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La atenta invitación a prorrogar este importante volumen me es grati-
ficante por diferentes causas. Primero está el hecho de leer y aprender 
de los más recientes estudios en cuanto a una línea de investigación que 
siempre me han interesado: el patrimonio americano conservado en 
Europa y especialmente en España. A su vez, me trae gratos recuerdos 
en los que ahora me apoyaré brevemente para destacar el alcance e 
importancia del tema y sus reflejos en nuestra bibliografía, todo lo cual 
auguro que ocurrirá también con esta amplia y variopinta compilación 
de interesantes ponencias. 

 Referiré primero a mi añorado colega Francisco de la Maza 
—ilustre especialista del arte novohispano y de los primeros espe-
cialistas cualificados— quien, hace ya casi sesenta años, al regresar 
de uno de sus viajes me compartía con entusiasmo algunos de sus 
singulares descubrimientos. Entre ellos descollaba la sorpresa y lo 
importante del rico legado de plata labrada donada a la prioral de 
El Puerto de Santa María, Cádiz, por el “General don Juan Camacho 
Gaina, quien había sido Caballerizo Mayor del Virrey Conde de Paredes 
[…]  y además Alcalde Mayor de la Ciudad y Minas de San Luis Potosí”; 
todo lo anterior el autor lo dejó en su precioso texto: Cartas Barrocas 
desde Castilla y Andalucía (1963). En paralelo, mis propios viajes de 
investigación y el ser mexicana me proporcionaron en ocasiones el 
privilegio de acceder a lugares que en aquel entonces no interesaban 
tanto en España. Recuerdo con afecto al estricto sacerdote castellano 
que nos abrió la capilla donde reposan los restos del ahora beato Juan 
de Palafox y Mendoza en la catedral de Burgo de Osma; y no tan lejos, 
en Ágreda, también en Soria, el impresionante cúmulo de diferentes 
obras americanas que recibió a lo largo del tiempo el convento de 
las concepcionistas donde Sor María de Jesús vivió y quedaron sus 

Dra. Elisa Vargaslugo
Investigadora emérita del Instituto de Investigaciones Estéticas, UNAM (México)

Prólogo
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despojos corporales. Por otra parte, también el hecho de lo que fue 
una dilatada lucha para ver primero y estudiar luego, una pintura de 
Juan Correa (1646-1716), artista novohispano al que he dedicado gran 
parte de mi carrera. Gracias a un joven al que vaticiné un gran futuro, 
lo cual se cumplió con creces, el doctor Manuel Arias, pude finalmen-
te llegar a la pintura, una espléndida representación de la Virgen de 
Guadalupe que, incompresiblemente sigue hoy en los depósitos del 
Museo Nacional de Escultura, en Valladolid. De su importancia dan 
fe no sólo los estudios que le hemos dedicado desde México, sino 
también las múltiples ocasiones que ha sido parte de diversas expo-
siciones a lo largo de las últimas décadas.

 Si en las líneas anteriores hablé de algunos resultados de mis 
primeros y posteriores viajes a España, ahora recordaré los más recien-
tes. En uno de ellos, además de cumplir con los compromisos acadé-
micos, llegué hasta el sur de Francia para contrastar la documentación 
descubierta sobre otro de esos personajes que han estado presentes 
en mi vida académica, el generoso minero José de la Borda, quien nos 
dejó el soberbio conjunto de la parroquia de Santa Prisca, en Taxco, 
tema de mi tesis doctoral. Aquellos documentos, incorporados en la 
—por ahora— última reedición de mi libro, vinieron a proyectar luz sobre 
aspectos que hasta el momento no pasaban de ser meras conjeturas y 

Juan Correa, México. Cristo 
recogiendo sus vestiduras tras 
la flagelación confortado por 

los ángeles. Óleo sobre lienzo, 
hacia 1700, Carteia Fine Arts, 

Madrid. Fotografía cortesía de 
Carteia Fine Arts.
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algunas hipótesis. Finalmente, el último de mis viajes, centrado sobre 
todo en las islas Canarias, me constató, además de la afinidad ameri-
cana del Archipiélago, un patrimonio indiano que ayer y hoy nos sigue 
ofreciendo referencias cardinales.

 Antes de dar paso a las líneas que tributaré a los estudios que 
aquí se recopilan, me permito aludir a un último ejemplo de cómo este 
particular patrimonio conservado fuera de las fronteras de mi país —y 
por ello exponentes del tornaviaje que nos ocupa—, sigue siendo cons-
tante, y, en muchas ocasiones, de referencia obligada para nosotros. 
Las noticias de este caso nos llegaron el año pasado de una subasta 
en Francia, si bien ahora la obra a la que me referiré está en una galería 
de Madrid (Carteia Fine Arts). Se trata de un interesante lienzo firmado 
por el ya señalado Juan Correa, que estimo como una particular re-
presentación del momento posterior a los azotes infligidos a Cristo, 
acompañado por diferentes ángeles. Además de ampliar la ya de por 
sí generosa nómina del maestro mulato, hace efectivo lo que décadas 
atrás comencé a evidenciar en cuanto a los posibles vínculos de su 
pintura con el texto Mística Ciudad de Dios de la ya referida sor María 
Jesús de Ágreda (1670). El elocuente ejercicio de leer frente al lienzo los 
pasajes (1336-1339) que la venerable relató en detalle de este particular 
momento de la Pasión, además evidenciar la fuente de la que se nutrió 
Correa, también nos pone atentos a otras reflexiones. Entre éstas, y 
tras revisar la bibliografía, rebatimos las aseveraciones que de forma 
reiterada marcan la dependencia en la pintura novohispana de este 
pasaje pictórico con la plástica andaluza; además, pone de manifiesto 
la indudable capacidad de los pintores virreinales para resolver, según 
los referentes —aquí la literatura mística—, fórmulas novedosas afines 
a la piedad y gustos novohispanos.

 Con los anteriores ejemplos, he querido apuntar algunas con-
tribuciones cercanas de cómo el tornaviaje artístico ha repercutido 
en el arte novohispano, pero también para el español. Como siempre 
he dicho, durante tres centurias fuimos, con nuestras particularida-
des, amparados bajo los mismos preceptos. Ahora, sin perder de vista 
aquellos imprescindibles volúmenes de México en las colecciones del 
Mundo, cuyos números de arte virreinal coordiné en 1994, y que en su 
medida son predecesores de lo que aquí se trata, termino con algunas 
reflexiones generales de lo que acontece en las siguientes páginas, 
animando al lector a zambullirse en ellas.  
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 De entrada, quiero felicitar por el alto nivel de las investiga-
ciones y calidad de la publicación a los diferentes autores, lo cual hago 
extensivo a los editores. En general, son claros exponentes de los va-
riados intereses por los que discurre la actual Historia del Arte, a la que 
no es ajena la que concierne a los virreinatos americanos. Entre esas 
miradas, son siempre imprescindibles las que nos relatan los estudios 
centrados en las fuentes documentales primigenias o vinculantes. Del 
mismo modo, los que buscan otros ámbitos de aproximación, como 
los que se derivan de la literatura o la medicina. En algunos casos, son 
sustantivas las aportaciones que se centran en artífices puntuales, al 
igual que aquellas otras que suman en el conocimiento del arte para geo-
grafías que siguen rezagadas pese a lo mucho que de ellas se tiene que 
decir. Encontrarán ejemplos singulares, que evidencian las múltiples 
formas de aproximación y que, en algunos casos, nos hablan directa o 
indirectamente de los diferentes protagonistas que están asociados a 
las piezas; donantes, artistas, templos, devociones, etc.

 También, son cada vez de mayor importancia los acercamientos 
a las obras desde lo que el ojo no percibe, pero están en ellas. Para ello, 
reclaman su protagonismo los estudios científicos y, a la par, lo mucho 
que tienen que decir los especialistas, principalmente los restauradores. 
Como verán, entender la materialidad, los procesos técnicos, materiales, 
su producción y hasta los palpables cambios a los que algunas fueron 
sometidas, enriquecen sustancialmente nuestro ámbito de estudio.

 Con todo, sólo me falta reiterar mi más sincero agradecimiento 
por pensar en mi persona para prologar este volumen. He aprendido de 
todos y cada uno de los textos que aquí se aglutinan: son interesantes 
aportaciones de las que, estoy segura, tendrán pronto sus respectivos 
y merecedores ecos en la Historia del Arte Virreinal.



81

Innocents Abroad? Representations of Aztecs 
Traveling in Europe in the Age of Discovery
¿Inocentes en el extranjero? Representaciones de Aztecas viajando por Europa
durante la Era del Descubrimiento

Helen Burgos-Ellis
UCLA. EE.UU.
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Abstract
This article examines representations of 
Amerindians that proliferated in Europe af-
ter 1492. Amerindians were frequently por-
trayed as “naked cannibals,” and yet portraits 
by Christoph Weiditz of Aztec nobles visiting 
Charles V in 1528 present a different perspec-
tive. Does the presence of Amerindians in 
Europe affect Western perception of them? 
While the scholarship on the cultural and eco-
nomic transcontinental exchange during the 
Age of Exploration is vast, a relatively neglect-
ed side of the story is the movement of people 
and their social interactions. This article argues 
that Amerindians’ social class and physical 
presence in Europe profoundly influenced how 
they were characterized in image and text. It 
begins with an overview of the ethnic and cul-
tural diversity in European history that by 1492 
already spanned a few millennia to contextu-
alize the highly motivated misrepresentations 
of Amerindians and to demonstrate that they 
were not necessarily inspired by the “strange-
ness of the other.” The article uses concepts of 
stratification in sociology to explain why repre-
sentations of Amerindians during this period 
simultaneously included distorted and sympa-
thetic portrayals.

