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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 
This dissertation examines the initial contacts and cultural encounters between Europe 

and the Mexica and investigates the ways in which the Mexica treasures acquired by the 

conquistadores played a pivotal role in shaping social, cultural, political and religious 

perceptions and misperceptions about the Mexica, Hapsburgs and their empire, and 

Europe as a whole in the early sixteenth-century.  The initial shipment of art, artifacts, 

weapons and other goods given to King of Spain and Holy Roman Emperor Charles V 

Hapsburg by the Mexica ruler Moctezuma (via Hernán Cortés) arrived in Seville on 

November 5th, 1519, followed by additional deliveries soon thereafter.  The objects 

included in these shipments would play a significant role in shaping and promoting the 

newly expanded imperial identity, while simultaneously contributing to the European 

audience’s construction of an identity for the indigenous peoples of the New World, 

doing so through a European vision and recontextualization of pre-Columbian and early 

post-Conquest art and artifacts.  This project explores these issues by focusing on three 

specific media: gold, mosaics (or small stonework) and featherwork, the three media 

most associated with the indigenous peoples and most coveted by European audiences.  

In doing so, I seek to understand what it was about these media specifically that inspired 

their new-found audiences to desire these materials so intensely, above all other forms of 

production to be found in the pre-Columbian Americas; how each art form fit into 

existing preconceptions and was used to shape new identities and beliefs about both 

cultures; and what we learn from answering these questions. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 

  “…can there be anything more magnificent 
       than that this barbarian lord should have all the things 

  to be found under the heavens in his domain, 
         fashioned in gold and silver and jewels and feathers; 

 and so realistic in gold and silver that no smith 
          in the world could have done better, 

         and in jewels so fine that it is impossible to imagine 
            with what instruments they were cut so perfectly; 
          and those in feathers more wonderful than anything 

      in wax or embroidery” 
              -Letter of Hernán Cortés to Emperor Charles V  

       on October 30, 15201 
 

 
The more deeply that the Spanish conquistador Bernal Díaz del Castillo (ca 1496-1584) 

explored the interior of the New World and the greater interactions he had with the 

indigenous peoples of what is now Mexico, the more amazed he became.  He and his 

compatriots were continually astounded by the vast quantities of fabulous treasures – of 

the kind described by Hernán Cortés (1485-1547) in his letter to Hapsburg Emperor 

Charles V (1500-1556) quoted above – in addition to the innovative techniques and 

unparalleled skills of the artists.  What truly seems to have astonished him the most, 

according to his own recollections, was the massive treasure of the Mexica ruler 

Axayacatl, over which he and his fellow conquistadores “marvel[ed].”2  According to 

Díaz del Castillo’s own later account, the treasure was so extensive, and of such range 

																																																								
1 Hernán Cortés, written to Emperor Charles V Hapsburg on October 30, 1520 in the Segunda Carta de 
2 Bernal Díaz del Castillo, Historia verdadera de la conquista de la Nueva España (1632), ed. Carlos 
Zamora (Mexico City: Porrúa, 1982); Bernal Díaz del Castillo, The Discovery and Conquest of Mexico, 
1517-1521, ed. from the only exact copy of the original MS (and published in Mexico) by Genaro Garcia, 
trans. with an introduction and notes by A. P. Maudslay (New York: Octagon Books, 1979), esp. 192, 214 
and 226 and Anthony Alan Shelton, “Cabinets of Transgression: Renaissance Collections and the 
Incorporation of the New World,” in The Cultures of Collecting, ed. John Elsner and Roger Cardinal 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1994), 177-203, esp. 190. 
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and quality, that the conquistador was unable to decide whether the sight was real or 

illusory, and he and his fellow soldiers hardly knew where to focus their attentions: on 

the piles of gold and silver?  Or heaps of finely crafted jewelry?  Perhaps the stacks of 

platters, goblets and trinkets?  Or the figurines, adornments and masks carved out of jade 

and other hard stone, which were accompanied by similar objects covered in mosaics?  

And, of course, there were the numerous fine featherwork objects, safely protected within 

dozens of containers?3  Although he participated in the expeditions of Francisco 

Hernández de Córdoba (1517), Juan de Grijalva (1518) and Hernán Cortés (1519-24), 

Bernal Díaz del Castillo did not actually publish a first-hand narrative account of his 

experiences until 1576, with his Historia verdadera de la conquista de la Nueva España 

(“The True History of the Conquest of New Spain”).4  Despite the gap of nearly half a 

century, the memories were clearly vivid, as the vibrancy, intensity and strangeness of it 

all stayed with him.5  The wonders of the material world that Bernal Díaz del Castillo and 

																																																								
3 As described in Díaz del Castillo, The Discovery and Conquest of Mexico, 1517-1521; amazingly, this 
only refers to what was found within one chamber, and not throughout the rest of Axayacatl’s palace. 
Unfortunately, nothing remains of what must have been a truly astounding sight. As soon as they 
discovered this secreted treasure, the Spaniards immediately set to melting down the copious amounts of 
gold.  Other items – featherworks, stone and mosaic, weaponry, etc. – was included with future shipments 
back to Spain, but none were described well enough for future identification. This treasure hoard will be 
discussed further in Chapter 2. 
4 Cortés led a number of expeditions that explored the terrain and conquered indigenous peoples of the New 
World.  After taking command of the expedition in 1519, he continued to explore and govern present-day 
Mexico until 1524, at which point he headed an expedition to Honduras (1524-1526), before returning to 
Spain in 1528.  Cortés returned to Mexico in 1530, where he continued to explore different regons of the 
country – including the Pacific coast and the northwest region of Mexico – until returning to Spain, for the 
last time, in 1541. As such, his expedition technically took place between 1519 and 1541.  In reality, 
however, that time was not spent continuously exploring Mexico, or even in the New World.  I use the 
dates 1519 to 1524 above, as that was the first and most important expedition Cortés led in the New World 
and in present-day Mexico, specifically. 
5 Although the better known, colloquial name for the predominant society that ruled over much of what is 
now central Mexico in the period prior to the Spanish arrival in and conquest of the New World is ‘Aztec,’ 
I will address them as the ‘Mexica’ throughout this dissertation as it is the more accurate, correct term. The 
indigenous peoples in question identified themselves as ‘Mexica;’ ‘Aztec,’ as an identifier, first appeared in 
an influential published record when Mexican Jesuit historian Francisco Javier Clavijero (1731-1787) used 
it in his La Historia Antigua de México (1780).  It gained popularity several decades later when German 
explorer Alexander von Humboldt (1769-1859) referred to the ‘Aztècpies’ in Vues des cordillères et 
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his contemporaries encountered in Mexico and the Americas formed a significant part of 

their responses to these experiences, opening their eyes to the possibilities of the marvels 

– and wealth – to be found in this new world.  

 This dissertation examines the interactions between Europe and the New World 

by way of the indigenous art, artifacts and goods that were transferred to Europe 

beginning in the immediate aftermath of Hernán Cortés’ “discovery” of modern-day 

Mexico – then part of New Spain – and the Mexica people.6  The quotation that opens 

this chapter is an excerpt from the second of four letters Cortés sent to his patron and 

emperor, Charles V, on October 30, 1520, where we get a glimpse into the intensity of 

the European response at the abundance and artistry of the treasures they found in the 

New World, which were subsequently transported to Europe.  As we will see, Cortés’ 

assessment of the bounty of natural resources, precious materials and the magnificence 

and realism with which these resources were worked was not an anomaly; rather, it was 

typical of how audiences throughout Europe reacted to the Mexica art and artifacts.  It 

also becomes clear, however, that the very quality of wonder and strangeness that first the 

conquistadors, and later the audience in Europe, associated with these objects allowed 

																																																																																																																																																																					
monuments des peuples indigènes de l'Amerique, or Researches concerning the institutions & monuments 
of the ancient inhabitants of America, with the descriptions & views of some of the most striking scenes of 
in the Cordillieras! (2 vols, Paris: F. Schoell, 1810). It was cemented in English language and culture 
through American historian William H. Prescott’s The History of the Conquest of Mexico (New York: 
Harper & Brothers, 1843). There are other challenges that arise in relation to the use of “Aztec” in modern 
scholarship; depending on the context, it can refer exclusively to the people who lived in Tenochtitlán. In 
other situations, the term is used to also include the inhabitants of Tenochtitlán’s principal allied city-states, 
Teccoco and Tlacopan, or all the various city-states in the region, or in another way; however authors use 
the term, they infrequently define clearly the parameters of the society they discuss. In this paper, I use 
“Mexica” to encompass all of the indigenous peoples who lived in Mesoamerica during the fourteenth 
through early sixteenth centuries, spoke Nahuat and shared common political, religious and cultural values.   
6 There were two previous expeditions to Cortés’, that sailed along the Yucatán coastline, interacted with 
the local communities and conducted trades, but neither the communities nor the interactions could be 
compared to the Mexica expeditions in terms of scale, importance or influence, or to the events that took 
place beginning in 1519.  The objects procured through these early Yucatán interactions also would be sent 
to Spain along with those acquired by Cortés. See Chapter 2.      
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them to distance their appreciative reactions from the act of cultural appropriation.  It was 

not simply an innocent appreciation, but a mechanism of differentiation that allowed such 

acts of appropriation in the process of conquest and subjugation.  Indeed, the objects 

themselves represented conquest and power to the new audience. 

Among the issues I explore throughout this dissertation are the European 

responses to the introduction of new media, new techniques and new art forms (as well as 

some familiar ones), as expressed by a culture that was so radically different from their 

own.  Organized into four chapters – the first addressing the historical and political 

context, the others concentrating on one material or type of object coveted by Europeans 

– this project reflects on a number of questions, including: Why were these materials and 

types of objects so coveted by Europeans, beyond their intrinsic value?  How did 

European collectors and audiences use, understand and contextualize these objects, and 

on what did they base these ideas?  How did these materials and object types relate to 

issues of identity construction, for both the Mexica and the Europeans?  Unsurprisingly, 

this project incorporates scholarship from a number of disciplines, drawing from 

developments in art history, history, archaeology and anthropology, as well as issues of 

collecting and display practices, the realm of Renaissance gardens and grottoes, early 

modern travel writing, antiquarianism and many more.  Ultimately, however, four central 

themes or conceptual ideas underpin this work: that of the exotic, the social lives of 

objects, mobility and materiality.7 

																																																								
7 Although, for the sake of clarity, I have organized the predominant overarching themes into four 
subsections in this Introduction, the issues in question and corresponding scholarship do not necessarily 
always fit neatly into each of the four categories. There can be a great deal of overlap and a source that 
informs “The Social Lives of Objects,” for example, might just as often be integral to “Mobility.”  The 
theories of anthropologists Arjun Appadurai and Igor Kopytoff, for instance, are crucial to, and form the 
foundation of, my “The Social Lives of Objects” discussion and the scholarship of nearly every 
anthropologist, archaeologist, historian, art historian, economic historian, etc. who has since entered their 
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The Exotic 

The idea of the exotic is inextricably linked to that of exploration, early modern 

colonialsm and discovery and the New World.  A central starting point for this area of 

scholarship is Edward Said’s foundational work from 1978, Orientalism.8  Although 

Said’s efforts were directed towards the Middle East, Asia and Africa rather than the 

New World, his work played a critical role in helping to define ‘the Other,’ as Western 

audiences have understood it.  According to Said’s critical observation, the West has 

tended to essentialize these peoples as undeveloped and static, creating the sense that they 

can be studied, and that Europe and North America are superior, fully civilized, rational 

by comparison.  He understood Orientalism and ‘the Other’ to be Europe’s colonies, 

lands of “exotic beings and exploitable riches that existed primarily to service the 

economy and imagination” of the dominant power.9  Said’s theories have influenced 

much of the subsequent scholarship, especially in anthropology and postcolonial studies 

that have more recently complicated his binary and uni-directional power structures that 

tend to see cultures of difference as the driving subject of study.10  In many ways, the 

arguments of semiotician and literary theorist Walter Mignolo in his 2003 The Darker 

Side of the Renaissance: Literacy, Territoriality, and Colonization are reflective of Said’s 

																																																																																																																																																																					
respective fields. Their theories, which will be discussed later in this Introduction, are critical to so many 
disciplines and deal with ideas and issues to the point that nearly every scholar cited in this Introduction, 
regardless of the theme (as well as those authors whose names and works have not been included for 
brevity) referred to both Appadurai and Kopytoff at some point. 
8 Also important is Edward Said’s Culture and Imperialism (New York: Knopf, 1993). 
9 Nicholas B. Dirks, “Edward Said and Anthropology,” in Edward Said: A Legacy of Emancipation and 
Representation, ed. Adel Iskandar and Hakem Rustom (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2010), 86-
101, esp. 87. 
10 Said felt that any division of humanity into “Us” and “Them” leads to hostility, and his scholarship 
ultimately calls attention to the risks of studying the differences between cultures. However, recognition of 
differences between societies is just as vital to understanding other societies as the similarities, and any 
number of disciplines study these differences between styles, communities and cultures.  
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theories regarding the centrality and dominance of Europe, and subjugation and 

