, suggest extended arms, giving the whole 

image an anthropomorphic quality and sense of dynamism.  While these features 

suggest a Europeanizing inflection of the indigenous interpretation of the cactus 

that Montpellier likely saw, the accentuation of the pictographic rock marks the 

plant as exotic, strange, and wondrous. Such qualities would have enhanced the 

collection value of the published book.  
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On the other hand, in the Lincei edition of Hernández’s manuscript, Rerum 

Medicarum Novae Hispaniae, also known as the Mexican Treasury, the authors chose 

to eschew allusions to indigenous markers.  Their illustration of the Nocheznopalli 

represents a more “naturalistic” attempt at depicting the prickly pear (figure 2.38).  

For one, the cactus does not emerge from a pictographic stone, but from a bundle of 

roots that are not based on reality but on the European sense of roots.  The paddles 

are asymmetric and do not conform to the tripartite distribution favored by the 

indigenous schema.  Finally, the shading provides a sense of three-dimensionality. 

As discussed in Chapter 1, the Lincei used Nardo Antonio Recchi’s 

reorganized selections from Hernández’ work for the Treasury. Recchi had already 

disregarded Hernández’s organization of his material, which included Mexican 

standards of order.175 In the same way that the text had been Europeanized, the 

Lincei chose to strip away the “Mexicanness” of the illustrations in order that they 

might more seamlessly become part of their unified vision of the natural world.     

 

Conclusion 

As a plant that was desired on both sides of the Atlantic, the prickly pear cactus 

offers a site of comparison between European and post-conquest indigenous modes 

of representing New World nature. Moreover, as a highly charged symbol in Aztec 

self-fashioning, the representation of this plant offers a unique window into the 

production of identities for the newly colonial subjects.  At times this meant exalting 

local identities, while at others disregarding the symbolic associations with the 

                                                        
175 David Freedberg, The Eye. 
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idolatrous past was a way of underlining one’s Christian and Classically educated 

identity. Finally, the images of the prickly pear that circulated in Europe reveal the 

ways in which this plant was turned into a commodity, again, either by celebrating 

its foreign and wondrous quality, or by assisting its commodification in the global 

market by representing it in a European mode. 
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Chapter 3 

American Ambrosia: Chocolate and Tobacco 
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Food of the Gods: Social Status and Religious Ritual 
 
Unknown in the Western world before the conquest of America, cacao and tobacco 

are now two of the most widespread non-staple global commodities. As in the 

sixteenth century, their consequences for public health, their status as vices, and 

role in identity formation remain part of our public discourse. The current trend 

toward making reference to Amerindian culture in the packaging of chocolate and 

tobacco, promising an authentic experience of some nobler past, free of artificial 

additives and industrial farming, is only the most recent turn in the long battle over 

the symbolic meaning of these crops (figure 3.1).  

In the pre-Columbian Americas, cacao was an integral part of the economy. 

Cacao pods were used as currency in many areas of the New World;176 pods and 

ground cacao, universally accepted as desired goods, were exchanged over vast 

territories and across cultures and languages.177  While a few cacao pods could be 

                                                        
176 In his dictionary, Alonso de Molina defines cacao as “nut and coin”. Alonso de Molina Vocabulario 
en Lengua Castellana y Mexicana, vol. 4, Colección de Incinables Americanos, Siglo XVI (Madrid: 
Ediciones Cultura Hispánica, 1944), 22; Regarding cacao’s use in México, Hernán Cortés states: 
“Cacao is a fruit like the almond, which they grind and hold to be of such value that they use it as 
money throughout the land and with it buy all they need in the markets and other places”.  Hernán 
Cortés, Letters from Mexico, Orion Press Book (New York: Grossman Publishers, 1971), 94; Oviedo 
also mentions cacao use as currency stating: “E cómo su fructa, en algunas partes, sirve por moneda, 
e se hallan por ella todas las cosas que entre los indios se tractan […]” (And since its fruit, in some 
places, serves as coin, and with it the Indians can buy all the things they exchange […]”.Oviedo, 
Historia general y natural de las Indias, Bk. 8, Ch. XXX, 315; Also see Girolamo Benzoni, History of the 
New World, trans. Rear-Admiral W.H. Smyth, vol. no. 21, works issued by the Hakluyt Society; No. 21 
(New York: B. Franklin, 1970), 149. 
 
177 For a discussion of cacao in pre-Columbian America as analogous to a type of ‘gold standard see 
Patricia A. McAnany and Satoru Murata, “America’s First Connoisseurs of Chocolate,” Food and 
Foodways 15, no. 1-2 (2007), 8; David T. Courtwright, Forces of Habit: Drugs and the Making of the 
Modern World (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2001), 19; John F. Bergmann, 
“Distribution of Cacao Cultivation in Pre-Columbian America,” Annals of the Association of American 
Geographers 59, no. 1 (1969): 86-87. 
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used to buy staple foods at market,178 larger quantities of the plant were also 

exchanged for more considerable goods, such as land plots, as shown in the Códice 

de Yucanama (figure 3.2).179 Since cacao trees only grow in lowland environments, 

powerful Mesoamerican cities throughout pre-Columbian times devoted 

considerable resources to conquer distant cacao growing areas in order to assure a 

constant supply of the good to their capitals.180 The frequent appearance of cacao in 

pre-Columbian and post-conquest representations of tribute is evidence of its 

tremendous economic significance (figures 3.3-3.5).  

Furthermore, both cacao and tobacco were central symbolic referents, 

offering indigenous populations the opportunity to approximate their deities, who 

themselves sipped chocolate and inhaled tobacco. The eighteenth-century Linnaean 

name for cacao, Theobrama cacao, meaning “food of the gods,” makes reference to 

the Amerindian belief that their deities shared in their appreciation of the plant.  

The word tobacco comes into Spanish via the Taíno word for the roll of tobacco 

leaves.  The Taíno also called the Y-shaped pipe used to inhale the smoke of the of 

leaves Tobacco, as does Oviedo.  Nahua sources, including the Florentine Codex, use 

the Nahuatl word piciyetl to refer to the leaves of the tobacco plant.   A classical 

Maya vase, for example, shows a scene in the underworld presided over by God L; 

                                                        
178 Bernal Díaz del Castillo, Historia Verdadera De La Conquista De La Nueva España, Única, hecha 
según el códice autógrafo. La publica Genaro García. ed. (México: Oficina tipográfica de la Secretaría 
de fomento, 1904). 287-298 
 
179 In his study, Manuel Lejarazu suggests that the Yucunama Codex represents the exchange of 
fourty cacao pods for three land parcels. Manuel Hermann Lejarazu, Códice De Yucunama: Edición 
Facsimilar, Interpretación Y Análisis, 1. ed.(Mexico, D.F.: CIESAS, 2009), 51. 
 
180 McAnany and Murata, "America’s First Connoisseurs".   
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near the front, we can see a woman pouring chocolate from a height in order to 

aerate and foam it (figure 3.6).  Similarly, the Aztecs portray their gods as smokers 

and chocolate drinkers.  The Florentine Codex retells, for example, of how for the 

great feast of Tezcatlipoca, they chose a man to impersonate the god Titlacauan for a 

year before sacrificing him.  Among the many attributes of his godly presence, he 

had a smoking tube from which he would inhale:  

He who was thus, without flaw, who had no [bodily] defects, 
who had no blemishes, no moles, who had no lacerations or 
wrinkles on his body, they then looked well that he be taught 
to blow the flute; that he might pipe and play his flute well; and 
that with it he hold his flowers and his smoking tube and blow 
and suck upon it, and smell [the flowers].  Thus he went bearing 
[his flute], his flowers, and his smoking tube together as he 
walked through the streets.” 181  
 

In the accompanying image, a forward facing man, dressed in ceremonial garb, can 

be seen holding a still smoldering tube (figure 3.7).   

Correspondingly, belief in the sacredness of tobacco was widespread in the 

New World.  Speaking of Taíno use of tobacco, Oviedo writes:  

The Indians held this herb as a very precious thing, they grew 
it in their gardens and farms for the effect mentioned; it was 
understood that the taking of this herb and incense was not 
only something healthy, but also very sacred.182  
 

The use of tobacco to gain access and proximity to the gods is also represented in 

Mixtec and Aztec codices where priests are identified not only by their distinctive 

                                                        
181 Emphasis is mine. Bernadino de Sahagún, Arthur Anderson , and Charkes E. Dibble, General 
History of The Things of New Spain, 2nd ed. (Santa Fe: School of American Reasearch, 1951-1982), 65. 
 
182 “Esta hierba tenian los indios por cosa muy preçiada, y la criaban en sus huertos é labranças para 
el efecto que es dicho; dándose a enteder que este tomar de aquella hierba é zahumerio no tan 
solamente les era cosa sana, pero muy sancta cosa.” Oviedo, Historia general y natural, bk. 5, ch. 2, 
131.  
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dress and body coloring, but are also often portrayed carrying tobacco gourds on 

their backs as attributes.183  

The psychoactive properties of both plants allowed priests and nobles to 

achieve altered states of consciousness in which they could directly communicate 

with their gods.184 Moreover, in the Mexica world, tobacco stood at the mythological 

point of origin, and from it came the legitimacy of the powerful; the gods’ offerings 

of tobacco begat their supernatural offspring from whom the rulers claimed their 

descent.185 The Codex Borbonicos folio 21, for example, depicting the origin of the 

world, shows the primordial couple Cipactonal and Oxomoco, who created the 

calendar and the divinatory system, wearing the tobacco gourd of priests on their 

backs (figure 3.8). As symbolic referents, cacao and tobacco were central in social 

and religious celebrations, indicating social ties,186 status differentiation,187 and 

                                                        
183 Boone, Stories in Red and Black, p. 46, 176. 
 
184 Myers “Tobacco and chocolate were also mediums that connected people to divinity because, in 
consuming the substance, humans attained corporeal states that approximated those experienced by 
gods.” Meyers, Fernández de Oviedo's Chronicle, 32. For Tobacco as a psychedelic agent see Sahagún, 
Anderson and Dibble, Bk. X:94; ibid. Bk. 11:147.  See also Pomar “Relación,” 215; Diego Durán, The 
Book of the Gods and Rites and the Ancient Calendar by Fray Diego Durán trans. and ed. Fernando 
Horcasitas and Doris Heyden (Norman: University of Oklahoma, 1971), 115.   
 
185 Boone, Stories in Red and Black, 46. 
 
186 Myers discusses the use of chocolate and tobacco to elude social distance and conflict, see Myers, 
Fernández de Oviedo's Chronicle, 28.  Duran describes offering tobacco and chocolate to foreign 
dignitaries, see Duran, Historia de las Indias, 2: 336, 2: 297.  
 
187 Duran suggest only lords drank chocolate, Durán, Books of the Gods, 200. Also see Coe and Coe, 
True History, 93. Sahagún’s informers contradict this, but remark that the quality of these products 
varied according to social class, Sahagún, Anderson and Dibble, Bk. 4:117.  He also mentions the 
lesser quality of flowers and bitter sauces used in the consumption of chocolate of lesser class 
peoples and their reuse of smoking pipes intended for only one use, see Bk. 4:124 and Bk. 10:88. Also 
see Myers, Fernández de Oviedo's Chronicle, 28. For a discussion on how Diaz’s description of 
Moctezuma’s feast helps mark social differentiation, in particular with regards to the ritual and 
celebration surrounding the consumption of chocolate and tobacco see Norton, p. 15; for a wider 
discussion on celebration and ritual to mark social rank in Aztec culture see Inga Clendinnen, Aztecs: 
An Interpretation (New York: University of Oklahoma Press, 1997). 
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battlefield prowess.188   

They were also an integral aspect of courtly life, as portrayed in this Maya 

vase from the Late Classical period, where one can see attendants smoking in the 

left corner of the rollout photograph (figure 3.9).  Accordingly, the Aztecs also 

included the two substances in their courtly celebrations.  The Florentine Codex, for 

example, mentions the meticulous serving of tobacco at the beginning of the 

merchants’ feast: 

The tobacco server, to perform his task, bore the tobacco 
[tube] in his right hand; thus he held it: there where it was 
sealed off; not by the tube [end].  And he went bearing the bowl 
for the tobacco tubes in his left hand.  First he offered one the 
tobacco tube.  He said: ‘My beloved noble, here is thy cane of 
tobacco.’ Then [the guest] took it up; he placed it between his 
fingers to smoked it.189  
 

This description is accompanied by an illustration of two seated lords being served 

tobacco in refined pipes (figure 3.10).  

 Serving chocolate at the end of the feast was also meticulously 

choreographed.  The Florentine Codex states: “To carry it one placed the cup in his 

right hand.  He did not go taking it by its rim, but likewise went placing the gourd in 

the palm of his hand.  And the stirring stick and gourd rest went bearing there in his 

left hand” (Figure 3.11).190 Chocolate, as mentioned earlier, was used to mark social 

differentiation as well as social ties.  In this way, everyone attending the celebration 

                                                                                                                                                                     
 
188 For descriptions of how chocolate and tobacco helped to articulate warrior social status see 
Sahagún, Anderson and Dibble Bk. IV: 34-35 and Bk. IX:37. 
 
189 Sahagún, Anderson and Dibble Bk. XI: 34. 
 
190 Ibid, 35. 
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would be given chocolate to drink.  However, Sahagún is quick to mention that the 

cups given to lords and commoners were different, marking the lords’ higher status: 

“These were to pay honor to the lords.  But those who followed, all [were served 

with] only earthen cups.”191  In his Conquest of New Spain, Diaz del Castillo, 

describes in detail Moctezuma himself engaging in both activities.192  He retells how 

chocolate was served and imbibed by the Aztec ruler:    

In some cups of fine gold [filled] with a certain beverage made from 
cacao that they said was to have success with woman and so we did 
not look on.  Notwithstanding, in what I saw, they brought over fifty 
jars made from fine cacao, with foam, and from them he drank and 
the women would serve him as he drank, with great reverence and 
sometimes at the same time as he ate.193   
 

On the same visit, Diaz also retells the way Moctezuma was satisfied with food and 

cacao drink, after which he also indulged in smoking tobacco:  

Along with many other substantial things, and pachol cake, as it is 
called in this land, which is a kind of wafer, they also put on the table 
three tubes, well painted and gilded, and inside they had liquid amber 
along with some herbs they call tobacco. And after he was finished 
eating, after they had danced, sung, and removed the tablecloths, he 
inhaled the smoke of one of those tubes, very little of it, and with that 
fell asleep.194 

                                                        
191 Ibid. 
 
192 For chocolate and tobacco as part of courtly society also see Myers, 27-28; Miller and Martin, 
Courtly Art, 61-62, 83; Robicsek, Smoking Gods, 59; Coe and Coe, 44-49.  
 
193 “En vnas como a manera de copas de oro fino con çierta bevida hecha del mismo cacao dezian que 
era para tener açeso con mugeres y entonçes no miravamos En ello, mas lo que yo vi, que tayan sobre 
çinquenta jarros grandes hechos de buen cacao, Con su espuma, y de quellos bevia y la mugeres le 
servian al bever, con gran acato y algunas vezes al tienpo de comer […]”, 280. Díaz del Castillo, 
Historia Verdadera De La Conquista De La Nueva España. 
 
194 “Con otra manera de cosas sustançiales, y de pan pachol que en esta trra asi se dize, ques a manera 
de vnas obleas tanbien le ponian en la mesa, tres cañutos, muy pintados y dorados, y dentro tenian 
linquidandar, rrebuelto con vnas yerbas, que se dize Tabaco, E quando acabva de comer despues que 
le avian baylado, y cantado, y alçado la mesa, tomava el humo de vno de aquellos cañutos y muy poco, 
y con ello adormia.” Ibid., 281 
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The somnolent quality of the drug is emphasized in this passage, hinting at tobacco’s 

early association with luxurious indolence or decadence. 

After contact, early European explorers were quick to note the widespread 

use of both substances among the indigenous populations in the New World.  While 

understanding their immense cultural and economic significance, European 

chroniclers still expressed wariness about the idolatrous implications in the use of 

both products.  Spanish conquerors and Catholic priests acknowledged the 

usefulness of cacao and tobacco as medicine and even in cultural contexts such as 

diplomacy, 195 but were also keenly aware of their significance within pre-

Columbian religious ritual. The Milanese explorer Girolamo Benzoni, one of the first 

Europeans to describe both plants, and the first to produce an image of the cacao 

tree, initially disapproved of the cacao drink stating: “they drink it, though seeming 

more suited for pigs than for men.”196  He gave an even more damning 

condemnation of tobacco:  

I have entered the house of an Indian who had taken this herb, which 
in the Mexican language is called tobacco, and immediately perceiving 
the sharp fetid smell of this truly diabolical and stinking smoke, I was 
obliged to go away in haste, and seek some other place.197  
 

                                                        
195 Myers suggests that the products were used to elide social distance and conflict in diplomacy 
convincingly mentioning diplomatic instances recounted by Durán and Sahagún where social 
difference was elided when foreign dignitaries received chocolate in Mexica courts, See Myers, 
Fernández de Oviedo's Chronicle, 28-29.  In Durán see Historia de Las Indias 2: 336 also chapter 39, 2 
:297; In Sahagún see FC I:41-42 and 9:17. 
 
196 Although his description shows initial European resistance to the drink, Benzoni later tastes the 
drink and find it "somewhat bitter" but accepts that it "satisfies and refreshes the body without 
intoxicating". Benzoni, History of the New World, no. 21, 150. 
 
197 Ibid., 81. 
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Accordingly, tobacco in particular received condemnation by explorers and 

missionaries who frequently mention it in relation to diabolical practices. Oviedo, 

for example, in his chapter about idolatries in the islands, mentions the Taíno’s use 

of tobacco as an agent of the devil. Although he recognizes its effectiveness as an 

analgesic, he mistrusts the numbing state as “death in life” suggesting that ingesting 

the smoke “is worse than the pain.”198 This early categorization of tobacco as a 

devil’s proxy continued throughout the sixteenth century.  

Regardless of its status as medicine or vice, in the seventeenth century, cacao 

and tobacco swiftly became part of European medicinal and alimentary practices. 

The European adoption of these plants has been an important topic within cultural 

studies, with several competing interpretations of its causes, dynamics, and social 

consequences.  Arguing for a kind of biological determinism, Jordan Goodman and 

David Courtwright have claimed the addictive properties of cacao and tobacco 

caused their almost immediate reception.199 Others, like Fernando Ortiz and Sophie 

and Michael Coe, have emphasized a cultural and even sensory sanitizing of these 

two substances, noting that chocolate, for example, was Europeanized with the 

addition of milk and sugar.200  Scholars like José Maria Piñero and Daniela Bleichmar 

have argued that tobacco was cleansed of its idolatrous connotations by being 
                                                        
198 “Sé que algunos chripsianos ya lo usan, en especial algunos que están tocados del mal de buas, 
porque diçen los tales que en aquel tiempo que están assi transportados no sienten Dolores de su 
enfermedad, y no me paresçe que es esto otra cosa sino estar muerto en vida el que tal haçe: lo qual 
tengo por peor qie el dolor de que se excusan, pues no sanan por eso.” (Bk. 5, Cp. 2), vol. 1, p. 238-
239. 
 
199 Jordan Goodman, Tobacco in History: the Culture of Dependence (New York: Routledge, 1994); 
David Courtwright, Forces of Habit: Drugs and the Making of the Modern World (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 2001).  
 
200 Fernando Ortiz, Contrapunteo cubano del Tabaco y el azucar (Caracas: Biblioteca Ayacucho, 1987); 
Sophie Coe and Michael Coe, The True History of Chocolate (London: Thames and Hudson, 1996). 
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incorporated into Galenic and Dioscouridan orders and offered to Europeans as 

medicine.201  In contrast, Marcy Norton’s Sacred Gifts, Profane Pleasures suggests a 

type of counter-conquest where European adoption of chocolate and tobacco was 

due to the substances’ indigenous uses and symbolic meanings.202 Norton 

reevaluates the long held assertion that Europe cleansed these two plants of their 

pagan undertones in order to introduce them into European markets, and instead 

suggests that their popularity among Westerners was partly due to pre-Columbian 

meanings of wealth and status. Norton’s study is valuable for its consideration of 

indigenous populations as active participants in post-colonial society in the New 

World and also having “repercussions for the other side of the Atlantic ocean,” 

making it a model for the understanding of indigenous agency in the post-conquest 

world.   

Although she uses many images to sustain her arguments, Norton’s approach 

to them tends to be unsystematic or illustrative of propositions based on textual 

sources and their analysis. Because of this attachment to the written word, Norton’s 

book remains primarily one of European reception. However, indigenous artists in 

fact, produced the images of these plants, and they offer a privileged vantage point 

by which to examine their role in the production of indigenous identity in the post 

conquest world. Building upon Norton’s extensive research into written 

                                                        
 
201 Jorge Cañizares Esguerra, Nature Empire and Nation: Explorations of the History of Science in the 
Iberian World (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2006); Daniela Bleichmar, “Books, Bodies, and 
Fields: Sixteenth Century Transatlantic Encounters with New World Materia Medica”, Colonial 
Botany: Science, Commerce and Politics in the Early Modern World, ed. by Londa Schiebinger and 
Claudia Swan, (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2005), 83-99. 
 
202 Norton, 4. 



 

122 
 

documentation about cacao and tobacco, my aim here is to take up this opportunity 

and explore the rhetorical arguments made by the images themselves.  

This chapter locates the problems that post-conquest illustrators would have 

encountered in their representation of cacao and tobacco. In this case, an art-

historical methodology that analyzes illustrations, rather than alphabetic writing, 

allows for a less Eurocentric account of the production of meaning in New World 

herbals, one that includes responses to American nature on both sides of the 

Atlantic. I argue that the idolatry associated with tobacco’s use in establishing a 

connection with the divine, combined with its role in securing the genealogical ties 

that gave indigenous artists their elevated social position, led them to eschew 

indigenous representational conventions and adopt a more Europeanized image of 

the plant.  Specifically, they immersed it in the iconographic framework and the 

orderly, civilized world portrayed in the Tacuinum Sanitates.  In Chapter 2, I already 

touched upon how the use of Tacuinum Sanitates type scenes distance the artists 

from pre-Columbian associations.    The case of cacao, I argued, presents an array of 

ambivalent responses, from inserting it within a Greek-derived medicinal 

iconographic style on one hand, to preserving Náhuatl representational codes on the 

other.  The representation of the plant was calculated to achieve a balance between 

avoiding the plant’s more problematic associations, while maintaining visual codes 

that legitimized the noble status of the indigenous artists.  In the case of European’s 

illustrating tobacco and cacao, there was a development from references to 

Amerindian, often idolatrous, practices in the early sixteenth century, to a cleansing 

of the plants and an insertion into a botanical and medicinal iconographic structure.   
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Indigenous Cosmology and European Cultural Curiosity 

Before exploring sixteenth-century New World productions, I will present a short 

visual analysis of pre-Columbian and European images of chocolate and tobacco as 

examples of the visual range common during the sixteenth century.  For each plant, I 

will first examine the differing, sometimes extreme, elements that define that range 

in the early colonial period and then discuss the specific choices indigenous artists 

made when portraying the plants in a botanical context. 