Resumen
Este artículo examina las representaciones 
de amerindios que se propagaron en Europa 
después del 1492. En esas imágenes los am-
erindios con frecuencia aparecen como 
“caníbales desnudos”; sin embargo, los retra-
tos de Christoph Weiditz de los nobles aztecas 
que visitaron a Carlos V en 1528 presentan una 
perspectiva diferente. ¿La presencia de am-
erindios en Europa afecta la percepción oc-
cidental? Si bien el intercambio transcultural 
cultural y económico que se dió durante la Era 
del Descubrimiento ha sido muy estudiado, 
un aspecto relativamente descuidado de esta 
historia es el movimiento de personas y sus in-
teracciones sociales. Este artículo argumenta 
que la posición social y la presencia física de los 
amerindios en Europa influyeron profundamente 
la forma en que estos fueron caracterizados en 
imagen y texto. El artículo comienza con una 
resumen general de la diversidad étnica y cul-
tural que marcan la historia europea que para 
1492 comprendia ya unos cuantos milenios, lo 
cual ayuda a contextualizar las imágenes ter-
giversadas del amerindio y a demostrar que las 
mismas no fueron inspiradas necesariamente 
por la “extrañeza del otro.” Con conceptos de 
estratificación en sociología el artícuo explica 
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In 1515 the gift of a live rhinoceros arrived in Lisbon for King Manuel of 
Portugal, piquing much scientific and public interest. The German printer 
Valentin Ferdinand, in Lisbon at the time, depicted said rhinoceros and 
sent the image to influential persons elsewhere in Europe. That same 
year, one of the most gifted artists of the Renaissance, Albrecht Dürer, 
who had never seen a live rhinoceros, created his own rendition from 
secondary sources including Ferdinand’s image [Fig. 1]. A brief inscrip-
tion accompanying Dürer’s image —quoting Pliny’s Naturalis Historia, 
ca. 77–79 CE— explains that the rhinoceros is the color of “a freckled 
tortoise,” “covered by a thick shell,” “as large as an elephant,” adding that 
with “a strong sharp horn... it rips the elephant open where the skin is 
thinnest and then gores him.”1

 Albeit unintentionally, Dürer’s representation disseminated fa-
llacies about the rhinoceros’s temperament, size, strength, and physical 
characteristics. For example, Dürer’s rhinoceros features a sharp dorsal 
horn and skin texture with scales that give it carapace-like qualities 
proper of armors. The rhinoceros, however, is neither a predator nor the 
“deadly enemy of the elephant.” In his study of rhinoceroses’ portrayals, 
T.H. Clarke explains that in 1515 Dürer lived in a neighborhood adjacent to 
the armorer’s quarters and was “actively engaged in designing armour.”2 
Inaccuracies notwithstanding, Dürer’s image became an instant sen-
sation and was highly influential for the next 250 years. While latter 
representations offered more accuracy, Dürer’s rhinoceros became 
the preferred model, demonstrating how a single image could capture 

1. LEVENSON, J.: Circa 1492: Art in the Age of Exploration. New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1991, pg. 300.

2. CLARK, T.H.: The Rhinoceros: From Dürer to Stubbs, 1515-1799. London: Sotheby’s 
Publications, 1986, pg. 20.

Key Words: 1492, Amerindians, Aztecs, 
Christoph Weiditz, cannibalism, Age of 
Discovery, social stratification

porqué las representaciones de amerindios du-
rante este período simultáneamente incluyen 
distorsiones y retratos más fidedignos.

Palabras clave: 1492, amerindios, aztecas, 
Christoph Weiditz, canibalismo, Era del 
Descubrimiento, estratificación social
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the public’s imagination and retain an enduring influence.3 As Clarke 
explains, such is the legacy of Dürer’s woodcut “even though it was a 
second-hand interpretation based on a drawing sent from Portugal” 
adding, “its effect on the European imagination can hardly be measured: 
it is still a valid portrait.”4 Regarding the inscription, Clarke comments: 
“here we have the usual classical misconceptions and legends that were 
to be repeated ad nauseam.”5

 Dürer’s woodcut is part of an ample archive of European re-
presentations during the Age of Exploration, a period extending from 
the fifteenth through the eighteenth centuries. The influence the rhi-
noceros’ image wielded exemplifies the period’s zeitgeist, particularly 
the types of information and misinformation disseminated to a pu-
blic with an insatiable demand for knowledge on newly encountered 
peoples, lands, artworks, animals, and objects from naturalia (natural 
world). The flow of items arriving in Europe from around the globe was 
so relentless that spaces designated to store foreign goods were soon 
replete with impressive collections now known as cabinets of curiosities 
(Kunstkammer and Wunderkammer). European nobles and aristocrats 
used their Kunstkammer to establish and publicize their dominion.6 In 

3. CLARK, Rhinoceros, pág. 20.
4. Ibid.
5. Ibid.
6. KEBLUSEK, M.: “The Embassy of Art: Diplomats as Cultural Brokers,” in Double 

Fig. 1. Albrecht Dürer, 
Rhinoceros (1515), woodcut. 
The Metropolitan Museum 
of Art, Fletcher Fund, 1919, 
New York.
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1520, Dürer described in his diary the treasures that Hernán Cortés sent 
to Charles V (r. 1519–56):

I saw the things which have been brought to the King from the new land of 

gold, a sun all of gold a whole fathom broad, and a moon all of silver of the 

same size, also two rooms full of the armour of the people there, and all 

manner of wondrous weapons of theirs, harnesses and darts, very strange 

clothing, beds and all kinds of wonderful objects of human use, much better 

worth seeing than prodigies. These things are all so precious that they are 

valued at a hundred thousand florins. All the days of my life I have seen 

nothing that rejoiced my heart so much as these things, for I saw amongst 

them wonderful works of art, and I marveled at the subtle Ingenia of people 

in foreign lands. Indeed, I cannot express all that I thought there.7

 The distorted impressions of rhinoceroses parallel another 
mischaracterization from this period: the image of the naked and flesh-
eating Amerindian, a stereotype also “repeated ad nauseam.” This article 
analyzes whether and/or to what extent images of Amerindians captu-
red from seeing or interacting with live models differ from those that 
artists created from consulting secondary sources, including letters, 
chronicles, manuscripts, and travel diaries by European explorers and 
scribes. As discussed abundantly in the scholarship, early representa-
tions feature Amerindians as naked and prone to eating flesh. To what 
extent does imagery inspired by secondary sources differ from that 
made from live models?

 While the scholarship on the cultural and economic transcon-
tinental exchange during the Age of Exploration is vast, a relatively ne-
glected side of the story is the movement of people and their social 
interactions. Soon after 1492, Europeans began to explore and emigrate 
en masse to the New World, with many seeking to establish colonies 
and/or settle permanently. The available evidence indicates that unlike 
Europeans, Amerindians showed little interest in traveling or settling per-
manently abroad. Nevertheless, some Amerindians did travel to Europe, 
and images and chronicles detail aspects of their sojourn. Scholars esti-
mate that of the approximately two thousand Amerindians who traveled 
to Europe in the sixteenth century, most went unwillingly as commodities 

Agents: Cultural and Political Brokerage in Early Modern Europe, M. Keblusek and B. 
Noldus (eds.), pgs. 11-26. Leiden: Brill, 2011.

7. GORIS, J. and G. MARLIER: Albrecht Dürer: Diary of His Journey to the Netherlands, 
1520–1521. Greenwhich, CT: New York Graphic Society, 1971, pág. 64.
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intended for a slave trade or as servants in positions Amerindians were 
uniquely qualified to perform (including as interpreters).8

 Does the presence of Amerindians in Europe affect Western 
perception of them? While most European conceptualizations of in-
digenous peoples are misrepresentations, this article argues that 
Amerindians’ social class and physical presence in Europe influenced 
how they were characterized. The article begins with an overview of 
European history focusing on its ethnic and cultural diversity that by 
1492 actually spanned a few millennia. Consequently, encountering 
peoples who looked ethnically different would not have been entirely 
shocking for late fifteenth-century Europeans and was not the root 
cause of mischaracterizations. The article continues with a brief analy-
sis of indigenous peoples depicted as “naked and savage cannibals” 
that emerged immediately after 1492 and follows with discussion of 
incidence of Amerindian travel to Europe. Significantly, most images 
of Amerindians who were physically in Europe are of nobles, including 
monarchs and members of their court. To analyze them, this article 
uses concepts of stratification in sociology, particularly those on social 
distinction by Pierre Bourdieu, because of their usefulness in explaining 
why representations in image and text of Amerindians during the Age 
of Exploration simultaneously include distorted and sympathetic por-
trayals. Ultimately, this article argues with historic, iconographic, and 
theoretical evidence that portraits of Amerindian nobility physically 
present in Europe tend to be more positive and accurate than repre-
sentations featuring Indians as “naked and savage cannibals” because 
the latter are mostly rendered from secondary sources and/or reference 
Indians rejecting European acculturation.