‘Otherization’ of the New World usefully applied to the period of this dissertation.11  

Mignolo specifically focused on the differences in the systems in writing between the 

European invaders and the indigenous societies, using that to explore the connections 

between writing, social organization and political power, and to demonstrate how the 

Amerindians were at a disadvantage when facing the Europeans during the initial periods 

of contact.  Taken as a whole, Mignolo’s analysis of what made the indigenous peoples 

of the New World exotic as ‘the Other’ seems to have been shaped in large part by 

differences in their writing and language systems to those of the Europeans, and how the 

Europeans, in turn, interpreted these systems, the systems’ differences from the 

Europeans’ own and the people themselves.12 

Art historians have found much to mine in this field, as well. Claire Farago’s 

research, which we will return to, has called for a critical ‘reframing’ of the Renaissance 

in order to take into central consideration the expanding world, awareness of other 

cultures and the ways in which non-European – i.e. ‘exotic’ – art has a power to shape 

concepts of cultural identity on both sides of the Atlantic or Pacific.13  Ultimately, 

however, any modern consideration of ‘the Other’ owes a great debt to anthropologist 

																																																								
11 The influence of Said can be seen throughout Walter Mignolo’s The Darker Side of the Renaissance: 
Literacy, Territoriality, and Colonization (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2003), but is perhaps 
most evident – and relevant to this dissertation – in “Chapter 6: Putting the Americas on the Map: 
Cartography and the Colonization of Space” (259-314). 
12 As Mignolo points out – and many others have acknowledged – indigenous Amerindians were at a great 
disadvantage in facing the European invaders for many reasons, not the least of which being that pre-
Conquest cultures did not employ the same kind of writing or texts – hence, “knowledge” – that was 
traditionally valdiated by the Europeans. Without an easily understood language, especially with a written 
tradition, the Mexica and other indigenous societie seemed even more foreign and strange to the 
Europeans; in short, exotic and primitive. Mignolo explores this issue at greater length in The Darker Side 
of the Renaissance, especially Chapter 1. 
13 Farago emphasizes this idea of cultural identity in relation to the hybridization that develops when the 
“Other” is introduced to the familiar. This is particularly true in Claire Farago, ed., Reframing the 
Renaissance: Visual Culture in Europe and Latin America, 1450-1650 (New Haven and London: Yale 
University Press, 1995), esp. 12. 
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Peter Mason’s seminal examination of the topic, Infelicities: Representations of the 

Exotic (1998).  Mason already had examined historical concepts of America – that is, the 

New World – as an ‘Other’ in European visual representations of foreignness.14  In 

Infelicities, Mason seeks to articulate what ‘exotic’ is.  He frames his study by explaining 

that what one society considers ‘exotic’ is an imaginary cultural construct produced by a 

“process of decontextualitzation,” in that any object that is rendered exotic has been taken 

from one setting or context, and transferred to another, different one, and 

recontextualized, where it then assumes new meanings.15  Mason’s chosen title, 

Infelicities, is a play on the fact that it is infelicitous in how the items labeled as ‘exotic’ 

do not properly correspond to their newly established homes. 

The definition of the ‘exotic’ proposed by Mason forms much of the underlying 

foundation for my analysis of the European response to the New World and the treasures 

found therein, as do the efforts of Farago and others to analyze the significance of an 

awareness of the other cultures and the true impact of these cross-cultural and intra-

cultural connections, albeit from a Eurocentric perspective.  The appeal of the Mexica 

treasures as exotic is a theme I return to throughout the four chapters of this dissertation 

and is supported by the descriptive language used by fascinated collectors, scholars, 

conquistadores, Jesuits and other viewers from the days the first Spaniards had access to 

indigenous Amerindian works of art in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth century.16  

																																																								
14 Mason draws our attention to what was perhaps the most widely disseminated visual – and literary – 
representation of the New World in the years, even decades, immediately after the discovery and Conquest 
of the New World: that of the ‘Wild Man.’ Mason, Deconstructing America: Representations of the Other 
(London: Routledge, 1990), esp. 43-53. 
15 Peter Mason, Infelicities: Representations of the Exotic (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 
1998), esp. 3. 
16 “Amerindian” is commonly used to refer to the indigenous peoples of the Americas, most often in 
anthropological contexts.  I employ the term throughout this dissertation, typically in reference to peoples, 
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Building on the work of Mason, Farago and others, I show how the early modern 

European audiences’ appreciation for the Mexica treasures and their desire to own, 

change or display the treasures consisted of a dual directional transaction and helped 

shape and challenge European ideas of cultural identities – not only of the Mexica 

peoples as a whole, and how they did or did not fit existing worldviews, but also of the 

ruling Hapsburgs themselves, and broader European society. 

 
 
 

The Social Lives of Objects 

Another thread that runs through this dissertation is that of the objects themselves: what 

they are, what they are made out of, how they were used and valued by the culture of 

origin (the Mexica), what powers they had to evoke the gods or create new realities, what 

happened to them upon their transfer to Europe, and how and why they were valued by 

their new audiences in Europe.  This sphere of inquiry corresponds to an area of 

scholarship that has developed into a central area of focus over the last three decades, 

namely, the agency of things.  My critical starting point here is anthropologist Arjun 

Appadurai’s 1986 The Social Lives of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective.  

This compilation of essays by various anthropologists and historians draws attention to 

the way in which objects were recontextualized, emphasizing globalism and exchange.17  

In his introductory essay, Appadurai argues for understanding commodities as “objects in 

motion,” considering objects as if living beings that lead social lives, acquire and lose 

																																																																																																																																																																					
objects, materials and/or techniques that were not limited specifically to one society, such as the Mexica, 
but rather to the peoples of the entire region as a whole.  
17 Arjun Appadurai, ed., The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1986). 
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value and change signification and more.18  Equally influential is his co-author, Igor 

Kopytoff, who introduces the concept of ‘cultural biography.’19  With this 

anthropomorphizing theory, he asserts that it is possible to write the biographies of 

objects, just as we write the biographies of people, by following the objects’ ‘lives’ from 

birth through death and even an ‘afterlife,’ and that an item’s cultural biography is a 

central component to its economic, transactional and even symbolic value.  Although 

Kopytoff proposed this model as a means to counter some of the deficiencies in the 

available evidence for archaeology and anthropology, it is a valuable methodological tool 

for art historians, as well, for it allows scholars to consider the various, intangible, ways 

works of art evolved over time, across distances, and as they move through different 

points of cultural contact and transfer.20  It also contributes to and expands the existing, 

traditional art historical methodological approaches, such as stylistic and iconographical 

analysis, further enriching the discipline.  Ruth Tringham’s ‘life-history’ theory, in turn, 

seeks to understand how objects become invested with meaning through the social 

interactions that surround them, a concept which clearly has its roots in Kopytoff’s.21  

Chris Gosden and Yvonne Marshall have taken these ideas a step further, examining not 

																																																								
18 Arjun Appadurai, “Introduction: Commodities and the Politics of Value,” in The Social Life of Things: 
Commodities in Cultural Perspective, ed. Arjun Appadurai (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1986), 3-63. 
19 Igor Kopytoff, “The Cultural Biography of Things: Commoditization as a Process,” in The Social Life of 
Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective, ed. Arjun Appadurai (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1986), 64-91. 
20 Ibid., 66-8. 
21 Ruth Tringham, “Archaeological Houses, Households, Housework and the Home,” in The Home: Words, 
Interpretations, Meanings, and Environments, ed. D. N. Benjamin, D. Stea and D. Saile (Aldershot: 
Avebury, 1995), 79-107. 
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only the biographies of the objects themselves, but also the agency and effects that they 

have on the people who use, view and possess them.22   

 My analysis builds on the efforts of Appadurai, Kopytoff, Tringham, Gosden, 

Marshall and others, and particularly integrates both Appadurai’s conceptualization of 

‘objects in motion’ and Kopytoff’s ‘cultural biographies’ as useful approaches.23  A 

fundamental theme of Appadurai’s argument is that objects take on different forms and 

regimes of value as they move through different worlds.  The Mexica treasure’s journey 

was both physical and cultural, as the gold, stone and featherwork objects were first made 

with specific purposes within a given society and imbued with mutually-agreed upon 

economic, cultural and spiritual values; they survived the arrival (and perhaps conquest, 

depending on when they were transported to Europe) of an invading people from a far-off 

land; were then transferred in ownership to people of an entirely different culture and 

religion; and were finally transported to Europe, frequently among many destinations and 

even owners, accruing an array of functions, displays, meanings and values.  In 

examining this aspect of the objects’ lives, I also engage with the critical realization that 

things are not just a “stage setting” to human lives and actions; they are integral to it, and 

																																																								
22 Chris Gosden, “What Do Objects Want?” Journal of Archaeological Method and Theory Vol. 12, No. 3 
(September 2005): 193-211 and Chris Gosden and Yvonne Marshall, “The Cultural Biography of Objects,” 
World Archaeology The Cultural Biography of Objects vol. 31, no. 2 (October 1999), 169-78.  
23 This is a particularly long list, and it is impossible to list every scholar to whom I am endebted, or who 
contributed to this area of scholarship.  However, just a few include: Roberta J. M. Olson, “III. The after-
life of the object,” Renaissance Studies vol. 19, no. 5, Special Issue: The Biography of the Object in Late 
Medieval and Renaissance Italy (November 2005); 658-59; Janet Hoskins, “Agency, Biography and 
Objects,” in Handbook of Material Culture, ed. Christopher Tilley, Webb Keane, Susanne Küchler, 
Michael Rowlands and Patricia Spyer (London: SAGE, 2006), 74-84 and Jody Joy, “Reinvigorating Object 
Biography: Reproducing the Drama of Object Lives,” World Archaeology vol. 41, no. 4, Debates in “World 
Archaeology” (December 2009): 540-56.  There are countless others who focus on a single aspect of object 
biography, some of which are relevant to my topic.  For example, Nicholas J. Saunders considers how the 
perception and meaning of objects is transformed through exchange in Saunders, “Biographies of 
Brilliance: Pearls, Transformations of Matter and Being, c. AD 1492,” World Archaeology vol. 31, no. 2 
(1999): 243-57. 
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that human and object histories inform one another.24  I assert that this transformation 

occurred in a number of ways, including through the transfer and display of Mexica 

objects in a new setting, in which they then took on new meanings.  The European 

alteration, on the other hand, involved a shift in how people defined themselves 

artistically, culturally and politically. 

 
 

Mobility 

 ‘Mobility’ is perhaps the theme most crucial of all to this dissertation.  After all, the 

transmission of Mexica treasure as portable objects from the New World to Europe is the 

basis for this project and for this extended historical moment as part of the early modern 

global experience.  The years of Christopher Columbus’ and Hernán Cortés’ expeditions 

to the New World, the Conquest of New Spain and the transmission of the treasures from 

the New World throughout Europe all correspond to the first part of what has widely 

been referred to as the ‘Age of Discovery.’25  Spanning roughly 1450 through the 

eighteenth century, the Age of Discovery was a period that encompassed scientific, 

artistic and cultural discoveries, and above all, globalization, resulting in the increased 

development and expansion of trade routes, mercantilism, colonialism and missionary 

activity. The impact of globalism and the study of the transfer of goods from one region 

or locality to another are thus pivotal concerns within art history, and ones that attempt 

																																																								
24 This idea is discussed, generally, in many sources going back to Appadurai, “Commodities and the 
Politics of Value,” 3-63 and Kopytoff, “The Cultural Biography of Things,” 64-91; however, for a more 
concise summary of this concept, see Gosden and Marshall, “The Cultural Biography of Objects,” 169. 
25 See, for example, Frank Lestringant, Mapping the Renaissance World: The Geographical Imagination in 
the Age of Discovery, trans. David Fausett (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1994); Peter C. Mancall, “The Age of 
Discovery,” Reviews in American History vol. 26, no. 1, The Challenge of American History (March 
1998): 26-53; David Arnold, The Age of Discovery, 1500-1600 (London and New York: Routledge, 2002) 
and Peter C. Mancall, ed., Travel Narratives from the Age of Discovery: An Anthology (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2006). 
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also to renew attention to traditionally non-canonical works of art and aspects of material 

culture. 