Some of the extant pre-Columbian images of tobacco come from Mixtec 

codices (by nature they are painted), such as the Codex Vienna, which shows a 

genealogical record of the Tilantongo community on one side and a cosmological 

record of the Mixtec supernatural and natural world on the obverse (figure 3.12). It 

depicts offerings of tobacco to mark significant human as well as supernatural 

moments: as can be see in section 51a, the primordial couple makes an offering of 

powdered tobacco and copal, thus generating their offspring. As mentioned earlier, 

the rulers of Mexica and Mixtec communities have their power legitimized by this 

type of genealogical record, which showed not only historical but ultimately divine 

ancestry.  Offerings of tobacco are often depicted at critical moments such as the 

marking of births or when bloodlines are connected through marriage.203 

Additionally, cacao and tobacco were used for a wide range of medicinal purposes. 

In the Mesoamerican world, the realms of medicine and divination were often 

intermingled, physicians and midwives made use of divinatory books and practices 

to diagnose and treat patients.  Unfortunately, although there is a wealth of images 

                                                        
203  Boone, Stories in Red and Black, 91. 
 



 

124 
 

depicting tobacco offerings, tobacco gourds and people smoking, I do not know of 

any pre-Columbian image of the tobacco plant.   

Conversely, the cacao tree was often depicted in pre-Columbian imagery. One 

of the murals at the Red Temple in Cacaxtla (AD 650-950), for example, shows a full 

cacao tree growing next to a maize tree.  Both trees are painted with the precious 

Maya blue pigment and have visual parallels (figure 3.13).204  The stems and fruit of 

both plants grow to either side of a central trunk.  The maize leaves fall downwards, 

while the cacao branches undulate down but ultimately face upwards.  Instead of 

maize kernels, the tree produces human heads, while the cacao generates red pods 

from the trunk and delicate yellow flowers from the ends of each stem.  The visual 

parallel between cacao and maize ultimately indicate the preciousness of chocolate.   

Many Maya drinking polychrome vessels also display the cacao tree.  Often, this tree 

marks a cosmologically significant occurrence, recounting stories from the Popol 

Vuh for example (figure 3.14-3.15).   

Mesoamerican communities, as has been discussed, shared a common 

reverence for cacao, but the post-colonial artists in Tlatelolco would have been more 

heavily influenced by iconography produced in their geographical region.  In this 

sense, Mixtec codices are a better indication of pre-Columbian schemas with which 

the indigenous artists would have been familiar. The Fejèrvàry-Mayer codex is a pre-

                                                        
204 Claudia Brittenham and Diana Magaloni Kerpel have argued that the material choices in hue and 
pigment in the maize, jade and quetzal feathers in the Red Temple, often invisible to the naked eye, 
indicate rhetorical arguments about wider Mesoamerican conceptions of preciousness and 
sacredness. The speakers did not include cacao in the discussion because the hue of the cacao plant is 
not as precious as the one of the other items discussed, however, I would argue that the iconographic 
parallels between the maize and cacao plant also mark an important connection between the 
importance of both of these plants. Brittenhein and Magaloni Kerpel, “The Eloquence of Color: 
Material and meaning in Cacaxtla Murals” in Making Value, Making Meaning: Techne in the Pre-
Columbian World, Dumbarton Oaks Pre-Columbian Studies Symposium 2013. 
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Columbian divinatory book from the Mixtec-Puebla region.  Page 1 of the Codex is 

both a temporal and a spatial map of the central Mexican cosmos (3.16).  It is a 260-

day almanac of the ritual calendar as well as a cosmogram of the central Mexican 

world.205 The four cosmic trees with birds atop them each point towards a cardinal 

direction. To the right, indicating the South is a cacao tree emerging from an earth 

mound with a parrot on top of it. The maize death lord (Mictlantecutli) and the cob 

lord (Centeotl) stand at either side of it.  The cacao tree here is highly formalized, 

symmetrical, and two-dimensional.  Although brightly painted, the color is not 

modeled, but laid flat within the lines defining the tree and the pods.    

On the other side of the spectrum, early Spanish representations of tobacco 

and cacao provide useful examples of the European response to that plant. Oviedo’s 

illustration of tobacco pipe and Nicolas Monardes’s 1571 and 1574 woodcuts of the 

tobacco plant exemplify European reactions to the specimen, while Oviedo’s cacao 

leaf and pods as well as Giralomo Benzoni’s reinterpretation of Oviedo’s images 

display Old World interpretations of cacao.  These comprise the first images of these 

New World products available to a wider Old World audience. 

 Along with his damning condemnation of smoking, included in a section 

about indigenous idolatries, Oviedo adds an image of the pipe used to inhale 

tobacco.  Although his text describes the herb in detail, he omits an illustration of 

tobacco itself, inserting an image that references Amerindian practices instead.  The 

emphasis on the practice extends to the point that Oviedo also explicitly states that 

                                                        
205 Elizabeth Boone, Cycles of Time and Meaning in the Mexican Books of Fate (Austin: University of 
Texas Press, 2007), 114-117. 
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tobacco is the name of the pipe, not the plant (figure 3.17).206  His woodcut image 

shows a simple tubular structure that bifurcates half way up its length, with 

hatching to indicate the cylindrical quality of the smoking tubes.  The illustration of 

such a straightforward technology might seem redundant given the already detailed 

description of it in the text: 

the caciques or lords had some hallow tubes, the length of the 
distance between finger and thumb, the width of a little finger, and 
each tube had two holes, as drawn here, in one piece.  And they would 
place the double tubes in the openings of their nose, and on the other 
side they would place the still moldering herbs and smoke, and they 
were very smooth and well made.  And they would burn the wrapped 
and folded leaves of said herb as courtesan servants do when they 
smoke: and they would inhale the smoke, once and twice and three 
times, as long as they could persist, until they were left senseless, 
without a perception of space, laying on the floor, disoriented, or 
asleep in a grave and heavy dream.207 
 

However, his choice to illustrate it is less surprising when we consider that Oviedo’s 

pipe is one of the first instances when wide European audiences would be 

confronted with images of instruments involved in indigenous cultural practices. 

Although he verbally describes the tobacco plant, what is noteworthy and foreign 

enough to demand an illustration is the instrument for the practice of smoking and 

losing consciousness.   

                                                        
206 Oviedo, Historia general y natural, bk. 5, ch. 2, 130. 
 
207 “[…] los caciques e hombres principales tenían unos palillos huecos, del tamaño de un jeme o 
menos, de la groseza del dedo menor de la mano, y estos cañutos tenían dos cañones respondientes a 
uno, como aquí está pintado (Lámina la, fig. 7a), e todo en una pieza. Y los dos ponían en las ventanas 
de las narices, e el otro en el humo e hierba que estaba ardiendo o quemándose; y estaban muy lisos e 
bien labrados. Y quemaban las hojas de aquella hierba arrebujadas o envueltas de la manera que los 
pajes cortesanos suelen echar sus ahumadas: e tomaban el aliento e humo para sí, una e dos e tres e 
más, veces, cuanto lo podían porfiar, hasta que quedaban sin sentido grande espacio, tendidos en 
tierra, beodos, o adormidos de un grave e muy pesado sueño.” Ibid., 130-131. 
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In the following chapter of Oviedo’s text, he directly associates the use of 

tobacco with diabolical practices: 

In which it is to be thought that the devil himself would enter and talk 
to him; and since he is an old astrologer, he would tell them the day it 
was going to rain, or other things relevant to his Nature.  These so 
called men they would revere, and were held in high esteem among 
the Indians, like their priests; and they were these who most often 
took those tobaccos or smokes that I mentioned they use, and as they 
came back to consciousness, they would decry weather war was to be 
fought or ceased; and without the approval of the devil (who would 
appear in the form mentioned), they did not embark in anything that 
was of consequence.208 

 
Although Oviedo recognizes the plant’s social and medicinal significance, he cannot 

distance the herb from the idolatrous, even diabolical, practices associated with it.  

The pipe itself, which he, again, calls tobacco, epitomizes these cultural practices. 

Illustrating it—a strategy Oviedo himself argues is a way to maintain credibility 

with his audience—was intended to make his tale of Amerindian paganism more 

believable.209  

 In the 1571 title page to his Historia medicinal, Nicolás Monardes, the Spanish 

royal physician, reproduced the tobacco plant, in what is probably the first image of 

this specimen in Europe (figure 3.18). This engraving presents tobacco in a 

schematic, illusionistic fashion characteristic of sixteenth-century European 

                                                        
208 “En el cual es de pensar que el diablo, como en su ministro, entraba e hablaba en él; y como es 
antiguo estrólogo, decíales el día que había de llover, o otras cosas de las que la Natura tiene por 
oficio. A estos tales viejos hacían mucha reverencia, y eran entre los indios tenidos en gran 
reputación, como sus sacerdotes y perlados; y aquestos eran los que más ordinariamente tomaban 
aquellos tabacos o ahumadas que se dijo de suso, y desque volvían en sí, decían si debía hacerse la 
guerra o dilatarla; e sin el parescer del diablo (habido de la forma que es dicho), no emprendían ni 
hacían cosa alguna que de importancia fuese.” Ibid., bk. 5, ch. 3. In chapter 2, Oviedo had already 
compared tobacco to henbane, which Norton points out, connects the herb, not only to vice, but to 
diabolical practices: “For Europeans, henbane evoked sorcery and witchcraft, further implicating 
tobacco as an important agent in insidious rites”. Norton, 58. 
 
209 See Chapter 2. 
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representations of plants in herbals. European plants in herbals depict the illusion 

of three-dimensionality, most explicitly seen in this particular engraving in the 

hatching of the leaves and buds, and the movement implied by the large turned-over 

leaf in the bottom right. The plant floats against a blank background, at the center of 

a simple black frame.  European herbals often depict the plants’ roots, but 

Monardes’s tobacco lacks them, further emphasizing its dislocation.  Monardes has 

extirpated the indigenous cultural connotations of the plant by inserting it within a 

Galenic language of humors and a Discoridan framework in the text and within a 

European system of representation in the image.210  Although his text paraphrases 

previous chronicler’s descriptions of tobacco’s idolatrous use, he distinguishes 

himself from them by divorcing the plant itself from the cultural uses indigenous 

people applied to it.  In this way, he separates the medicinal qualities from 

idolatrous practices. Accordingly, the image has no allusion to cultural practices nor 

does it include pre-Columbian representational codes, but is a naturalistic 

representation, devoid even of roots.   

In his 1574 English edition of the Historia, the engraving used is noticeably 

similar to one produced by Mathias de L’Obel in 1571 (figures 3.19-3.20).  The book 

Stirpium adversaria nova, presents a much fuller tobacco plant than Monardes’ 1571 

original.  This more luscious version with roots, once again occupies an illusionistic 

three-dimensional space.  In addition, de L’Obel includes a disembodied face of a 

man with African features smoking out of a disproportionately large pipe.  In the 

                                                        
210 For a very good discussion of how Monardes cleansed tobacco by introducing it into a Galenic 
order, see Bleichmar, “Books, Bodies and fields”. 
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early colonial period, before many Europeans had seen New World indigenous 

people, they were often portrayed as having African features.211  Moreover, the 

black populations in America were quick to adopt tobacco.  Regardless, the de 

L’Obel image points towards the culturally questionable behavior of smoking among 

what a European audience would agree was an uncivilized person.  Monardes’s 

printed version of this tobacco specimen, although maintaining the fullness and 

movement of de L’Obel’s tobacco, eliminates the cultural reference to smoking.   

Once again, the removal of the cultural reference emphasizes Monardes’s desire to 

divorce the medicinal uses of the plant from the cultural context and idolatrous 

practices associated with it. 

European response to cacao, as discussed earlier, is more uncertain, and did 

not immediately warrant condemnation. Oviedo’s cacao description, missing from 

the first published edition, is more ambivalent than his vehement denunciation of 

tobacco.  Cacao, as Norton suggests, blurred the categories Oviedo had established 

between European civilization and indigenous barbarism.212  In Oviedo’s narrative, 

cacao is linked to an indigenous thirst for blood, but the author also encourages 

Christian use of the plant for its medicinal qualities, something he strongly had 

objected to in the case of tobacco: 

And that foam remains around their mouth, on their lips, and when it 
is colored with bija, it appears as a horrible thing, because it seems 
like blood itself; and when it does not have it, it appears darker, and 
in either manner it seems dirty.  But the Christians find it very useful, 

                                                        
211 Norton, 104. 
 
212 Norton,  59. 
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and the Indians highly prize it, and they hold it in high esteem, and 
say that it is the best thing in the world.213 

 
His image of the plant shows a similar contradiction between exalting its otherness, 

and encouraging its assimilation (figure 3.21). The cacao image is not available in 

the extant autograph manuscripts, neither at the Real Academia de la Historia nor at 

the Huntington Library.  It is only available in Juan Batista Muñoz’s eighteenth-

century copy, which we know is fairly faithful.  Cacao warrants an illustration, as do 

those elements that are foreign enough to require one, but the illustration is one 

that shows the leaves’ resemblance to a European orange tree leaf.214 Assimilating 

cacao to the well-known orange tree, in illustration and text, Oviedo can strip the 

plant from the cultural, idolatrous, indigenous practices, and make it an item for 

European consumption. 

Oviedo justifies his drawing of the cacao leaf by stating that he wishes to 

illustrate things that are similar to those his audience already knows and can 

conjure.  As Myers has well suggested, visually displaying flora that is similar in 

Europe and the New World enhances Oviedo’s credibility.  It also protects him from 

                                                        
213 “E quedan los labios, e en torno de la boca, parte de aquella espuma, e cuando es colorada que 
tiene bija, paresce horrenda cosa, porque paresce sangre propria; e cuando no la tiene, paresce 
pardo, e de la una e otra manera es sucia vista. Pero hállanla muy provechosa los cristianos, e los 
indios se prescian mucho desto, e lo tienen por estado e señorío, e dicen que es la mejor cosa del 
mundo e más digna de estimación.” Oviedo, Historia general y natural, bk. 8, ch 30, 315. 
 
214  “El árbol, en la madera e corteza e hoja, es ni más ni menos que naranjo, e de la misma tez e 
frescor e grandeza, excepto que las hojas del naranjo, en su nascimiento e pezón tienen una manera 
de corazón pequeño, e de aquél se funda la hoja. Esos corazones faltan a la hoja del cacao, e en lo 
demás es así la una como la otra. Mas, porque yo deseo mucho la pintura en las cosas de historia 
semejantes, e que en nuestra España no son tan usadas, quiero aprovecharme della para ser mejor 
entendido, porque, sin dubda, los ojos son mucha parte de la información destas cosas, e ya que las 
mismas no se puedan ver ni palpar, mucha ayuda es a la pluma la imagen dellas. Y así, a este 
propósito, quiero aquí debujar estos árboles como yo supiere hacerlo (Lám. 3.ª, figuras 13 y 14), 
porque, aunque no vayan tan al propósito como yo querría, bastará la significación del debujo y mis 
palabras para que otro los sepa poner más al natural.” Ibid. 
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disbelief when he chooses to describe and illustrate animals, flora, and events that 

are so foreign as to seem impossible to his European audience.215  However, I also 

believe that beyond issues of rhetorical credibility, Oviedo approached the cacao 

illustration as he did because he wished to make it more acceptable to European 

eyes.  It is telling that Oviedo chose only to illustrate the leaves of the plant and not 

the tree itself.  He is ambivalent about the qualities of cacao in his narration, and 

chooses to illustrate the plant in a way that separates it, and its medicinal qualities, 

from the land, the indigenous people, and the practices of that land.  Instead of a 

rooted tree, we are only presented with a leaf that has been made to look like a 

European specimen.   

Girolamo Benzoni produced the first printed image of the cacao tree 

available for European audiences (figure 3.22). The image shows a man drilling 

wood to produce fire under a cacao tree.  In the distance, cacao pods are set to dry in 

the sun.  It is clear that Benzoni has seen Oviedo’s work.  Even though Oviedo did 

not include an image of cacao in his published editions in the sixteenth century, 

Benzoni’s illustration shows a man drilling reminiscent of the drilling hands in 

Oviedo’s early editions (figure 3.23). In Oviedo’s narrative, the cultivation of cacao is 

worthy of comment because the trees only thrive under the shade of a larger tree.  

Benzoni’s image visually displays this particularity of cacao cultivation. Three cacao 

pods are visible hanging from the luscious tree.  An interest in three dimensionality 

is evident both in the shading of the tree and in the rolling hills behind it.  The 

landscape indicates depth with elements appearing in different planes of the image.  

                                                        
215 This rhetorical use of the image to gain credibility is also used in other areas of the Historia.  
Myers, find reference. 
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A man drills in the foreground, the trees appear in the near foreground, and beyond 

them cacao dries in the sun. The inclusion of the man drilling and the pods drying 

implies a larger cultural context. Benzoni is using various drawings as referents 

(one of the drilling hands, another of the cacao trees) and conflating them into one 

print.   

 

 
The Libellus’s Colorful Cacao and the Florentine Codex’s Ancestral Status and 
the Drunken Indians 

 
The students of the Franciscan school Santa Cruz de Tlatelolco were familiar with 

both the pre-Columbian and the European response to cacao and tobacco.  The 

choices they made when illustrating these plants reveal a position taken by the 

indigenous artists vis-à-vis their pre-conquest past and the post-conquest 

discourses.   

In the Florentine Codex, tobacco appears in the herbal section “which telleth 

of the medicinal herbs” (figure 3.24).  It shows a man harvesting a large tobacco 

plant.  The space within this image is defined toward European illusionistic 

conventions; the horizon defines a landscape upon which both the man and the 

plant stand, something not found in Náhuatl representation.  The folds of the man’s 

European-style cloak, the shading on the tobacco plant and the leaves on the ground 

also imply three-dimensional space. As mentioned in Chapter 2, the use of European 

stylistic conventions such as illusionistic perspectival space and roman robes, 

distances the artists and their drawings from idolatrous pre-Christian 
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associations.216 The naturalistic space is somewhat interrupted by the appearance of 

the plant’s root, which is a pre-Columbian convention, but also appears in many 

European herbals, as well as the floating receptacle to the left of the man.  This 

vignette has visual parallels to southern European tacuinum sanitates, which 

similarly display genre scenes with little attention to spatial relationships within the 

parts (figure 3.25).  

Cathleen Hoeniger has argued that the motivation behind this new genre was 

to “flatter the Visconti” by portraying a bountiful, peaceful and orderly world, unlike 

the reality experienced in his war-torn territories.217  Similarly, the Florentine Codex 

often makes use of genre scenes, which display an orderly world occupied by men 

performing civilized activities (such as harvesting, dying textiles, building, etc.) 

which stand in strong contrast to the contemporary experience of Tlatelolco during 

the writing and illustrating of book eleven, when Mexico city, and the school itself, 

was battling a plague of devastating consequences. In this way, the choice to display 

Tacuinun Sanitas type genre scenes, might be to flatter Sahagún, the Franciscan 

order at the Tlatelolco school, and ultimately the Catholic Church and Spanish 

Crown, by displaying an organized Christian world.  Instead of showing tobacco, as 

Oviedo and Benzoni had done before them, as a plant that alters states of 

                                                        
216 Cummins, “Madonna and Horse,” 54, Jeanette F. Peterson “The Florentine Codex Imagery” and the 
Colonial Tlacuilo,” in The Work of Bernardino de Sahagún , Pioneer Ethnographer of Sixteenth-century 
Mexico, edited by J. Jorge Klor de Alva, H.B. Nicholson, and Eloise Quiñones Keber (Austin 1988), 273-
93. 
 
217 Cathleen Joeniger, “The Illuminated Tacuinum sanitatis Manuscripts from Northern Italy c. 1380-
1400: Sources, Patrons, and the Creation of a New Pictorial Genre,” in: Visualizing Medieval Medicine 
and Natural History, 1200-1550, AVISTA Studies in the History of Medieval Technology, Science, and 
Art, (Ashgate, 2006), 51-81. 
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consciousness and allows indigenous priests and other to approximate their gods, 

we see a man calmly harvesting the plant.   

The Florentine Codex’s image of tobacco, purified of allusions to pre-

Columbian ritual and iconography, referencing the courtly genre of Tacuinum 

Sanitas and inserted within a European-style herbal, marks an attempt to distance 

the plant from the idolatrous practices it might otherwise bring to mind.  Deploying 

the pre-Columbian system of representation when depicting tobacco might also 

carry the implication that the artist’s own identity and his genealogical claim to his 

position would be associated with the negative connotations of the plant.  Instead of 

depicting the plant using pre-Columbian conventions or showing a man providing 

medicinal aid, which at the time was still used in Tlatelolco to treat various illnesses, 

the artist depicts an orderly, recognizably ancient world, where a man in Roman 

garb harvests a plant. 

The Náhuatl text identifies tobacco’s many medicinal uses: “He who suffers 

fatigue rubs himself with it, likewise he who has gout.”  However, it also warns of 

the mind-altering qualities of the plant: “It intoxicates one, makes one dizzy, 

possesses one, and destroys hunger and a desire to eat.”218  It is telling that there is 

no Spanish translation for the entry for tobacco, an omission that befalls a few other 

medicinal herbs, including peyote, which is also a hallucinogenic drug used as a 

medicine against fever and a way to commune with the pagan gods in the pre-

Columbian era (figure 3.26).  The image of peyote includes a hallucinogenic 

apparition. 

                                                        
218 Sahagún, Anderson, and Dibble, Bk. XI, 146. 
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For indigenous elites, ridding tobacco of its idolatrous connotations would be 

more pressing than cleansing peyote, given that tobacco is not only a generative 

force at the center of Nahua and Aztec cosmological creation, but also a substance 

used to mark genealogical ties and status.  The genealogical records, as presented 

for example in books such as the Codex Vienna, are precisely what gave the pupils of 

Tlatelolco their position in colonial society at the time.  Genealogical books were 

recognized as legal documents by the Spanish and gave indigenous populations 

claims to lands and goods. It would be in the students’ best interest to keep tobacco, 

and thus their own genealogical claims to power, free from associations that 

Europeans considered immoral. Thus it is not surprising that tobacco would be 

presented in a manner reminiscent of European systems of representation, and also 

within the civilizing context of agriculture and harvest.  