A New Age of Exploration for Europeans:
Some Historic Context

Military defeat, political realignment, and curtailed trade with Asia 
drove European maritime exploration in the late fifteenth century. On 
May 29, 1453, Turkish troops under Sultan Mohammed II conquered 
Constantinople, at the time, the most opulent and fortified city in all of 

8. BADILLO, J.S.: Cristóbal Colón y la esclavitud del Indio en las Antillas. San Juan: Fun-
dación Arqueológica, Antropológica, Histórica de Puerto Rico, 1983; CABALLOS, 
E.M., “El envío de indios americanos a la Península Ibérica: aspectos legales (1492–
1542)” Studia Historica: Historia Moderna 20, no. 1 (1999): págs. 201–15.
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Christendom, marking the demise of the Byzantine and the rise of the 
Ottoman Empire.9 With the fall of the Byzantine Empire tumbled the 
center of power in the eastern reaches of the ancient Roman Empire. In 
330 CE, the Roman Emperor Constantine I established Constantinople 
(formerly Byzantium) as the empire’s capital and for a little over a mi-
llennium, this city, straddling the Bosporus Strait connecting the Black 
Sea and the Sea of Marmara and with natural harbors that led to the 
development of bustling ports, would be the wealthiest center and con-
summate symbol of Christian, imperial, cultural, and commercial power. 
Geographically, Constantinople was also ideally situated at the inter-
section of Europe, Asia, and the Middle East, thus directly on the famed 
Silk Road, a complex network of trade routes that began in antiquity.10 
Not surprisingly, its loss shook Christendom as it foreclosed Western 
Europe’s access to the Far East via Constantinople, North Africa, or 
the Red Sea. Exploring alternate routes became essential because for 
centuries Europe had relied on international trade.

 Trans-continental trade and cross-cultural encounters began in 
Europe millennia before the Age of Discovery. The people of Carthage, 
founded by Semitic-speaking peoples of “Syria-Palestine” (Levant, or 
modern Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, Israel, Jordan, and Cyprus), estab-
lished one of the first major cities in Europe at Cadiz more than two and 
a half millennia before Christopher Columbus’s fateful 1492 voyage to the 
so-called New World. While the Roman Empire was based in Europe, its 
history is undeniably intertwined with that of the Middle East, Northern 
Africa, Mediterranean, and Asia. The Carthaginian Empire, based in 
modern-day Tunisia, spread across Northern Africa, Iberia, and the 
Mediterranean Sea from ca. 1500 BCE–300 BCE, and fought the Greeks 
in Sicily (Sicilian Wars ca. 600–265 BCE) and the Roman Republic (Punic 
Wars 264–146 BCE). Thus, interactions among ethnically and culturally 
diverse people characterized Europe’s history, including the: 1) transition 
of the Roman Republic into the Roman Empire following Octavian’s11 
victory against Mark Antony and Cleopatra, Queen of Egypt, at Actium in 
Greece’s western coast in 31 BCE; 2) empire’s split into west (Rome) and 
east (Byzantium) in 285 CE; 3) empire’s embrace of Christianity when it 
codifies doctrine (including the Council of Nicea in 325 CE) and religious 
center shifts to the east; 4) invasions by Germanic (also Goths —including 

9. Modern-day Istanbul, Turkey since 1923.
10. Ferdinand Freiherr von Richthofen coined term Silk Road. VON RIHTHOFEN, F.: 

China: Ergebnisse eigener Reisen und darauf gegründeter Studien. 5 vols. Berlin: Re-
imer, 1877–1912.

11. Became Augustus as first Roman Emperor.
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Visigoths— Teuton, Suebian, or Völkerwanderung) tribes from Northern 
Europe and Huns (from Central Asia, Caucasus, and Eastern Europe), 
both Barbaric from a Roman perspective; 5) fall of the western part of 
Roman Empire in 476; 6) rise and fall of the Holy Roman Empire from 800 
or 962–1806;12 and 7) Crusades, a series of military campaigns in which 
European Christians fought Muslims in and around Palestine from 1095 
until the Protestant Reformation in the 1500s.

 In addition, Arab and Berber armies conquered the Iberian 
Peninsula in 711, leading to centuries of daily contact between Christians, 
Muslims, and Jews. A gradual Christian re-conquest of Iberia had its 
roots in the collapse of the Umayyad Caliphate of Cordoba in 1031 and 
continued until the ultimate surrender of the Nasrid Kingdom of Granada 
in 1492.13 In sum, cosmopolitanism characterized late fifteenth-century 
Europe, a product of thousands of years of trade and warfare between 
Romans, Greeks, Middle Easterners (Semites), Africans, Goths (Visigoths), 
Gauls, Anglo-Saxons, and Asians. Consequently, encountering people 
who looked ethnically different would not have shocked Italian maritime 
explorers or Spanish monarchs and their officials in the late fifteenth cen-
tury. The European public had grown accustomed to learning about the 
marvels in Asia and elsewhere. In 1492, the social and cultural ambiance 
in the Iberian Peninsula included the conquest of Al-Andalus and conco-
mitant rise of Christian kingdoms that forced conversion or expulsion of 
Muslims and Jews and administered “blood purity” tests to verify that a 
person was an “Old Christian,” not a new convert.

 Besides the economic and cultural effects of the fall of 
Constantinople and re-conquest of Moorish Kingdom of Granada, poli-
tical realignments in the Iberian Peninsula pushed Spain to seek alternate 
routes to Asia via the western ocean. Historically Castile and Portugal 
had been close allies and royal marriages encouraged greater unification 
and Hispanization of the Iberian Peninsula. However, after Henry IV, king 
of Castile and Leon (r. 1454–1474) died without a will specifying a line of 
succession, the War of the Castilian Succession (1474–79) ensued, pit-
ting his sister Isabella (Isabel), who had married Ferdinand II of Aragon 

12. The dates refer to Charlemagne’s coronation in 800 and Otto I’s in 962. 
13. Al-Andalus (Muslim Iberia, modern-day Andalusia), disintegrated into several tai-

fas or emirates, which weakened their political authority and enabled Portugal, Na-
varre, Castile, León, and Aragón in north to expand Christendom southward. Al-An-
dalus dynasties could not contain Christian expansion and in 1212 at the Battle of 
Las Navas de Tolosa (Battle of Al-Uqab) the Christian coalition defeated the Muslims 
and the Caliphate of Cordoba collapsed.
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in 1469, against his daughter Joanna (Juana), who had married Afonso 
V of Portugal in 1475, both of whom had legitimate claims to the throne. 
Hostilities ended with the 1479 Treaty of Alcáçovas, which established 
peace and regulated territorial expansion but limited Castile’s pursuits 
in Africa. In that context, Isabella and Ferdinand supported Columbus’s 
proposition of exploring new maritime routes. At the time, Spaniards had 
no inkling that Columbus would not reach Asia. Columbus’s reports, which 
included a highly motivated image of Amerindians, roused Europe. No 
one could foresee the encounter between Europeans and Amerindians 
would change the course of history, particularly for the latter.

European Representations of Amerindians 
During the Age of Discovery

Transcontinental expeditions, including Austronesian-speaking peoples 
reaching New Guinea and Australia ca. 50,000 years ago as well as 
Amerindians arriving in the New World ca. 15,000 years ago occurred well 
before 1492.14 Nevertheless, the 1492 maritime feat remains notable for a 
number of reasons including that it elicited an unprecedented archive of 
representations of Amerindians as naked savages prone to eating flesh. 
The reductive characterization remained influential and has endured 
into the modern period in the Western imagination. Celebrated authors 
of Western material culture have uncritically embraced a distortion that 
began shortly after 1492 and continuously reinforced in their work in 
various media, including literature (Herman Melville’s famous 1851 novel 
Moby-Dick with his fictional character Queepeg) and popular culture (Mel 
Gibson’s 2006 blockbuster film Apocalypto with fictional characters pur-
portedly representing Maya specifically and Mesoamericans generally).

 The tendency to depict Amerindians as predisposed to consu-
ming flesh began with European explorers’ first reports. In his 1493 letter 
from his first voyage, addressed to the Treasurer of Aragon, Luis de St. 
Angel, Columbus said about the Caribs: “As for monsters, I have found 
no trace of them except at the point in the second isle as one enters 

14. Ancient maps suggest that Chinese seamen circumnavigated the world before Eu-
ropeans, citing admiral Zhen He’s 1405–35 expedition. See The Economist, “China 
beat Columbus to it, perhaps” (Jan. 12, 2006). Other ventures include: ca. 970–1020, 
Leif Erikson traveled to what is now North America from Greenland and 1488, Bar-
tolomeu Dias reached the Cape of Good Hope, Africa. The most famous happens 
later, in 1519, when the Portuguese Ferdinand Magellan’s expedition (he was killed 
in the Philippines before completing it) circumnavigated the world. 
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the Indies, which is inhabited by a people considered in all the isles as 
most ferocious, who eat human flesh.”15 The Florentine merchant and 
explorer Amerigo Vespucci, after his second voyage in 1499 to South 
America, also reported that he met “people who are called Camballi, 
very savage, who ate human flesh.”16 Given obvious barriers in language 
and culture, one would imagine these initial reports, which became 
bestsellers in Europe, would prompt questions regarding how explorers 
could establish eloquent conversations and understand the abundance 
of details they say Amerindians provided. Instead of prompting critical 
debate about their veracity, the accounts initiated a plethora of images 
of Amerindians as eaters of flesh and, as Frank Lestringant has point-
ed out, coinage in European languages of the word “cannibal,” whose 
complex etymology is apparently a corruption of the demonym “Carib,” 
Amerindian of the Antilles or Caribbean.17

 After 1492, “cannibal” came to denote someone who eats flesh. 
The Diccionario de la lengua española defines “caníbal” as “anthropopha-
gus”; “said of a person: of an indigenous people of the Antilles that 
were thought in antiquity to be anthropophagus”; and “said of a per-
son: cruel and ferocious.”18 Similarly, the Merriam-Webster and Oxford 
English Dictionary define “cannibal” as “a person who eats human flesh”; 
“a member of the Carib people of the West Indies, who were said to each 
human flesh”; “A ruthless and destructive person or thing; a bloodthirsty 
or savage person”; and “An animal that feeds on the flesh of its own 
species.”19 The Oxford English Dictionary adds: “The sense ‘person who 
eats human flesh’ developed from early reports imputing such practices 
to the peoples of the West Indies,” insinuating that the practice begun 
in the Americas; regarding its incursion in European languages, it adds, 
“Compare Middle French, French cannibale (1515 as canibale), Italian 
cannibale (1494 in plural as canabali), and also Dutch kannibaal (1566), 
German Kannibale (16th cent.), all showing the same development.”20 

15. HART, A.B. and E. CHANNING (eds.): American History Leaflets: Colonial and Consti-
tutional. New York: A. Lovell & Co., 1895, pág. 19:6.