 Claire Farago’s 1995 edited volume Reframing the Renaissance is a vital resource 

for exploring how an awareness of other cultures contributed to European “conceptions 

of the arts during this initial period of global contact.”26  More than that, though, the 

authors consider early modern collecting practices as indicators of cultural exchange, 

often noting what is an “asymmetrical process of cultural exchange,” meaning that 

although the process of cultural exchange is exactly that, an exchange, it is never truly 

equal.27  One culture, the authors assert, always gains more than the other; in this case, 

the Europeans claimed what survived of the Mexica treasure post-Conquest, and then 

controlled the works of art created by indigenous artists in then New Spain.  Farago’s on-

going interests in cross-cultural developments and issues of migration and visual 

reception provide valuable contributions to this field.28  Examining migration and cross-

cultural transactions enrich both cultures involved, their art and the dialogue that occurs; 

additionally, societies benefit in that exposure to outside cultures, cultural practices and 

																																																								
26 Claire Farago, “Reframing the Renaissance,” in Reframing the Renaissance: Visual Culture in Europe 
and Latin America, 1450-1650, ed. Claire Farago (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1995), 
1-20, esp. 1. 
27 Ibid., 2. 
28 Other works that reflect Farago’s interest in these issues include her articles: “Reframing the Renaissance 
Problem Today: Developing a Pluralistic Historical Vision,” in Crossing Cultures: Conflict, Migration and 
Convergence.  The Proceedings of the 32nd International Congress in the History of Art, ed. Jaynie 
Anderson (Victoria, Australia: Melbourne University Publishing Ltd., 2009), 227-32; “On the Peripatetic 
Life of Objects in the Era of Globalization,” in Cultural Contacts and the Making of European Art Since 
the Age of Exploration, ed. Mary D. Sheriff (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2010), 
17-41; “Understanding Visuality,” in Seeing Across Cultures in the Early Modern World, ed. Dana 
Leibsohn and Jeanette Favrot Peterson (Surrey, England: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2012), 239-55 and 
“The ‘Global Turn’ in Art History: Why, When, and How Does It Matter?” in The Globalization of 
Renaissance Art: A Critical Review, ed. Daniel Savoy (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2017), 299-313. 
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cultural forms “stimulate[s] local practices, thought… new political agendas… new 

technologies” and a host of other arenas.29   

Cultural anthropologist James Clifford has demonstrated similar interests in his 

explorations of travel, contact zones and their impact on identity formations for all parties 

and peoples involved.30  Although his interests diverge from Farago’s and others who 

root their study in the early modern world, Clifford’s emphasis on the world as a fluid 

place, where individual objects and collections are routed and rerouted repeatedly, 

reflecting a constantly shifting sense of ownership and identity, is very much in line with 

many of the issues I explore in this dissertation. For instance, one of the unifying trends 

of this project is that I look at examples of Mexica objects in the aftermath of their 

transmission to Europe, and consider how the works are displayed, appreciated, 

interpreted and/or used to represent or shape the identity of the culture of origin and that 

of possession.  

 Jaynie Anderson’s edited volume Crossing Cultures: Conflict, Migration and 

Convergence has been a valuable addition to the field, as the various contributors 

examine the effect of the global turn on art historical practice and its choice of 

understudied subjects.31  As the title indicates, the individual essays consider themes 

including conflict, migration and convergence in the visual, artistic, cultural and symbolic 

exchanges that took place during this early modern period, demonstrating the different 

ways in which objects and ideas were transferred from one place to another, often 
																																																								
29 Nebahat Avcioğlu and Finbarr Barry Flood, “Introduction: Globalizing Cultures: Art and Mobility in the 
Eighteenth Century,” Ars Orientalis vol. 39, Globalizing Cultures: Art and Mobility in the Eighteenth 
Century (2010): 7-38, esp. 9.  
30 James Clifford, Routes: Travel and Translation in the Late Twentieth Century (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1997). 
31 Jaynie Anderson, ed., Crossing Cultures: Conflict, Migration and Convergence. The Proceedings of the 
32nd International Congress in the History of Art (Victoria, Australia: Melbourne University Publishing 
Ltd., 2009). 
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becoming hybridized along the way, taking on new meanings and/or being used to shape, 

or even create, cultural identities.32  

Also central to my queries are several recent contributions to this avenue of study, 

such as Daniela Bleichmar and Peter C. Mancall’s Collecting Across Cultures: Material 

Exchanges in the Early Modern Atlantic World.33  Each of the essays by historians, art 

historians, archaeologists and anthropologists explores one specific aspect of the 

transnational mobilization of the collecting and display of art and objects during the early 

modern era, and examines the way in which the circulation of these objects expressed 

knowledge – whether real or fictional – about the people in the distant lands of origin.  

Another recent publication that ties into my consideration of mobility and how it is 

relevant to the European reception and understanding of Mexica art and artifacts is Paula 

Findlen’s edited volume on Early Modern Things: Objects and Their Histories, 1500-

1800.34  Here, historian Findlen and her co-authors seek to discover what we can learn 

about the early modern world by studying its things and their meanings, and how those 

meanings change over time as those things shift from culture to culture, from one 

geographic location to another.  In doing so, Findlen identifies global patterns of 

circulation, consumption and use.  Anne Gerritsen and Giorgio Riello approach similar 

issues, yet from another angle, considering the way in which “things” participated in 

																																																								
32 See, for example, Rebecca Parker Brienen, “Dressing Up like the Cannibals? Adriaen Hanneman’s 
Portrait of Princess Mary Stuart in a Tupi Feather Cape” (285-90); Amy Buono, “Tupi Featherwork and the 
Dynamics of Intercultural Exchange in Early Modern Brazil” (349-55) and Ashley West, “Global 
Encounters: Conventions and Invention in Hans Burgkmair’s Images of Natives of Africa, India and the 
New World” (272-78), all in Anderson, Crossing Cultures. 
33 Daniela Bleichmar and Peter C. Mancall, eds., Collecting Across Cultures: Material Exchanges in the 
Early Modern Atlantic World (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011). 
34 Paula Findlen, ed., Early Modern Things: Objects and Their Histories, 1500-1800 (New York: 
Routledge, 2013). 
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shaping global connections; this becomes an essential contribution to an emerging field, 

which prioritizes the intersection of global history and material culture.35 

 It should be pointed out that not every definition of “mobility” necessitates a 

physical transfer of position.  Art historians Daniela Bleichmar and Meredith Martin 

conceive mobility as involving both “physical and cultural trajectories,” as early modern 

objects led “dynamic lives, changing materially and interpretively as they moved across 

territories, cultures, and time.”36  According to this understanding of mobility, the 

transmission of the idea was sufficient, even if the object itself never transversed spatial 

or geographical distances.  A recent series of essays compiled by art historians Christine 

Göttler and Mia M. Mochizuki, The Nomadic Object: The Challenge for Early Modern 

Religious Art, focuses in on the same issue: how broadened circulation patterns, as a 

result of expanded areas of mobility, influenced societies’ visual imaginations.37  This is 

an issue that is central to considerations of the New World in general, and to my 

dissertation more specifically.  Early modern representations or discussions of New 

World featherwork, for example, frequently understood featherwork metonymically, as a 

shorthand symbol for the New World as a whole, even for the numerous cultures that did 

not use or wear feathers, and even in the minds of the Europeans that never had first-hand 

																																																								
35 Anne Gerritsen and Giorgio Riello, eds., The Global Lives of Things: Material Culture in the First 
Global Age (London: Routledge, 2015) and Gerritsen and Riello, “Introduction: The Global Lives of 
Things: Material Culture in the First Global Age,” in The Global Lives of Things: Material Culture in the 
First Global Age, ed. Anne Gerritsen and Giorgio Riello  (London: Routledge, 2015), 1-28, esp. 23. 
36 Daniela Bleichmar and Meredith Martin, “Introduction: Objects in Motion in the Early Modern World,” 
Art History vol. 38, no. 4 (September 2015): 605-19, esp. 609 and 618. 
37 Christine Göttler and Mia M. Mochizucki, eds., The Nomadic Object: The Challenge for Early Modern 
Religious Art (Leiden: Brill, 2018) and Mia M. Mochizucki, “Connected Worlds – The World, the Worldly, 
and the Otherworldly: An Introduction,” in The Nomadic Object: The Challenge for Early Modern 
Religious Art, ed. Christine Göttler and Mia M. Mochizucki (Leiden: Brill, 2018), 1-34, esp. 25. 
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access to examples of Mexica or Tupinambá featherworks.38  As such, it is vital to 

consider the aspects of mobility that did not manifest themselves in material culture, but 

rather in ideas, perceptions, abstract thought and identity. 

Certainly this project engages with Claire Farago’s theories regarding migration, 

reception and cultural identity and attempts to answer her challenge to reframe the 

Renaissance by examining the migration of visual culture and conditions of reception, 

particularly between the New World and Europe.  So, too, does my work build on that of 

Bleichmar, Findlen and others, who deal with similar themes in drawing connections 

between the objects and the various cultures that interacted with them.  For instance, one 

overarching theme Findlen threads throughout Early Modern Things is the examination 

of how objects change as they move through time and space; this is a point I consider as I 

address physical changes in objects, as well as changes in perception.  Throughout the 

process of developing and writing this dissertation, I have also engaged with notions of 

physical and conceptual transfer, including through written descriptions, methods of 

display in European settings or even (mis)perceptions of the indigenous peoples as 

godless, heathen and their possessions as demonic based on preconceived assumptions.  

 
 

Materiality 

In many ways, this project is also a response to the material turn in art history.  

Materiality can be understood in two equally important ways: in the literal sense and the 

conceptual.  The literal interpretation or approach to questions of materiality refers more 

to the actual materials of which objects or works of art are made, the sources and 

																																																								
38 The Mexica and the Tupinambá were the two indigenous Amerindian cultures that were most associated 
with feathers as a form of adornment and material culture.  The Tupinambá, who will not be discussed in 
this dissertation, were indigenous to modern-day Brazil, and did not fall into the domain of Spain. 
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technologies they come from, what they look like, how they are used, etc., and is an 

approach seen more in art historical literature – or technical art history.  A conceptual 

understanding and approach to materiality, however, typically examines the relationship 

between subject and object, and is an approach that is more frequently championed by 

anthropologists.  It should be noted that, although they are examining the objects as part 

of the anthropological discipline, a major component of these scholars’ consideration is 

what these objects’ materiality reveals about the human world, as well. However, the two 

branches to this theme are by no means mutually exclusive, and certainly complement 

one another. 

 For discussions of literal materiality, I pay particular attention to those on 

sculpture.  Michael Baxandall’s Painting and Experience in Fifteenth-Century Italy: A 

Primer in the Social History of Pictorial Style (1972) and Limewood Sculptors of 

Renaissance Germany (1980), as well as Rudolf Wittkower’s Sculpture: Processes and 

Principles (1977) are foundational texts that emphasize the role, sources, meaning and 

economics behind materials used in painting and sculpture: gold, lapis lazuli, limewood.39  

Michael Cole has extended the work of Baxandall and Wittkower in recent years, 

especially on the materials and processes of Renaissance sculpture, by continuing to re-

think the importance of matter, and developing arguments regarding the agency of matter, 

matter’s innate sense of being alive and the Renaissance artist’s ability to master it.40  

																																																								
39 Michael Baxandall, Painting and Experience in Fifteenth-Century Italy: A Primer in the Social History 
of Pictorial Style (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1972) and The Limewood Sculptors of Renaissance 
Germany (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1980) and Rudolf Wittkower, Sculpture: Processes and 
Principles (New York: Harper & Row, 1977). 
40 This is particularly true of sculpture.  Cole’s publications include “Cellini’s Blood,” The Art Bulletin vol. 
81, no. 2 (June 1999): 215-35; Cellini and the Principles of Sculpture (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2002); “The Medici ‘Mercury’ and the Breath of Bronze,” Studies in the History of Art vol. 64, 
Symposium Papers XLI: Large Bronzes in the Renaissance (2003): 128-153 and “The Cult of Materials,” 
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Since then, many scholars have written on the significance of the properties of specific 

materials in sculpture, including porphyry, wood, marble, wax and metals, such as gold 

and bronze, among others.41   Pamela Smith addresses many of the same themes as Cole, 

including that of the connection between materiality and agency, while also frequently 

discussing the power embedded in materials and their transformations, an alchemical 

force managed, replicated and manipulated by artists.42  

 The second reading of materiality is more frequently found in anthropological 

literature, for which Daniel Miller’s work is essential to my project.43  Miller is 

representative of what can also be referred to as “social archaeology” – a discipline in 

which the focus is on the function of the material objects as instruments for the 

reproduction, representation and manipulation of culture, rather than on the material 

identity itself.  Laurier Turgeon is another scholar who approaches materiality from this 

perspective, arguing that it “participates actively in the construction and transformation” 

of social and cultural worlds.44  He contends that objects actively “participate” in the 

formation of social structures – and, I would argue, ideas and perceptions – in part based 