Representing cacao generated a similar challenge for the indigenous 

tlacuilos.  It was a plant associated with the noble indigenous classes and thus 

significant to the elite students of Tlatelolco.  However, Europeans were conflicted 

about its possible ritualistic connotations.  In spite of the fact that in many pre-

Columbian contexts the cacao drink, tainted red, was a substitute for blood and was 

used as a sacrifice to the gods, in most chroniclers’ writings, cacao was spared the 

most damming diabolical associations attached to tobacco.  In fact, even its 

association with blood is one of complex reception for Europeans.  Although some, 

like Oviedo, described the red colored stain left on indigenous mouths after drinking 

cacao with achiote as being repulsive, there is evidence from colonial times that 

some priests would allow the cacao drink to be used during religious celebrations. 
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This is not to say that chroniclers and clergyman were uniform in their response to 

this plant.  Some, like Motolinia, viewed it as a benign and neutral substance 

allowing it even to be absorbed into the Christian celebrations, like in the Day of All 

Saints, as a substitute for wine in areas where the Christian sacred drink was 

scant.219 European opinions about the nature of cacao often pointed towards 

indigenous people as noble savages, not as the barbarous, drunken pagans who are 

described in the tales of tobacco. However, others, like Hernando Ruiz de Alarcón, 

cautioned against the hidden danger of encouraging idolatry by permitting its 

continued use.220  Nevertheless, as today, cacao was generally viewed in a more 

positive light.  Explorers continued to benefit from cacao’s long-distance trade 

within the Americas and within a few decades it came to be imported into Europe as 

well. 

Three representations of the cacao plant from Tlatelolco display an 

ambivalence in images.  The first post-conquest indigenous interpretation of the 

cacao tree appears in the Libellus de medicinalibus Indorum Herbis (figure 3.27). The 

plants in this manuscript are painted in brightly colored dyes on uncolored 

background, reminiscent of illustrated herbals like the early sixth-century Juliana 

Anicia Codex (512) an illustrated alphabetical version of Dioscorides’s De Materia 

Medica (figure 3.28-3.29) presented to the imperial princess after whom it was 

                                                        
219 See Motolinia, Memoriales, 95-96.  Also see Myers, 77-78. 
 
220 Hernando Ruiz de Alarcón, Treatise on the Heathen Superstitions and Customs, ed. and trans. 
Richard Andrews and Ross Hassig (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1984), 146, 144, 149.  See 
Meyers, 79-80.  For an extended discussion of the Catholic controversy regarding the Christian 
adoption of chocolate, in particular its consumption during mass and lent see Beth Marie Forrest and 
April L. Najjaj, “Is Sipping Sin Breaking Fast? The Catholic Controversy and the Changing World of 
Early Modern Spain” in Food and Foodways. 
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named (462-527). The Libellus artist attempts more naturalism and three-

dimensionality than the formalized conventions typical of pre-Columbian 

representations like that in the Codex Fejèrvàry-Mayer mentioned earlier.  The image 

is not strictly symmetrical and there is an effort to display detail in the texture of the 

pods, created by undulating lines across the length of the fruit, and also in the color 

variations of the pods and leaves. However, as is common in pre-Columbian 

depiction, the color remains flat atop the clearly delineated outlines.  Shading 

indicates a variation in color rather than modeling.  Although, as discussed in 

Chapter 2, the Libelllus artists often includes pre-Columbian representational 

conventions such as pictograms for rock and water, as well as detailed descriptions 

of the coloring of soils, in his depiction of cacao, the artist disregards most of these.  

 Book XI of the Florentine Codex posits two other post-colonial indigenous 

approaches to the representation of cacao.  The first, appearing in a chapter on fruit 

trees, represents the cacao tree with an emphasis on the pods (figure 3.30).  The 

tree stands among a naturalistic landscape, the illusion of three-dimensionality is 

elicited not only by the three hills on the horizon, but also in the shading on the 

tree’s trunk and the overlapping of a few leaves. Next to the tree, there is what 

appears to be a pictogram. I have been unable to determine what this pictogram is. 

It appears to be a tightly knit spiral of worms or serpents, but despite consultation 

with recognized authorities on Náhuatl pictograms, its precise significance remains 

uncertain.  

The five illustrations of trees preceding the appearance of the cacao tree in 

Sahagún also have pictograms beside them.  In these cases, the pictogram is a 
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phonetic referent to the name of the tree represented. The xicotzapotl tree, for 

example, has an oversized bee on the bottom left (figure 3.31).   The Nahuatl word 

for “a type of large bee” is Xicotli. Similarly, the Totolcuitkatzapotl image has an 

illustration of a bird’s head to the right of the tree (figure 3.31).  The Nahuatl name 

for “domestic fowl” is totol.  Analogously, the maçaxocotl image also shows a 

pictogram as phonetic referent (figure 3.32).  The deer’s head on the far right center 

of the illustration refers to the Nahuatl word maçatl for deer.  The pictogram 

accompanying the image of the Atoyaxocotl is a little bit more complex, but still 

alludes to the phonetic name of the plant (figure 3.33).  Atoya in Nahuatl means 

river.  On the ground beside the tree there is pictogram of running water with a 

bottle atop it.  The running water is clearly the phonetic reference, but the drinking 

vessel above it might allude to the fact that the fruit of this tree is used to produce 

pulque (wine).  Finally the xalxocotl image has a small, white, rectangular receptacle, 

next to the tree, which I believe to be phonetic for Xal or salt or xalli for sand (figure 

3.34).  Since the five pictograms preceding it are phonetic references to the name of 

the plants, it would be a fair assumption that this pictogram might serve the same 

purpose.  Suffice to say that although the image is represented in a European style, 

the artists still chose to encode something of pre-Columbian value onto the image.   

It is important to note that the two preceding representations of cacao were 

probably not drawn from life.  In both of these images, cacao pods grow from the 

slender branches of the tree.  In life, the weight of the pods would make this 

impossible.  Cacao pods grow from the trunk and large branches of the tree (figure 

3.35).  The artists at Tlatelolco probably never saw a live specimen, but based their 
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representations on the pods they saw at market.  Cacao only grows in the lowlands, 

far from Mexico City.  

 The second representation of the cacao tree in the Florentine Codex shows 

two men harvesting its flowers (figure 3.36).  At first glance, the image appears as a 

three-dimensional, naturalistic depiction of the plant, and, as in the case of the 

tobacco plant, is reminiscent of Tacuinum Sanitas genre scenes (figure 3.37).  

Although this image was unfinished and has no color, we can see the shading on the 

trunk, ground and leaves, and the folds of the men’s cloak, contributing to the 

modeling of these figures and an appearance of three-dimensionality. On closer 

inspection, however, the image also mirrors the cosmogram of the Fejérvary-Mayer. 

The sitting man is in European garb, but his sitting position resembles the pre-

Columbian depictions of lords on mats, like in the Codex Mendoza, albeit with a 

much more naturalistic gesture (figure 3.38).  The appearance of the hummingbird 

and the butterfly also brings to mind elements of Aztec pre-Columbian indigenous 

beliefs where warriors killed in battle come back to earth in the form of those two 

animals and drink from cacao flowers.221  The flowers themselves were a marker of 

status.  Again, a balancing act is played out in the image, between decrying idolatry 

and maintaining the social structure and signifiers that connect the artists, through 

their bloodline, to the ancient nobles that give them their present position at the top 

of the colonial structure. 

                                                        
221 Berenice Alcántara Rojas, “In Nepan Xochitl: The Power of Flowers in the Works of Sahagún” in 
Color Between Worlds (Florence: Villa I Tatti and The Harvard University Center for Italian 
Renaissance Studies, 2011): 107-132. 
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Although the artists of this generation were able to separate themselves from 

traditional canons, they were not completely divorced from them.  Even while 

injecting New World Flora into humoral medicine and Dioscouridan orders, they 

continue to insist on pre-Columbian conventions in the depiction of some American 

plants.  The elite illustrators were at a crossroads, the world of their ancestry 

bestowed them their present power in colonial society.  As such, they were 

interested in maintaining a sense of their imperial past and their social status within 

it.  However, they were also immersed in a world of Catholic values and needed to 

distance themselves from idolatrous practices.  The artists do not cohere in a single 

purpose or voice, but show a spectrum of responses to the collision of 

representational codes.  

 

Diego Valadés’s Portrayal of Cacao 

Although this dissertation is an examination of images of plants within the genre of 

the herbal, it is valuable to digress for a moment and investigate Diego Valadés’s 

image of chocolate in his Rhetorica Cristiana (1579) as a way to evaluate how herbal 

images made their way into wider European discussions on the American continent 

and the people within it. Valadés, a Franciscan priest who taught in Tlatelolco and 

later published his book on Christian evangelization of indigenous peoples while at 

the Vatican, forms a bridge between the images produced in the New World and the 

European images produced by the Lincei Academy, who would be the first to 

publish Francisco Hernandez’s text on New World Flora, but did away with the 

accompanying illustrations produced by Tlatelolco students. 
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Since Rhetorica Cristiana is not an herbal, Valadés’s representation of cacao is 

not one of a specimen, like those described above.  He includes cacao in his portrayal 

of New World ritual (figure 3.39), which includes warriors dancing, a human 

sacrifice, and the consumption of chocolate (figure 3.40 and 3.41).  Below the 

dancing figures there is also a representation of the cacao tree, referencing the 

idolatrous practices surrounding the consumption of chocolate (figure 3.40).  On the 

bottom third of the image there are a series of New World specimens.  These are 

remarkable because they closely resemble printed images in Oviedo’s Historia.  Like 

the herbals, the specimens are consistent in size, even though in reality, these plants 

would vary wildly.  A cob corn is not the same size as a full-grown plantain tree.  

Many of the representations can be traced back to Oviedo’s printed Historia, 

including most notably the pineapple and the prickly-pear cactus (figures 3.42 and 

figure 2.15).   The cacao tree represented here is unlike any images in the Libellus or 

in the Florentine Codex and most closely resembles the first image of the cacao tree 

published in Benzoni (figure 3.43).   Like the Benzoni, this representation includes 

the cacao tree sheltering under a larger tree, some pods drying on a mat, and a man 

drilling in the background. 

Although the Franciscan priest surely knew about the Tlatelolco productions, 

he chose to disregard them and instead align himself to European illustrators when 

representing New World flora.  Similarly, the Lincei, although having access to the 

images that the Tlatelolco students had produced for Hernandez’s comprehensive 

botanical history, as well as both the Libellus and the Florentine Codex, chose to 

produce new images that adhered to European conventions. 
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The Commodification of Vice  

 

As discussed in Chapter 1, European botanists did not reproduce New World plants 

immediately after conquest.  In fact, other than images accompanying chronicles, 

like Benzoni’s and Oviedo’s, no European botanists included New World plants until 

the latter part of the sixteenth century, with the notable exception of Leonhart 

Fuch’s De Historia Stirpium (1542), which included mentions of New World Plants, 

including the chili Pepper, pumpkin, marigold, potato, and tobacco (figure 3.44).   

The formal qualities of the illustrations of New World plants in later 

botanical treatises helped commodify chocolate and tobacco and contributed to 

their widespread use by Europeans. A chronological study of the appearance of 

tobacco and cacao in European herbals demonstrates how this process took shape 

and is also a window into the ways European botanical artists and authors copied 

from each other in their reproductions of New World plants, while ignoring New 

World botanical drawings. 

In the case of cacao, several representations of the plant divorced the plant 

from its cultural and environmental referents and allowed it to seamlessly fit within 

European standards of order and representation.  This is not to say that Norton’s 

argument that chocolate was quickly adopted into European circles because of its 

association with status in the pre-Columbian context is incorrect, but rather to 

suggest that this process of adoption took different forms in various milieu.  As 

many have argued, European science after the conquest of America had an invested 

interest in maintaining the categories of knowledge it had established since 
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Antiquity, and botany was a key construct underpinning this scientific and cultural 

order.222   

The sixteenth- and early-seventeenth-century European representations of 

cacao show a systematic attempt to disassociate the plant from its environment, 

more often than not separating the fruit and/or pods from the larger tree. This had 

the effect of defining cacao as a transportable good, not a tree grounded in the 

nature of the New World.  In part, there is a logistical reason for this, as cacao did 

not grow in Europe and botanists and illustrators probably only had direct access to 

the plant via the pods or nuts that had travelled, already dried, from America into 

Europe.  However, images of the full cacao tree were disseminated in Benzoni and 

Valadés.  One might argue then that it was a desire for direct observation that led 

them only to display the fruit and leaves.  

This is possibly the case for Clusius Carollus’s 1582 print of cacao nuts from 

South America (figure 3.44).  Carollus’s woodcut shows three full nuts and one 

cracked one.  There is careful hatching to produce a three-dimensional effect and 

the insides of the cracked nut are meticulously represented showing the uneven 

texture of the inside of the nut.  The elements in this image have an abrupt outer 

delineation of each individual nut, contributing to a flattening effect of the rounded 

masses, but this is due to the limitations of the woodcut, and still firmly grounds this 

image in European Renaissance representational codes.  Moreover, the pods float on 

the blank page, completely removed from context or even their original plant.  Other 

than the text, nothing roots this element of the plant to its immediate environment, 

                                                        
222 Cañizares Esguerra, Nature, Empire and Nation; Freedberg, The Eye; Bleichmar, “Books, Bodies, 
and Fields”; Schiebinger, Plants and Empire. 
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or to the New World.  As depicted in Carollus’ woodcut, these nuts are a commodity 

to be exchanged and transported, neither planted in their place of origin nor 

encumbered by pictorial conventions of American cultural tradition. 

 Carollus’ image could very well have been drawn from life, as is probably 

Joannes de Laet’s 1640’s image of cacao the same subject (figure 3.45).  The image of 

the nut, broken into two pieces, is also executed with great care and hatching to 

imply its rounded volume.   The artist is careful to show details of the inside of the 

nut. Moreover, and perhaps most telling, this image shows the shade the nuts would 

produce if set on a flat surface and lit from the left.  These shadings presuppose a 

three dimensional object in three-dimensional space, like a nut seen in life on a flat 

surface.  The shading grounds these nuts, places them on the surface of the page. 

Conversely, the image of the pods presents a plant floating on a blank page, in 

infinite space.  This contrast makes the nuts more tangible and grounded in reality. 

Given the popularity of chocolate, access to the nuts would have been easier than 

acquiring a living specimen of a cacao tree.  It is important to note that de Laet had 

access to the Tlatelolco images accompanying Hernandez’s text, but chose to 

disregard the indigenous colonial production and instead portray cacao in a 

European naturalistic manner.  However, I would argue that de Laet’s image of a 

cacao branch with pods, appearing on the next page of his L’historie du nouveau 

monde, is clearly not (figure 3.46). He shows a slender branch with luscious foliage 

and two large cacao pods growing from either side of the central stem.  In life, as 

discussed earlier, pods grow from the trunk and from the largest branches of a 

cacao plant.  A small stem, like the one displayed, could not hold the weight of the 
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pods.  The woodcut details long, slender leaves growing individually or in bunches 

from the stem.  They are arranged, often overlapping, some showing the front and 

others the back of leaf. Each has a central vein from which horizontal veins extend 

outwards defining the texture of surface of the leaf.  There is no strict symmetry to 

this arrangement, but rather a naturalistic portrayal of a three-dimensional 

specimen, with leaves undulating, growing in different directions and of varying 

sizes.  The three-dimensionality is further achieved by hatching in the stem and 

leaves.  Likewise, the two large pods have hatching and cross hatching defining the 

rounded volume and the rugged texture of the oblong fruit. The naturalistic 

representation of the pods, the singularity of the arrangement of the leaves and 

their detail gives the impression of a specimen drawn from life.  However, in 

contrast to the nuts, and given the implausibility of large pods growing from a 

slender stem, it is clear that this is an idealistic version of what the artist imagines 

the pods would look like growing from a live specimen.    

Fifteen years later, Ole Worm (1588-1654), in his Museum Wormianun, 

illustrated an identical woodcut to Laet’s stem and pods (figure 3.47).  Nearly fifty 

years later, in 1696, Theodore Zwinger (1658-1724) would use de Laet’s images as a 

model for his composite woodcut accompanying his description of the plant (figure 

3.48).  Zwinger’s image shows both de Laet’s stem with cacao pods as well as the 

cacao nuts below it.  The print is strikingly similar to de Laet’s but both elements are 

flipped horizontally.  It appears as though de Laet’s illustrations were used as a 

model for a new woodblock and when a print was made the elements appear as 

mirror images of the original print. Like de Laet’s figure, this image shows two large 
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cacao pods growing a central slender stem accompanied by individual and bunched 

leaves.  Also like de Laet’s print, hatching is used to model the stem and leaves and 

hatching and cross-hatching determine the volume of the rounded oblong pods.  

Below this representation, Zwinger presents us with a divided cacao nut, copying de 

Laet’s detail of the inside of the nut.  Zwinger switched the cacao segments, showing 

the larger segment on the right and the smaller to the left flipping it, so that the 

detail of the inside faces the right, not the left of the woodcut as Laet’s image did.  He 

also excludes the shade onto the paper.  In this case, both pods and nuts are floating 

on the blank page.  Again, these portrayals divorce the cacao pods from their native 

environment, emphasizing their rhetorical power as objects of exchange. Far from 

hewing to the indigenous context of the plant, these representations place it in the 

indeterminate space of the page like a free-floating commodity. 

 The Lincei also disregard the Tlatelolco images accompanying Hernandez’s 

manuscript, but instead of showing cacao as only pods and nuts, they choose to 

portray the whole tree, roots and all. This is consistent with the overarching theme 

of their book, where all plants are presented the same way, root system, leaves and 

fruits at various moments of maturation.  The Lincei sought to draw from direct 

observation and their visual descriptions of plants had a unifying effect in which the 

whole world fit within a common structure, and the order that the discovery of the 

Americas might threaten, could be re-established.  They did not care for the 

commercialization of cacao, for its transportability and use as a commodity, but 

rather their purpose was to create a discursive uniformity for all the worldly 

productions.  



 

147 
 

The Lincei edition illustrates two cacao trees (although five varieties of the 

tree are mentioned in the text), one showing cacao quahuitl, which Hernandez 

describes as, “the biggest of all, and the one which produces the biggest fruit”223 and 

one illustrating the quauhpatlachtli (figure 3.49 and 3.50). Of this plant Hernandez 

says: “In this genre one could include the quauhpatlachtli, but it is a wider tree, with 

bigger leaves, fruit and seeds.”224  He mentions that the seeds from this variety are 

good when toasted and can be eaten as almonds.  Hernandez’s description of cacao 

(from his Cuatro Libros, translation into Spanish) starts by describing the New 

World before the conquest as one of noble savages, where undressed men with “no 

avarice” had no money, but instead exchanged valuables like feathers and paid with 

cacao pods.225 He mentions that up to this day the seeds from the cacao pods “serves 

as coin and wine.”226 It is interesting that there is no illustration of the 

“tlalcacáhuatl” in the Lincei edition, which Hernández mentions is not only the 

smallest among the variety of trees in the genre, but the one most commonly used to 

produce the chocolate drink, while other varieties are most mostly used as coin.  We 

have no way of knowing whether Hernández had all cacao trees illustrated, or only 

the two that the Lincei chose to print.  What we can attest to is that in the Lincei 

edition, the tree most commonly used to produce chocolate was omitted.  It is 

possible that the reason for this omission is that in his description Hernandez 

                                                        
223 Francisco Hernandez, Rerum Medicarum Novae Hispaniae Thesaurus, Seu Plantarum Animalium, 
Mineralium Mexicanorum Historia (Romae, 1651), 309. 
 
224 Ibid. 
 
225 Ibid., 307-309  
 
226 Ibid., 309. 
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mentions only size as a distinguishing factor between the four first varieties, 

whereas he is more tentative in announcing the quahpatlachtli as part of this genre.  

His words: “one could also include the…” indicate an ambivalence as to the 

categorization of this plant, as such; an image might be necessary to indicate the 

differences.  The text does not, however, give us any visual clues beyond size.  The 

Lincei images, however, do indicate a difference in form, not only of the leaves and 

tree, but also more significantly in the shape of the pods.  

He mentions the medicinal properties of the cacao drinks and how they are 

prepared.  Although he does not state it directly, I assume he is speaking about drink 

made from the tlalcacáhuatl, as he describes as “the one most suitable for 

beverages.”227  He mentions the use of chocolate drink to reduce fever and treat 

dysentery, but also warns against its abuse, obstructing the viscera causing caquexia 

and possibly death.228 Another drink with a different combination of elements, he 

describes as an aphrodisiac.  The drink made of the cacahuapatlachtli, however, is 

only described as refreshing and nutritious. Again, his need to mention the drink 

indicates his understanding of this tree as somewhat different from the other cacao 

variety and warranting its own illustration.   

The Lincei illustrations approach a sense of naturalism, by using hatching to 

create the illusion of volume.  The first illustration, that of the quauhcacáhuatl, 

shows the tree with root system, leaves, and cacao pods.  Hatching is used to imply 

the volume of the different elements and also in differentiating textures, like the 

                                                        
227 Ibid., 309 
 
228 Ibid., 308-310 
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front and back of leaves and the ruggedness of the cacao pods.  Although not strictly 

symmetrical, the tree branches and various leaves produce a sense of balance 

between the right and left sides of the central trunk.   There are elements, like leaves 

and pods superimposed on one another implying depth and also giving the tree a 

more three-dimensional appearance.  None of the pods are growing from the trunk, 

as is often the case in cacao trees, but the heavier ones are at least growing from 

older, thicker branches.  The tree is clearly not drawn from direct observation.  The 

cacahuapatlachtli is more schematic.  Large stems grow from a central trunk, not 

strictly symmetrical, but certainly balancing each other out. The branches at either 

side of the central trunk give the woodcut a certain flatness, as if it were a specimen 

caught between two plates, rather than a living tree, with branches growing, not to 

either side of a central axis, but in all directions from the trunk. Further evincing 

that this tree was not drawn from life, the flowers and pods are growing from the 

center and ends of small branches.  The flowers are more appropriately sized in 

proportion to the three than were those from the Florentine and Libellus.  The pods 

are much rounder than in the other representations and end abruptly at a steep 

angle.  The texture is also less clear than in the previous illustration.  