16. VESPUCCI, A. (1505): The First Four Voyages of Amerigo Vespucci, M. KERNEY (ed.). 
London: Bernard Quaritch, 1893, pág. 26.

17. LESTRINGANT, F.: Cannibals: The Discovery and Representation of the Cannibal from 
Columbus to Jules Verne, R. Morris (trans.). Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1997, pág. 17.

18. Unless otherwise indicated, all translations are by author. See “antropófago,” “Di-
cho de una persona: De alguno de los pueblos indígenas de las Antillas, que eran 
tenidos antiguamente por antropófagos,” “Dicho de una persona: Cruel y feroz,” and 
“Dicho de un animal: Que come de otros de su misma especie” in https://dle.rae.es

19. https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/cannibal#other-words
20. https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/27102?redirectedFrom=cannibal#eid
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Allusions and evidence of anthro-
pophagy in the West occur in 
antiquity (Herodotus reported 
“man-eaters” on a desolate place 
eleven days from Borysthenes), 
the Crusades (during the siege of 
Ma’arra in 1098), and corroborated 
instances in the modern period 
(Rick Gibson, England, 1988 and 
Armin Meiwes, Germany, 2001).21

21. After desolation of 11 days’ voyage 
up the Borysthenes, Herodotus says were 

“Man-eaters.” GODLEY, A.D. (trans.). Herodotus, Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1920. ARENS, W.: The Man-Eating Myth: Anthropology and Anthropophagy. Ox-
ford, England: Oxford University Press, 1979. RUBENSTEIN, J.: “Cannibals and Cru-

Fig. 2. German artist, Scene 
with Amerindians in New 

World often known as 
“Augsburg woodcut,” (c. 

1505), colored woodcut. 
The New York Public 

Library, Spencer Collection, 
Astor, Lenox, and Tilden 

Foundations.
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 The first known European image of Amerindians is the so-called 
“Augsburg woodcut” attributed to the German Johann Froschauer. It ap-
peared in the 1505 Leipzig edition of Mundus Novus featuring Vespucci’s 
letters to Lorenzo Pietro di Medici recounting his voyages to the New 
World from ca. 1499–1502 [Fig. 2].22 The woodcut features Amerindians 
underneath a wooden shack in a deceptively serene scene overlooking 
the sea. In the foreground, a man, presumably a father figure, observes 
placidly three young children engaging with their mother, one of whom 
breastfeeds. Also in the foreground, to the right, two men cordially 
engage with each other. However, at the top and center of this image, 
hanging prominently from a wooden post, is a bundle tied with rope of a 

saders,” French Historical Studies 31, no. 4 (2008), págs. 525–552; and CHARNOCK, 
R.S. “On Cannibalism in Europe,” Anthropological Review 4 (1866): pgs. XXII–XXXI.

22. SCHULLER, R. “The Oldest Known Illustration of the South American Indians” Jour-
nal de la Société des Americanistes de Paris 16 (1924): págs. 111–18.

Fig. 3. Martin Waldseemüller, 
Carta Marina (1516), and 
detail. Map with imagery 
and text shown in relief. 
Library of Congress, 
Geography and Map 
Division, Washington, D.C.
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quartered human body slowly cooking over an open fire. In the woodcut’s 
left section, adults casually handle and consume human remains. One 
adult is actually taking a bite out of a human arm with its hand still 
attached as if to clarify the victual’s provenience. Shockingly, they seem 
oblivious to the fleet of vessels in the background, evoking a number 
of themes including maritime exploration, salvation, or the veracity of 
this eyewitness account. This is what Mundus Novus relates about the 
scene in this woodcut:

This figure represents to us the people and island, which have been dis-

covered by the Christian King of Portugal or by his subjects. The people 

are thus naked, handsome, brown, their heads, necks, arms, private parts 

(and the) feet of men and women are a little covered with feathers. The 

men also have many precious stones in their faces and breasts. Nor does 

anyone possess any thing, but all things are in common. And the men have 

as wives those who please them, being they mothers, sisters, or friends, 

wherein they make no distinction. They also fight with each other and eat 

each other, even the slain and hang the same flesh in the smoke. They 

become a hundred and fifty years old. And have no government.23

 Similar misconceptions also appear in early maps featuring the 
New World’s territorial expanse.24 In the German cartographer Martin 
Waldseemüller’s map Carta Marina (1516), the New World appears as a ba-
rely perceptible island and three men, handling human flesh, represent 
its inhabitants [Fig. 3]. In the forefront, one of the three men sits before 
a fire roasting human limbs on a skewer. In the background, to the left, 
appears the other man sitting with his back resting on a conspicuously 
barren tree while eating part of a leg with its foot still attached. The third 
man stands and might be their leader because he is apparently speaking 
and unlike the other two men who only don a feather skirt, he wears an 
elaborate costume consisting of a loincloth, cape, and headdress. While 
he does not partake in the victuals, he is decidedly positioned to point 
and thus highlight the evidence: with his right hand25 he points to the 
tree (where the man eating human flesh reclines), which also serves to 
store human body parts —a head and limbs hang from it— ostensibly, 
for later consumption. Also, with his left foot he points to the man in 
the forefront roasting the human flesh, and with his right foot he points 

23. Ibid., pág. 111.
24. JAMESON, J.F.: The Northmen, Columbus, and Cabot 985–1503. New York: C. Scrib-

ner’s Sons, 1906, pág. 134.
25. Curiously, his right hand is missing and his left one pointing to the tree echoes that 

which the man in the forefront roasts on the fire.
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to the man eating flesh by the tree that although devoid of leaves and 
fruit, is laden with human flesh.26 Surekha Davies reports: “depictions 
of cannibalism in Brazil appeared on over 60 out of around 70 maps and 
atlases containing representations of Brazilians that were produced in 
Portugal, Spain, France, Germany, and the Low Countries between 1500 
and 1625. The motif was the earliest for a New World people to appear 
on maps, and was by far the most prevalent.”27

 Presumably, such gross misrepresentations of Amerindians 
could have developed because the New World and its people, at least 
initially, confounded Europeans who, understandably, had limited in-
formation. However, as discussed above, Europe had been, for a few 
millennia, ethnically and culturally diverse. Moreover, while the er-
roneous misconceptions about the New World’s land expanse were 
promptly corrected as additional data became available, representation 
of Amerindians continued disseminating erroneous notions. Almost 
a century later, themes of cannibalism persist, as for example in the 
famous Discovery of America: Vespucci Landing in America (1587–89), a 
drawing in pen and brown ink by Jan van der Straet (aka Stradanus), a 
Dutch mannerist artist working in Florence [Fig. 4]. The drawing fea-
tures Vespucci arriving in the Indies on a fleet of elaborate vessels. 
His arrival appears to have roused —from sleep or rest— a woman on a 

26. Carta Marina revises Waldseemüller’s earlier Universalis Cosmographia (1507), first 
map to identify New World as America after Vespucci (omitted in 1516 because of 
political controversy) and not connected to Asia.

27. DAVIES, S.: “Depictions of Brazilians on French Maps, 1542–1555,” The Historical 
Journal 55, no. 2 (2012): págs. 317–18.

Fig. 4. Jan van der Straet, 
called Stradanus. Discovery 
of America: Vespucci Landing 
in America (ca. 1587–89), 
drawing in pen and brown 
ink with white highlights 
over chalk. Incised. The 
Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, New York. 
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hammock representing the New World. Except for a cap or headdress, 
fringe that serves as an undergarment to cover her pubic area, and 
jewels that adorn her calves, she is otherwise naked. According to this 
image, the momentous meeting takes place in 1497 in the New World, a 
lush, Eden-like space where random animals roam about or climb trees. 
A scene of Amerindians roasting human limbs appears conspicuously 
above the woman in the hammock. The plume of smoke rising from the 
roasting of human body parts evokes a setting suffused with the scent 
of the peculiar victuals, rendering this scene more visible and present. 
Significantly, while at first glance the people consuming human flesh 
appear to have been relegated to the background, the woman in the 
hammock looks directly at Vespucci while gently pointing to that spe-
cific scene —as though welcoming the newcomers by inviting them to 
partake in these victuals— which bears the label “America.”