																																																																																																																																																																					
in Revival and Invention: Sculpture Through its Material Histories, ed. Sébastien Clerbois and Martina 
Droth (Bern: Peter Lang, 2011), 1-16. 
41 I draw attention specifically to scholarship relating to the materiality of sculpture, as the types of Mexica 
works of art I discuss broadly fit into the “sculpture” category, as compared to painting or architecture. 
42 See works by Pamela H. Smith, including The Body of the Artisan: Art and Experience in the Scientific 
Revolution (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2004) and “Artisanal Knowledge and the 
Representation of Nature in Sixteenth-Century Germany,” Studies in the History of Art vol. 69, Symposium 
Papers XLVI: The Art of Natural History: Illustrated Treatises and Botanical Paintings, 1400-1850 (2008): 
14-31.  Cole and Smith take a similar approach to the relationship between and importance of matter and 
agency.   
43 Miller, who is at the forefront of British anthropology, has numerous publications in the discipline, which 
include: Material Culture and Mass Consumption (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987) and 
“Materiality: An Introduction,” in Materiality, ed. Daniel Miller (Durham: Duke University Press, 2005), 
1-50.  As editor, he is also responsible for sources including: Material Culture: Why Some Things Matter 
(Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1998); Materiality (Durham: Duke University Press, 2005) and 
Anthropology and the Individual: A Material Culture Perspective (New York: Berg, 2009). 
44 Laurier G. Turgeon, “Material Culture and Cross-Cultural Consumption: French Beads in North 
America, 1500-1700,” Studies in the Decorative Arts vol. 9, no. 1 (Fall-Winter 2001-2002): 85-107, esp. 
86.   
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on their innate, physical properties.45  Ann Smart Martin and J. Ritchie Garrison in their 

American Material Culture: The Shape of the Field, on the other hand, successfully 

integrate both aspects of materiality, bringing together scholars from a range of 

disciplines, including art history, archaeology and anthropology, in order to explore the 

scope of material studies as practiced today in the United States.46   

Both facets of materiality are fundamental to this dissertation and play an integral 

role in my analysis.  My project is largely organized by material.  While the first chapter 

explores the history of the Spanish conquest of the New World, and the initial 

interactions between the Mexica and the conquistadores, the following three chapters 

each focus on a single medium, examining how that material was valued by the Mexica 

as a sacred and artistic resource, how it fit into Spanish cultural traditions and, to put it 

simply, why it was that indigenous works of art made of those materials were so highly 

coveted by European audiences.  I also analyze what it was about the works that evoked 

various responses from their new owners in Europe, based on sixteenth-century written 

commentaries, usually focused on the objects’ physical appearances.  At the same time, 

my study responds to the main concern carried through Miller’s work to demonstrate, in 

short, the role of the material object in constituting subject identity.47  My analysis also 

engages with social archaeology theories that material culture functions as a powerful 

medium for presenting and shaping cultural tropes, such as how European audiences used 

																																																								
45 In this instance, he contrasts the different uses of the same object, French glass beads, in two 
contemporary cultures.  The physical properties he refers to in the article include hardness, luminosity, 
color, smallness and indivisibility. 
46 Ann Smart Martin and J. Ritchie Garrison, eds., American Material Culture: The Shape of the Field 
(Winterthur, DE and Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1997). 
47 Miller applies this idea to, as he explains it throughout Material Culture and Mass Consumption, subject 
identity in the sense of collective as well as personal.  In this, he means the implications can be applied to 
not just the single object, but also the larger category or type and in the way the agency of the objects 
affects the subjects who interact with them through their materiality.  See Miller, Material Culture and 
Mass Consumption. 
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Mexica masks – the design, function and symbolism, as well as the material – as a way to 

represent and reinforce ideas of indigenous paganism and demonic activity.48 

 
 

Historiography 
 

My dissertation incorporates scholarship from a number of disciplines and, in doing so, 

engages with a variety of academics, who collectively represent a broad swathe of 

intellectual theories and approaches.  It is impossible to identify each of the scholars to 

whom I respond or articulate how I contribute to all the existing literature in this short 

space, but there are three, in particular, who have influenced this project and its 

development and with whom I have engaged on a deeper level.  Peter Mason’s 

exploration of the “Other” and definition of the “exotic,” as discussed earlier in this 

chapter, is critical to not only my dissertation, but to studies of globalism, colonialism 

and European exploration; as an anthropologist, he frames his theories by focusing on the 

peoples of the New World and their representations.49  I attempt to expand his 

contributions by applying them to objects, rather than people, or depictions of people.  In 

so doing, I consider another means by which European audiences defined and understood 

themselves in comparison to peoples from the newly discovered lands, while also 

augmenting Mason’s use of “exotic” and “Other,” demonstrating how the terms were 

understood to pertain to things just as much as persons. 

The scholarship of art historian and historical anthropologist Alessandra Russo 

has been pivotal to the expanding field of New World scholarship, centering around the 

																																																								
48 As argued in Ian Hodder, “The ‘Social’ in Archaeological Theory: An Historical and Contemporary 
Perspective,” in A Companion to Social Archaeology, eds. Lynn Meskell and Robert W. Preucel (Malden, 
MA: Blackwell Pub., 1994), 23-42. 
49 As previously noted, Mason was not the first to explore issues relating to the “exotic” or the “Other;” 
Edward Said and Walter Mignolo did so, as well, albeit from different perspectives.  
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developments in inventories of indigenous objects, including the linguistic decisions used 

to identify and describe specified works, as well as of new ideas in the wake of the 

discovery – and subsequent conquest of – the New World.50  With regards to specific 

types of objects and materials, Russo’s scholarship focuses primarily on featherwork, 

taking an interdisciplinary approach that reflects such fields as history, aesthetics and 

anthropology; I attempt to build on her vital contributions to the field by employing her 

approach to featherwork and expanding it to additional materials and forms of art.  By 

doing so, I hope to reveal more about the early modern European mindset as Europeans 

looked inward, at themselves and their own culture, society and religion, as well as their 

worldview, especially as it related to the Mexica, as they looked outward, at the ever-

expanding world around them. 

Ultimately, the contributions of Lia Markey have provided a crucial foundation to 

all scholars of cross-cultural connections in the early modern era, particularly as they 

relate to the New World.  Her work has largely focused on the connections between Italy 

and the New World, and particularly the ways in which the New World was represented 

in sixteenth-century Italian collections.51   My dissertation applies Markey’s successful 

model to the Spanish-Hapsburg empire, examining a new and different geographic focus, 

																																																								
50 See, for example, Russo’s “Plumes of Sacrifice: Transformations in Sixteenth-Century Mexican Feather 
Art,” RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics no. 42 (Autumn 2002): 226-50; “‘Everywhere in this New Spain’: 
Extension and Articulation of an Artistic World,” Source: Notes in the History of Art vol. 29, no. 3 (Spring 
2010): 12-17; “Cortés’s Objects and the Idea of New Spain: Inventories as Spatial Narratives,” Journal of 
the History of Collections vol. 23, no. 2 (2011): 229-52; “De Tlacuilolli: Renaissance Artistic Theory in the 
Wake of the Global Turn,” in Art History in the Wake of the Global Turn, ed. Jill H. Casid and Aruna 
D’Souza (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2014), 20-39 and “An Artistic Humanity: New 
Positions on Art and Freedom in the Context of Iberian Expansion, 1500-1600,” RES: Anthropology and 
Aesthetics no. 65/66 (2014/2015): 352-63. 
51 See Markey’s “Stradano’s Allegorical Invention of the Americas in Sixteenth-Century Florence,” 
Renaissance Quarterly vol. 65, no. 2 (Summer 2012): 385-442; Imagining the Americas in Medici Florence 
(University Park: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2016) and “A Feather Painting of Montezuma, 
Captured by a Sea Captain and Destined for a Medici,” in The Significance of Small Things, ed. Luisa 
Elena Alcalà and Ken Moser (Madrid: El Viso Ediciones, 2018), 128-35, among others. 
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one that hasn’t been studied in this context before, with the goal of expanding the existing 

scholarship as it relates to cross-cultural connections during the sixteenth-century, 

collecting practices and cultural understandings of other societies. 

 
 

Chapter Outline and Significance 

Scholarship on pre-Columbian objects in a European context has been hampered by a 

number of inherent challenges, most notably the fact that few objects from these early 

shipments survive, and early documentation was vague and limited, making it 

extraordinarily difficult – oftentimes impossible – to provide detailed provenances for 

many Mexica works, or those originating from other indigenous cultures.  This project 

counters these challenges by taking an alternative approach to these works, one where the 

individual provenance, while still valuable, is less critical to an understanding to the 

overall cultural, social, political, historical or art historical significance.  This dissertation 

has been organized into four chapters, each of which examines one specific category of 

Mexica treasure acquired by Hernán Cortés under the authority of the Emperor-King 

Charles V Hapsburg.  All four chapters also include an analysis of the critical and 

descriptive language used in the European accounts of the Mexica objects, and what these 

choices relating to both object collection and language indicate about European 

perceptions of indigenous peoples and their works.   

Chapter 2 focuses on the historical circumstances of the Spanish exploration of 

the New World, Cortés’ “discovery” of the Mexica and the Mexica capital city (then 

known as Tenochtitlán), when Europeans only begin to encounter firsthand vast amounts 

of treasure reflecting a tremendous range and unparalleled craftsmanship. I then trace the 
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transmission of the initial shipments to Europe, as part of my consideration of how early 

sixteenth-century audiences responded to these representations of a “new” culture.  

 In Chapter 3, I examine Mexica goldwork, of great cultural and/or spiritual import 

to the Mexica and highly coveted by European collectors.  I consider are how Europeans 

reconciled their appreciation for the Mexica artists’ incredible technical skills and artistic 

abilities with the European – specifically Spanish – need and desire for gold bullion to 

replenish the royal treasury, and how that ultimately impacted the works themselves.  In 

this chapter, I consider how the gold art and artifacts were understood to be of a sacral 

and/or ornamental nature for the Mexica, but were then stripped of this meaning when 

transported to Europe. 

 Mosaics and small stonework function as the core of Chapter 4.  I examine these 

in a number of contexts, including how the Mexica used mosaics and small stonework 

largely to adorn ritual items that in turn invoke relationships with the gods or establish 

connections with nature.  I explore the transformative properties of many of these objects, 

including sacrificial knives and masks, when used or worn by the Mexica and what 

happened to the objects once they were transported to Europe. Of interest is how 

Europeans situated such artifacts within their existing framework and understanding of 

art, particularly in light of the similarities in technique to both ancient and early modern 

traditions of mosaic.  Another major theme addressed is that of idolatry triggered by these 

Mexica objects of ritual use, as expressed in relation to Mexica works that include 

mosaics and small stonework, and most especially masks.   

 Chapter 5 explores the indigenous art form that was most highly coveted by 

European audiences: featherwork.  I investigate how featherwork intersects with the 
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social constructions of identity between the Mexica and Europe, including how the 

Hapsburgs used Mexica featherwork to support and promote their own imperial 

ambitions in this critical moment.  As this was the indigenous art form that was most 

frequently written about by European conquistadores and missionaries, I draw from 

contemporary sources to consider not only the descriptive terms used by authors in their 

praise or wonder, but also their frequent comparisons of featherwork to different 

European media, such as wax, embroidery and pietre dure. I also investigate how 

Europeans used Mexica featherwork above all of the other artifacts and materials 

collected to confirm indigenous peoples’ capacity for ingegno, while, simultaneously, 

serving as evidence of their spiritual conquest.   

My dissertation therefore explores how early modern Europeans saw and situated 

pre-Columbian works of art within their worldview, and how these objects were used to 

shape identity – both that of the Europeans as well as the Europeans’ perceptions of the 

indigenous peoples of Mexico. In studying a period that was one of the earliest to 

recognize a global and expanding world as one of its greatest challenges, my research 

productively brings together scholarship on a number of regions and topics that 

traditionally have been siloed into different fields of specialization and areas of interest, 

ranging from the so-called New World to Spain and the Holy Roman Empire and the 

Italian states, which were home to many of the most important collectors of the period. 