The Lincei would have had access to the Hernández illustrations made in 

Mexico by indigenous artists.  We know they did not follow these representations, 

but rather depicted the plants in a European system of representation.  Although 

they preferred to illustrate from life, they would not have had access to a cacao tree, 

explaining the discrepancy in the growth of flowers and pods.  However, as they 

wanted to maintain a unified idea of nature they chose to illustrate it this way, a 
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schematic version of the plant, rather than copy elements from the original 

paintings.  Hernández’s text does not have a good description of the leaves or 

flowers of this plant.  From the image, however, it is clear that the Lincei had access 

to both the pods and possibly a flower, as they are much more true to life and scale 

then they are in the representations we have from the Florentine Codex and the 

Libellus.   

 The Lincei edition handles the tobacco plant in a similar fashion; they render 

it within a European medical and botanical tradition, in which all plants are shown 

in a unified way, showing all different stages of development (figure 3.51).  For the 

tobacco woodcut, the Lincei chose a highly symmetrical and simple composition.  

The tobacco leaves are as luscious as they are in the de L’Obel or Monardes’s copy, 

but rather few, arranged sparingly around the central stem.  Other than the 

overturned leaf in the bottom left of the image, the plant appears flat and almost 

lifeless.  This composition, although less full, allows for easy identification of the leaf 

form and texture. The same is true for the flowers and buds.  

In the case of tobacco, we have one of the very few copies made of 

Hernandez’s original images.  It appears in the Codex Pomar (1590), a gift Phillip II 

gave to Jaime Honorate Pomar, the chair of medical history at the Universidad de 

Valencia.  The images are thought to be fairly close to the Hernandez’s original.229  In 

the Pomar, the tobacco is a very simple composition with strong bilateral symmetry 

(figure 3.52).  On either side of the central stem grow pairs of leaves of increasing 

size.  The veins on each leaf are delicately painted with light paint over a darker 

                                                        
229 Codex Pomar and Lopez Piñero, “The Codex Pomar”. 
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shade of flat green indicating the leaf’s surface.  Lighter green also covers the place 

where the leaves touch the stem, giving them an appearance of volume at the crux.  

Five small flowers sit atop the stem.  The flowers are simple orange cones, their 

volume emphasized by varying shades.  Although the detail of the leaves seems to 

indicate otherwise, this plant is not painted from life.  Tobacco flowers, although 

often growing on the top of tobacco stems, are not cone-like.  They open into a five-

petal star, some are thin and oblong ending in pointed tips others wider and 

rounded in the end.  The tobacco in the Pomar is stripped of indigenous 

representational characteristics and adheres to a more European scientific 

representational system, albeit a slightly schematic one. 

Another possible source that informs us of what the original Hernández’s 

image would have looked like appears in the Historia naturae, maxime peregrinae 

1635 by Juan Eusebio Nieremberg (1595-1658).  Nieremberg was a Spanish Jesuit 

who taught natural history at the Colegio Imperial in Madrid, where he also taught 

grammar, history, erudition, and Holy Scripture.230 Nieremberg never travelled to 

the New World, never ventured outside of Spain, nevertheless half of his Historia 

naturae is concerned with Spain’s newly acquired lands.  It is written in Latin and 

was never translated into the vernacular, although many of his theological works 

were translated into multiple languages during his lifetime and after.231  Given his 

disinterest in first-hand experience and his erudite character, his natural history is 

                                                        
230 Juan Pimentel, “Baroque Natures: Juan E. Nieremberg, American Wonders, and Preteimperial 
Natural History” in Science in the Spanish and Portuguese Empires, ed. by Daniela Bleichmar, et.al. 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2009). 
 
231 Ibid., 97. 
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largely a book about books: borrowing information from compatriots who had 

crossed the Atlantic including Oviedo, José de Acosta, Peter Martyr, Cieza de León.  

His biggest debt, however, is to Francisco Hernández, whose many unpublished 

drafts he consulted at the Colegio Imperial as well as the library of El Escorial.  At El 

Escorial Nieremberg had access to Hernandez’s original images.  In his Historia, he 

not only reproduced Hernandez’s writing, often verbatim (although translating 

Hernández Spanish into Latin), but also some of the American plants and animals, 

albeit in woodcuts with a Europeanized style. 

Among the many American plants illustrated in woodcut prints, Nieremberg 

included two tobacco plants.  His tobaccos are much more life-like than the images 

in the Pomar or those by Lincei (figure 3.53).  They do not have the stiffness 

conferred by the strict bilateral symmetry, nor the flatness in the illustration of the 

leaves.  Instead, they present a plant with roots full of leaves and topped with 

flowers are bulbs.  The leaves are growing sometimes in bunches sometimes on 

their own, the lower ones bending over from their own weight.  The whole 

composition gives a sense of three-dimensionality and movement not present in the 

previous two examples.  In this case, the image of flowers is true to life. 

 Although the accompanying text is copied from Hernández, Nieremberg’s 

representation of the tobacco plant is clearly not inspired by the indigenous artists’ 

illustrations.  By the time of the publication of this book, tobacco was widespread in 

Europe, and many herbals and botanical gardens would have this plant represented.  

It is interesting that Nieremberg would choose to display the tobacco plant in such a 

Europeanized manner, especially when we has happy to include remnants of their 
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indigenous precursors in his representations of other plants, like in the case of the 

tuna described in Chapter 2.  Another good comparative example is Nieremberg’s 

Teoamatl (or “an index of life or death” as interpreted by Nieremberg) (figure 3.54).  

The text accompanying the image tells of the cultural uses of this plant in Peru, as 

translated by Nieremberg into Latin from Hernández’s Spanish translation.  The 

story is compelling and to a European audience would indicate the strangeness, not 

only of New World nature, but also of the cultural uses of the plant: 

 
Anno 1562. Comite de Nieva in Peru commorante, in cius 
familiâ mulier quaedam, illi inferuiens, maritum habuit graui 
morbo decumbenten, cuius causâ cum ipsam admorum tristem 
Indus quidam primaries con∫picere, interrogauit an scire 
cuperet, vtrum ex eo morbo periturus esset maritus, au non: 
herbae ramum se illi missurum, quem in sinistra mariti manu 
poneret, eamque diuntius deinde comprimeret; nam si 
superstes futurus effet, quamdiu eam herbam manu teneret, 
alacrem & laetum, fin moriturus, moestum &anxium fore.  
Missun ab Indo ramum marito in manum ddat, comprimereque 
iubet; fed illico tanta moestitia & anxietas ipsum opressit, vt 
illa metuens ne subito extingueret ur, ramum ex manu tolleret 
& abijceret: is deinde paucos post dies extinctus est.  Cupie nti 
mihi, inquit Monardes, an insta vera anmis in Peru vixerat, 
certum esse assirmabar, & vsitatum esse apud sane magnam 
mihi admirationem attylit.  Haec eadem in Historia omnium 
plantarum inuenies. Nec pudet narrate quod luber, licet 
interdum concurramus in aliqua.  Plurima narrow quae ibi 
desiderantur.  Quod bis aut ter eadem dicamus, parum curabo.  
Haec lex scriptorium, vs tab vno possit fenerari duo possint 
multi.  Nunc adiicio, quod a me poterunt accipere alij, teomatl 
quoque esse virae aut mortis indicem.  Nam si huis hervae vel 
fruticis fuccum haustum euomat aegrotus, signum mosrtis est, 
si non euomat, vitam promittir. 
232 
 
In the year 1562, while the Count of Nieva was in Peru, a 
woman who served him in his household had a husband who 

                                                        
232Jose Eusebio Nieremberg, Curiosa y oculta filosofía (Madrid: En la Impresa Real, 1643), 308. 
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was succumbing to a grave illness. When an Indian of high 
rank233 saw her distraught on his account, he asked her if she 
wanted to know whether or not her husband would die from 
this illness; and that he would send her a twig of a plant, which 
she should place in her husband’s left hand, and he should then 
squeeze it for some time. For if he would survive, then, for as 
long as he would hold the plant in his hand, he would be 
cheerful and happy; but if he were about to die, then he would 
be sorrowful and troubled. She gave the twig, which had been 
sent by the Indian, to her husband to hold, and told him to 
squeeze it, but immediately such sorrow and anxiety came 
over him, that she feared that he would die at once, so that she 
took the twig from his hand and threw it aside; a few days 
afterward he died.  
 
“When I wished,” said Monardes, “to find out whether this was 
true, a certain nobleman, who had lived in Peru for many years, 
confirmed it as fact, saying that it was customary among the 
Indians to do this with illnesses, and this brought me great 
wonder.” 
 
You will also find this in the History of all plants. And I do not 
feel ashamed for telling whatever story comes to mind, even 
though sometimes we may treat some of the same things. But I 
relate many things that are lacking there; and if we say the 
same things two or three times, it will not concern me. This is 
the law for authors: that two—indeed many—may gain from 
one. Now I will add that which others will be able to learn from 
me: that the toeamatl is also an indicator of life or death. For if 
a sick man drinks the juice of this plant or stem and vomits it, it 
is a sign of death; but if he does not vomit it, it promises life. 

 
 

It is worth noting that in this account, Nieremberg connected two American 

Viceroyalties.  The beginning of his story refers to Peruvian nightshade, while the 

last couple of sentences bring up tomato juice because of its comparable medicinal 

qualities. Given the presence of a stylized pictogram of a rock around the tomato’s 

root, we know that this is probably one of the images he modeled after Hernández’s 

                                                        
233 Primarius could indicate a chief or leader of some sort. 
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Tlatelolco illustrations.  From what we can infer of the text, Hernández himself had 

not seen the plant, and in fact borrowed his information about it from Monardes.  

The stereotypical leaves and blossoms also point at the artist’s lack of direct 

knowledge of the plant.  As mentioned in previous chapters, the artists of the 

Libellus and the Florentine Codex often did not include leaf or blossom forms that 

would help identify the plant they were illustrating, but instead used generic 

representations.  It is notable that Nieremberg was comfortable maintaining the 

indigenous pictograms for the soil in this and other images.  Clearly this was 

modeled after Hernández.  Their appearance here suggests an intentionality on his 

part when he refrains from using them in the images of Tobacco.  This might be 

because he had European style models for the Tobacco plant, unavailable for him in 

the case of the Teoamatl. However, this does not hold true for the case of the tuna, as 

discussed in Chapter 2.  I would argue, that not only did Nieremberg have a series of 

Europeanized images for tobacco, but that he was also intent in portraying the well-

known plant within a more European style.  Tobacco did not present the 

opportunity for exoticizing that the tuna or the Teoamatl did.  By the time his edition 

was produced, both of these plants were very well known in Europe.  Because of 

their medicinal and economic value they warranted to be included in a 

comprehensive herbal, but did not necessarily add any value as exotics. Moreover, 

although the image he included is clearly in European style, we can deduce from the 

Pomar image that the Tlatelolco artists chose to refrain from more pre-Columbian 

schemas in favor of a less culturally specific image of tobacco and the multiple 

idolatrous and drunken associations of the plant for a European audience, much like 



 

156 
 

they did in the case of the Florentine Codex.   Nieremberg, then, might have chosen to 

portray tobacco from life or from a European model, rather than showing a tobacco 

plant that was not as accomplished in European naturalistic representation, but also 

did not offer any added exoticism.234 

 

Conclusion 

 
As we have seen, tobacco and cacao presented illustrators of New World plants with 

a complex array of cultural connotations.  Indigenous illustrators navigated this 

dangerous discursive path by steering away from pre-Columbian referents in their 

representations of tobacco, a plant Europeans unequivocally associated with 

idolatrous practices.  Their reaction to cacao was more measured, as was the 

European response to the plant.  In their representations, they were more likely to 

include pre-Columbian schemas, as cacao was not only a referent to sacred 

practices, but also one Europeans and Catholic priests accepted as a marker of 

status and even a replacement for wine.  This acceptance was by no means 

straightforward, but it did give the indigenous artists more room to waver in, 

without outright falling into idolatry.   

Likewise, these projects presented choices for the European travellers and 

eventual publishers of the Crown manuscripts. Their stylistic decisions reveal how 

the various authors, illustrators, printers, and publishers viewed the nature and 

people of the New World. Europeans desired to incite curiosity about American flora 

by representing it as variously novel, dangerous and wondrous, and simultaneously 

                                                        
234 For a discussion Nieremberg’s baroque taste exemplified in his desire to seek out the strange and 
exotic in his Historia as well as a more widespread Jesuit attitude of syncretism see Pimentel. 
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attempted to accomodate it within classical taxonomic systems.  In his 

representation of tobacco, Oviedo highlighted its cultural associations by focusing 

on the paraphernalia of its use, rather than in the plant itself.  Focusing on its 

cultural uses allowed him to delve into the strange practices associated with it and 

impress his audience with the strangeness of New World customs, while also 

warning them against the dangers of tobacco and its diabolical uses.  Monardes on 

the other hand, tried to strip the illustration of the plant from all Amerindian uses to 

emphasize the medicinal value of the plant and advocate for its adoption in 

European practices.  Even while borrowing de L’Obel’s naturalistic representation of 

the plant, he was careful to separate it from the smoking head originally appended 

to it.  Other Europeans followed suit, progressively disassociating tobacco from 

Amerindian ritual.  The case of cacao similarly shows a progressive move away from 

Mesoamerican ritual and into a commodification of the plant.  These herbal 

representations also show an interest to disassociate indigenous referents, allowing 

both products to enter European medicinal and cultural practices more easily and 

separating the product from its land of origin, preparing the way for its cultivation 

in other world zones. 
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Chapter 4 

Whose paradise? Flower Gardens 
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Previous chapters in this dissertation have studied single species comparatively 

across the four manuscripts.  In this chapter, I will explore images that are more 

visually complex than the single specimens examined above. In all but one case, 

these images represent more than one plant, and are remarkable because they 

suggest a parallel between the New World and the European Paradise before the 

fall. The European images betray a felt need to explain the New World as coherent 

with a biblical construct of the world, even though mention of America is 

conspicuously absent from the text.  The images in this chapter that were made by 

Indigenous peoples suggest the existence of a Christian morality latent within pre-

conquest notions of paradise. 

Given the religious connotations of these unusual images that represent 

different species, often flowery plants, within a single frame, it seems useful 

shorthand to term them “gardens,” particularly as the term corresponds to 

paradisial places in both Christian and Pre-Columbian thought. 235 Gardens are a 

                                                        
235 “Among the Aztecs, flowers embellish several paradises; e.g. Tamoachan, the garden world of 
incarnation and the tree of flowers and life, which lies in the west, and Tlalocan, the earthly paradise, 
where those who die by drowning wander among flowers.  Flowers, birds, and butterflies are also 
found in the Sun’s heaven, where the spirits of men who die in battle and of women who die in 
childbirth escort the sun on his flowery path.” Jane H. Hill “The Flower World of Old Uto-Aztecan” 
Journal of Anthropological Research, Vol. 48, No. 2 (Summer, 1992), 117-144: 128. For an extended 
discussion on Nahua beliefs about paradise see:  Doris Heyden, Mitología y simbolismo; Alfredo Lopez 
Austin, The Human Body and Ideology: Concepts of the Ancient Nahuas (Salt Lake City: University of 
Utah Press, 1988), vol. 1, pp. 335-336; Louise M. Burkhart, “Flowery Heaven: The Aesthetic of 
paradise in Nahuatl Devotional Literatures” in RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics 21 (1992): 89-109, 
p. 89. For discussions of the visual representations of paradisiacal gardens that combine both Nahua 
and Catholic elements see Jeanette Favrot Peterson, The Paradise Murals of Malinalco: Utopia and 
Empire in Sixteenth-Century Mexico (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1993) and Berenice Alcántara 
Rojas, “In Nepapan Xochitl: The Power of Flowers in the Works of Sahagún”, Color Between Worlds: 
The Florentine Codex of Bernardino de Sahagún (Cambridge, M.A.: Villa I Tatti, 2012): pp. 107-134.  For 
extended discussions of flowery imagery as related to song see Gary Tomlinson, The Singing of the 
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common trope in places of origin for both cultures, such as the Garden of Eden in the 

Roman Catholic tradition and Aztlán or Tolán in Nahua culture.  

Flowers fascinate.  Our experience of them is kinesthetic; smell, touch, and 

sight can be delighted or repelled by flowers.  Their short life span makes their 

blooming precious and summons ideas about our own mortality.  Throughout 

human history, we have created flower gardens, perfumed and decorated our bodies 

and our rooms with blooms, and used flowers in ritual and as status markers.  

Famously, in the seventeenth century, the trade of one single flower, the tulip, 

contributed to worldwide inflation.236  

Early colonial chroniclers noted the parallel imagery of Nahua and Catholic 

ideas of paradise and sixteenth-century Catholic priests were quick to exploit the 

correspondence in this imagery for the purposes of evangelization.  However, the 

complex symbolic meanings associated with flowers were not always translatable or 

amenable to the process of conversion. Unlike Christian beliefs where the 

paradisiacal garden was a separate place of origin, Nahua transcendental spaces 

also affected this world and this time.237 

                                                                                                                                                                     
New World: Indigenous Voice in the Era of European Contact (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2007). 
 
236 For more on the Tulip effect on seventeenth century European economy see Mike Dash, 
Tulipmania: The Story of the World’s Most Coveted Flower and the Extraordinary Passions it Aroused 
(New York: Three Rivers Press, 2001). 
 
237 Burkhart suggests that while Catholic priests were quick to notice and exploit the correspondence 
in heavenly imagery in the process of evangelization, they failed to fully comprehend the complexity 
of Nahua beliefs.  As Burkhart mentions, Nahua afterworlds were, “a transformational aspect of the 
here and now, a sacred aspect of reality that one called into being by manipulating […] garden 
imagery in ritual contexts.” Burkhart, “Flowery Heaven”, p. 89. 
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Sahagún himself, while recording Nahua song lyrics replete with flower 

metaphors, expresses his distrust of them, mentioning the layers of meaning lost to 

the European listener.  In the Historia general he says:  

They sing the old cantares (songs) that they used to 
perform in the time of idolatry, not all, but many, and no 
one understands what they say, because their cantares 
are very obscure; and if they perform some cantares 
that they’ve composed since their conversion, treating 
the things of God and his saints, these are cloaked in 
many errors and heresies.238   
 

He also expresses his discomfort with these symbolic forms in his Psalmodia 

Christiana saying:  “For the most part they sing idolatrous things in a style so 

obscure that there is no one who really understands them—except themselves 

alone.”239  More recently, historian John Bierhosrt went further to suggest that the 

songs employed a deliberately opaque code to mask their revolutionary intent.  In 

the foreword to his translation of the Ballads of the Lords of New Spain, he says: 

“Waves of incoming Mexican revenants, it is hoped, will establish a paradise on 

earth in which Mexican, while embracing Christianity, will enjoy superiority over 

Spanish colonists or at least rise to equal status.”240  Flowers were especially 

important in Nahua songs, according to Bierhorst, since they embodied the “ghostly 

warriors” returning to help living indigenous fighters retake their rightful status in 

the colonial order.  The militant millenarian content of the songs is difficult to 

                                                        
238 Bernardino de Sahagún, Historia general de las Cosas de Nueva España, ed. Angel Maria Garabay 
(Mexico City: Editorial Porrua, 1969), book X, chapter 27, p. 164.  
 
239 Bernardino de Sahagún, Psalmodia Christiana (México: Con Licencia en Casa de Pedro Ocharte, 
1583), fol. Iii. 
 
240 John Bierhorst, Ballads of the Lords of New Spain: The Codex Romances de los Señores de la Nueva 
España (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2009), p. 4. 
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establish, and Bierhorst has received a fair share of criticism for overstating that 

flowers in Nahua songs represent revenants come back to earth.241 However, 

Bierhorst’s suggestion that flowers and birds can metaphorically stand for dead 

people living in Nahua afterworlds, while not warriors come back to life to exact 

revenge, has been upheld.242  Whatever the case in terms of the specifics of 

Bierhorst’s claims, it is clear that the ability to understand the songs marked a 

boundary between insiders and outsiders, and that the rapid slippage between the 

benign and the dangerous was troublesome to the priests.   

 The terms for flowers and songs are sometimes interchangeable in Nahuatl 

and each seemed to hold the potential for pleasure and treachery.243  The terms for 

flowers and songs were also interchangeable with that of warriors. The Florentine 

Codex’s Nahuatl introduction to the section “on how flowers are offered” shifts 

abruptly from the mild imagery of offering and decorating with flowers, to 

aggressive and violent actions.  Sahagún says:   

I offer flowers, I sow flower [seeds]. I plant flowers.  I 
assemble flowers. I seek flowers. I offer flowers.  I 
arrange flowers. I thread a flower.  I string flowers.  I 

                                                        
241 For more scathing criticisms of Bierhorst’s interpretation of the Cantares Mexicanos see James 
Lockhart’s review of the book.  James Lockhart, “Care, Ingenuity, and Irresponsibility: The Bierhorst 
Edition of the Cantares Mexicanos, Nahuas and Spaniards: Postconquest Central Mexican History and 
Philology in Reviews in Anthropology 16 (1-4) (1991): 119-132.  Also see Miguel Leon Portilla, “¿Una 
nueva interpretación de los Canatares Mexicanos? La obra de John Bierhorst” in Estudios de Cultura 
Nahuatl 18 (1996): 385-400. 
 
242 Lockhart says, “I agree that a great many cantares passages speaking of birds and flowers has 
direct reference to noble warriors of the past, even if not ‘ghosts’.” Lockhart, “Care and Ingenuity” 
(1991), p.157. Also see Burkhart, “Flowery Heaven” (1992), footnote 2, p.90. 
 
243 As Hill says:  “In Nahuatl language the association of flower and song not only can be deduced by 
the frequent mention of flowers in song and the absence of such mentions in other genres, but also is 
made explicit in the well-known ceremonial couplet in cuicatl in xochitl ‘the song, the flower’, 
meaning ‘poetry song’.  Poets were often called ‘singers of flowers’”.  Hill, “The Flower World”, p. 123.  
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make flowers.  I form them to be extending, uneven, 
rounded, round bouquets of flowers. 
I make a flower necklace, a flower garland, a paper of 
flowers, a bouquet, a flower shield, hand flowers.  I 
thread them.  I string them.  I provide them with grass.  I 
provide them with leaves.  I make a pendant of them.  I 
smell something.  I smell them.  I cause one to smell 
something.  I cause him to smell.  I offer flowers to one.  
I offer him flowers. I provide him flowers.  I provide him 
with a flower necklace.  I place a garland on one.  I 
provide him a garland.  I clothe one in flowers.  I 
continue to cover one with flowers. I destroy one with 
flowers. I destroy him with flowers. I injure one with 
flowers.  I injure him with flowers.244 

 
The decorative flowers suddenly acquire ruinous agency. In the next paragraph, the 

same words “I destroy with flowers” are introduced again, but in this case the 

flowers are a metaphor for flattering songs used to seduce and trick another.  He 

says: 

I destroy one with flowers; I injure him with flowers; I 
injure one with flowers’: [this is said when I thus 
beguile or incite someone with drink, with food, with 
flowers, with tobacco, with capes, with gold.  When I 
incite just with words, when I beguiling him, it is said: ‘I 
caress him with flowers.  I seduce one.  I extend one 
lengthy discourse.  I induce him with words. 
 