 The tendency to characterize certain groups as anthropopha-
gous has been amply discussed as a well-entrenched tactic to discredit 
“the other.” Anthropophagy is a complex and universal phenomenon ob-
served in humans, not unique or more widespread among Amerindians 
than among Europeans or any other group. Instead, analysis of primary 
sources on the New World points to a concerted effort by the Iberian em-
pires —particularly in context of events at Constantinople and Granada 
discussed above— to create and control a narrative. In part, the stereo-
types sought to influence public opinion in Europe to thus justify the 
hostile takeover of Amerindians’ land and legitimize their subjugation 
and forced conversion to Catholicism.28

Incidence of Amerindians Traveling in Europe
António Galvão (ca. 1503–1557), a Portuguese seaman, chronicler, and 
governor of the Maluku (also Moluccas) Islands, the archipelago in mo-
dern Indonesia, provided evidence indicating that Amerindians arrived 
in Europe, specifically in Lubec, Germany, in the twelfth century:

In the yeere 1153, in the time of Fredericke Barbarossa, it is written, that there 

came to Lubec, a citie of Germanie, one canoa with certaine Indians, like unto 

28. GAUDIO, M.: Engraving the Savage: the New World and Techniques of Civilization. 
Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2008; WALKER, J.: From Alterity to 
Allegory: Depictions of Cannibalism on Early European Maps of the New World. Wash-
ington, DC: Philip Lee Phillips Map Society Publication, 2015.
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a long barge: which seemed to have 

come from the coast of Baccalaos, 

which standeth in the same latitude 

that Germanie doth. The Germaines 

greatly woondered to see such a 

barge, and such people, not knowing 

from whence they came, nor unders-

tanding their speech, especially be-

cause there was then no knowledge 

of that country, as now there is: it 

may be credible that though the boa-

te was small in respect of those huge 

seas, yet the winde and water might 

bring them thither.29

 The Hakluyt Society informs 
that Galvão “spent the latter part of 
his life in compiling an account of 
all known voyages, and thus he may 
be styled the founder of historical 
geography.”30 Besides that tantalizing 
bit of evidence, I know of no other re-
cord indicating that Amerindians were 
in Europe before 1492.

 The Age of Exploration elici-
ted an unprecedented movement of 
people emigrating from Europe to the 
Americas often intending to establish 
colonies and settle permanently. In 1531, the Spanish Alejo Fernández 
painted The Virgin of the Navigators, an altarpiece for the Casa de 
Contratación’s chapel in the Real Alcázar of Seville, the place of em-
barkation for those bound for the Americas and where they prayed for 
a safe passage [Fig. 5]. The virgin appears as a serene and protective 
mother floating amid billowing clouds and towering key figures, inclu-
ding Charles V kneeling and wearing a red robe (right); Columbus wea-
ring a golden cape (left); and Amerindians suffused in darkness behind 

29. GALVÃO, A.: The Discoveries of the World: From Their First Original Unto the Year of 
Our Lord 1555, R. Gakluyt and C.R.D. Bethune (eds.), Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 2010, pág. 56.

30. Ibid., pág. III.

Fig. 5. Alejo Fernández, 
The Virgin of the Navigators 
(1531), oil on panel for 
altarpiece. Real Alcázar of 
Seville, Spain.
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Columbus. She hovers above a sea laden with many types of vessels of 
the Spanish fleet bound for the New World, a scene that the virgin looks 
upon mercifully. European maritime exploration and immigration to the 
New World has been widely analyzed. Enrique Otte recovered from the 
Archivo General de Indias in Seville letters that from 1540 to 1616 Spanish 
immigrants wrote to their loved ones in Europe, which he analyzed to 
shed light on their experiences.31 In contrast, Paul Cohen and others 
have reported: “relatively few Amerindians ever crossed the Atlantic; 
few Amerindians took direct part in transatlantic commerce; and no 
transatlantic Amerindian diasporas came into being.”32

 Nevertheless, scholars have discussed the incidence of 
Amerindians traveling in Europe after 1492 and shown that whenever 
possible, they sought to return home. Before they could embark on 
their journey back, some reportedly died of diseases that afflicted 
Amerindians from exposure to pathogens that Europeans carried. Of 
those Amerindians who traveled to Europe during this period, the vast 
majority did so involuntarily. Scholars agree that Columbus was the first 
explorer to kidnap, imprison, and transport them to Europe as slaves. 
On his letter to the Catholic Monarchs Isabella and Ferdinand, dated 
February 15, 1493, disclosing his exploits of the newly encountered 
peoples and land he thought was Asia, Columbus discusses, among 
other things, how he took captives to raise the possibility of establis-
hing a slave trade with them:

I took by force, from the first island I came to, a few of the inhabitant, in 

order that they might learn our language, and assist us in our discoveries 

[and later] in conclusion, and to speak only of what I have performed: this 

voyage so hastily dispatched will, as their Highnesses may see, enable any 

desirable quantity of gold to be obtained by a very small assistance afforded 

me on their part. At present there are within reach: spices and cotton to as 

great an amount as they can desire; aloe, in a great abundance; and equal 

store of mastic, a production nowhere else found except in Greece and the 

island of Scio, where it is sold at such a price as the possessors choose. To 

these may be added slaves, as numerous as may be wished for.33

31. OTTE, E., Cartas privadas de emigrantes a Indias, 1540–1616. México: Fondo de Cul-
tura Económica, 1983.

32. COHEN, P., “Was There an Amerindian Atlantic? Reflections on the Limits of a His-
toriographical Concept,” History of European Ideas 34, no. 4, (2008): pág. 394.

33. COLUMBUS, C., Writings of Christopher Columbus: Descriptive of the Discovery and 
Occupation of the New World, A. Stedman (ed.). New York: C.L. Webster & Company, 
1892, págs. 59, 64.
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 On his second voyage, Columbus imprisoned thirty Amerindians 
to take to Europe whom he said were “Canibali who live on human flesh.”34 
In 1495 he rounded up 1,500 Amerindians described as “the best males 
and females” but reported that most of them died en route, adding “they 
are not working people and they very much fear cold, nor have long life.”35 
In his memoirs from 1499, Vespucci wrote that he captured more than 
400 Amerindians, explaining:

They were all timid people of small intellect; we did what we liked with 

them... When we arrived at Cadiz, we shared our slaves. We found that we 

had two hundred of them alive, the others that made up the total of two 

hundred and thirty-two having died at sea. Having sold them all, the profit 

that we had above the cost of the ships was five hundred ducats, which 

had to be divided into fifty-five shares, so that each of us received little.36

 The Portuguese Gaspar Corte-Real captured about sixty 
Amerindians from Newfoundland whom he took to Lisbon where the 
Venetian ambassador M. Pasqualigo described them as “tall, well-built” 
who “will make the best slaves I have ever seen.”37

 While scholars estimate that approximately two thirds of those 
who traveled to Europe immediately after 1492 went as captives or slaves, 
there are well-documented instances showing that some Amerindians, 
members of the nobility, went consensually. Harald Prins reports that 
by 1620 close to 2,000 Amerindians had traveled to Europe and that “at 
one time or another, could be found walking in the streets of Spanish 
cities such as Barcelona, Cadiz, Corunna, Madrid, Malaga, Palos, Seville, 
and Toledo; French cities such as Bayonne, Bordeaux, Dieppe, Honfleur, 
Paris, Rouen, Saint Malô, and Toryes; and English cities such as Bristol, 
London, and Plymouth.”38 Moreover, they hailed from various places 
in the Americas. Michel de Montaigne describes the visit of three 
Tupinamba in Rouen in 1562 and provides insight on their interactions 

34. Ibid., pág. 64.
35. Translation in PRINS, H., “To the Land of the Mistigoches: American Indians Trav-

eling to Europe in the Age of Exploration,” American Indian Culture and Research 
Journal 17, no. 1 (1993): 181.

36. POHL, F.J.: Amerigo Vespucci Pilot Major. London: Frank Cass & Co., 1966, pág. 88.
37. ABBOTT, J.S.C.: The History of Maine, From the Earliest Discovery of the Region by 

Northmen until the Present Time. Boston: B.B. Russell, 1875, pg. 24. The crown sought 
to thwart Amerindian slavery, for example 1550 law, see: HERRERA, A.: Historia gen-
eral de los hechos de los castellanos en las islas y tierra firme del mar océano. Vol. 6. 
Madrid: Imprenta Real de Nicolas Rodríguez Franco, 1726, pág. 143.

38. PRINS, “Land of the Mistigoches,” pág. 176.
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with Europeans. King Charles IX spoke with the Tupinamba and showed 
them the European city, riches, and customs; someone accompanying 
them requested the Amerindians’ opinion, hoping to hear that they were 
in awe of European civilization. According to Montaigne, instead of 
praise, the Tupinamba chieftain expressed the following critique of 
Western society:

They had observed that there were amongst us, full and gorged with all 

kinds of good things, and that their [compatriots] were begging at their 

doors, emaciated with hunger and poverty; and that they thought it strange 

how these have-nots could suffer such injustice, and that they did not seize 

the others by the throat or set fires to their houses.39

Social Stratification:
Beyond Mere Categorization and Differentiation 

Most representations of Amerindians as naked and wild anthropophagy 
are by Europeans artists working from reports by returning explorers. 
Another archive features Amerindians who were physically in Europe, 
which this article argues, because of their presence in the West and high 
social status, elicited more positive portrayals. That archive includes 
portraits by Christoph Weiditz, a German portrait medalist who served 
as court artist for Charles V, and drew and painted in bright watercolors 
people of various ethnic, cultural, and social types wearing regional 
costumes and/or performing an occupation. He undertook the work 
—now compiled in a manuscript known as the Trachtenbuch (Costume 
book) with 154 folios— from ca. 1529–32, when he joined the monarch and 
entourage on a tour of his realm. In 1530, when Charles V was crowned 
Holy Roman Emperor, his empire spread from Germany to northern Italy, 
Austria, Low Countries (Habsburg Netherlands or Flanders), and Spain 
including Castile, Aragon (or Saragossa), Barcelona, Granada, Catalonia, 
and Basque regions. The Trachtenbuch (ca. 1530–40) features people 
from Portugal, Britain, and other places, but most are Spanish subjects. 
Thirteen of those represented —pages 1–13 consecutively— are Aztec 
nobles (pipiltin) who arrived in Charles V’s court in 1528 and include a 
lady, four male nobles, a warrior, and seven court entertainers (inclu-
ding ball players and log jugglers) whom “Cortez brought to His Imperial 