While the nature of this dissertation remains Eurocentric in focusing on European 

responses, language and collecting practices, this work nevertheless considers the agency 

and impact(s) the indigenous peoples had on Europeans, and the ways in which 

Europeans defined themselves anew – including their pasts and their artistic, cultural and 
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religious values – in large part through self-comparison with other cultures such as the 

Mexica and their productions in gold, stone and feathers.   
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CHAPTER 2 
 

“STRANGE AND WONDROUS TO BEHOLD”1:  
THE “DISCOVERY” OF THE NEW WORLD AND ITS IMPACT ON THE OLD 

 
 

As the Jubilee year of 1500 approached, bringing with it the new century, Spain 

maintained a privileged position in the European theater.  Between them, King Ferdinand 

of Aragon (1452-1516) and his wife Queen Isabel of Castile (1451-1504) reigned over 

much of the Iberian peninsula, and they had successfully eliminated any real threats to 

their position.  These Catholic monarchs had defeated and expelled most of the 

peninsula’s Muslims in 1492, regaining the land for Catholicism and expanding Spanish 

dominion.  Under Ferdinand and Isabel, the Inquisition was formally re-instituted in 

1478, further establishing the monarchs’ policy of religious and political unity, while 

strengthening the royal coffers.  Their children were all married, or had secured marriage 

contracts, establishing strong ties to some of the most powerful royal families in Europe, 

including the Hapsburgs, and safeguarding the political, financial and military strength of 

the dynasty and the region.2  There was even a Spanish pope, ensuring solid relations 

																																																								
1 This quotation is excerpted from the Francisco López de Gómara’s Historia generale, in which he wrote 
“La maggior cosa dopo la Creatione del Mondo, eccetto la Incarnatione & morte del figliuolo de Iddio, che 
lo creò, è il discoprimento delle Indie; & come cosa ammairanda, & maravigliosa, si chima mondo nuovo, 
& non tanto dicono che è nuovo, per essere nuovamente trovato, quanto per essere grandissimo, & quasi di 
tal grandezza com’è il vecchio, il qual comprende in se la Europa, l’Africa, & l’Asia.”  López de Gómara, 
La historia generale delle Indie Occidentali, con tutti li discoprimenti, & cose notabili, che in esse sonno 
successe, da che si acquistorno fino a hora, scritta per Francesco López de Gómara in lingua Spagnuola, 
& tradotta nel volgare Italiano per Augustino de Cravaliz (Rome: Valerio & Luigi Dorici, 1556), n.p. 
2 Their only son, Juan (1478-97), and second daughter, Juana (1479-1555), married the children of 
Maximilian I Hapsburg, the Holy Roman Emperor (1459-1519), and his late wife, Mary of Burgundy 
(1457-1482).  The eldest daughter, Isabella (1470-98), was married to Manuel I of Portugal; when she died, 
the widower then married Maria (1482-1517), Ferdinand and Isabel’s third daughter, and Isabella’s 
younger sister.  The baby of the family, Catherine (1485-1536) was betrothed to Arthur, eldest son of 
Henry VII Tudor of England, and would eventually marry Arthur’s younger brother, the future Henry VIII 
(1491-1547).  Although the two eldest had died by the year 1500 – and Juan’s death, in particular, would 
result in a complicated situation, with regards to the future unification of the various Iberian kingdoms – 
the country was thriving, with strong ties to other powerful royal houses.  See John Edward, The Spain of 
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with the Vatican, and through a complex web of politics, marriage and religion, a strong 

Spanish presence abroad.3  Under the monarchs’ rule, the arts thrived, universities were 

founded and royal authority was centralized, resulting in a stable government, a strong 

economy and a relatively peaceful region.4  

What would arguably turn out to have the most enduring repercussions for Spain, 

however, was a decision that, at the time, seemed almost incidental: in the spring of 1492, 

Isabel agreed to fund Christopher Columbus (1450/1-1506) in his attempt to find a new 

Western route to the Indies.5  It was this decision, ultimately, that would have the greatest 

																																																																																																																																																																					
the Catholic Monarchs 1474-1520 (London: Blackwell Publishers, Inc., 2000); J. N. Hillgarth, The Spanish 
Kingdoms, 1250-1516 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978) and Townsend Miller, The Castles and the Crown: 
Spain 1451-1555 (New York: Coward-McCann, 1963), among others. 
3 Pope Alexander VI, born Rodrigo Borja (often spelled “Borgia”) was Pope from August 11, 1492 until his 
death on August 18, 1503.  For information about Borgia/Pope Alexander VI, see Orestes Ferrara, The 
Borgia Pope, Alexander VI (New York: Sheed & Ward, 1940); Michael Mallett, The Borgias: Rise and 
Fall of a Renaissance Dynasty (London: Bodley Head, 1969) and Gerard Noel, Renaissance Popes: 
Statesmen, Warriors and the Great Borgia Myth (New York: Carrol & Graf, 2006). 
4 See Edward, The Spain of the Catholic Monarchs 1474-1520; Imperial Spain 1469-1716 (London: 
Penguin Books, 1963, reprinted with updates 2002), Spain and Its World 1500-1700 (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1989), Spain, Europe and the Wider World 1500-1800 (New Haven and London: Yale 
University Press, 2009) and The Spanish World: Civilization and Empire, Europe and America, Past and 
Present (New York: H. N. Abrams, 1991), all by J. H. Elliott; Henry Kamen, Empire: How Spain Became a 
World Power, 1492-1763 (New York: HarperCollins, 2003); and Hugh Thomas, The Golden Age: The 
Spanish Empire of Charles V (London and New York: Allen Lane, 2010) and Rivers of Gold: The Rise of 
the Spanish Empire from Columbus to Magellan (New York: Random House, 2003), among others. 
5 Columbus first approached Isabel on May 1, 1486; upon hearing his proposal, she referred him to one of 
her government committees, who eventually rejected the plan, deeming it impractical, in large part due to 
the explorer’s seeming misunderstanding of the distances involved.  However, she was reluctant to dismiss 
him entirely; ultimately, in order to prevent Columbus from taking his admittedly far-fetched, but 
potentially lucrative, ideas to another royal court, and perhaps to keep her options open, the Catholic 
Monarchs ultimately agreed to provide him with an annual allowance. A few years later, in 1489, they 
granted Columbus an official document, ordering all cities in their domain to provide him, at no cost, with 
food and lodging.  It was only in April of 1492 that they agreed to make available the necessary funds for 
his expedition, and the three came to an arrangement with regards to potential future profits. Contemporary 
literature most frequently identifies him as Christoforo Colombo (Italian) and/or Cristóbal Colón (Spanish), 
and occasionally as Cristóvão Colombo (Portuguese). His actual heritage remains something of a mystery – 
as it seemed to be even during his own lifetime – and the version of his name appears to have varied 
according to the nationality of the writer. Once again, for the sake of simplicity, I am using the name by 
which he is best known today, though any documents quoted will use the version of his named as it exists 
in the relevant document. There has been extensive literature written on Queen Isabel and King Ferdinand’s 
patronage of Columbus, most notably in the last twenty-five years, which coincided with the quincentennial 
anniversary of the explorer’s first voyage; such sources include Miles H. Davidson, Columbus Then and 
Now: A Life Reexamined (Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 1997); Imperial Spain 1469-1716 
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impact and longest lasting reverberations, not only on Spain, but on Europe as a whole. 

The results of this decision would influence European economics, divisions of power, and 

cultural values through the awareness of vast territories, inhabited by indigenous peoples 

who spoke an array of languages and worshipped all manner of strange deities.  As a 

result of Isabel’s financial support of Columbus, and those who subsequently followed in 

his footsteps, Europeans would be introduced to these new peoples and their cultural 

production, discovering a range of objects made using materials and techniques 

heretofore unknown to Europe, most notably featherwork, as well as materials and art 

forms more familiar to the Old World in the form of gold- and stone-work and micro-

mosaics.   

The transmission of Amerindian art and artifacts to Europe during the 1520s 

contributed to a widespread fascination with the New World, and provided a vital link 

between the two worlds.  These featherwork, gold and stonework objects shaped the 

European perceptions of the New World and its inhabitants, and also inspired fascination, 

appreciation and a desire to possess on the part of European audiences.  In all instances, 

whether previously known or entirely new, we see efforts by Europeans to fit the 

materials, techniques and objects themselves into existing frameworks with which 

Europeans were familiar, whether it be gold as valued for its material worth, featherwork 

as a form of pictura, Mexica sacred imagery and artifacts as pagan icons or as items to be 

Christianized or tamed, or simply newly acquired objects as desired collectibles for 

Wunderkammern.   In doing so, these objects and materials also helped Europeans who 

encountered them define themselves, their past and their values – artistic, cultural and 

																																																																																																																																																																					
and The Spanish World: Civilization and Empire, Europe and America, Past and Present by Elliott; 
Kamen, Empire: How Spain Became a World Power, 1492-1763 and Thomas, Rivers of Gold.  	
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religious – in relation to those of the indigenous peoples of the New World. Those who 

belonged to the extended Spanish-Hapsburg empire in particular felt a sense of pride and 

superiority, in large part a result of their specific place in this newly-expanded world, 

with these treasures from the New World acting as a sort of visual and material proof of 

global dominance of ideological (i.e. Catholic) correctness.6   

Goods had trickled back from the New World, brought to the Spanish court by 

Columbus, but it was not until the end of the second decade of the sixteenth century that 

Europeans were able to get the full measure of what the “discovery” of these new lands 

actually entailed. The first shipment of these strange and exotic objects arrived in Seville, 

Spain on November 5th, 1519.7   New Spain, all of the inhabitants therein and a 

significant majority of the goods being shipped back from the New World belonged to 

the Spanish monarch, so the contents travelled on to the court at Valladolid, followed by 

a second shipment a short time later.8  The objects ultimately were displayed well into the 

1520s at other Hapsburg courts in Spain and northern Europe, including Brussels, 

																																																								
6 Such “Us” versus “Them” thought processes are central to Post-Colonial studies, where scholars examine 
social, political and cultural narratives and relationships between the conqueror and the conquered. Edward 
Said’s seminal contributions have provided the foundation for the discipline, while also serving as critical 
sources for this project, as addressed in Chapter 1.  Other influential voices include Amar Acheraïou and 
Homi K. Bhabha.  See Acheraïou, Questioning Hybridity, Postcolonialism and Globalization (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2011); Bhabha, “Introduction: On Disciplines and Destinations,” in Territories and 
Trajectories: Cultures in Circulation, ed. Diana Sorenson (Durham: Duke University Press, 2018), 1-12 
and The Location of Culture, 2nd edition (London and New York: Routledge, 2004) and Said, Culture and 
Imperialism and Orientalism, among others. 
7  See, among others, Elliott Horowitz, “The New World and the Changing Face of Europe,” The Sixteenth-
Century Journal vol. 28, no. 4 (Winter 1997): 1181-1201, esp. 194; John Tate Lanning, “Cortés and His 
First Official Remission of Treasure to Charles V,” Revista de Historia de América no. 2 (June 1938): 5-29, 
esp. 5; Russo, “Cortés’s Objects and the Idea of New Spain,” 234-5 and Marshall H. Saville, “The Earliest 
Notices Concerning the Conquest of Mexico by Cortés in 1519,” in Indian Notes and Monographs vol. IX, 
ed. F. W. Hodge (New York: Museum of the American Indian, Heye Foundation, 1919-20), 3-54, esp. 7-8. 
8 Priscilla E. Muller, “The Old World and Gold from the New,” in The Art of Pre-Columbian Gold: The 
Jan Mitchell Collection (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1985), 14-21, esp. 16; Russo, 
“Cortés’s Objects and the Idea of New Spain,” 235; Saville, “The Earliest Notices Concerning the 
Conquest of Mexico,” 17 and Shelton, “Cabinets of Transgression,” 194. 
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Mechelen and Duurstede.9  By the mid-to late-1520s, many of the items were dispersed 

among personal residences, family members and allies throughout Europe.10   Eventually, 

select well-connected collectors were able to acquire a few examples of indigenous 

Amerindian art through missionaries returning from the New World, or other methods 

not directly dependent on Hapsburg largesse.11  However, from the moment Columbus 

returned from his first voyage to the New World (even though he was still adamant that 

he had found a shortcut to the Indies), bringing with him a handful of “trinkets,” it was 

universally recognized that the goods being brought back clearly belonged to the Spanish 

monarch, something that would have been apparent to those who had access to the works, 

whether they saw the objects in person, in illustrations or had access to descriptions, 

thereby cementing the Imperial association.   