Flowers, like gold and expensive capes, or other natural wonders from the New 

World, were also used to tempt, seduce, and gain power over another. While the 

idea of flowers as analogs of warriors enacting violent destruction is clearly Nahua, 

the notion of them as beguiling temptation is perhaps a more mediated notion. As 

seen in chapter 2, the excessive indulgence in wine and tobacco was a preoccupation 

of many Catholic chroniclers, who were quick to note examples of the devilish 

                                                        
244 The emphasis is mine. Bernardino de Sahagún, The Florentine Codex, edited and translated by 
Anderson and Dibble (1950-1982), Book XI, chapter 7, p.214. 



 

164 
 

temptations offered by the New World.  Just as the meaning of flowers was complex 

and multilayered in Nahua songs, the visual representation of flowers in the 

Florentine Codex is also filled with potentially contradictory symbolic meaning.  

Moreover, as already mentioned, Nahua paradises were not as stable as the 

Catholic Paradise before the Fall.  Instead of being a place separate from the present 

reality, they allow slippage between the worlds.  As Louise Burkhart mentions: “The 

sacred garden was also a transformational aspect of the here and now: a sacred 

aspect of reality that one called into being by manipulating this garden imagery in 

ritual contexts.”245  Illustrated gardens, like smoky mirrors, are often portals 

between the world of the living, and the world of the gods or the dead.  

  In this chapter, I will examine images of New World gardens from both 

European and Nahua perspectives.  Oviedo’s landscape, though absent of flowers, 

illustrates a European viewer’s will to conquer and take charge of New World 

nature.  His representation of the New World is sexually charged, suggesting a 

gendered and imbalanced interaction between the male European viewer and the 

nude welcoming female personification of the New World.  His visual trope of the 

virgin delights of the New World paradise will have visual repercussions in the 

centuries following its production. The Libellus offers a more subtle interpretation 

of the New World garden, communicating the richness of New World flora to the 

king, while also demonstrating that the students of Tlatelolco were highly civilized 

and Christianized.  Flower gardens in The Florentine Codex show contradictory 

strategies in the portrayal of gardens; one denouncing the falseness of a Nahua place 

                                                        
245 Burkhart, “Flowery gardens”, p. 89. 
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of origin, the other explicitly highlighting the convergence between a major Nahua 

female deity and the Virgin Mary.  Finally, I examine Juan Eusebio Nieremberg’s 

representation of the passion fruit, which, according to his drawing, has all the 

symbols of Christ’s passion discernible in its structure.  While a single flower rather 

than a garden, his interpretation of this species still encompassed an understanding 

of the New World as a paradise lost, one already inscribed by God with signs of His 

supreme authority.  This flower allows Nieremberg to justify the spiritual conquest 

of the New World.  

 

Oviedo and the Virgin Delights of the New World  
 
Most of Oviedo’s images are single specimens of plants, animals, or objects.  There 

are only two illustrations that can be considered to take place in a landscape or 

“garden,” if we define it as an image of more than one species within one frame: the 

image of a hammock, and the gold panning scene.   Oviedo’s landscapes or “gardens” 

suggest that the New World is a type of virgin paradise ready to be exploited by 

European eyes.  It is more concerned with economic rather than theological themes. 

Nevertheless, the tropes he suggests will define future visual confrontations of 

European and Indigenous peoples.  

The printed editions of Oviedo’s work that appeared during his lifetime 

contain almost identical woodcuts of a hammock, tightly bound to two large palm 

trees, with many small shrubs growing in the uneven earth beneath (figures 4.1-

4.3). Both of these images have two different perspectives. The hammock is seen 

from above or from a bird’s eye view and is rather diagrammatic, strictly two-
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dimensional grid looking more like a taut sheet.  The trees, from which the 

hammock is sustained, are seen in profile from a viewer’s perspective.  The images 

illustrate the form and construction of the hammock, rather than showing its use.  

The landscape is a necessary component as the hammock only works with the 

support of the trees.  

The depiction of the hammock in the Monserrate manuscript is altogether 

different.  Here, Oviedo attempted more naturalism and three-dimensionality 

(figure 4.4).   In this case we have a singular viewpoint, no longer the double 

perspective present in Oviedo’s printed editions.  The hammock drapes loosely 

between the two trees and holds a naked female within it.  As discussed previously, 

on the margins of the Monserrate manuscript, Oviedo conveniently notes the 

illustrations for which woodcuts have already been created in order to illustrate 

previous publications of his work, those that still require one, and also some that he 

would like redone.  In the case of the hammock he states: “to be done” (por hacer) 

(figure 4.5).246  As we can see from the annotation beside the hammock, Oviedo 

intended it to be re-worked in future editions.  For whatever reason, the image 

appearing in the 1547 and 1557 editions, although from a new woodcut, is much 

more similar to the 1535 illustrations than to Oviedo’s new hand drawn illustration.  

Myers has suggested that Oviedo’s attempt at naturalism and realism in the 

manuscript shows the author’s concern with illustrations as testament to 

eyewitness and thus the general credibility of his chronicle.  She says: “The new 

direction toward more a empirical, autonomous image reflects a meaningful shift: 

                                                        
246 Oviedo, Historia General, HEM, HM-177, 18v, Bk. 6, chap 8. 
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the authors’ role is no longer one of mediator between New World reality and 

reader but that of transcriber, a scientist documenting an ever-expanding American 

world.”247  Beyond establishing his authority and familiarity with the subject, I 

suggest that in his manuscript image of the hammock, Oviedo presents a gendered 

and dominant attitude toward the New World that has a lasting legacy.   

In the hammock, Oviedo places a naked woman with a hand upright, 

gesturing toward the viewer. As a personification of the New World, the figure’s 

waving hand acknowledges the viewer, implicitly justifying the Spanish presence in 

the New World. While the insertion of the human body does aid the visual 

description of the indigenous object, the inclusion of a female nude recumbent and 

fully available to the European gaze, situates an otherwise descriptive scene into a 

setting of competing cultural values.  It establishes a power dynamic between the 

European viewer, assumed to be male, and a feminine and sexualized New World.248   

The choice to place a female nude in this scene is surprising in view of the 

text immediately preceding it, which describes the use and benefits of the 

indigenous bed in detail. Oviedo says: 

 
For in the fields, and especially where there are groves to hang, 
I believe that this is the best form of bed that can exist among 
warring people; because it is portable, and a young man can 
carry it over his shoulder, and a rider over the seat.  And in the 

                                                        
247 Myers states, “The new direction towards more empirical, autonomous image reflects a 
meaningful shift: The author’s role is no longer of mediator between New World reality and reader 
but that of transcriber, a scientist documenting an ever expanding world.” Meyers, Fernandez de 
Oviedo’s Chronicle, p. 79.  
 
248 For a more detailed discussion on European gendered representations of the discovery of America 
see Margarita Zamora, “Gender And Discovery”, Reading Columbus (Berkeley and Los Angeles: 
University of California Press, 1993), 152-181. 
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exercises they would not be of little help, in Spain and Italy and 
other regions, because not so many men would be injured and 
killed for sleeping on the ground during the winter or in 
tempestuous weather.  And in these parts of the indies the men 
of war carry them in baskets, with lids … and in this way they 
are stored and clean: and people do not sleep on the ground, 
like Christians do in Europe and Africa and other areas.  And if 
they did not do this here, given the humidity of the land, it 
would be much more dangerous in war. 
 And if I have known how to explain it, this bed is in the 
form that is painted here.249  
 

 
The practicality of hammocks in providing beds for warring armies is incongruous 

with the sexualized figure lying on this particular hammock.    

The woodcuts in the printed editions of Oviedo’s Historia are more consistent 

with the textual content. The nude is more relevant to the following chapter, which 

does not describe hammocks at all, but instead deals in part with the vices of the 

indigenous populations, including the excessive lustfulness of some women and 

their lack of modesty in dress.  The image of the nude in the hammock is a precursor 

to a long line of gendered allegorical illustrations about the encounter between the 

Old and New Worlds.250  

                                                        
249 “Para en el campo, y en especial donde hobiere arboledas para las colgar, me paresce, que es la 
mejor manera de camas que puede ser entre gente de guerra; porque es portátil, e un muchacho se la 
lleva so el brazo, y el de caballo por caparazón o cojín de la silla. Y en los ejércitos no serían poco 
provechosas, en España e Italia e otras partes, porque no adoloscerían ni morirían tantos por dormir 
en tierra en los inviernos e tiempos tempestuosos. Y llévenlas en estas partes e Indias los hombres de 
guerra dentro (le unas cestas, con sus tapadores, ligeras, que acá se llaman hayas, y en otras partes 
destas Indias se dicen patacas) segund se dirá adelantes, las cuales hacen de los bihaos, e así van 
guardadas e limpias: e no duerme la gente en tierra tendidos. como en los reales de los cristianos se 
hace en Europa e África e otras partes. Y si acá esto no se hiciese, por ser la tierra tan húmeda, sería 
mayor peligro éste que la misma guerra. 
E si la he sabido dar a entender, esta cama es desta manera que aquí está pintada.” Oviedo, Historia 
General, Bk. 5, Ch.2. 
 
250 See, for example, Margarita Zamora, 152; Also see Louis Montrose on this image in Elizabethan 
writing, "The Work of Gender in the Discourse of Discovery," Representations 33 (Winter 1991):1-41; 
Hugh Honour, The New Golden Land: European Images of America from the Discoveries to the Present 
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 Perhaps the best known of these images is Jan van der Straet’s drawing of 

America from 1575 (figure 4.6).  As de Certeau so beautifully described the scene:  

Amerigo Vespucci, the voyager, arrives from the sea. A 
crusader standing erect, his body in armor, he bears the 
European weapons of meaning. Behind him are the vessels 
that will bring back to the European West the spoils of 
paradise. Before him is the Indian "America," a nude woman 
reclining in her hammock, an unnamed presence of 
difference, a body which awakens within a space of exotic 
fauna and flora... An inaugural scene: after a moment of 
stupor, on this threshold dotted with colonnades of trees, the 
conqueror will write the body of the other and trace there his 
own history. From her he will make a historied body—a 
blazon—of his labors and phantasms. She will be "Latin" 
America.251 

 
Van der Straet’s drawing establishes America’s licentious invitation to the European 

man with a backdrop of wondrous New World animals and exuberant plants, many 

described and illustrated for the first time for a European audience in Oviedo’s 

groundbreaking publications.  Far in the background, above the woman’s inviting 

hand gesture, we can see a small scene of three naked men, cooking a human leg, 

alluding to the longstanding accusation of New World cannibalism.    

 Oviedo’s image is nowhere near as complex as van der Straet’s allegory of 

discovery.  However, Oviedo’s book was a precursor to many of the visual 

descriptions in van der Straet’s image.  Oviedo’s Historia was the first compendium 

of the many wonders of New World flora and fauna, as well as an ethnographic 

study detailing the idolatries, vices, and atrocities, sexual and otherwise, of its 

                                                                                                                                                                     
Time (New York: Pantheon Books, 1975); and Bernadette Bucher, Icon and Conquest: A Structural 
Analysis of the Illustrations of de Bry's "Great Voyages," trans. Basia Miller Gulati (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1981). 
251 Michel de Certeau, The Writing of History, trans. Tom Conley (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1988), xxv. 
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people.  Although in his work Oviedo acknowledged some of the worst crimes that 

Europeans had committed, he nevertheless believed in the right of the Spanish to 

conquer the new territory.  In his mind, the sins of the indigenous people were much 

greater than any European brutality.  Cannibalism, also discussed in the chapter 

immediately following the image of the hammock, was perhaps one of the greatest 

indictments of the indigenous people.  Although it was rarely practiced, Oviedo’s 

and other European chronicles of New World indigenous people are filled with tales 

of its performance. Margarita Zamora writes: “Van der Straet’s allegory does not 

invent, but translates the signs of discourse already in existence.”252  Oviedo’s text 

and manuscript illustrations are part of the foundational discourses that Van der 

Straet interpreted.  Oviedo’s hammock, a foreign object, first described visually in 

the printed editions in dual perspective in order to detail how it functioned, became 

in the manuscript edition an index of the New World.  His manuscript image 

designates the New World as a sexualized woman wanting to be conquered.  

 Oviedo’s second image of the New World as a landscape, or “garden,” does 

not mark the new lands as feminine, but persists with signs of the abundance of 

wealth in the newly conquered territories, while at the same time showing its 

people as bare.  The gold panning scenes from Bk. 6, Chapter 8 in the 1535 and 1547 

editions are slightly different (figures 4.7 and 4.8).  The human figures in the 1547 

woodcut display more accurate bodily proportions and more relaxed postures, but 

the compositions are very similar, with three men, dressed only in loincloths, 

laboring. Regardless of the slight shift in the representation of the men’s bodies, 

                                                        
252 Margarita Zamora, p. 154 
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both landscapes are quite consistent in the signifiers for natural abundance and 

uncivilized people. The man on the left stands in the river and holds a pan with his 

hands extended in front on him, covering his groin, the man in the center stands on 

the shore of the river, his loincloth protecting his modesty, he holds a similar 

container above his head, and the man on the right is fully naked, he stands further 

inland and hits a pickaxe against the ground. Behind them there is a landscape of 

luscious trees of many varieties.  The New World, according to these images, is a 

depository of wealth, in the form of gold, which the men are deftly panning, and also 

of natural treasures. At the same time, the men who exist within these new 

territories are naked, suggesting a lack of civilization to a European viewer as was 

clearly seen in Jan van der Straet’s image (Figure 4.6).   In contrast, the 1535 title 

page of the Historia shows a European man galloping on a horse, fully clothed and 

armored, carrying a large sword by his side (figure 4.9).    

 Going beyond the purely descriptive or evidentiary illustration, Oviedo’s 

scenes that take place in gardens or landscapes establish a power dynamic in the 

confrontation between the Old and the New Worlds. In the image of the hammock, 

the New World is personified as a feminine and available nude inviting European 

possession. Although not markedly gendered, the nakedness of the figures in the 

gold mining scene marks them as without civilization.  They are depicted as part of 

the natural abundance of the landscape. With their pans tilted toward the viewer, 

laboring on behalf of their conquerors, they also seem to invite European 

exploitation.  
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Gardens of Origin in the Libellus 
   

The Libellus images we will consider here, suggest a strong theological parallelism 

between Catholicism and Nahua belief.  The Indigenous artists who produced them 

were keenly aware of how their culture was perceived in Europe and how authors 

like Oviedo used idolatry and cannibalism against them.  The images here present a 

completely different notion of paradise than that found in Oviedo.  The students of 

Tlatelolco are not uncivilized gold panners, but classically trained scholars who use 

their images of flowering plants as a rhetorical tool to make themselves and their 

pre-Columbian ancestors participants of Christian morality, even before the advent 

of evangelization.   

 The present section will focus on the visual rhetoric of three illustrated folios 

at the center of the manuscript (figures 4.10-4.12); these colorful illustrations 

suggest a symbolic connection between the Nahua mythical city of Tolán and the 

Garden of Eden. They may also tangentially evoke Greco-Roman myths of the 

“Golden Age,” or Age of Saturn, which were present in classical works available in 

the College of Santa Cruz in Tlatelolco.  By implicitly aligning these European and 

Mexican traditions, the indigenous authors of this book likely sought to demonstrate 

their dual status as civilized Christians, and inheritors of a nobility worthy of 

guiding their people into a new era.  Moreover, their easy use and assimilation of 

Classical myths marks them as civilized and partaking in the history and myths of 

educated humanists.  
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  The central folios of the Libellus, depicting a brilliant array of plants, but no 

text other than the names of the plants, dramatically break with the format of the 

rest of the manuscript. Such a feature is reminiscent of pre-Columbian screenfolds 

in which the center marked the most significant point of meaning. As Byron Hamann 

has recently argued, some post-conquest artifacts retained the conventions of pre-

Columbian art in using the center as a place of significance to mark a privileged 

point for elite visual access to the object as an “instrument of seeing.”253 

Mesoamerican screenfold histories, which were objects analogous to European 

books, placed the most significant narrative moments at their center.  The central 

break in the structure in the Libellus is remarkably in keeping with this indigenous 

convention, but it is at the same time presented in a typically European form: the 

three folios constitute a self-contained booklet within the larger herbal manuscript, 

with folio 38v acting as the cover and the following blanket folios as its contents. 

The folios are therefore not only significant in terms of Nahua configurations, but 

also in European terms as a supplementary bound book with its own function or 

meaning. 

 Each of the multicolored plants in these central folios has a name above its 

image, but no illness or recipe is described underneath, as is the practice throughout 

                                                        
253 Compare Byron Ellsworth Hamann, “Object, Image Cleverness: The Lienzo de Tlaxcala” 
in Art History 36 (3): 518-545 analyzing the iconography of the Lienzo, as inextricable 
from its materiality and placing the post-colonial conquest object in conversation with 
pre-Columbian productions such as screenfolds, mirrors, and mummy-bundles, for which 
the structural center not only holds the most important elements, but also the power to 
communicate between worlds.  See further Byron Ellsworth Hamann, “In the Eyes of the 
Mixtecs/To View Several Pages Simultaneously” in Visible Language 39 (1): 68-123 and 
Lisa Bakewell and Byron Ellsworth Hamann (2011: 163-192), “Painting History, Reading 
Painted Histories: Ethnoliteracy in Prehispanic Oaxaca and Colonial Center Mexico”, A 
Companion to Mexican History and Culture, William H. Beezley ed (Oxford: Wiley 
Blackwell, 2011): 163-192. 
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the rest of the Libellus.  Each of these central folios has two rows of three to six 

plants each, making a total of 28.  The break in structure (with no recipe underneath 

the illustration) makes the connection between these plants and the description of 

the illness that follows appear more remote than it does in the other sections of the 

book. Nonetheless, some of the plants illustrated are included in the recipe 

immediately following the break in structure, which is written under this title: 

 
Contra rempublicam administrantis, 

et munus publicum gerentis fatigationem 
Arbores et Flores. 

 
Trees and flowers to counter the fatigue of 

one administering the Republic and 
performing public duty. 

 
In pre-Hispanic Mexico positions of government were held by members of the 

nobility (pipiltin). The appearance of this “garden” immediately preceding an illness 

limited to the nobility directly links the preceding plants and their symbolic 

qualities to high-ranking Nahuas.  The association of flowering gardens with nobility 

was common to Europeans and Nahuas.254 Moctezuma, the last Aztec ruler, himself 

had pleasure gardens in and around Mexico City in which many of the plants 

illustrated here were cultivated.255  Moreover, these folios are some of the most 

                                                        
254 In the European Renaissance air and fire were deemed to be nobler elements than earth, so that 
vegetables were considered the food of lower classes and fruit that of the higher: A.J. Grieco, “The 
Social Politics of Pre-Linnaean Botanical Classification” in I Tatti Studies: Essays in the Renaissance, 
vol. 4 (1991), 131-149.   According to Francisco Cervantes de Salazar, Moctezuma did not allow 
vegetables to be grown in his gardens because ‘vegetable gardens were for slaves and merchants.’ 
Francisco Cervantes de Salazar, Crónica de la Nueva España (Madrid: Biblioteca de Autores 
Españoles, Editorial Atlas, 1971), 317-325. 
 
255 Duran, Historia de las Indias, Vol. II, 247-248; Heyden, The History of the Indies, 16-20, 48. 
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visually compelling pages in the manuscript due to their richness and variety of 

color.  

 Opulently colored objects and animals were associated with conceptions of 

paradise as well as with the high-ranks in Mesoamerica.256  The three folios then can 

be seen as signifying a paradisiacal garden, and – as it remains to argue here – they 

may allude specifically to the garden of Tolán. For the Nahuas and other groups in 

Mesoamerica, Tolán was a mythical place of origin.  According to early colonial 

descriptions of Tolán, most of the objects in the city had four or five colors. These 

central folios of the Libellus features varieties of plants, which are supposed to have 

flourished in the mythical city, and significantly show fruits and flowers growing in 

four and five different colors. The tonalxochitl or the temahuiztiliquauitl, for 

instance, are depicted with flowers in which each petal appears in a different color, 

creating polychromic patterns at the expense of verisimilitude. 

 The Annals of Cuauhtitlan and the Florentine Codex are sixteenth-century 

early colonial accounts of the rise and fall of Tolán as well as vivid descriptions of 

the city.  Although their respective narratives differ slightly, they are in accord on 

the major events.  The Annals of Cuauhtitlan describe how, until the rise of a brilliant 

king, a series of rulers had kept their people in a nomadic, uncivilized state:  

  

                                                        
256 Compare Stephen Houston, Veiled Brightness: A History of Ancient Maya Color( Austin: Austin 
University Press, 2009), 13: ‘Flowers, birds, and other iridescent creatures or things reside in the 
“Flower World”, a timeless landscape abounding in beauty, song, and sacrality. This is where the 
living spirit flourishes and, in death, returns.  The flash of brightness, the unstable hue, the evocation 
of floral imagery—all attest to a land that is wonderful to hear and smell.  The plurisensory quality of 
the Flower World expresses a “cult of brilliance” that is, in Nahuatl devotional literature, a metaphor 
for the reality of the world we occupy, a place of supreme loveliness just beyond the veil, sensed and 
glimpsed in full view’.  
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[Huacli] had been the ruler of Cuauhtitlan … who did not 
know how to plant edible corn.  Also his subjects did not 
know how to make tilmas. They still wore hides.  Their 
food was just birds, snakes, rabbits, and deer.  As yet they 
were homeless. They just kept going, kept moving from 
place to place.257 
 

But then Quetzalcoatl, “Feather-Serpent,” who supposedly rose to power in the year 

865 (10-House), led his subjects from nomadism to civilization. According to 

Sahagún, Quetzalcoatl “fue estimado, y tenido por dios” (“was esteemed and 

regarded as god”) and issued new laws to his people.258 That parallels the classical 

myth of origins related by the Roman poet Virgil that ascribed a similar role to the 

divinity Saturn: 

 
 quis neque mos neque cultus erat, nec iungere tauros 
 aut componere opes norant aut parcere parto, 
 sed rami atque asper victu venatus alebat. 
 primus ab aetherio venit Saturnus Olympo 
 arma Iovis fugiens et regnis exsul ademptis. 
 is genus indocile ac dispersum montibus altis 
 composuit legesque dedit… 
 aurea quae perhibent illo sub rege fuere 
 saecula 
 

 [This race] had no customs or culture, and did not know 
how to yoke oxen or accumulate wealth, or save profits, 
but lived by feeding on branches and coarse hunting. 
Saturn was the first to come down from heavenly 
Olympus, fleeing Jove’s weapons in exile from his lost 
realm. He gathered together the untaught race, scattered 
among the high mountains, and gave them laws…  they 
say that his reign was the ‘Golden Age.’259 

 

                                                        
257 John Bierhorst, History and Mythology of the Aztecs: The Codex Chimalpopoca (Tucson: University 
of Arizona Press, 1992), 29.  
 