39. MONTAIGNE, M.: The Complete Essays of Montaigne, D. Frame (trans.). Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1943, pág. 159.
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Majesty.”40 Antonio de Herrera and other chroniclers witnessing the 
illustrious visit report that Charles V accorded the Aztec nobility the 
reverence due aristocracy, appointing Fray Antonio de Ciudad Rodrigo 
the task of tending to their needs (for example, with entertainment, 
food, and medical care) and commissioning artworks as gifts for them.41 
The monarch instructed his tailors “to provide clothing to the Indians 
of New Spain that Don Fernando Cortés brought,” and design coats, 
capes, breeches, shirts, caps, and shoes with ribbons to be executed 
in fine fabrics including velvet, damask, and cotton fustian, all in bright 
colors, and the king gave specific instructions to design more luxurious 
costume pieces for the principal nobles.42

40. BOONE, E.: “Seeking Indianness: Christoph Weiditz, the Aztecs, and feathered 
Amerindians,” Colonial Latin American Review 26, no. 1 (2017): 50; Weiditz did not 
organize his watercolors as a manuscript; since the nineteenth century, the German-
isches Nationalmuseum in Nuremburg conserves his work; in 1927, the museum’s 
curator Theodor Hampe named the manuscript and wrote its first commentary: Das 
Trachtenbuch des Christoph Weiditz von seinen Reisen nach Spanien (1529) und den Nie-
derlanden (1531/32); the museum’s catalogue entry is: “8° Hs. 22474 Weiditz, Tracht-
enbuch.” HAMPE, T. Authentic everyday dress of the Renaissance: All 154 plates from 
the ‘Trachtenbuch’ of Christoph Weiditz. New York: Dover Publications, 1994, pág. 27.

41. CLINE, H. “Hernando Cortés and the Aztec Indians in Spain,” Quarterly Journal of 
the Library of Congress, 26, no. 2 (1969): pág. 82.; CABALLOS, E.M., “Indios nobles y 
caciques en la Corte real española, siglo XVI,” Temas Americanistas 16 (2003): 1–15.

42. Archivo General de Indias, Contratación, file 4675B, fol. 124v–127v.

Fig. 6. Christoph Weiditz, 
Aztec Men, Nobility, 
Trachtenbuch (1530–40), 
pl. 4–5 . Germanisches 
Nationalmuseum, 
Nuremberg, Germany.
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 None of the Aztecs in Weiditz’s por-
traits appear in European garb, which 
renders them ethnographically signifi-
cant, as numerous scholars have poin-
ted out.43 Instead, the Aztecs appear 
donning their own native costumes, 
which indicate their social class. This 
is significant given that Carina Johnson 
argues that the Spanish clothing 
Charles V ordered for the Aztecs was 
the type worn by vassal clerks in his 
court.44 Three, whom glosses identify 
as “noble[s] of their kind” wear a tilmatl, 
cloak trimmed at the top with a sash 
for tying at the neck. One wears only 
a maxtlatl (loincloth or breech clout), a 
single strip of material to wrap around 
hips and groin and tie in the front; he 
also holds a parrot (which itself char-
mingly holds in one of its talons a twig 
with leaves and buds) and a standard re-
sembling a multi-petaled flower [Fig. 6].

 The tilmatl and maxtlatl were uni-
versal male garments for the Aztecs. For commoners, they were made 
from plain cloth; and for nobles, of fine materials, often trimmed or 
embellished with intricate designs. Lords and impersonators of divi-
nity in pre-Columbian and early colonial manuscripts appear wearing 
exquisite versions. In the portrait of Nezahualpilli, tlatoani (ruler) of 
Texcoco, an important city second only to the Aztec capital Tenochtitlan 
(Mexico City), from the early-colonial Codex Ixtlilxochit (ca. 1550), the 
king appears finely attired with a tlimatl and maxtlatl made with fabric 
featuring rows of bright blue geometric designs on a black background, 
and edges trimmed with a stripe of multi-colored patterns [Fig. 7].45 
Nezahualpilli’s portrait is attributed to Don Fernando de Alva Ixtlilxochitl, 
a mestizo (of Indian and Spanish ancestry) artist and chronicler of noble 
descent, who painted it in Mexico. In Weiditz’s portraits, each tilmatl is 

43. Boone, “Seeking Indianness.”
44. JOHNSON, C.: Cultural Hierarchy in Sixteenth Century Europe: The Ottoman and Mex-

icans. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011, pág. 86.
45. Codex Ixtlilxochit: https://www.wdl.org/en/item/15281/view/1/44/

Fig. 7. Nezahualpilli, tlatoani 
(ruler) of Texcoco, Codex 

Ixtlilxochitl (ca. 1550), fol. 
106r. Bibliothèque nationale 

de France.



101

Innocents Abroad? Representations of Aztecs Traveling in Europe in the Age of Discovery  |  Helen Burgos-Ellis

wooly in texture and with a design of 
alternating horizontal stripes in two co-
lors (yellow/red, red/blue, and yellow/
green). Book 8 (titled “Kings and Lords”) 
of the Florentine Codex (ca. 1570s), an 
encyclopedic work on the Aztecs, lists 
regal garments and describes some de-
signs in tlilmatl and loincloths including 
“the light blue cape with a wind jewel 
design which had a border of feathers 
with spirals” and “the breech clout with 
the eagle’s leg design.”46

 Regarding the only Aztec lady in 
the portraits, the glosses clarify: “in this 
manner the Indian women go. Not more 
than one of them has come out” [Fig. 8]. 
Aztec women wore a cueitl (skirt) and 
a quetchquemitl —a top consisting of a 
rectangular textile with a slit in its cen-
ter to slip over the head and when worn 
forms a triangular shape in the front and 
in the back, similar to a poncho)— that 
does not necessarily cover the breasts. 
Weiditz represented her wearing a cloak on top of what may be an abnor-
mally long quetchquemitl and with her shoulder-length hair adorned with 
a headband that ties onto a pretty bow on her left temple. With regards 
to the warrior, he stands in contrapposto supporting two emblems of 
his trade resting on the ground: a long spear held with his left hand and a 
feather shield with his right one. His neck ornament is probably made of 
red and white feathers similar to those adorning the log jugglers’ calves.

 Most of the Aztecs in the Trachtenbuch, the glosses explain, 
“have precious jewels inset in their faces” clarifying: “they can take them 
out and put them in again when the wish.”47 In Mesoamerica,48 such pier-

46. SAHAGÚN, Fray B., The Florentine Codex: General History of the Things of New Spain. 
A.J.O. Anderson and C.E. Dibble (trans.). Santa Fe: University of Utah Press, 1950–
82, bk. 8, págs. 23, 25.

47. Except for the lady (fol. 1), warrior (fol. 7), and one of the ball players (fol. 11).
48. Comprising modern-day Mexico and parts of Central America; home to mosaic of 

distinct civilizations sharing various cultural norms including calendar, religion, 
plant domestication, diet (maize, tomato, squash, etc.), and insignia, etc.

Fig. 8. Christoph Weiditz, 
Aztec Lady, Trachtenbuch 
(1530), pl. 1. Germanisches 
Nationalmuseum, 
Nuremberg, Germany.
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cings are unmistakable hallmarks of high rank. Before enthronement, 
as an initiation ritual, rulers undertook a pilgrimage to a site where they 
were to be ceremoniously pierced and attired with precious jewels [Fig. 
9].49 The Florentine Codex describes several styles of these jewels in-
cluding: “a green stone lip plug in the form of an eagle, fitted at the base 
in a gold setting.”50 Moreover, the Aztecs in the Trachtenbuch are bare-
footed, but footwear was ubiquitous in sixteenth-century Mesoamerica, 
particularly sandals with rubber soles; thus, the omission seems odd. 
The Florentine Codex discusses a few styles specifically for the nobi-
lity, for example: “sandals of ocelot skin; cured leather sandals with 
embroidery.”51

 Regarding rubber, the Mesoamerican Olmec (ca. 1500–400 
BCE) pioneered processing it from latex (from Castilla elastica) and 
the material had numerous applications in all subsequent civilizations, 
including the Aztec; it was widely used, for example, in making balls for 
playing tlachtli (ballgame), a culturally significant game in Mesoamerica. 
Exceptional masters like Dürer immediately grasped Amerindians’ re-
markable abilities. From all the products arriving in Europe from New 
Spain, rubber alone would become highly influential worldwide.52 
Consequently, when Dürer expressed in his diary in 1520 that he “mar-
veled at the subtle Ingenia of people in foreign lands,” adding, “I cannot 
express all that I thought there,” it was, in this context, totally unders-

49. SAHAGÚN: Florentine Codex, bk. 8, págs. 61–65.
50. Ibid., pág. 27.
51. Ibid., pág. 28.
52. The Mesoamerican material portended things to come including the tires that 

would later propel cars and airplanes.

Fig. 9. Lip Plug in the 
Form of an Eagle Head 

(teocuitcuauhtentetl), 
ca. 1200–1521, Mixtec. 
Dimensions: 1.4 x 2.9 x 

3.8 cm. The Saint Louis Art 
Museum, St. Louis, Missouri. 
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tandable.53 Father Toribio de 
Benavente, widely known as 
Motolinía, one of the Spanish 
friars who traveled to Mexico in 
1523 for missionary work, des-
cribed rubber for Europeans:

They prepare ollin, which is 

the gum of a tree that grows 

in the warm climate. From 

this tree, after it is tapped, 

there is a flow of white drops. 

When these drops come to-

gether, they coagulate and 

turn black as pitch. Of this 

they make balls with which 

the Indians play a game. The 

balls bounce livelier than the 

playing balls in Castile. But 

they are of the same size. 