From 1519 on, when the then King Charles I of Spain (r. 1516-56) was elected 

Holy Roman Emperor, bringing together the Spanish and Hapsburg empires – including 

the New World – the Imperial connection would have been an ever-present factor when 

considering the works and their meaning in new viewing contexts.  It would have been 

impossible for early modern audiences to separate the objects themselves from the 

																																																								
9 Harold Jantz, “Images of America in the German Renaissance,” in First Images of America: The Impact 
of the New World on the Old vol. 1, ed. Fredi Chiappelli (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976), 
91-106, esp. 93; Deanna MacDonald, “Collecting a New World: The Ethnographic Collections of Margaret 
of Austria,” The Sixteenth Century Journal vol. 33, no. 3 (Autumn 2002), 649-63, esp. 654; Alain Schnapp, 
“Ancient Europe and Native Americans: A Comparative Reflection on the Roots of Antiquarianism,” in 
Collecting Across Cultures: Material Exchanges in the Early Modern Atlantic World, ed. Daniela 
Bleichmar and Peter C. Mancall (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011), 58-79, esp. 70; 
Jean Michel Massing, “Early European Images of America: The Ethnographic Approach,” in Circa 1492: 
Art in the Age of Exploration, ed. Jay A. Levenson (Washington, D.C.: National Gallery of Art and New 
Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1991), 515-20, esp. 515 and Paul Vandenbroeck, “Amerindian 
Art and Ornamental Objects in Royal Collections: Brussels, Mechelen, Duurstede, 1520-1530,” in America, 
Bride of the Sun: 500 Years of Latin America and the Low Countries (Antwerp: Royal Museum of Fine 
Arts, 1992), 99-120. 
10 MacDonald, “Collecting a New World,” 661 and Vandenbroeck, “Amerindian Art and Ornamental 
Objects in Royal Collections ” 104-6. 
11 Shelton, “Cabinets of Transgression,” 185.  
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Spanish-Hapsburg Empire, its strength, power, expansiveness and largesse, in their 

eagerness to share such rare and exotic treasures, as well as its leadership in promoting 

Catholic orthodoxy.  In doing so, these works would play a role in the further shaping and 

promotion of a newly-expanded Imperial identity, just as they would contribute to the 

European audience’s construction of an identity for the indigenous peoples of the New 

World, through a European vision and understanding (and at times utter 

misunderstanding) of pre-Columbian and early post-Conquest art and artifacts.  Before 

shifting our focus to the Mexica art and artifacts and their recontextualization in 

European courts and collections, it is first necessary to gain a better understanding of the 

extended moments of early cultural encounters and the circumstances surrounding the 

acquisition of the treasures from the New World in order to better recognize and 

appreciate the import of the reactions to Mexica gold-, small stone- and featherwork.   

 
 

Early Interactions Between Spain and the New World 

Having successfully accomplished their immediate goal of establishing the united 

Spanish kingdoms of Castile and Aragon as a global power, the monarchs looked to 

establish new trade routes and further improve their standing within the European world.  

Finally, Columbus’ efforts provided Spain, a country that lacked a strong navy and that 

was not actively involved in the fields of navigation or exploration, an opportunity to 

establish itself in this area, an idea that appealed to Ferdinand and Isabel, who desired to 

establish a competitive advantage over their European counterparts, particularly their 
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Iberian neighbor, Portugal, who dominated the seas.  Though Columbus’ proposal 

seemed far-fetched, the potential benefits were extensive and lucrative.12 

With the support of the Spanish monarchs, Columbus set off for the East Indies.13 

Although he was aiming to forge a new, more efficient route to Asia, in reality Columbus 

established a pathway to a different new world, one unconnected to any country or 

empire then known to Europeans.14  Columbus stayed close to the coastline on all four of 

his expeditions (1492-93, 1493-96, 1498-1500 and 1502-04), never going too far inland.  

As such, the earliest European contact with the inhabitants of this vast land was 

constrained to intermittent interactions with smaller coastal communities, often on 

islands. 

One of the most significant interactions between Europeans and the indigenous 

peoples of the so-called New World took place in 1518, when a disturbing report reached 

																																																								
12 Certainly, the monarchs recognized that an expanded population, the potential for gold, silver and other 
precious and semi-precious metals and additional forms of revenue, all of which might had the possibility 
of being achieved as a result of Columbus’ voyage, had clear benefits for the kingdom, as well.  Henry 
Kamen examines late-fifteenth century Spain’s social, political, economic and military situation as it was in 
Ferdinand and Isabel’s reign throughout Empire: How Spain Became a World Power, 1492-1763, 3-47. See 
also Thomas, Rivers of Gold, 77-8. 
13 Despite the ubiquitous apocryphal stories about Christopher Columbus, valiantly fighting to convince his 
contemporaries who believed that the earth was flat that it was possible to reach the Indies by sailing 
westward, the reality was far different. In fact, most educated Europeans were well aware that the earth was 
round, and had been dating back to the fourth century BCE. In reality, the problem was with Columbus’ 
math. When calculating distances using longitude and latitude, he incorrectly used the Roman mile, rather 
than the longer, and more commonly accepted, Arabic mile. As such, he estimated that the circumference 
of the earth was between 25,255 and 30,200km, whereas the actual distance is 40,000km. The use of the 
incorrect value threw off his other calculations, of which many of his potential patrons were aware. See 
Toby Lester, The Fourth Part of the World (New York: Free Press, 2009), 254; William D. Phillips, Jr. and 
Carla Rahn Phillips, The Worlds of Christopher Columbus (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1992), esp. 110; Jeffrey Burton Russell, Inventing the Flat Earth: Columbus and Modern Historians (New 
York: Praeger, 1991) and Thomas, Rivers of Gold, 64-5. 
14	For his part, upon landing on the island of Guanahaní (later to be renamed San Salvador) on Thursday, 
October 12, 1492, Columbus firmly believed that he was very close to the Japanese mainland.  Even at his 
death in 1506, Columbus did not realize that he had found an entirely unknown region, and not simply a 
new, more efficient route to the Far East. See Irving Rouse and José Juan Arrom, “The Taínos: Principal 
Inhabitants of Columbus’ Indies,” in Circa 1492: Art in the Age of Exploration, ed., Jay A. Levenson 
(Washington, D.C.: National Gallery of Art and New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1991), 
509-13, esp. 509-510. 
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the Mexica capital of Tenochtitlán. A tribute collector known as Pínotl hurried from the 

Gulf coast to tell the Mexica ruler Moctezuma that winged towers containing men with 

white faces and heavy beards approached from the sea.15  After communicating with 

these men by signs, Pínotl exchanged gifts with their leader.  The mysterious visitors 

departed, but Pínotl said that they promised to return soon and visit Moctezuma in his 

city in the mountains.  The “winged towers” were the ships of the Spanish captain Juan 

de Grijalva, sent by Governor Diego Velázquez of Cuba to explore the coasts first 

reported by the slave-hunting expedition of Francisco Hernández de Córdoba in 1517.16  

This marked the beginning of the interactions between the Mexica and the Europeans, as 

well as the European fascination with these New World inhabitants, a fascination that 

would soon see itself manifested in European art and collecting practices. 

Although Christopher Columbus is widely acknowledged in Western European 

history for “discovering” America, and other Spaniards spent considerable effort 

exploring many of the islands and coastal regions of the Gulf of Mexico, it was actually 

Hernán Cortés (1485-1547), a minor Spanish noble, who began conquering large swathes 

of what is now Mexico and Latin America, and was therefore responsible for the first 

large-scale shipments of indigenous art and artifacts back to Europe.  Among the contents 

of his cargo were objects of a far greater level of craftsmanship and novelty than 

previously seen in Europe.17  The colonizer and future conquistador first set sail for the 

																																																								
15 In the sources included in this paper, the Mexica ruler is referred to variously as ‘Moctezuma,’ 
‘Montezuma,’ ‘Motecuhzoma,’ ‘Montectzuma’ and “Motecuçoma,” among other versions.  For 
consistency’s sake, I will refer to him as ‘Moctezuma,’ the most commonly accepted modern spelling, and 
the version used elsewhere throughout this dissertation. 
16 Benjamin Keen, The Aztec Image in Western Thought (New York: Dell Publishing Company, 1966), 49. 
17 This is, of course, not to neglect the British, Portuguese, French and other sailors and explorers 
responsible for exploring other parts of the New World, from Canada through Brazil.  The Portuguese were 
famed for their strong navy and innovative ship designs, and were extremely active in establishing new 
routes and discovering new lands, especially from the late fourteenth-century through the early sixteenth-
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newly discovered lands in 1504, when he arrived on the island of Hispaniola, where he 

spent the next few years establishing a Spanish colony.   

 
 

Hernán Cortés and the Spanish Expedition 

Hernán Cortés may be popularly credited with amassing precious and exotic treasures 

from the indigenous peoples of the New World.  However, he was not the first to 

accumulate such objects.  Rather, Cortés notably was preceded in his endeavors by Juan 

de Grijalva (ca 1489-1527), a young conquistador first tasked with exploring the shores 

of what would later be known as Mexico.  Grijalva’s expedition set the stage for the 

European awareness of what the New World might offer in terms of its natural resources 

and fabricated artifacts. He was commissioned by his uncle, Diego Velázquez (1464-

1524), Cuba's first colonial governor, to investigate reports submitted by Francisco 

Fernández de Córdoba, which spoke of advanced civilizations and significant amounts of 

gold in the lands west of the newly explored Yucatán Peninsula.18 He led an expedition 

																																																																																																																																																																					
century.  Many Portuguese turned their attentions towards Asia; Pedro Álvares Cabral (1467-1520), for 
example, was attempting to seek a western route to the Indies when, on April 21, 1500, he “discovered” 
Brazil.  That same year, another Portuguese explorer, Gaspar Corte-Real (1450-1501), is believed to have 
reached Newfoundland and perhaps other parts of northeastern Canada; however, he and his ship 
disappeared before returning to Portugal. Giovanni Caboto (ca 1450-ca 1500), better known by the 
Anglicized version of his name, John Cabot, was an Italian who sailed under the patronage of King Henry 
VII of England.  His 1497 “discovery” of and voyage along the coast of North America was the first 
European exploration of the region since the Norse did so in the eleventh century.  Álvares Cabral, Corte-
Real and Cabot represent just a few of the hundreds of men (including crews) involved in trans-Atlantic 
exploration in the late fourteenth- and early fifteenth-centuries.  Some relevant sources include Bailey W. 
Diffie and George D. Winius, Foundations of the Portuguese Empire, 1415-1580 (Minneapolis: University 
of Minnesota Press, 1977); Evan T. Jones, “Alwyn Ruddock: ‘John Cabot and the Discovery of America,’” 
Historical Research vol. 81, no. 212 (2008): 224-54; M. D. D. Newitt, A History of Portuguese Overseas 
Expansion 1400-1668 (New York: Routledge, 2005) and James A. Williamson with R. A. Skelton, eds., 
The Cabot Voyages and Bristol Discovery Under Henry VII (Farnham: Ashgate, 2010). 
18Francisco Fernández de Córdoba (d. 1517) was an early Spanish conquistador, best known today for his 
ill-fated 1517 expedition, which provided the first written accounts of the Yucatán Peninsula. Much of the 
information we do have about Córdoba’s expedition is thanks to Bernal Díaz del Castillo (Historia 
verdadera de la conquista de la Nueva España), who was present for the entirety. Díaz del Castillo implies 
that the main goal of the excursion was to capture locals as slaves, and not to survey the land or otherwise 
increase material holdings. 
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that sailed from Matanzas, Cuba in April 1518.19  During his brief tenure, Grijalva came 

into contact with a number of indigenous communities, accumulating items on behalf of 

his sovereigns, as well as himself.   

 Grijalva was the first to confirm the vast quantities of gold available in these new 

lands.  At one point, his expedition apparently came across a group of indigenous men 

fishing, using hooks that looked suspiciously as if they were made of gold.20  Not long 

after, he and his men are said to have captured a local man, whose chief subsequently 

offered Grijalva the equivalent of the hostage’s weight in gold.21  Although his 

companions urged their leader to accept, Grijalva supposedly rejected the trade, in the 

hopes of acquiring an even greater assortment of goods.  In the aftermath of these events, 

a local cacique, or chief, presented the conquistador with a set of gold ornaments, 

including shoes, cuirasses and armor-like articles.22  Others made tributes of bracelets and 

jewels, statuettes and a fan, all of which were made of gold.  These offerings, small 

though they were in comparison to the tremendous treasures that would be acquired 

through gifts and conquest in the coming decades, still impressed the Europeans with the 

quality of their materials and craftsmanship, and served to whet their appetite for future 

acquisitions.  In late spring or early summer 1518, Grijalva sent a member of his 

																																																								
19 The number of men on his expedition range from 170 (as specified by Cortés) to 300 (as claimed by 
Peter Martyr). A more thorough description can be found in Bernal Díaz del Castillo’s The Conquest of 
New Spain, trans. J.M. Cohen (Hammondsworth, England: Penguin Classics, 1973). We do know, 
however, that Grijalva and his crew, on four ships, sailed from Santiago de Cuba, around the western tip of 
the island, across the north side, down to the southeastern coast of the Yucatan peninsula (just south of 
Cozumel), then north around the tip of the peninsula into the Gulf of Mexico, along the coast of the 
mainland as far north as Río Pánuco, before tracing the route back again, making landfall along the route, 
and interacting with local communities.  Grijalva likely received this commission through familial 
connections.  
20 This detail, regarding the fishhooks made of gold, was not present in every account of the meeting; it 
seems that Peter Martyr d’Anghiera was the first to include it. Juan de Grijalva, The Discovery of New 
Spain in 1518: Juan de Grijalva, trans. and ed. Henry R. Wagner (Berkeley: The Cortes Society, 1942), 23. 
21 Thomas, The Golden Age, 476. 
22 de Grijalva, The Discovery of New Spain in 1518, 34, 63, 76-8 This source also includes descriptions of 
the events by other participants on the expedition. See also Thomas, The Golden Age, 476. 
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expedition, Pedro de Alvarado, back to Cuba, accompanied by select items from the 

riches they had acquired, to inform Governor Velázquez of the events and their 

discoveries.23 

Thus, in 1519, inspired by rumors of gold and unfathomable wealth, as well as the 

existence of large, sophisticated cities in the Mexican interior, the Spanish decided to 

send another expedition to explore and, perhaps, conquer,24 Hernán Cortés was appointed 

to head an expedition of twenty ships and six hundred men.25  For more than a decade, he 

devoted his efforts to the exploration of this new world, establishing the lands as part of 

the Spanish empire, accumulating treasure and promoting his own status and authority. 