258 Sahagún, Facsimile edition, Historia universal (1577), Bk. III, Ch. 3.210r). 
 
259 Virgil, Aeneid 8.316-22, 324-5. 
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Quetzalcoatl’s reign of civilization and prosperity was in part characterized by the 

multicolored buildings he constructed: “his turquoise house of beams, his house of 

red-shell, his house of whiteshell, his house of quetzal plumes.”260 Polychromy 

continued to signify political authority for the Nahuas well after the time of the 

mythical city.  Recent excavations suggest that the Sacred House of the Eagles in the 

Templo Mayor in Tenochtitlan was painted in four colors in order to resemble the 

palaces of Tolán, thus claiming the Aztec capital as the rightful heir to the mythical 

city and in this way legitimizing its power over other city-states in the valley of 

Mexico in the Post-Classic.261  

In addition, Quetzalcoatl is described as a “a great craftsman in all his works: 

his eating dishes, his drinking vessels, his green-, herb-green, white-, yellow-, and 

red-painted pottery.”262  In the Florentine Codex another account of Quetzalcoatl and 

his city (there called Tulla), and its people, the Toltecs, expands on this idea, 

suggesting that all the inhabitants of Tolán were great artists:  

 
Y los vasallos que tenia, eran todos oficiales de artes 
mecanicas, y diestros para labrar las piedras verdes, que 
se llaman chalchiuites: y tambien para fundir plata, y 
hacer otras cosas; y estas artes todas ovieron origen, del 
dicho Quetzalcoatl. 263 
 
And the vassals that he had were all experts in the 
mechanical arts.  They were highly skilled in cutting 
greenstone, which they called chalchiuites; and also in 

                                                        
260 Bierhorst, History and Mythology, p. 29.   
 
261 See López Luján, La Casa de las Águilas: un ejemplo de arquitectura religiosa de Tenochtitlan, 2 
vols. (Mexico: Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia, 2006). 
 
262 Ibid., p. 30.  
 
263 Sahagún, Florentine Codex, Bk. 10, Ch. 3, p. 13.  
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casting silver and other such things.  And all the arts 
proceeded from Quetzalcoatl. 
 

The Nahua association between the ancient Toltecs and great artistry is such that 

the word Toltec came to be associated with the idea of an artist or painter.  The 

Florentine Codex’s account of the Toltecs not only includes signs of Aristotelian ideas 

of civilization, such as the knowledge of agriculture and architecture in stone, but 

also as indicators of status within elite Nahua culture like certain bird feathers, 

precious stones, and chocolate drink – much as the multicolored flowers of the 

Libellus may have been markers of social rank: 

 
Y mas dizen que en el dicho pueblo de tulla, se criavan 
muchos, y diversos generos de aves, de pluma rica, y 
colores diversos, que se llaman xiuhtototl, y quetzaltototl, 
y çaquan, y tlauhquechol: y otras aves que cantavan dulce, 
y suavemente. Y mas tenia el dicho que Quetzalcoatl, 
todas las riquezas del mundo; de oros, y plata, y piedras 
verdes, que se llaman chalchihuites; y otras cosas 
preciosas, y mucha abundancia, de arboles, de cacao, de 
diversas colores, quese llaman xochicacaoatl.264 
 
And they say that in the city of Tulla many different birds 
of rich and diverse feathers were bred, which are called 
xiuhtototl, and quetzaltototl, and zacuan, and 
tlauhquechol.  Also other birds that sang sweetly and 
softly.  And said Quetzalcoatl had all the riches in the 
world: golds and silver, greenstones, which are called 
chalchihuites, and other precious things, and much 
abundance of cacao trees of different colours that are 
called xochicacaoatl. 
 

Such accounts of abundance in Tolán in this idyllic epoch are in some ways 

reminiscent of the Golden Age of Saturn as it was described by Greco-Roman 

authors. In the words of the poet Ovid: 

                                                        
264 Sahagún, Florentine Codex, Bk. 10. Ch. 3, p. 13 
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mulcebant zephyri natos sine semine flores; 
mox etiam fruges tellus inarata ferebat, 
nec renovatus ager gravidis canebat aristis; 
flumina iam lactis, iam flumina nectaris ibant, 
flavaque de viridi stillabant ilice mella. 

 
the west winds induced flowers to grow without seeds, 
the unploughed earth promptly yielded crops and, 
without needing renewal, untended fields turned white 
with heavy ears of corn; at one moment flowed rivers of 
milk, at another rivers of nectar, and golden honey seeped 
out of the green oak.265 
 

Tolán too was such an abundant place that its people did not have to waste their 

time on agriculture, but could instead dedicate their life to the production of art. The 

Florentine Codex gives this description of conditions in Tolán when the city was at 

its apex: 

 
el mahiz era abundantissimo, y las calabaças muy gordas, 
de una braça en redondo: y las maçorcas de mahiz, eran 
tan largas, que se llevavan abraçadas, y las cañas de 
bledos, eran muy largos, y gordos, y que subían por ellas, 
como por arboles.  Y que sembraban, y cogían algodón, de 
todos colores; que son colorado y encarnado, y amarillo, y 
morado, blanqueccino, y verde y açul, y prieto, y pardo, y 
naranjado, y leonado: y estos colores de algodón eran 
naturales, que asi se nacian.266 
 
The maize was abundant and its ears were so long that 
one would have to embrace them in order to carry them.  
And the amaranth plants were so long and fat that they 
would climb up them like trees.  And they planted and 
picked cotton of all colours: red and dark red, and yellow, 
and purple, and white and green and blue, shadowy, 
brown, orange, and coyote coloured.  And these were its 
natural colors, it grew like this.  

                                                        
265 Ovid, Metamorphoses 1.108-112. 
  
266 Sahagún, Florentine Codex, Bk. 3, Ch. III, fo. 210v. 
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 That innately colored cotton recalls a detail in the best known of all the 

classical accounts of Golden Age – Virgil’s Fourth Eclogue –which heralded the 

return of Saturn’s reign: 

 
omnis feret omnia tellus. 

non rastros patietur humus, non vinea falcem, 
robustus quoque iam tauris iuga solvet arator; 
nec varios discet mentiri lana colores, 
ipse sed in pratis aries iam suave rubenti 
murice, iam croceo mutabit vellera luto, 
sponte sua sandyx pascentis vestiet agnos. 

 
Every land will bring forth everything… Wool will 
stop learning to fake varied colors. Instead the ram 
in the meadow will himself change his fleece, now 
to a sweet blushing purple, now to a saffron yellow: 
of its own accord scarlet will clothe the grazing 
lambs.267  

 
Sahagún’s evocation of this ‘Messianic’ Eclogue (so-called because it was often taken 

as a pagan prophecy of Christ’s birth) is significant. Virgil’s poem, which 

missionaries incorporated into their millenarian thinking, had predicted a new 

order of things after the voyage of another Argo, captained by another Tiphys, 

leading to new wars and another Troy.268 Columbus had explicitly identified himself 

with the mythological figure of Tiphys; and Sahagún earlier in the Florentine Codex 

had compared Tolán to Troy.269   

                                                        
267 Virgil, Eclogues 4.39, 4.42-45.  
 
268 Virgil, Eclogues 4.34-36. I am grateful to Andrew Laird for drawing my attention to the relevance 
of Virgil’s poem here. 
 
269 Romm (1994) and (2001) respectively examine Columbus’ interpretation of the Roman Seneca’s 
supposed prophecy of the New World and his use of scripture. Romm, J. ‘New World and "novos 
orbes": Seneca in the Renaissance Debate over Ancient Knowledge of the Americas’, in Wolfgang 
Haase and Meyer Reinhold eds. The Classical Tradition and the Americas, (Berlin and New York: W. 
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But while Saturn had been cast out of heaven before establishing his Golden 

Age on earth, Quetzalcoatl’s fall from grace was to come after his rule of Tolán. One 

of the flowers in the “garden” depicted in the central folios of the Libellus makes 

reference to the ruler’s sad fate and strongly hints at further parallels between the 

myths of Tolán and European traditions. The striking image of the Couaxocotl flower 

in folio 38v (Figure 4.13) of the Libellus has a snake flanking either side of the plant, 

each biting into a round red flower.  It has been suggested that these snakes serve to 

signify the plant’s name in Nahuatl, which can be translated as “serpent-fruit.”270 

That might then invite an association with Quetzalcoatl, the Feather-Serpent. 

Although the Tlatelolco students who produced the Florentine Codex often used 

ideograms as phonetic signifiers for the names of the plants they represented, the 

Libellus artist does not, so that this would most likely be an exceptional instance. It 

is possible that serpents were included as an environmental marker: the presence of 

ants in two illustrations in the Libellus indicate that the flowers depicted grew near 

ant-hills – but serpents are less likely to suggest a particular kind of location (figure 

4.14-4.15).271 Their presence in this image is more likely to be symbolic, and could 

have any or all of three possible values: 

 
                                                                                                                                                                     
De Gruyter, 1994), 77-116 and ‘Biblical History and the Americas: The Legend of Solomon’s Ophir.’ In 
Paolo Bernardini and Norman Fiering eds. The Jews and the Expansion of Europe to the West 1545-
1800 (New York: Berghahn Books, 2001) 27-46; Sahagún, Florentine Codex, Bk. I, p. 70: ‘It seems that 
the affairs of these two cities [Tolán and Cholula] went the way of Troy and Rome’. 
 
270 Emmart suggests the plant might be Calocarpum Mammosum. The first part of the name, coua-, 
could be a form of cōātl, the Nahuatl for serpent (and twin), as xocotl means fruit. See Emmart, The 
Badianus Manuscript, 275. 
 
271 The expression ihuan cohuatl izomocayan, ‘where the serpents hiss’, however indicated the site of 
Tenochtitlan in the late sixteenth-century Crónica Mexicayotl. 
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(i) Quetzalcoatl 

The Annals mention that the ruler began building his temple by putting up “serpent 

columns.”  The vertical positioning of the serpents and the degree of symmetry in 

the way they approximately mirror each other seem to evoke this.  

 

(ii) The Garden of Eden 

The image is also suggestive of depictions of a snake in or around a fruit-tree in a 

bountiful garden in iconography of the temptation of Adam and Eve in the Garden of 

Eden prior to their Fall from Paradise.  Though the account in the book of Genesis 

only included one snake, there are medieval representations showing Lilith, Adam’s 

earlier wife, as well as Eve. Both women were identified with serpents; and coatl, 

the Nahuatl word for serpent, also means “twin.” 272   

 

(iii) Caduceus 

The caduceus or staff, an emblem of the classical god Mercury, was conventionally 

featured upright with snakes encircling each other around it, their heads facing one 

another at the top. The image was a common colophon for books produced in the 

1500s, adopted in many publications by the Basel printer and associate of Erasmus, 

Johannes Frobenius (c. 1460-1527).  The caduceus given to Mercury by Apollo to aid 

him in his job of guiding souls to the underworld was “sometimes associated with 

powers of resurrection—of awakening the dead, and also of curing the severely 

                                                        
272 According to Sahagún’s Spanish text of the Florentine Codex, Book 1, chapter 6, the Aztec goddess 
Cihuacoatl (Woman-Snake) ‘is our mother Eve, who was tricked by a serpent.’  
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ill.”273 The association is also appropriate for an herbal, because of its association 

with pharmacy.274  

 There are independent connections between the above significations. For 

example, the native students at Tlatelolco are likely to have related the symbol to 

scripture as well as to science, given that four of Frobenius’ editions of Erasmus’ 

New Testament (which was available in New Spain) included the caduceus in the 

frontispiece (figure 4.16 and 4.17). More importantly, there are significant 

correspondences between Tolán and Eden, as sites of abundance in which principal 

actors fell from grace after being tempted to overindulge.  

There are two slightly different accounts of what happened in Tolán, where 

sorcerers swayed Quetzalcoatl to get drunk on pulque, the “white wine” produced 

from maguey. In the Florentine Codex the saddened Quetzalcoatl is quickly tricked 

into believing the drink will take away all ailments, when in truth it only heightens 

his suffering. 275 In The Annals, the priest-king is more resistant and it takes longer 

to persuade him.  The sorcerer’s first attempt to convince him to perform a human 

sacrifice, and, failing that, slowly persuade him to drink pulque, which leads him “to 

lose his judgment.”276 Although he insists on maintaining his virtue and measure by 

                                                        
273  Retief, F. P. and Cilliers, L., “Snake and staff symbolism in healing” in Acta Theologica Vol. 26, No. 2 
(2006: 194). Compare Virgil, Aeneid 4.242-244 ‘with this staff Mercury call out the pale shades from 
Orcus, send others down to sad Tartarus, induces and removes sleep, and closes eyes in death. See 
F.J.M. Waele, The Magic Staff or Rod in Graeco-Italian Antiquity (The Hague: J. Vander Doesstraat, 
1927). 
 
274 Walter. J. Friedlander, The Golden Wand of Medicine: A History of the Caduceus Symbol in Medicine 
(New York: Greenwood Press, 1992). 
 
 
275 Sahagún (1577: Bk.3, Ch. III, Fo. 211v-213r). 
 
276 Bierhorst, History and Mythology, 31. 
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continuing to fast, they tempt him at least to try the intoxicating drink, eventually 

inducing him to drink five full portions of pulque and getting him and his pages 

completely drunk.  He then is persuaded into destroying his sister’s fast by giving 

her pulque. Quetzalcoatl is “filled with sadness” and eventually chooses to leave the 

city and all the advances he had introduced into it, bidding his pages to hide all its 

riches and possessions. 277 Finally, arriving at the ocean, he cremates himself in 

despair.  

The narrative to be distilled from those two accounts has some similarities to 

the biblical story of Genesis in which the serpent led Eve into temptation by inciting 

her to bite the forbidden fruit. The gendered pairing of Quetzalcoatl and his sister 

could be seen to correspond to that of Adam and Eve, and the departure of the ruler 

and his entourage from their abundant city to the expulsion from the Garden of 

Eden as a consequence of their transgression. The resulting toils and hardships 

faced by Quetzalcoatl (or even by Adam and Eve) might be pertinent to the “fatigue 

of one administering the Republic and performing public duty”– the very ailment 

which was to be alleviated by the remedy on folio 39v of the Libellus – the text 

following the garden of flowers in the central pages of the volume.  

The hints at convergences between the Christian and Nahua traditions 

suggest how members of the indigenous elite might synthesize the traditional and 

Christian without contradiction, as was achieved in the paradise murals at 

                                                                                                                                                                     
 
277 Ibid., 35-6. 
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Malinalco.278  The vision of Tolán conveyed by the central folios of the Libellus was 

consistent with their Catholic faith, perhaps characterized the authors’ Nahua 

ancestors as participants, at least symbolically, in Paradise before the Fall. The 

affinities between Tolán, Eden and perhaps even the classical Golden Age might 

have reflected the preoccupations of their Franciscan instructors: the lack of 

reference to America in the Bible had led to a variety of eschatological speculations, 

allowing the continent’s distant antiquity to be connected to both Judaeo-Christian 

and Greco-Roman myths of origin. The producers of the Mexican herbal thus took 

pains to embed signs of both Spanish and Nahua learning in their gift for the Spanish 

king.  More telling, perhaps, they chose to add this rhetorical visual referent in the 

middle of the manuscript, retaining the pre-conquest convention of marking the 

center as a privileged place of vision.  

 

Images of Images in The Florentine Codex 

The images of gardens we will discuss in Book XI of the Florentine Codex establish 

sites where Aztec and Catholic theologies coexist; at times they correspond with one 

another, and at others they are in dispute.  Most of the flowering specimens 

described in Book XI appear in Chapter 7, “which telleth of the different herbs.”    

The majority of the illustrations in this chapter portray individual specimens 

in a rather straightforward fashion on a plain landscape framed by a double-lined 

rectangular border (figure 4.18).  In a few cases, the frame contains two, sometimes 

even three specimens sharing a horizon line, detailing a flat or hilly landscape 

                                                        
278 For a detailed study of the syncretism in the Murals at Malinalco see Peterson, Paradise Murals. 
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(figure 4.19). As discussed in previous chapters, every so often there is a vignette 

with one or two people performing activities, such as harvesting, procuring 

medicinal aid, or producing art (figure 4.20). Towards the end of the chapter, the 

specimens appear squeezed in between the spaces left by the text and without a 

frame (figure 4.21).  The artists of the flowering herbs in paragraph 8, the trees in 

paragraph 9, and the shrubs in paragraph 10, stop displaying the plants in a 

landscape, favoring a more scientific approach to the representation of flowers and 

leaves. They adopt some of the Renaissance botanical conventions and produce 

images that assist in the recognition of the plant.  In a few cases, they mimic 

contemporary European herbals, which portray a specimen in different stages of 

development. For example, the illustration of the ioloxochiquauitl shows a single 

branch with a bud, bulb, and blooming flower (figure 4.22). In spite of these stylistic 

differences, there is a general consistency in the simplicity of the frame and the 

portrayal of one, two, at times even three plants arranged along a horizon line or the 

bottom of the frame.   

This general format is most notably disregarded in two images in chapter 7: 

one representing four specimens of the flower yzquixochitl or popcorn flower 

(figure 4.23) and one representing metl, or maguey (figure 4.24).279  The difference 

in frame and spatial arrangement of these two illustrations marks a departure from 

the rest of the chapter and bears further scrutiny.  These two images go well beyond 

                                                        
279 There are two other examples of plants that do not follow the general format outlines earlier:  
these are the caxtlatlapa and the tecayactli.  The reason I am not including these in the discussion 
below is because I believe the differences in format in these two images is due to a desire to display 
the various blooms these plants produce as a way to further aid in their representation and 
identification, not as a rhetorical device.   
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the representation of flora as a visual aid for their identification; rather, their 

iconographic and structural differences reveal contrasting views on the use of 

paradisiacal imagery in the service of evangelization.  I will argue that the popcorn 

flower image uses garden iconography and pre-Columbian perspective as a warning 

against the possible idolatries in pre-Columbian beliefs.  In contrast, the metl image 

exploits floral imagery to exult the similarities between two significant female 

theological figures, equating the Virgin Mary with the Nahua mother goddess 

Mayehuel.  These contrasting theological points of view allow us to see the lack of 

uniformity, even within artists under Sahagún’s instruction, in Tlatelolco’s students’ 

interpretations of New World nature, pre-Columbian religion, and new theological 

matrices.  The two gardens here seem to be visual examples of the conflict Sahagún 

details in his prologue to book XI, between nature as an aid to evangelization and as 

a space for the continuation of idolatry.  

Jeannete Peterson, in her seminal book on the flower murals of Malinalco, 

was one of the first to discuss garden imagery as a place of commonality between 

Nahua and Catholic perceptions of paradise. 280  As discussed in the previous section, 

the flower garden could evoked both Christian paradises, like the Garden of Eden 

from Genesis and the New Jerusalem from the book of Revelations, and Nahua 

afterworlds and places of origin such as Tolán, Tlatocan, Aztlan, Cincalco.281 Early 

                                                        
280 Peterson, Paradise Murals.  Also see Burkhart, “Flowery Heaven”: “An easy correspondence 
developed between these places and various indigenous afterworlds and places of origin that were 
described as lush tropical paradises”, 89. 
 
281 See Burkhart, “Flowery Heaven”. 
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colonial chroniclers were quick to notice the parallels between Nahua and Catholic 

beliefs.282  

More recently, Berenice Alcantara Rojas published an insightful, if 

preliminary, study of flower imagery in Book XI of the Florentine Codex with a 

similar purpose, an essay that serves as an invitation to analyze the plants in this 

book more systematically.283  Alcantara Rojas traces the amalgamations of the 

native conception of the flowery realms with various notions of the Catholic 

paradise present in Christian theological texts, exposing passages in the Psalmodia 

Cristiana and Cantares Mexicanos where combinations of Catholic and Nahua 

paradises is evident.284  She goes on to reveal how this consolidation takes place in 

the Florentine Codex’s flower gardens, pointing out that Sahagún and his artists were 

quick to exploit the commonalities in theological symbolism between the two 

cultures, saying: 

Many times I have asked myself what this flower garden really was for 
those men who participated in its creation.  One possible answer I 
have found is that it functioned, between Sahagún and his Nahua 
collaborators, as a commonality (or locus Communis) that allowed 
them to join different cores of ideas and representations of the 
heavenly.  From two sets of concepts they used all the elements that 
they considered equivalents: heaven as a place of light, as a garden full 
of flowers, as a home of sacred warriors as a place of signing and 
music, and of course, as a space of joy.285 

                                                        
282 Heyden, “Mitología y simbolismo”, 73-87; Alfredo Lopez Austin, The Human Body and Ideology 
(Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 1988), 1, 335-336; Peterson, Paradise Murals, 259-264;  
Burkhart, “Flowery heaven”, 89. Nahua afterworlds associated with flowery gardens include, 
Tlalocan, home of the Sun and Rain gods, Tamoaclchan, Xochitlican, Aztlan, Cincalco. 
 
283 Alcantara Rojas. 
 
284 Ibid, 126-130. 
 
285 Ibid, 131. 
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Alcantara Rojas juxtaposes the cacao flower (cacauaxochitl) with the popcorn flower 

(izquixochitl) and suggests that this pair of flowers was a “paradigmatic symbol of 

the upper realm.”286  In Chapter 3, I commented on the image of the cacao flower 

and suggested a reading that, while not contradicting the possible parallelisms in 

heavenly imagery, moves beyond a purely theological discussion and into one of 

social class, suggesting that the image was created to advance the social position of 

the students of Tlatelolco.  I argue that the iconography of the birds, flowers, and 

clothing is symbolic of the elite position and royal ancestry of the students.   