Although a little more so-

lid and much heavier, their 

bounce is so lively that they 

seem to contain quicksilver. 

This ollin the Indians were 

much accustomed to offer 

to the demons.”54

 Glosses aptly describe the ballplayers Weiditz depicted “In 
this way the Indians play with the inflated ball [ullamalixtli], with their 
buttocks to receive the impact of the ball; they are also wearing similar 
leather gloves.”

 According to the Florentine Codex, Aztec kings had a retinue 
of entertainers in their courts including ballgame players; patolli pla-
yers, a type of dice game played on a mat with large beans; and log 
jugglers, all of whom “gave them solace”; their retinue could include 
“dwarfs, cripples, hunchbacks, servants” and they also “kept eagles, 

53. GORIS, Albrecht Dürer, pág. 64.
54. MOTOLINÍA, Fray T.B.: Motolinía’s History of the Indians of New Spain. Vol. 1. Acad-

emy of American Franciscan History, 1951, pág. 119.

Fig. 10. Christoph Weiditz, 
Aztec Ballplayers. 
Trachtenbuch (1530), pl. 
10–11. Germanisches 
Nationalmuseum, 
Nuremberg, Germany.

Fig. 11. Christoph Weiditz, 
Aztec Log Jugglers. 
Trachtenbuch (1530), 
pl. 8–9. Germanisches 
Nationalmuseum, 
Nuremberg, Germany.
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ocelots, bears, mountain cats, and various birds.”55 Not surprisingly, the 
Trachtenbuch includes seven royal performers whom Weiditz depicts 
with a loincloth and precious jewels piercing their faces, to indicate their 
high status [Fig. 10]. Two of these entertainers squat facing each other 
to demonstrate how to play patolli, two others squat with their back to 
each other as they play the ballgame, and the other three lie down on 
their backs on finely embroidered mats and with their legs in the air to 
maneuver the log [Fig. 11]. Log players delighted Aztec and European 
audiences alike. When log jugglers arrived in Rome to perform for Pope 
Clement VII, chroniclers report:

His Holiness greatly appreciated them, and said that he thanked God that 

such great countries had been discovered in his days, and such numbers 

of people had embraced our holy faith, and he ordered processions to be 

made and all to give thanks and praise to God for it, and he said that Cortés 

and all of us his soldiers had rendered great service, first of all to God, and 

then to our Lord the Emperor Don Carlos and to all Christendom, and that 

we were worthy of great reward.56

 The Aztec nobles who arrived in Spain to visit Charles V in 1528 
were certainly a cause célèbre, but not unique. As Charles Gibson ob-
serves “Mexican Indians began to visit the king for personal requests 
almost immediately following the conquest.”57 Moreover, R. Jovida Baber 
discovered early-colonial documents stating that the Tlaxcalan lords 
who visited Charles V in 1528 —Don Lorenzo Tianquiztlatohuatzin, Don 
Valerio Quetzalcotzin, Don Julían Quauhpiltzintli, Don Juan Citlalihuitzin 
de Avalos, and Don Antonio Huitlalotzin— had petitioned in court that 
their sovereignty be preserved to protect their communities from be-
coming encomiendas (communities subject to demands of tribute).58 
Other delegations of Aztec nobility visited the monarch in Spain at di-
fferent times. Earlier, in 1526, Don Rodrigo and Don Martín came to 
see Charles V who rewarded the indigenous lords with the encomien-
das they requested.59 In 1525 Charles V invited Aztec nobles related to 

55. SAHAGÚN: Florentine Codex, bk. 8, págs. 29, 30
56. DÍAZ DEL CASTILLO, B.: The True History of the Conquest of New Spain, vol. 5. Cam-

bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010, pág. 152.
57. GIBSON, C.: Tlaxcala in the Sixteenth century. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 

1951, pág. 67.
58. JOVITA BABER, R. “Empire, Indians, and the Negotiation for the Status of City in 

Tlaxcala, 1521-1550.” In Negotiation within Domination: New Spain’s Indian Pueblos 
Confront the Spanish State, S. Kellogg and E. Ruiz Medrano (eds.). Boulder: University 
Press of Colorado, 2010, pág. 22–23.

59. GIBSON: Tlaxcala in the Sixteenth Century, pág. 164.
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Moctecuzoma, the huey tlatoani (paramount leader) of the Aztecs at 
the time of the European invasion, to travel to Spain to attain Christian 
instruction at the Talavera monastery; the monarch gave them a sti-
pend and encomiendas.60 Later, in 1534, Diego Tlilquiyahuatzin (also 
Maxixcatzin), accompanied by two other Tlaxcallan nobles and the oidor 
Salmerón, left for Spain to petition Charles V for a governorship, which 
the monarch granted. The Tlaxcalan delegation returned to Mexico at 
the end of 1535 with Antonio de Mendoza who would become the first 
Viceroy of Mexico.61 The indigenous nobility often left Spain with the 
grants they requested and other gifts from Charles V; they correspon-
ded by bestowing upon the monarch wondrous gifts that pleased him 
immensely, which began arriving from Tenochtitlan in 1519. Those gifts 
included precious metals and other priceless cargo constantly arriving 
in Seville. In Valladolid, Giovanni Ruffo de Forli, Apostolic Nuncio at the 
Spanish Court, delighted in seeing the types of gifts the monarch grew 
accustomed to receiving from Tenochtitlan, including a headdress made 
of iridescent feathers and adorned with precious metals and stones. Of 
that headdress, Ruffo said on a letter dated March 7, 1520 to his friend 
in Rome, Francesco Chieragati (he later became Nuncio at the Diet of 
Nuremberg): “it seems to me I have never seen more beautiful object.”62

 Analysis of imagery and text in this article has been stimulated 
by concepts in social stratification because they help reconcile the re-
presentation of the “naked and savage cannibal” with that of Amerindian 
nobility. Talcott Parsons defines social stratification as “the differential 
ranking of the human individuals who compose a given social system 
and their treatment as superior and inferior relative to one another in 
certain socially important respects.”63 Aztec nobility evoke superio-
rity within specific arenas (fields) and yet their diametric opposition 
to European mores of dress problematizes hierarchical perceptions. 
Dipankar Gupta’s studies of stratification in modern-day India provide 
useful insights to evaluate representations of Amerindians in European 
art. Gupta explains that social stratification “is not just about catego-
rizing or differentiating people into diverse strata,” which he deems 

60. JOHNSON, Cultural Hierarch in Sixteenth-Century Europe, pág. 84
61. GIBSON: Tlaxcala in the Sixteenth Century, pág. 165.
62. “me pareçe que nunca vi más linda ni hermosa cosa.” BATALLION, M. “Les premiers 

Mexicains envoys en Espagne par Cortès,” Journal de la Société des Américanistes 49 
(1959): pág. 139; COE, M. “The Royal Fifth: Earliest Notices of Maya Writing,” The 
Americas 61, no. 4 (2005): 2.

63. PARSONS, T. “An Analytical Approach to the Theory of Social Stratification” Amer-
ican Journal of Sociology 45, no. 6 (1940): 841.
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“would be a purely mechanical exercise, unworthy of conscientious so-
ciological analysis.”64 Gupta adds that stratification offers an analytical 
basis for understanding order and mobility and thus tells us about “the 
principles of social stasis and of social dynamics.”65 Representations of 
Amerindians in European material culture during the Age of Exploration 
reveal a complex network of interactions, both static and dynamic, 
that could be analyzed in the context of class. As Gupta argues, in that 
sense, social stratification “offers a unique window to comprehend the 
liveliness and vivacity of social reality,” adding that “to be able to see 
dynamics in what appears as a static ranked order, and, by the same 
token, to be able to discern order in flux, surely constitutes the greatest 
challenges in any disciplinary pursuit of knowledge.”66

 That Aztec nobility is not depicted in European regalia in the 
Trachtenbuch suggests the order in flux in the Age of Discovery. In 1528, 
Amerindian monarchs and their entourage retained social standing, in-
dependence, and cultural traditions, even though European chroniclers 
and artists often retorted to the “cannibal” trope. Bourdieu’s concepts 
of field, species of capital, and habitus are useful when analyzing repre-
sentations in image and text of Amerindian nobility in the context of the 
dynamics of social stratification that Gupta observed. Bourdieu’s theory 
addresses criticism leveled at structuralism, which maintains that uni-
versal and rigid rules govern the social life of people while downplaying 
an individual’s subjective attitudes and independent decision-making. 
For Bourdieu, humans are simultaneously free as individuals and cons-
trained by social order, or as he explains it, “the quite absurd opposition 
between individual and society, which the notion of habitus, as social 
life incorporated, and thus individuated, is meant to transcend.”67 For 
Bourdieu a field is a complex network of historic and current relation-
ships in various arenas of society (art, religion, law, education, sports, 
and others), of which the most important is the political realm because 
it structures all other fields. Moreover, each field adheres to regulatory 
principles that those with a stake in its operations maneuver to their 
advantage. Agents attain advantageous positions within fields with spe-
cies of capital, which can be: 1) economic (currencies including gold), 2) 
social (a person’s network of connections), and/or 3) cultural (symbols of 

64. GUPTA, D., Interrogating Caste: Understanding Hierarchy and Difference in Indian 
Society. London: Penguin Books, 2000, pág. 17.