At this point, it seems that Velázquez’s instructions to Cortés were clear: he was 

to go in search of Grijalva’s presumed missing fleet, attempt to find any Christians held 

captive in the Yucatán and report back to Cuba.26  He was also to preach Christianity to 

																																																								
23 The significance of Grijalva’s expedition – and the accompanying discoveries, both physical and 
intellectual – was immediately recognized by not only the royal court, but also by a broader swathe of 
society, as evidenced by the fact that accounts of other expedition, and the itinerary, were quickly 
published. Juan Díaz, a cleric who accompanied Grijalva, was present for many of the most notable events 
from the first stages of the exploration and conquest of the New World, participating not only in Grijalva’s 
expedition, but the later mutiny against the actions of Hernán Cortés; he was also a survivor of the Noche 
Triste (June 30, 1520).  He was perhaps the first to publish his accounts; though the original Spanish 
version does not survive – or at least, has not been found – the Italian translation was printed in Venice in 
March of 1520.  See The Discovery of New Spain in 1518: Juan de Grijalva for a concise summary of the 
earliest published records of Díaz’s account, and others, as well as theories regarding the dating of the 
original Spanish version.  
24 Cortés partially funded this expedition, granting him an additional degree of authority. See J. H. Elliott, 
Empires of the Atlantic World: Britain and Spain in America 1492-1800 (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2006), 7. 
25 It is important to note that while Cortés was accompanied by some six hundred men, they functioned as 
both his crew and his army, and included soldiers, sailors, friars, and even some women, each of whom 
likely fulfilled a variety of functions, such as nurses, seamstresses and camp followers. Thomas theorizes 
that some of these women might even have fought alongside their male companions (and suggests that the 
role of “conquistadora” is ripe for further study). See Thomas, The Golden Age, 480.   
26 The dating of Velázquez’s formal instructions to Cortés – October 23, 1518 – serves as evidence that the 
governor was still unaware of Grijalva’s current whereabouts, and was concerned that his nephew/the man 
he had authorized to explore the region had been taken captive, along with his crew, by potentially hostile 
natives.  It seems that Grijalva had been gone longer than anticipated and Velázquez used this absence as a 
partial justification to send another expedition. As it happens, Grijalva and crew were safe, and arrived 
back in Cuba to find his uncle in the process of outfitting an even larger expeditionary force to go in search 
of the “missing” crew, and also to establish a permanent Spanish presence in Mexico.  
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any indigenous peoples he encountered, and to map the coastline of the Yucatán. The 

governor’s written instructions, dated October 23, 1518, also make it clear that the 

conquistador was authorized to explore this new world, and to conduct trade with the 

indigenous peoples, but he was forbidden to establish any colonies.27  However, 

Governor Velázquez also acknowledged that it was impossible for him to foresee every 

eventuality, so, in the case of any unexpected emergencies Cortés had the authority to 

take whatever measures most closely conformed to “the service of God and their 

highnesses.”28  The wording left exactly what constituted an emergency open to 

interpretation; Cortés’ corresponding actions tested the limits of his instructions.29   

Despite the seemingly unlimited authority held by Cortés, the situation was in 

reality far more complicated.  In a lengthy chain of command, the conquistador was near 

the bottom.  Cortés received his command from the governor of Cuba, Diego Velázquez, 

who, in turn, was the deputy of Diego Colón, the hereditary admiral of the Indies.30  

Velázquez, however, was not content to remain Colón’s underling and desired to conquer 

																																																								
27 After all, Velázquez had not yet received permission from his sovereign to establish any permanent 
colonies – or, at least, no such approval had reached him in Cuba – so he himself had no legal authority to 
grant such an opportunity to Cortés. Cedulario Cortesiano, complación de Beatríz Arteaga Garaz y 
Guadalupe Pérez San Vicente. Publicaciones de la Sociedad de Estudios Cortesianos, No. I. (Mexico, 
1949), Doc. 2. 
28 Cedulario Cortesiano, Clause 37. 
29 It became increasingly apparent, however, that Cortés was arming and provisioning for an expedition of 
conquest, and not one simply of exploration, despite the parameters of his brief.  Once Governor Velázquez 
became aware of Cortés’ actions, he decided to replace the conquistador, but Cortés managed to stay one 
step ahead, and set sail immediately.  In order to ensure that everything went according to plan, Cortés sent 
armed men to raid the city’s slaughterhouse and carry off all meat, while he and other officers bribed and 
coerced city officials to sign off on all of the necessary documents. 
30 Above Colón was Juan Rodriguez de Fonesca, bishop of Burgos and longtime councilor who oversaw 
the affairs of the Indies. At the head of this hierarchy was Charles V who, although technically co-ruler 
along with his mother, Juana, was de facto sole and independent monarch of Spain and its territories in the 
New World. For the order of authority with regards to the New World, see Lanning, “Cortés and His First 
Official Remission of Treasure to Charles V,” 12 and Hugh Thomas, Conquest: Montezuma, Cortés and 
the Fall of Old Mexico (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1993), esp. 82-4. For information regarding the 
division of power between Charles V and Juana, see Bethany Aram, Juana the Mad: Sovereignty and 
Dynasty in Renaissance Europe (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2005); Elliott, Imperial Spain, 
1469-1716, 143-46 and Robert Goodwin, Spain: The Centre of the World, 1519-1682 (New York: 
Bloomsbury, 2015), esp. 39	



	 38	

lands in his own right – and presumably receive the appropriate recognition back in 

Spain.  However, the only way he could do this was to receive the necessary approval 

from the Crown – otherwise, it would be illegal for him to explore, colonize and/or 

conquer in his own right.  To that end, Velázquez had made several moves over the 

previous few years to secure his position and gain the necessary approval to move 

forward in achievement of his goals.  Early steps to this end were the expeditions of 

Francisco Fernández de Córdoba and Juan de Grijalva.  Later efforts included sending 

representatives back to Spain, in an attempt to encourage the king to award him the title 

of adelantado of Yucatán, which would thus grant him the right to conquer and settle any 

newly discovered lands.  It seems somewhat precipitous – dangerous even – to send out 

so many expeditions in quick succession – before receiving royal approval.  However, the 

governor was attempting to ensure that his claims remained active, which might 

encourage a positive response from Spain.31 

Velázquez was driven by the need for quick actions and the necessity to abide by 

the limited authority he had been granted. Cortés, on the other hand, while given the 

opportunity to lead the expedition by the governor, wished to break free from Velázquez, 

to gain recognition in his own right.32  The conquistador needed to move quickly on his 

journey; if the governor received the desired permission and position while Cortés was 

still on Cuban soil, then Velázquez would have control, and be the recipient of the 

																																																								
31 For a more detailed discussion of the governor’s actions and motivations, and those of Cortés himself, 
see J. H. Elliott’s introduction to Hernán Cortés and Anthony Pagden, Hernán Cortés: Letters from Mexico, 
trans. and ed., Anthony Pagden (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001), xi-xxxvii. 
32 Elliott also suggests that Cortés was also driven by the recognition that the earlier Spanish conquest and 
settlement of their Caribbean properties – specifically, the Antilles – was nowhere near as smooth or 
successful as was possible, and the desire to ensure the success of their efforts in Mexico and elsewhere.  
He continues to argue that adhering to Velázquez’s limiting instructions would prevent Cortés from 
immediately establishing settlements, which was key to the process. See Elliott, Hernán Cortés: Letters 
from Mexico, xiv.  
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sought-after honors, fame and wealth.  At the same time, leaving in such an expeditious 

manner risked alienating both the governor and his faction back in Spain.  Cortés 

reckoned that, should he be successful – should he conquer new lands on behalf of the 

Crown, win treasure and amass extensive populations for both Spain and the Church – 

then his defiance of Velázquez and his allies would be forgiven.  Essentially, the ends 

would justify the means. 

Cortés’ official primary objectives, according to Velázquez’s directive, were to 

ensure the safety and well-being of any Spaniards held captive or lost on earlier 

expeditions, and to initiate trades and relationships that would benefit Hapsburg Spain.33  

He was also guided by the divine mission to which the Castilian monarchs had been 

appointed by God, and confirmed by the pope: bringing the peoples of these newly 

discovered lands into the arms of the Roman Church.  Cortés’ personal motivations for 

leading the expedition were numerous and complex.34  Certainly, he hoped for personal 

riches and glory, but he also sought to be the one to expand the Spanish empire in terms 

of population, territory and wealth.  At the same time a devout Catholic, he was also 

working to serve God, the pope and the Church by aiming to convert the indigenous 

peoples of Mexico into the fold of the Roman Catholic Church. For these reasons, among 

others, Cortés soon openly flouted Velázquez’s directives against setting up a colony, 

																																																								
33 For a more detailed discussion into some of the possible motivations of both Velázquez and Cortés, as 
well as a more thorough discussion of their actions and the Spanish response(s), see Elliott, Hernán Cortés: 
Letters from Mexico, xii-xxxii. 
34 For a discussion of Cortés’ personal motivations and ambitions, see sources including J. H. Elliott, 
Empires of the Atlantic World: Britain and Spain in America 1492-1800 (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2006), esp. 7-8; Francisco López de Gómara and Lesley Byrd Simpson, Cortés: The Life of the 
Conqueror by His Secretary (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1964); Thomas, Conquest: 
Montezuma, Cortés and the Fall of Old Mexico, 129 and 156 and Henry R. Wagner, The Rise of Fernando 
Cortés (New York: Kraus Reprint Co., 1969). 
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supported by his crew.35  Sometime during the early summer of 1519, the expedition 

established a community in Mexico, the Villa Rica de Vera Cruz.36  It was around this 

time that the men who formed Cortés’ crew and army named him alcalde mayor and 

justica of Vera Cruz, the de facto capital city of Mexico, and simultaneously reinforced 

his unparalleled status in the New World.37   

While these events provided an explanation of sorts for Cortés’ actions and served 

to position him as working in the interests of the king, they did not ensure the 

conquistador’s good standing back in Spain. Cortés’ success was dependent upon his 

reaching King Charles before Velázquez did to claim the credit or cast the blame for 

falling out of order of command.  It was only by presenting sound legal arguments in 

coordination with proof of his successes that he would be able to defend himself against 

those in Governor Velázquez’s faction – especially in light of the fact that Velázquez had 

received his official appointment of adelantado of Yucatán on November 13, 1518.38  To 

aid in his venture, Cortés had a plan: he was going to present King Charles of Spain with 

overwhelming proof of his success, in the form of huge quantities of treasure, not just the 

																																																								
35 The support of his crew worked in Cortés’ favor. The Siete Partidas, a set of laws codified between 1256 
and 1263 during the reign of Castilian king Alfonso X, stated that laws could only be set aside under one 
very specific circumstance: the demand of all the men of the realm. According to the conquistador, it was 
the men who made up his army and crew who uniformly insisted that they stay in Mexico, go in search of 
peoples to conquer and establish permanent colonies. Thus, he was not disregarding his superior’s 
instructions of his own volition; he was simply submitting to the demands of his men. 
36 The name Vera Cruz was in reference to the area’s gold, and the fact that the settlement was dedicated to 
the True Cross, due to the fact that Cortés and his men landed on Good Friday. Now known as “Veracruz,” 
the city was the second Spanish settlement on the mainland (the first was Santa María la Antigua del 
Darién, formerly also known as Dariena, founded in present-day Colombia by Vasco Núñez de Balboa in 
1510, before being abandoned in 1524 when it was attacked and destroyed by the indigenous peoples).  
Elliott, Hernán Cortés: Letters from Mexico, xix. 
37 Simultaneously, they also named him captain of the royal army. 
38 However, news of the appointment would not reach him in Cuba until May 1519. Thomas, Conquest: 
Montezuma, Cortés and the Fall of Old Mexico, 215 and Ralph Vigil, “A Reappraisal of the Expedition of 
Panfilo de Narvaez to Mexico in 1520,” Revista de Historia de América no. 77/78 (January-December 
1974): 101-25, esp. 106. 
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percentage that was automatically due the monarch by law.39   It was now more vital that 

ever for Cortés to get to the interior of Mexico and accumulate great treasure as quickly 

as possible. 