Although it is true that the cacao flower and the popcorn flower share the 

same white color, there are no other visual cues to justify Alcantara Rojas’ 

examination of these two plants as a pair.  While it is true, that the two flowers are 

often paired in Nahua songs, this is a textual not a visual connection. If we were to 

examine the relationship between the cacao flower and the popcorn flower in the 

Florentine Codex’s representations of these plants, there are more formal differences 

than correspondences.  For starters, they have very different frames.  While the 

frame of the cacao flower has the same double line shared by most other plants in 

Book XI, the popcorn flower has a frame not present anywhere else in the book.   

I suggest that a more visually compelling pair would be to match the popcorn 

flower with the maguey. The popcorn flower’s frame is noteworthy because of the 

triangular shading at each of its corners, turning it into an eight-sided frame.  The 

triangles resemble the tabs placed to secure an image within a larger frame, 

                                                        
286 Ibid. 
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suggesting that this might be the representation of an already existing image rather 

than a portrayal from life.  In post-colonial times, the Spanish and Nahua had 

striking similarities in their approach to images. However, the Spanish were often 

wary of the potential for Nahua images to trick and deceive.287 An image of an image 

already foregrounds the artifice inherent in visual representation; in a case such as 

this, where the image is likely derived from a pre-Columbian model, highlighting 

that artifice could also signal that what is represented may not be truthful. 

 In her perceptive analysis of the popcorn flower image, Alcantara Rojas 

mentions the four-cornered garden as having resonance with both Nahua and 

Christian ideas of paradise.288  However, she does not expand on the cosmic 

geometry in this image beyond pointing out the remarkable similarity between 

some Nahua and Catholic geometries of paradise.289 She writes, “Different doctrinal 

                                                        
287 Tom Cummins argues that pictorial images were sites of cross-cultural translation.  They worked 
to overcome the Spanish distrust of indigenous voice in court cases, religion, and Christian doctrine.  
He says: “It permits, in the midst of charges of lies, distrust, and reticence, a ‘neutral’ site for the 
correlation of the two cultural texts in order to establish a semblance of truth by which decisions 
could be made, metaphysics discussed, and histories recorded.” Thomas B.F. Cummins, “From Lies to 
Truth: Colonial Ekphrasis and the Act of Crosscultural Translation,” in Reframing the Renaissance: 
Visual Culture in Europe and Latin America 1450-1650, ed. Claire Farago (New Haven and London: 
Yale University Press, 1995), 153. This process of translation, as Cummins argues, is not without 
contradictions. While pictorial histories and maps often served in court cases to authenticate 
indigenous voices, the same was not true of indigenous pictorials referring to pre-Columbian 
religion.  Motolinía, for example, while claiming the truth of his account is due to his use of Mexican 
painted books, disregards four of those five books as not having the same weight of truthfulness as 
the gospels.  He says: “Habia entre estos naturales cinco libros…defiguras y caracteres…los quarto de 
estos libros no los ha de creer…como los Evangelios, porque ni los escribieron Juanes, ni Lucas, ni 
Marcos, ni Mateos, mas fueron inventados por lost demonios.” While the pictorial book of historical 
accounts is truthful, the books mentioning pre-Columbian mythology were “invented by devils.” 
Motolinía, Memoriales, 5. 
 
288 “In the case of the izquixochitl, the tlacuilo chose the figure of a four-cornered garden, enclosing 
four trees and four rivers. It is a garden that is at the same time the flower world of the Nahua and 
the Christian paradise, in which rabbits and deer roam as a sign of its heavenly condition, and in 
accordance with native cosmic geometrics.”  Alcantara Rojas, ibid., 131 
 
289 Ibid., 124. 
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arts of that square and flowery conception of Paradise (with its roots in the Old 

Testament) and certain native conceptions of the universe as a four-cornered place 

whose upper realm was a flowery space full of light, song-dance, and birdlike 

transfiguration of the dignified dead.”290   Again, a concordance is present in textual 

sources for both religions, however the visual parallels between this image and pre-

Columbian examples extend beyond the four corners.  Like Sahagún’s introductory 

passage on his chapter on flowers, which quickly alternates between a simple 

offering and dangerous temptation, this image fluctuates between a parallel notion 

of a heavenly garden and an admonition of the dangers of unbridled, uncivilized 

excess. 

The four trees, one at each corner, connected by four rivers, bring to mind 

images of cosmic trees.  A popcorn-flower tree occupies the top left corner, while, 

moving clockwise, a teoizquixochitl, a tlapalizquixochitl and a cuetlaxochitl occupy 

the other quadrants.  The individual trees are rendered much like all the other 

specimens in the Codex.  This image has two perspectives: one from the viewer’s 

point of view and the other from a bird’s eye view.  The trees can be seen frontally, 

in the viewer’s perspective, their leaves and flowers sometimes overlapping, 

implying some degree of depth, with their roots either in front or next to a river, 

hinting at their positions within perspectival space.  From this same perspective, 

there are a few shrubs growing along the river as well as along the bottom line of 

the frame, which again acts like a type of horizon line.   From a bird’s point of view, a 

                                                        
290 Ibid. 
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river emerges from the upper left quadrant and splits into four, each arm nourishing 

one of the tress.   

This image has many common elements with well-known pre-Columbian 

cosmograms such as the one on the first leaf/fold of the Fejervary Mayer mentioned 

in chapter 3 (figure 3.25).  The image also has a double perspective.  It presents a 

map of the Mexican cosmos with four trees portrayed frontally, each pointing 

towards a cardinal direction. At the center of the image, surrounded by a square 

frame, is a humanoid figure.  Humanoids are also present at either side of each tree.  

In between each tree is a staff.  All these elements are seen from the viewer’s 

perspective.  From a bird’s eye view, colored bands surround all the humanoids and 

the trees.  From this same perspective, blood emanates diagonally from the central 

figure to the corners of the square frame where he stands.   As Elizabeth Boone has 

observed, the elements of this image are organized in what amounts to a Maltese 

Cross over a St. Andrew’s cross, creating an eight-sided illustration.291  

The Florentine Codex’s image of the izquixochitl and the pre-Columbian 

cosmogram described above both share the eight-sided composition, the frontal 

perspective of the trees and the bird’s eye view perspective of the liquid connecting 

them. The double perspective of these images codify the space in a uniquely Nahua 

style.  Moreover, its identification as an “image of an already existing image,” 

because of its frame, and its many echoes to pre-Colombian cosmograms reposition 

this image beyond a purely “scientific” context and into a theological framework.  

                                                        
291 Boone, Cycles of Time and Meaning, 115-116. 
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Textual evidence of the ritualistic use of this flower might support this 

interpretation; the izquixochitl is a plant present in many Nahua images of the 

afterworld and places of origin, including Tolán and the Warrior’s House in the Sky.  

Considering this image within a Nahua theological framework helps us interpret the 

other elements present in the frame. 

Two rabbits and a deer missing its antlers are also present.  The coupling of 

these animals would give the image a negative connotation in the eyes of a 

Christianized Nahua.  As Burkhart has discussed, the pairing of rabbits and deer in 

Nahua post-conquest discourses found in Franciscan evangelical writings from 

Mexico indicate a moral critique.  She says: “To follow the road of the rabbit and 

deer was, in a sense, to follow the ‘track of the ancestors,’ but the uncivilized 

Chichimec ancestors rather than the more immediate ancestors who were the 

models of poorer behavior.”292  Similarly, Sahagún’s Nahua sermons from the 1540s 

use the metaphor of a deer to describe a sinful person interested in bodily 

satisfaction rather than godly concerns.  He says: “You are a deer, because you are 

not prudent, for you desire earthliness more [than heavenliness].  Therefore you 

will go to mictlan if you do not turn your life around.”293  In The Florentine Codex 

prostitutes are described as following “the wide road, the road of the rabbit, the 

deer.”294  The rabbit was often designated as a metaphor for someone who had lost 

                                                        
292 Louise M. Burkhart, “Moral Deviance in Sixteenth Century Nahua and Christian Thought: The 
Rabbit and the Deer” in Journal of Latin American Lore 12:2 (1986): 107-139, 113.  
 
293 Translated by Burkhart from the original Nahuatl, quoted in Burkhart, ibid, 132, from Sahagún’s 
sermons from the 1540, compiled and dated 1563 (1563: 85r). 
 
294 Sahagún, Florentine Codex, Book IV: 11-13. 
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their path, separated from the expectations of their parents, and moved into a more 

uncivilized state.295  The Florentine Codex also described people born under the 

rabbit sign as drunkards and adulterers.296  While the rabbit metaphorically 

represented the excesses of alcohol, the deer represented the excesses of sex.  

The animal at the top of the image looks like a deer, with its cloven hoofs, but 

lacks the antlers characteristic of the species.  The missing antlers could signify a 

young doe, rather than a full-grown deer, but this absence could also be in service of 

symbolic clarity.  Without antlers, the viewer could distinguish the deer, identifiable 

by its distinctive hoofs, from Catholic metaphorical representations of stags. 

Medieval and Renaissance bestiaries—books intended to highlight the moral virtues 

of beasts and encourage readers to behave according to the Christian principles 

exhibited by animals—often represented the stag as the enemy of the snake (figure 

4.26).  The stag stands for morality while the snake for vice, Christ against the 

devil.297 In European medieval sources, the antlers themselves could symbolize the 

Ten Commandments, a weapon against evil.  For example, in the eighth-century 

Saint Hurbert converted to Christianity after witnessing a ten-pointed antlered 

stag.298  For Spanish speakers, the association between a stag or deer and Christ is 

present in the word for the animal itself “siervo” meaning “servant.”  The Franciscan 

friars at Tlatelolco deliberately tried to align themselves with Christ’s apostles, 

                                                        
295 For a discussion on the indigenous ethical usage of the rabbit and the deer see Burkhart, “Moral 
deviance”, 122-125. 
 
296 Sahagún, Florentine Codex, Book IV: 11-13. 
 
297 Biancotto 1980: 54, 223; Rowland 1973: 94.  
 
298 Burkhart, “Moral deviance”, 127. 
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insisting on bringing only twelve priests in their first mission to the New World.  

This mythology of the Franciscan arrival and settlement in the New Word would 

have been well-known to any student of the school.  The antlers then, might 

unnecessarily obfuscate the image, centering it more on a Christian understanding 

and less as a pre-Columbian interpretation.  The antlers then, would have 

introduced the potential for iconographic confusion between two opposed Christian 

and pre-Columbian symbols. 

Drunkenness and sexual excesses were the two vices that drew the most 

frequent Spanish condemnations of the indigenous populations of the New World in 

general.  In this there was a convergence of morals in Mexico where what were 

already negative qualities within a Nahua worldview were mortal sins under 

Catholic doctrine.  The paring of a deer and a rabbit would have been immediately 

legible for students of Tlatelolco, adept as they were in the metaphorical languages 

of both cultures.  The appearance of these two animals in this image, could have 

easily benn seen as a critique of the moral failings of a certain pre-Columbian 

worldview, especially if this were, in fact, a based in some fashion on the cosmogram 

of the pre-Columbian world, as suggested above.  

Burkhart has argued that both the rabbit and the deer were associated with 

the Nahua past before there settling into the valley of Mexico.  The Chichimecs were 

hunters and gatherers, nomads who had not yet reached their promised land.  In a 

correspondence with European ideas, agriculture was a sign of civilization.  By 

inserting a rabbit and a deer, the argument presented here, does not evoke a pan 

pre-Columbian theology or peoples, but refers only to the ancestral, nomadic time of 
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the Chichimecs, and hence the origins of the Aztecs.  This might be symbolically 

extended to those people who still hold on to old vices, or old religious practices, 

thus separating them, and their vices, from the civilized and evangelized Nahuas 

who produced this manuscript. The artists can still maintain their position as heirs 

to the Nahua civilized principles that came after the settling in the valley of Mexico 

and their hybrid belonging to a new Christian dogma. 

The other image in Book XI that dramatically breaks with the others is that of 

maguey plants. Ten metl, or maguey, plants are framed in a highly decorated 

rectangular frame (figure 4.26).   With shaded leaves on each corner, and two flor-

de-lis motives near the bottom half of the picture, it is the most extravagant frame in 

the whole book.  As in the case of the popcorn flower, this image also seems to be an 

image of an already existing object, rather than a direct observation of magueys in 

nature.  The elaborate frame and the long rectangular shape resemble the form of a 

tapestry. 

In Nahua tradition, the goddess Mayahuel, the goddess of 400 breasts, 

associated with female fertility, was transformed into a maguey plant. 299 The 

association between Mayahuel and the maguey plant is no doubt to do with the 

abundance of the plant in the valley of Mexico as well as the many uses the maguey 

had for the Nahuas.300 It was not only used for the production of pulque, white wine, 

but also for an array of medicinal purposes as well as for the production of paper.  In 

                                                        
299 See Codex Vaticanus A. 
 
300 See Thelma D. Sullivan, “Tlazolteotl-Ixcuina: The Great Spinner and Weaver” in The Art and 
Iconography of Late Post-Classical Central Mexico edited by Elizabeth Boone (Washington DC: 
Dumbarton Oaks, 1982), 23-25 
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a page from the Fejérváry Mayer, for example, you can see the pre-Columbian 

goddess breastfeeding a baby (figure 4.25).   In this case the goddess is represented 

with only two breasts, but her lower body is transformed into a maguey plant that 

grows all around her, suggesting the plentiful fecundity of the figure.  Intriguingly 

the image of the Maguey plant in the Florentine Codex is decorated with fleur-de-lis, 

suggesting a connection between the maguey plant and the Virgin Mary, who in 

European tradition is often identified with that flower motif.    

The relationship between Mary and the Maguey starts almost as early as 

conquest.  The Virgin of the Remedies is often represented as emerging from a 

Maguey plant in Mexico after the middle of the sixteenth century.  It is said that one 

of Hernán Cortes’s men brought an image of the Virgin of the Remedies along with 

him to the New World for comfort.  When the Spanish entered Tenochtitlán, Cortés 

asked him to place the image in the Templo Mayor.  The Spanish had to leave the 

city under siege on June 30th, 1520 and the image was dropped into a maguey plant 

during their escape.  In 1540 Juan de Aguila, an indigenous cacique, said he saw the 

Virgin Mary in the sky.  People did not believe this apparition, but soon afterwards 

he found the conquistador’s miraculous image emerging from a Maguey plant.301 

The Florentine Codex image of magueys framed with flor-de-lis might be a reference 

to this miraculous image. Two major female protagonists of Nahua and Catholic 

beliefs are rather unproblematically connected, like they are in the Virgin of the 

Remedies. Mayahuel, goddess of Maguey, and the Virgin Mary can be read as one of 

the same.   

                                                        
301 Fray Juan de Grijalva, Crónica de la orden de order de N.P.S Agustín en las provincias de la Nueva 
España (Mexico: Porrua, 1985).  First Published in 1624 in Mexico by Iaon Ruyz.  



 

198 
 

As we have seen, in the Florentine Codex some images of plants refer to the 

slippage between pre-conquest and post-conquest religions.  At times, the stylistic 

commingling seems to indicate a warning against pre-Colombian idolatries, like in 

the image of the popcorn flower.  At others, pre and post-conquest deities can co-

exist quite comfortably within one single frame.   

In the next section, we will see how one New World plant was interpreted in 

image as a symbol of Christian presence in pre-Columbian nature, a sign of Jesus 

inscribed in flora.  The manifestation of Christian symbols within the very nature of 

New World flora and fauna allowed for the dilemma presented by the conspicuous 

absence of the New World from the Bible to be overcome.  

 

Nieremberg and Jesuit Understanding of the Book of Nature 

In this section, I analyze how one New World plant’s image was interpreted as a 

symbol of Christian presence in pre-Columbian nature, a sign of Jesus inscribed in 

flora.  The manifestation of Christian symbols within the very New World nature 

allowed for the dilemma presented by the conspicuous absence of the New World 

from the Bible to be overcome.  The most explicit reference to this phenomenon in 

the European canon appears in the work of a man who never even set foot in the 

New World, but whose writings would determine how these new lands would be 

understood in the Catholic world: Juan Eusebio Nieremberg. 

Born in Madrid to noble parents, from 1629 Nieremberg served as faculty in 

the Estudios Reales del Colegio Imperial de Madrid, where he taught Natural 

History, among other things.  Although his selection of Hernández’s writing was 
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significantly shorter than Recci’s selection of the same work, Nieremberg’s 

contribution to our understanding of Hernández’s natural history is at times much 

richer.  Not only did he publish thirty-seven chapters that are not in Recci’s edition, 

but also he included illustrations based on the indigenous originals commissioned 

and accompanying Hernández’s Escorial manuscript.   It may seem odd that a 

scholar with over seventy publications that focus predominantly on theological 

themes would spend his time and resources in the production of a luxurious 

illustrated natural history book.  However, this incongruity is resolved when one 

understands that Nieremberg’s interest in the natural world was theological in 

character.  Nieremberg set out to describe New World novelties in an attempt to 

produce a coherent religious explanation of their very existence, and to legitimize 

the Catholic acquisition of new territories.  

Nieremberg was not alone in this quest; many of his fellow Jesuits were 

involved in the same search for providential clues in the flora and fauna of the New 

World.  In their edited volume, El saber de los Jesuitas, Luis Millones Figueroa and 

Domingo Ledezma describe how the natural histories produced by Jesuit priests in 

the early seventeenth century were used to legitimate the colonial expansion.302  In 

fact, although the right for colonial expansion was not systematized within the order 

until the seventeenth century, the Jesuit José de Acosta’s famous sixteenth-century 

account of New World encounters already established a rhetorical framework for 

this process of legitimation.  Acosta’s descriptions of New World natural phenomena 

                                                        
302 See Luis Millones Figueroa and Domingo Ledezma, “Introducción: los jesuitas y el conocimiento de 
la naturalize Americana”, in El saber de los Jesuitas, historia naturales y el Mundo Nuevo (Madrid: teci, 
2005).  
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are based on personal observations and they are nonetheless infused with ideas of 

priestly martyrdom and sacrifice on behalf of the salvation of the indigenous 

souls.303  For seventeenth-century Jesuits, the strange and marvelous nature found 

within the newly conquered territories was a sign of God’s greatness, a testament to 

His divine creation. 

While the Jesuits generally agreed that these territories and their natural 

riches were an expression of God’s will and existed to serve Him, they were less 

uniform in their philosophical explanation for the new lands, and felt pressed to 

explain their exclusion from the Bible.  At times, Jesuit academics took opposing 

philosophical views with regard to the mutability of nature.304  Nieremberg 

considered the natural world immutable; his explanation for the appearance of 

plants and animals previously unknown to Europe was that Angels transported 

them to the distant lands during the time of the great flood.305  Athanasius Kircher, 

on the other hand, believed in the changeability of nature, and supposed that only a 

limited number of animals and plants were transported in Noah’s arc.  He proposed 

that the new species developed from those original animals according to differences 

in climate and other environmental considerations. While various Jesuit scholars 

like Nieremberg and Kircher had different explanations for the existence of New 
                                                        
303 Ibid, 14. 
304 For a detailed discussion on the different philosophical strands represented by Juan Eusebio 
Nieremberg and Athanasius Kircher (1601-1680) see Luis Millones Figueroa, “La intelligentsia 
jesuita y la naturaleza del Nuevo Mundo en el siglo XVII” in El saber de los Jesuitas, historia naturales y 
el Mundo Nuevo (Madrid: teci, 2005), 27-52. 
 
305 According to Nieremberg, God created all animals at the same time and placed each within an 
environment that suited them.  In his full explanation in Historia Naturae: “consisted in the 
miraculous transportation of animals by angels who, in travels back and forth, had transported from 
their original places even Adam in paradise, and Noah’s arc, and all the species.” Quoted in, Millones, 
“El saber”, 39.  
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World phenomena, there was general consensus that all natural creations were 

ultimately God’s design, and that the careful study of the natural world would reveal 

God’s providential message.306  A healthy curiosity about nature, especially when 

couched in religious philosophy, was accepted and encouraged by the Council of 

Trent, in so far as it allowed a better understanding of nature as a revelation of the 

divine.307   

A spiritual justification for the systematic study of New World nature was in 

some ways required in the seventeenth century, as the economic reasons for doing 

so were weaker than in the previous decades. In the sixteenth century, as this 

dissertation and many authors beforehand have established, the Crown and Church 

had an economic interest in the study of New World plants as the unknown species 

held the promise of “green gold.”  However, by the seventeenth century the 

economic profits from New World plants had dwindled and what Domingo Ledezma 

has termed “an imaginative legitimation” became necessary.308  Instead of a study 

centered on the utilitarian value of nature, the Jesuits in the seventeenth century 

were interested in the “spiritual value” of New World plants, and in accessing the 

heavenly secrets they might reveal.309  In the search for such meaning, the 

fantastical, the wondrous, and the symbolic were prized.  Nieremberg believed that 

                                                        
306 As Millones states: “Some Jesuits, stimulated by news from the Indies, proposed that the natural 
world was nothing but a repertoire of symbolic meanings, and that its study and interpretation 
would without a doubt lead them to decipher the enigmas and occult secrets within, the so called, 
book of nature.” Ibid., p. 17 
307 The Jesuits logo ad majorem dei gloriam claims this mission.  
 
308 “By the last decade of the 16th century, less than a fourth of the Crown’s income came from 
American plants.” Ledezma, p. 53. 
 
309 Ledezma, p. 54. 
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the newly conquered territories held the key, as he said, “the missing piece that 

completed the group of previously fragmentary symbolic meanings.”310  He thought 

that studying the “book of deeds,” meaning nature, like studying the “book of 

words,” meaning the Bible, brought one closer to God.311  

Although he desperately wanted to travel to the New World to study God’s 

creation firsthand, Nieremberg was never given permission.  Instead, he studied the 

contemporary and classical sources available to him and the Jesuit network gave 

him ample and continuous access to texts and objects from those territories.  

Reading Nieremberg’s Historia Naturae, it is clear that he borrowed not only from 

his fellow Jesuit Acosta, but also from Peter Martyr, the Inca Garcilaso, Nicolás 

Monardes, Cieza de León, André Theves, Fernández de Oviedo, as well as extensively 

from Francisco Hernández.  As discussed in Chapter 1, Nieremberg had access to at 

least two of Hernandez’s manuscripts: one held at the Colegio Imperial, and the 

other held at the Escorial, which included the indigenous illustrations produced to 

accompany Hernandez’s extensive text.312 

Nieremberg is the only reliable source for the original illustrations 

accompanying Hernández’s Escorial manuscript.  As mentioned in Chapter 1, 

although many people copied Hernández’s text, seventeenth-century Europeans 

often disregarded the indigenous illustrations in favor of representations with a 

more contemporaneous European look.  Also noted earlier, the Lincei tried to draw 

                                                        
310 Millones, “Saber the los Jesuitas”, 17-18. 
 
311 Millones, “El saber”, 36. 
 
312 Lopez Piñero y Pardo Tomás, “La influencia”; Somolinos d’Ardois, Vida y Obra.  
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as many specimens from life as they could.  The Jesuits’ desire to discover symbolic 

value in the wonders of New World nature might explain Nieremberg’s faithfulness 

to the indigenous design, and inclusion of pictograms in his illustrations.  He had 

little interest in the puzzle he already knew, meaning European nature, but was 

instead fixated in the missing pieces of God’s book of deeds.  For Nieremberg, the 

indigenous pictograms were visible markers of the New World’s strangeness.  Their 

legibility as signs, however opaque, made them all the more marvelous as glimpses 

of the world’s divine architecture.  