65. Ibid., pág.18.
66. Ibid.
67. BOURDIEU, P.: In Other Words: Essays Towards a Reflexive Sociology, M. Adamson 

(trans.) Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1990, pág. 31.
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cultural competence as in titles or credentials as well as social authority 
and political power). The relative position that agents occupy in a par-
ticular field depends on the amount of species of capital they have at 
their disposal. Thus, fields are spaces of negotiation, competition, and 
conflict. According to one of Bourdieu’s most influential concepts, the 
habitus, agents develop deeply entrenched inclinations, propensities, 
or predispositions during their lifetime that simultaneously structure 
the social realm and are themselves structured by them. Upbringing 
predisposes persons to preferences that become so ingrained in their 
modus operandi and thus are often mistaken as “natural” when in reality 
are culturally attained. In other words, social conditions create taste. 
Bourdieu describes the “natural choices” individuals make as akin to 
understanding the rules of a game, explaining: “There is no way out of 
the game of culture; and one’s only chance of objectifying the true na-
ture of the game is to objectify as fully as possible the very operations 
which one is obliged to use in order to achieve that objectification.”68

 Bourdieu’s concepts help make sense of the social dynamics 
during the Age of Discovery, when Amerindians and Europeans alike in 
their interactions played “a game” and gained advantage by adhering 
to culturally attained norms (habitus) and using the capital at their dis-
posal. Humans superimpose their own experience in rationalizing new 
situations and logically that is what Europeans did when encountering 
the New World and Amerindians.69 For example, Columbus resorted 
to thinking —he died embracing the erroneous notion— his crew had 
reached China because that is what he knew about the world.70 Soon, 
other explorers recognized it was a new land mass and because it was 
densely populated, their exploration of the New World inevitably invol-
ved interacting with Amerindians. Europeans relied on Amerindians 
for sustenance, guidance, and even words to name things they had 
never seen before, thus influencing language development in the West. 
Nevertheless, European explorers began reductive representations of 
Amerindians, in image and text, where the latter were declared to be 
“uncivilized.” Devaluing Amerindians’ human and intellectual worth with 
rhetoric of the “naked cannibal savage” was therefore not to reflect 
reality but to admit a social order with seemingly static hierarchies. 

68. BOURDIEU, P.: Distinction: A social Critique of the Judgement of Taste, R. Nice 
(trans.). Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1984, pág. 12.

69. GREENBLATT, S.: Marvelous Possessions: The Wonder of the New World. Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1992; and PAGDEN, A.: European Encounters with the New World: 
From Renaissance to Romanticism. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994.

70. JAMESON, Northmen, Columbus, and Cabot, pág. 134.
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The Age of Discovery was a period that instead of static presented all 
the “liveliness and vivacity of social reality” that Gupta discusses.

 Imagery and text of Aztec nobility visiting Charles V in 1528, 
because of social class, demonstrate a sensibility, dignity, and sophis-
tication lacking in the “naked cannibal” Amerindian trope captured from 
secondary sources. Amerindians embracing European culture also eli-
cited sympathetic renderings. This is demonstrated in various manus-
cripts from the late sixteenth century including the Códice de trajes 
that an unknown artist made the same year that Weiditz completed the 
portraits of Aztec nobility.71 The Códice de trajes devotes only two pages 
to Amerindians. One page features its own rendition of the Aztec lord 
wearing the cape with horizontal stripes and holding a bird in Weiditz’s 
Trachtenbuch [Fig. 6, left]. In the Códice de trajes, a woman and child 
accompany this lord. The artist may have sought to create a family scene 
or series of artistic models of Amerindians to portray different genders 
and ages. The woman’s exposed breasts are more in keeping with Aztec 
conventions of female dress than in Weiditz portraits. Significantly, the 
other page in the Códice de trajes of Amerindians features three men 
and two women wearing clothing that mixes Aztec and European ele-
ments and thus evokes colonialism [Fig. 12]. While the beautifully em-
broidered garments, the hair, and the shoes (worn by two of the men) 
are distinctly Aztec, covering the body with more tailored garments is 

71. This manuscript has an almost identical counterpart in a manuscript housed at 
the Museo Stibbert in Florence. See BOND, K.L.: “Costume Albums in Charles V’s 
Habsburg Empire (1528–1549),” PhD diss., University of Cambridge, 2017, pág. 244

Fig. 12. Amerindians from 
Mesoamerica, Códice 

de trajes (ca. 1530–40), 
fol. 17v–18r. Biblioteca 

Nacional de España, Madrid.
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European. The Códice de trajes inclu-
des only one of the Aztec portraits in 
Weiditz’s Trachtenbuch and its creator 
does not seem to have had face-to-face 
encounters with the Aztecs.72 Instead, 
the artist apparently intended to depict 
exotic Amerindians wearing clothing 
made of feathers to juxtapose with in-
digenous peoples who have embraced 
European culture. That tendency en-
dures a century later in the Dutch artist 
Albert Eckhout’s series of oil on canvas 
from 1641 of South American mestizos 
rendered more civilized than their sava-
ge counterparts, those Indians, for example the Tapuya, who resisted 
acculturation by fiercely fighting against European encroachment. In 
Mameluca Woman Under a Fruiting Cashew Tree, Eckhout depicts a mes-
tizo woman, thus she is in part of European descent, wearing a flowing 
floor-length robe of white silk and with delicate necklace and bracelets. 
She holds a basket full of flowers, and some blooms grace the beautiful 
diadem adorning her head. In contrast, he renders an Indian woman in 
Tapuian Cannibal Woman, of the Tapuya tribe, with only a simple spray of 
leaves covering her genitalia. She is also grotesquely shown with human 
remains including a severed arm that she holds and a leg whose foot 
protrudes from her basket, which hangs from her head tied with rope.

 Something remarkable happens at the end of the sixteenth cen-
tury: Weiditz’s Aztec nobles in the Trachtenbuch lose their Amerindian 
identity when they are rehashed in a number of manuscripts.73 For 

72. Ibid. Bond argues that Christoph von Sternsee is a commissioner of the manuscript 
in Florence and never interacted with Amerindians, specifying “in fact, he does not 
speak of the Americas or its subjects at all.”

73. See Kostüme der Männer und Frauen in Augsburg und Nürnberg, Deutschland, Euro-
pa, Orient und Afrika (late 1500s) and Kostümbuch—Kopie nach dem Trachtenbuch des 
Christoph Weiditz-BSB Cod.icon. 342, (ca. 1600), both at the Bayerische Staatsbiblio-
thek, Munich; Ttzrachtenbuch. Darinen viller Volckher unnd Nationen Claidung unnd 
zier begrüffen weliche nit allain lustig zu sechen, Sonderen auch Nutzlich zue aller zier zu 
gebrauchen Mit groser müehe unnd arbait zuesamen getragen vor Nie gesechenn volen-
dent (1580), at the Lipperheidesche Costume Library, Berlin; and Esther and Ahasuer-
us, oil on canvas by unknown Augsburg artist (late 1500s), at the Kunsthistorisches 
Museum, Gemäldegalerie Ambras Castle, Vienna, features Amerindians with capes in 
Weiditz’s Trachtenbuch. See Bond, “Costume Albums in Charles V’s Habsburg,” and 
MEADOW, M. “The Aztecs at Ambras: Social Networks and the Transfer of Cultural 
Knowledge of the New World,” in Kultureller Austausch: Bilanz und Perspektiven der 

Fig. 13. Ballplayers, Kostüme 
und Sittenbilder des 16 
(1576), fol. 25r. Bayerische 
Staatsbibliothek, Munich, 
Germany.
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example, Kostüme und Sittenbilder des 16 (1576) shows clear influence 
from Weidietz’s Trachtenbuch and duplicates all of its Aztec portraits, 
recreating their pose, garments, and activities. Folio 25r features the 
Aztec ballplayers engaged in the quintessentially Mesoamerican ball-
game and wearing only a version of a loincloth. Absent are the jewels 
or gear including hip and hand protection that Weiditz attempted to 
depict [Fig. 13]. Shockingly, the glosses indicate that the portraits are 
of “Moors,” essentially erasing Aztec identity and providing a new one by 
relegating them to the generic “other” category.74 This new level of mis-
representation prevails in other manuscripts, suggesting a deliberate 
lack of curiosity to learn about Amerindians before representing them. 
The Aztec portraits in Weiditz’s Trachtenbuch are again rehashed, this 
time to grace the frontispiece of the sixth part of Theodor de Bry’s 1596 
Latin edition of Great Voyages on the Kingdom of Peru. Thus, the Aztec 
lord holding a bird, ballplayers, and jugglers appear as Peruvians. The 
jugglers are not lying on embroidered mats as they juggle with their feet, 
but with their bodies perfectly upright as they stand on their heads.75

Conclusion
Just like the images of the rhinoceros that captured the public’s imag-
ination and remained indelible for generations, that of the naked and 
savage Amerindian who eats human flesh and wears clothing made of 
leaves or feathers endured for centuries. To some extent, that image of 
the Amerindian continues to exert an enormous influence in modern me-
dia, language, and often, even scholarship. This article has argued that 
while renditions of Amerindians are often ridden with misconceptions, 
they tend to be more accurate and sympathetic when rendered from live 
models than those executed from secondary sources including from 
European explorers’ letters and chronicles or even previous imagery 
including those by Weiditz in his Trachtenbuch. In  addition, the article 
proposed, social class or gentrification and acceptance of European 
culture, tempered the tendency to see all Amerindians as savage beings, 
prone to eating human flesh.

Früneuzeitforschung, NORTH, M. (ed.), 349–68. Köln: Böhlau Verlag, 2009.
74. http://daten.digitale-sammlungen.de/~db/0001/bsb00010526/images/index.html?id=00010526&na-

tiveno=25r; also Trachtenbuch: Darinen... (note 73), rehashes Weiditz’s portraits of Az-
tecs and describes as “Arabische Mor.”

75. https://archive.org/details/americaeparssext00benz_1/page/n15