 Nieremberg’s inclusion of elements of Aztec pictograms, as in the image of 

the cactus discussed in Chapter 2, suggests something entirely different than those 

in the Florentine Codex and the Libellus.  Rather than revealing something about 

local or indigenous identity, these pictograms display the European appreciation for 

the fantastical, and validate the Jesuit heuristic that presumed the existence of a 

code buried within the natural world itself. These illegible signs were adapted by 

Nieremberg and inscribed into European epistemologies to signify the mysterious, 

but potentially knowable quality of nature, and therefore God.313  As Ledezma 

writes, “The interpretative framework established that there was no single aspect of 

creation that went beyond the order installed by the Christian God himself.”314  In 

this way, the indigenous language, and any gesture toward a local identity, is 

transformed into an erudite expression of religious symbolic meaning, having little 

to do with the original meaning of the sign itself.   

                                                        
313 Ledezma says: “The interpretative framework established that there was no single aspect of 
creation that went beyond the order installed by the Christian God himself.” 56.   
 
314 Ledezma, “Una legitimación”, 56 
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European symbolism pervades Nieremberg’s natural history of the New 

World.315 For example, he describes the condor as a griffin.316  Overlaying American 

animals with the language of Old World mythological frameworks transformed the 

wonders of the newly conquered lands into phenomena that nicely fit within a 

Christian theology.  Rather than threatening Old World categories, the fabulous 

nature of the New World is absorbed by them, becoming a living sign of the power 

and reach of the Christian God who created them.317  As Saint Augustine before him, 

Nieremberg’s Neoplatonist interpretation of Christian theology led him to think that 

God revealed not only His power, but also His intelligence in the design of nature.318 

Nieremberg writes: “What is the world? God represented, divine shadow, properly 

stated, the enigma of God.”319  Through the study of worldwide nature, he sought to 

unravel the mysteries that God presented to man.  In his book Curiosa y Oculta 

                                                        
315 As Ledezma suggests : “beyond highlighting the symbolic value and emblematic values of the flora 
and fauna of the newly discovered regions, these works ‘actualization; knowledge of the  American 
world to comprehend and assimilate it is in a symbolic context that was European, marked by a 
providential religious vision and idealist philosophical tendencies”, 54. 
 
316 Ledezma suggests that within Nieremberg’s religious framework, monsters are God’s creations to 
fight against the devil, 56.   
 
317 Ledezman says: “The interpretative framework established that there was no single aspect of 
creation that went beyond the order installed by the Christian God Himslef”, 56. 
 
318 In The City of God St. Augustin states: “Omnia quipped portent contra naturam dicimus esse; sed 
non sunt.  Quomod et enim natura, quod Dei fit voluntate, cum voluntas tanti unique conditoris 
conditae rei cuiusque natura sit?”  “It is said that all wonders are contrary to nature, but they are not.  
How could they be contrary to nature when they are created by the will of God, and divine will is 
certainly the condition of each thing that is created?”  Augustinus, De civitate Dei, B. Dombart and A. 
Kalb eds. (Lipspae: In aedibus B.G. Tubneri, 19288-1979), 504. 
 
319 “Quid mundus est? Deus pictus, umbra Divinitatis: verum propius dicam, aenigma Dei”. Juan 
Eusebio Nieremberg, ioannis Eusebii Nierembergii e Societate Iesu.  De arte voluntatis libre sex 
(Lugduni: Semptibus iacobi Cardon, 1631), 367.  
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Filosofia from 1643, Nieremberg’s explicitly states that nature is but a “simulacrum 

of God.”320  

While neo-Aristotelians had no interest in the exceptions to the order of 

nature in their study of natural philosophy, neoplatonic thinkers, such as 

Nieremberg and the Lincei, believed that it was in the wonders and exceptions that 

the true spectacle of God’s correspondences and harmony could be found. In Curiosa 

y Oculta Filosofía, Nieremberg writes: “Nature is natural art, guesswork; and in this 

way, what is most marvelous about it, is not the intensity of the skies, nor the 

number of lights, nor the bulk of its essences, but its ingenuity, its trace, its skeleton, 

its order, its correspondences.” 321 To disregard the wonders in the study of nature 

would have meant leaving aside God’s most ingenious inventions, most intricate and 

bizarre architecture, and expressions of divine brilliance.  Nieremberg writes: 

Never has nature made itself visible like today.  To the 
ancients, only half its face was shown, and they studied it 
obliquely.  Now it reveals its full face frontally.  With the 
new world it displays its new wonders and shows its 
varieties.  No one before was able to contemplate it so 
perfectly.322  
 

                                                        
320 Juan Eusebio Nieremberg, Curiosa y oculta filosofía.  Primera y segunda parte de las maravillas de la 
naturaleza, examinadas en varias questions naturales.  Contienen historias muy notables; averiguase 
secretos y porblemas de la naturaleza, con filosofia nueva; explícase lugares dificultosos de escritura.  
Obra muy útil no solo para los curiosos sino para doctos escrittutarios, filosofos y medicos.  Tercera 
impression, añadida por el mismo autor (Madrid: En la Impresa Real, 1643), 308. 
 
321 “La naturaleza es arte natural, o divina; y así no es lo más maravilloso del mundo la imensidad de 
estos Cielos, ni el numero de sus luces, ni el bulto de sus esencias, sino su ingenio, su traza, su 
armazón, su orden, sus corresponcias.”  Nieremberg, Curiosa y Oculta (1643), 300. 
 
322 “Numquam ita patuit natura, ut hodie. Tantum dimidius vultus antiquis est visus, & 
velut ex obliquo respectus; nunc integra facies, & ex directo ostenditur. Cum nouo orbe 
noua spectacula exhibuit, & se aut alteram, aut diuersam. Nemo integram hactenus contemplates 
est”.  Juan Eusebio Nieremberg, Historia naturae, maxime peregrinae (Antverpiae: Officina 
Plantiniana Balthasarius Moreti, 1635), 16. 
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Nieremberg believed that studying the wonders of nature would not only bring him 

closer to God, but also unveil His secret communication. 

Among the chapters of Hernández known only through Nieremberg’s 

selection is the description of the passion fruit, and nowhere is this idea of God’s 

natural creation as direct communication from God so clearly stated.  Monardes 

offers us the first published information about this marvelous plant, but does not 

illustrate it or give any indication of its future symbolism.  Hernández, on the other 

hand, includes a detailed description of the plant and its symbolic association of 

each part to the passion of the Christ.  He states: 

They say in the land of the Peruvians there is a fickle herb, 
that sprouts a flower similar to the white rose, but in 
whose petals the figures and signs of the instruments of the 
passion of the Christ can be seen, and its fruit is similar in 
form, color, and size to the pomegranate, from which it 
received its name amongst the Spanish, but without a 
crown, and within which once dried the seed makes a 
noise, which is similar to the pears, with some very 
beautiful spots, white inside and with no flavor (the 
emphasis is mine). 323   

 
It is important to point out that the Spanish name, granadilla, refers to the plant’s 

resemblance to the pomegranate, and it is only in the English word “passion fruit” 

where the symbols of the passion are imprinted in the name as well as in the 

description of the plant.  Interpretative texts and poems about the mystical value of 

                                                        
323 Emphasis is mine.  “Dicen que nace en las tierras de los peruanos una hierba voluble y hederácea, 
que da flor parecida a una rosa blanca pero en cuyas hojas pueden verse las figuras y señales de los 
instrumentos de la pasión de Cristo, y fruto semejante a granada en forma, color y tamaño, de donde 
tomó el nombre entre los españoles, pero sin corona, y dentro de la cual ya seco suena la semilla, que 
es parecida a la de las peras, con unas manchas muy bonitas, blanca por dentro y sin sabor.  Dicho 
fruto, cuando madura, está lleno de cierto líquido un tanto ácido, y suelen los indios y los habitantes 
españoles, rompiéndolo, sorberlo cin gusto a manera de huevo, pues es de sabor agradable, ablanda 
el vientre, y no da ninguna sensación de pesadez.”  Hernández, Obras Completas, 247. 
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the passion fruit circulated in Europe in the late sixteenth century and early 

seventeenth.  By 1609 Simone Parlasca had accumulated many of these texts in his 

book Il fiore della granadiglia, overe della passion di nostro signore Giose Christo: 

spiegato, e iodato con discorsi, e varie rime published in Bologna in 1609.  

Nieremberg’s text follows Hernandez’s description of the parts and environment 

where the passion fruit grows as well as the Jesuit Antonio Posevino’s symbolic 

interpretation as it appeared in an annex of his work Cultura ingeniorum published 

in Colona, 1610.  Nieremberg’s description is as follows: 

The passion fruit grows spontaneously in the Peruvian 
mountains.  The Spaniards gave it this name on account to 
its similarity to pomegranates: for the fruit, when ripe, is 
almost the same size and color, except it lacks a crown.  If 
it is disturbed [dried during the dry season], the seed that 
is tucked inside gives off a sound; its seed is similar but 
slightly bigger than the seed of the pear, it is elegantly 
bedecked with certain protrusions and is pleasant to the 
sight.  The flesh of the fruit is white, but is without taste, 
the stalk that carries this fruit is similar to ivy and crawls 
and climbs whichever place it is set in the same manner. It 
is elegant when it is seen laden with fruit of account of its 
fullness.  It has a flower that is very much like a white rose 
in whose petals one can see drawn [or stenciled out] the 
shapes of the passion of Christ.  These shapes you would 
think that they’d been painted there with great care.  On 
account of this it is the most elegant flower.  The very fruit 
are the little grains that have been mentioned, when ripe, 
they abound with acidic liquid, and filled with seeds.  They 
open like eggs, their juice is drunk with great delight, both 
by the Indians and by the Spaniards, and not even if you 
drink many will you experience any discomfort of the 
stomach, but rather they soften the stomach.  The plant is 
rare which so far is only found in one location.  The fruit 
seems to be temperate and sometimes humid.  This 
epigram concludes the description of the flower: 

 
The beautiful flower in America is more fragrant that Moschus, 
Which bears the noble crown of the slain God. 
A column stands on a yellow orb that is aware of fragrances 
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And five rooms stands around red grains, 
A thorny wreath gourds the top with nails, 
And everywhere sprinkled blood paints the flower violet 
A piercing blade is seen in the petals of the plant 
With which a deadly lance pierces the sacred flank. 
Wounding flowers give as they fall apples,  
with which a nector-like flavor of ambrosia mingles. 
A novelty of a wonder, an image befitting the things 
 fortifies and clarifies the ancient faith. 
Sent to the Roman pontiff, it encircles the globe, 
And brings happy tidings of the salvific Cross. 
For Omnipotent God himself bore our sorrows,  
his cross is paradise for us, Amen324 

 

The passion fruit is perhaps the most explicit example of Nieremberg’s 

interpretation that America’s nature has a providential meaning.  The plant itself, 

which he believed must have been transported to America in the time of the great 

flood, many centuries before Christ, already bore the signs of His eventual sacrifice 

in order to rid the world of man’s original sin.  The fact that the plant is in America 

legitimizes Catholic appropriation of the New World kingdoms and marks their 

territories as already God’s possession and creation.   

What are we to make of the image accompanying this text (figure 4.28)?  The 

pistils of this flower, explicitly reference the three nails present in the Jesuit coat of 

arms.  The three nails also appear in the frontispiece for Nieremberg’s book Vidas 

exemplares y venerables memorias (1647) (Figure 4.30). Most of Nieremberg’s 

images of American nature were copied from the indigenous illustrations 

accompanying the Hernández’s manuscript held at the Escorial.  The inclusion of 

Nahua pictograms below three of the plants copied solidifies this interpretation.  So 

does a comparison of Nieremberg’s animals with American ones found in the Codex 

                                                        
324 Translated by Jullian Yolles.  Nieremberg, Historia natvrae (1635), 299-300. 
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Pomar.  However, it is difficult to state whether the image of the passion fruit was 

similarly copied from the indigenous image.  Hernández’s text from the Escorial 

certainly allows for the possibility that the indigenous artists would have included 

the symbols.  The woodcut in Nieremberg’s Historia, however, seems to be a copy of 

Eugenio Petrelli’s illustration as it appeared in Vera narration fructis, florum, et 

fructuum novissimo in occidentalibus Indiis nacsentium published in Cologne in 1610 

(figure 4.29).   Through his Jesuit connections, it is possible that Petrelli himself 

would have seen Hernández’s original illustration, but more research would be 

necessary to confirm this.  However, it is also possible that Petrelli’s woodcut, and 

Nieremberg’s copy of it, are a wholly European production.  Given Nieremberg’s 

interest in the symbolic, providential quality of American nature, he might have 

taken to a European model of the most patently symbolic plant from the New World.  

Although it is impossible to know what Hernández’s original illustration would have 

looked like, and it might have included the signs of the passion, by 1610, the passion 

fruit was available in European gardens, and, as mentioned above, there were 

various publications and poems exalting the religious qualities of the plant.   

Woodcuts such as Petrelli’s were not uncommon.  In fact, as early as 1629 the 

British author John Parkinson included a copy of Pettrelli’s woodcuts in his book 

Paradisi in sole paradisus terrestris from 1629 (figure 4.31).  His inclusion of what he 

calls a “Jesuit interpretation” is part of a long Protestant critique of Catholic 

symbolism. Parkinson’s aside is part of the larger battle between reformation and 

counterreformation taking place in Europe at the time.  In his description of the 

Virginia climber and in light of his protestant beliefs, Parkinson made an 
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impassioned speech against Jesuit superstition, coming short of calling the Jesuits’ 

willingness to see the symbolism of the passion of the Christ in the “granadilla” 

idolatrous.  He says the priests “leade many to adore the very picture of such things” 

and suggests that this desire to see hidden symbols is not only inaccurate, but comes 

from the Devil himself.325  To further his condemnation of the Catholic order, he 

provided two illustrations.  One is a copy of Eugenio Petrelli’s frontispiece for the 

Jesuit priest Antonio Possevino’s Mantuani Societatis Iesu Cultura Ingeniorum 

(1610) and the other one is from life. 

 Although this discussion does not include indigenous representations, it is 

significant within the wider pattern of how images of New World nature were 

absorbed into European discourses.  If the signs of the passion could be found in an 

exotic fruit of the New World, it would be evidence of the divine intent for the 

expansion of Christianity to the New World.  Including pictograms to make his 

images of New World nature more wondrous and exotic would increase the sense 

that the Catholic God’s coded message was not only potentially legible not only in 

the illustrations of Nieremberg’s book, but also of nature itself.  

 

Conclusion 

This chapter moved beyond single species and their ritual, economic, and social 

significance to discuss gardens.  The choice to move beyond single specimens, 

                                                        
325 John Parkinson, Paradisi in Sole Paradisus Terrestris: Or A Garden of All Sorts of Pleasant Flowers in 
which our English Ayre will Permitt to be Noursed Vp. With a Kitchen Garden of All Manner of Herbs, 
Roots, & Fruits, for Meate or Sause Vsed with Vs, and an Orchard of All Sorte of Fruitbearing Trees and 
Shrubbes Fit for Our Land.  Together Collected by Iohn Parkinson Apothecary of London (London: 
Printed by Hvmfrey Lownes and Robert Yovng at the Signe of the Starre on Bread-Street Hill, 1629), 
394.  
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although breaking with the pattern previously established in the dissertation, allows 

us to explore the symbolic meaning of the New World.   As I have mentioned 

multiple times already, gardens, specifically flower gardens, are a shared source for 

theological stories of origin and afterworlds on both sides of the Atlantic.  As such 

they offer a source replete with symbolic meaning.  Examining these gardens 

through the lenses of their various makers and audiences, offers evidence once 

again that the New World did not mean the same thing to those illustrating it during 

the sixteenth century.  Rather the illustration of New World flowered gardens 

offered the opportunity to present an agenda.  Oviedo’s garden suggested that the 

New World was the equivalent of a naked woman offering its delights to a European 

conqueror.  Oviedo exploited the new world land for riches during his time abroad.  

This image of a naked woman calling forth a male conqueror aligns perfectly with 

his biography.   The Libellus sets up a complex series of symbols that all point 

towards how Christianized and educated the students of Tlatelolco were.  Sahagún’s 

tlacuilos did not cohere in one single version, one used a garden to caution against 

some pre-Columbian beliefs as idolatrous and dangerous, while the other suggested 

a parallelism between Catholic and pre-conquest theological beliefs.  The artists, like 

all the Nahuas educated at Tlatelolco, are always caught between these two poles.  

How to exalt their pre-Columbian heritage while maintaining a firmly Catholic 

appearance.  Finally, Nieremberg’s illustration of the passion fruit, represented the 

embedded code of a Catholic God in all new territories and thus the right to not only 

its lands, but to all the souls within.  
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Conclusion: 
An unstable code 
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For both the Spanish and Nahua, the process of forming a visual response to contact 

was complex and multi-dimensional.  The natural world was an important setting 

and framework for their encounter. Clearly, each culture’s understanding of the 

natural world and their place within it experienced a radical upheaval as a result of 

contact and conquest.  Seen in this light, the botanical manuscripts that form the 

body of this dissertation reveal how their makers assembled a new picture of the 

world, and redrew the structure of power.   

In some ways, the heuristic thrust of this dissertation is not unlike 

Nieremberg’s attempt to locate the traces of a buried, divine code within nature and 

to reveal it within his manuscript. Of course, uncovering divine will is not this 

project’s aspiration, but rather, it is to catch a glimpse of the process of identity-

formation in the early colonial period. Pre-contact European and Nahua systems of 

representation provided artists with a set of visual options that can be known and 

recognized as such today. Artists conversant with an expanded visual language that 

encompassed both of these systems made choices favoring one or the other that, 

consciously or not, formed a new representational code. Given the range of options 

available to artists at this historical moment, the task of this dissertation has been to 

look closely at their choices when representing culturally significant natural forms. 

Its primary conceit is that the artists’ manipulation of these pre-existing models and 

systems of representation is meaningful, and offers a window into their subjective 
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understanding of the new colonial order, as well as how they understood and 

positioned themselves as part of that order.   

The results of this code-breaking exercise show that, even when considering 

Spanish or Nahua producers separately, no single voice emerges from these 

discursive decisions, but rather a variety of positions that shift from manuscript to 

manuscript, and even from image to image. This is especially true in Sahagún’s 

work.  Although his students had a very specific education, the participation of so 

many different individuals in the illustration and text is evident in the multiplicity of 

desires expressed in various illustrations. This dissertation proposes that the Nahua 

cannily used their depiction of plants to articulate their shifting position with 

respect to both their pre-Colombian past and the new colonial authorities.  The 

students of Tlatelolco were well aware of the indictments brought against their 

people and their visual responses to them are nuanced.  Beyond the urge for 

resistance that some might want to find, the exploration of the images within the 

Nahua productions show an intricate visual discourse that placed its makers as 

belonging at the top of the new social colonial structure because of their royal 

heritage, as well as their understanding of and participation in European 

education. This sometimes meant they represented themselves as Christianized and 

civilized compared to their own ancestors or other indigenous groups. As shown in 

the Florentine Codex images, the students of Tlatelolco sometimes made an effort to 

distinguish themselves from the idolatrous, drunkard, and licentious New Worlds’ 

peoples.  At other times, as visible in both the Libellus and the Florentine Codex, they 

were more interested in creating visual parallels between pre-Columbian theology 
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and the Catholic faith, suggesting that they were symbolic participants in Catholic 

religion even before contact.  

 The Spanish response to New World flora also reveals their interests and 

anxieties confronted with New World nature.  Contact with the New World brought 

all existing pillars of European knowledge and worldview—from the Bible, to 

Aristotle, to the basic calendar—into question.  It also offered innumerable and 

tempting commercial opportunities.  European desire to possess the riches of the 

New World is evident in Oviedo’s image of the naked female personification of the 

New World beckoning a male, and I would argue, fully-dressed, European 

viewer.  But Oviedo knew that such a desire was not without risk, and he was quick 

to illustrate the fears that the New World’s nature incited in him.  His illustration of 

the prickly pear signaled the dangers Europeans could experience when faced with 

these unfamiliar plants.  These dangers, moreover, were not only physical, but also 

moral and discursive. However accessible, naked, and open to the European 

newcomers the New World’s people might have been, the Europeans felt themselves 

unable to trust what they heard or saw.   

The anxiety brought on by the existence of the New World is also evident in 

Nieremberg’s impulse to see God’s code within the new nature itself.  In order to 

assimilate these strange plants into an existing belief system, prickly pears would 

have to mimic Christ on the cross; Christ’s passion would have to be found within 

the passion fruit. Failure to discover such evidence of divine architecture and 

providence within the nature of the New World would have been an existential 
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threat to the coherence of a worldview that rested solely on the bible’s word and the 

known world.  

Thankfully, the belief system couched within this project is rather more 

flexible. It is simply that the images of New World flora were meaningfully 

implicated in the rupture that contact presented, and that stylistic and iconographic 

codes were discursively employed by the producers of these images to advance 

their self-understanding within the new colonial order. The unstable and sometimes 

contradictory responses among both Spanish and Nahua producers should come as 

no surprise, but rather understood as symptomatic of the process of identity 

formation and reassembly. It is clearly not necessary to marshal the observations 

gleaned from the manuscripts into a tidy Manichean framework; to do so would be 

an ideological, rather than a scholarly endeavor. Especially when our own historical 

moment is so riven by questions of identity and truth, we could hardly expect a clear 

and consistent voice to have emerged less than one hundred years after conquest.  
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detail

367



Figure 4.28.  Granadilla, Juan Eusebio Nieremberg, 
Historia natvrae, maxime peregrinae, 1635, p. 299
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Figure 4.29.  
Eugenio Petrelli woodcut in Antonio Possevino, Cultura ingeniorum, 

1610, p. 16  

369



Figure 4.30. 
“Passionfruit”, John Parkinson Paradisi in sole, paradisus

terrestris, 1629 
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Figure 4.31
Juan Eusebio Nieremberg

Vidas exemplares y venerables memorias, 1647
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