 
 

Hernán Cortés and Moctezuma: Two Empires Intersect 

Although physical contact between the Mexica and the Spaniards was not made until 

1519, the Mexica must surely have already been aware of these strange visitors, likely by 

word of mouth through their own traders and allies.  After all, Columbus had visited 

Hispaniola and explored the northeast coast of Cuba as part of his first expedition in 

1492, and returned to those islands while also exploring the Puerto Rico, Venezuela and 

Panama on the subsequent voyages; while on his fourth expedition in 1502, Columbus 

had encountered Mayan traders, while in 1508, two Spanish sailors had landed in the 

Maya region of the Yucatán. The Spaniards, with their unusual features and pale 

complexions, strange language and customs and unique ships and goods, surely would 

have been a source of conversation among both allies and enemies, eliciting 

consternation and fascination.  With a vast network of mercantile and military 

connections, it would be surprising had the Mexica not been aware of this new presence, 

even if they were unsure what, exactly, to make of these strange peoples.40 

																																																								
39 See, for example, Thomas, Conquest: Montezuma, Cortés and the Fall of Old Mexico, 219-20. 
40 Columbus, along with his crew, made land on the Puerto Rico on November 19,1493 (2nd expedition), 
Venezuela on August 4, 1498 (3rd expedition) and Panama on October 16th, 1502 (4th expedition). During 
his second voyage, Columbus is known to have sailed through the Lesser Antilles, and sighted – and in 
some cases visited – a number of the islands, though the exact route is still debated. For Columbus’ 
voyages, including when and where he made land, see Kamen, Empire: How Spain Became a World 
Power, 1492-1763, 42 and Thomas, Rivers of Gold, 95-6, 109-11, 134, 175, 222.  Columbus’ encounter 
with the Mayan traders has been referenced in a number of sources, including Thomas, Rivers of Gold, 
220-21. With regards to the Spaniards who came into contact – to put it very simply – with the Mayans, we 
are dependent on the records of Bernal Díaz del Castillo for the details.  According to his account, a ship 
with sixteen men and two women was shipwrecked near the Yucatán Peninsula, as a result of hitting a sand 



	 42	

The Mexica had a compelling motivation to be on the lookout for new arrivals, 

particularly during this period.  As the largest, most dominant and formidable society in 

the region, one that was dependent on trade and tributes for much of their wealth and 

revenue, with their authority founded on military strength, it was vital that the Mexica be 

aware of any potential threats to their empire.41  The Mexica ruler Moctezuma and his 

nobles paid close attention to the curious rumors that had reached them as far back as 

1500, most certainly in reference to Columbus’ third voyage to the Americas. Sometime 

around 1508, more definitive information had reached the Mexica capital of Tenochtitlán.  

That same year, two Sevillian sailors, Vicente Yáñez Pinzón – who years earlier had 

captained the Pinta on Columbus’ first journey – and Juan Díaz de Solís, landed on 

Yucatán in search of a strait that they were certain would take them to the Pacific, on to 

the Spice Islands and, ultimately, to China.  In their explorations, they likely sailed along 

the Mexican coast, eventually reaching Vera Cruz.  It was shortly after this that an image, 

executed by a Mexica merchant, showed what looked like three temples floating on 

																																																																																																																																																																					
bar.  The crew and passengers, hoping to reach Cuba or Jamaica, got into a small boat, but were quickly 
captured by the local Maya – and then offered as sacrifices to the Maya gods. At least five of the group 
were ultimately sacrificed, while the others died of disease and – in some cases – worked as slaves, 
possibly to death. Two of the original survivors, Jerónimo de Aguilar, a Franciscan friar (1489-1531), and 
Gonzalo Guerrero, a sailor (?-?), managed to escape before eventually being re-captured by a Mayan chief 
who was rival to their initial captor. Aguilar and Guerrero spent the subsequent years living with the Maya, 
learning the language and the culture, with Guerrero becoming a war chief, marrying a wealthy woman and 
fathering the first mestizo children born in Mexico, while Aguilar remained faithful to his religious vows. 
Word of these unusual peoples – at least by Mayan standards – had clearly spread throughout the Yucatán 
Peninsula, if not beyond, as when Cortés landed in Mexico in 1519, he quickly heard stories about bearded 
men living among a neighboring tribe. Along with the infamous La Malinche, Aguilar became Cortés’ 
translator during the Conquest. For sources relating to Aguilar, Guerrero and their experiences with the 
Maya, see Díaz del Castillo, The Conquest of New Spain, 64-5 and Thomas, Conquest: Montezuma, Cortés 
and the Fall of Old Mexico, 57, 163-5. 
41 There is a significant debate to be had over whether or not the Mexica were an empire, a conglomeration 
or something else entirely. For the construction of the Mexica “empire,” as a concept, see Anthony Pagden, 
Spanish Imperialism and the Political Imagination: Studies in European and Spanish-American Social and 
Political Theory 1513-1830 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1990), 97-116. 
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canoes, on a large body of water.42  When the image arrived in Tenochtitlán, Moctezuma 

reportedly gathered together his advisors and priests, to study the picture and try to work 

out what exactly they were seeing.43  A more direct exposure to Europeans came in 1512, 

when a trunk reportedly washed up off the Gulf of Mexico, near the modern city of 

Campeche.  Upon discovering it, Mexica traders brought it to Tenochtitlán, and presented 

it to Moctezuma.  Unfamiliar with the strange contents – which included several suits of 

clothing, a sword and some jewels – the Mexica ruler shared the items with two of his 

cousins.44  Still, he and his advisors were unsure of what they were seeing and what it 

meant. 

Cortés, on the other hand, was made aware of a powerful ruler, whose territories 

and peoples were located somewhere in the interior of these vast lands, shortly after he 

landed on the coast of Mexico on April 22, 1519.45  Cortés made finding this individual 

and his lands his focus, with the ultimate intention of forcing this “Motecuçoma” to 

acknowledge the authority of the Spanish queen Juana, and her son and co-ruler, Charles, 

and thus make them part of the powerful Hapsburg empire.46  By the time Cortés and his 

																																																								
42 Unfortunately, this image appears only to survive through written accounts. See, for example, Brian M. 
Fagan, Kingdoms of Gold, Kingdoms of Jade: The Americas Before Columbus (London: Thames and 
Hudson, 1991), 36. 
43 Thomas, The Golden Age, 471. 
44 Ibid., 472. 
45 Although Cortés’ primary responsibilities, as articulated by Governor Velázquez, related to the 
promotion of Christianity, rescuing of any Christians in indigenous hands and mapping of the area, the 
governor did task him with some additional activities, among them learning about “the people with large, 
broad ears and others with faces like dogs and also where and in what direction are the Amazons who are 
nearby, according to the Indians whom you are taking with you” (See José Luis Martínez, Documentos 
cortesianos, 4 vols. (Mexico: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1990)).  It is clear that, though the Spanish 
were at least aware of the existence of a number of different indigenous societies, they had no interest in 
the local population. 
46 In the words of J. H. Elliott, “a single, supreme objective established itself clearly in [Cortés’] mind. He 
must reach Motecuçoma and somehow induce him to acknowledge the supreme overlordship of Juana and 
her son Charles, the sovereign rulers of Castile” (Elliott, in Cortés and Pagden, Hernán Cortés: Letters 
from Mexico, xii).  In fact, the explorer was successful in his endeavors: in a matter of nine months, he had 
essentially replaced Moctezuma as ruler of the Mexica empire, on behalf of Juana and Charles. Of course, 
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compatriots first arrived at the outskirts of the great Mexica city of Tenochtitlán in 

November 1519, he had already received the support of a number of Mexica tributaries 

and rivals alike.  Although he was only accompanied by some six hundred of his own 

men, over the course of the coming years he gained the support of many more indigenous 

peoples, including the Totonacs, the Tlaxcaltecas and the Texcocoans.  The involvement 

of these other groups of peoples, who were familiar with not only the geography of the 

region, but also with local weaponry and Mexica military techniques, was ultimately a 

major factor in Spanish victories in their battles against the Mexica. 

Cortés also benefitted from some rather fortuitous circumstances.  The Spaniards 

arrived in the region ruled by the Mexica in a year associated with Quetzalcóatl, one of 

the most important of all of the indigenous deities.47  According to the Mexica calendar, 

gods were associated with specific years, and those years’ names; Quetzalcóatl was 

widely linked to the year Ce Acatl (or “One Reed”), which corresponds to the Western 

year 1519.  As reported by many European accounts dating back to roughly the time in 

question, the Mexica believed Cortés to be the Quetzalcóatl returning after an extended 

absence, in accordance with long-standing tradition.  Additionally, Cortés and his army-

crew arrived in the same geographic area from where the god had supposedly departed so 

long ago.  Further supporting this proposed misidentification were select descriptions and 

representations of Quetzalcóatl, which depicted him as being pale-skinned and wearing a 

																																																																																																																																																																					
Cortés’ success was largely due to the invaluable advice and assistance he received from other indigenous 
peoples. 
47 Although Quetzalcóatl is most associated with the Mexica, the ‘feathered’ or ‘plumed serpent’ was a 
prominent god in most pre-Columbian societies.  The first documented reference to him dates to the period 
from the 1st century BCE to the 1st century CE, from Teotihuacán (which refers to both the city, and the 
mysterious culture).  In the Mayan world, he was known as ‘Kukulcan,’ which also translates to ‘feathered 
serpent.’ Quetzalcóatl, along with Tláloc, Tezcatlipoca and Huitzilopochtli, ruled the Mexica pantheon, and 
was treated with the highest of honors. 
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beard, characteristics unheard of in Mexica society.48  The polished sheen of the 

Spaniards’ armor, strange weapons and curious language would have seemed to provide 

additional proof of their apparent divine origin.   

Other points of “proof” were perhaps more open to interpretation.  Moctezuma 

believed that there were eight omens that together predicted the end of the Mexica 

civilization, and the end of the world. Each supposedly came true in turn, at least 

according to the Mexica leader’s interpretation.  The last, the coming of “men with two 

heads” was deemed to have come true with the sighting of men from Juan de Grijalva’s 

expedition riding horses, bare-backed, in 1517.49  Encountered in this context, Cortés and 

his men were treated with the greatest of respect and honor by their indigenous 

counterparts, who did everything in their power to welcome the returned god and his 

entourage.  

But were these coincidences too good to be true, or were they additional stories 

fabricated by the Spanish to justify their conquest?  Was there any foundation in 

documented fact, or do the stories simply establish a sense of pre-destined domination for 

the Spaniards?  Many modern ethno-historians doubt the veracity of these stories and 

argue that the aforementioned stories did not appear in any pre-Columbian literature, or 

in any literary or artistic source created independently of Spanish supervision.50  Instead, 

																																																								
48 Unfortunately, there are no extant representations of the god with these features. 
49 Sarah E. Cohen, “How the Aztecs Appraised Montezuma,” The History Teacher vol. 5, no. 3 (March 
1972): 21-30; “’No Longer Will There Be a Mexico’: Omens, Prophecies, and the Conquest of the Aztec 
Empire,” American Indian Quarterly vol. 9, no. 3 (Summer 1985): 239-258, esp. 240, 242-3 and Felipe 
Fernández-Armesto, “’Aztec’ Auguries and Memories of the Conquest of Mexico,” Renaissance Studies 
vol. 6, no. 3/4 (September 1992): 287-305, esp. 290. 
50 For a more detailed breakdown of their arguments, see sources including Matthew Restall’s Seven Myths 
of the Spanish Conquest (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2003) and Camilla Townsend’s 
“Burying the White Gods: New Perspectives on the Conquest of Mexico,” The American Historical Review 
vol. 108, no. 3 (June 2003): 659-87 and “No One Said It Was Quetzalcóatl: Listening to the Indians in the 
Conquest of Mexico,” History Compass vol. 1, no. 1 (2003): 1-14.  Restall suggests that the initial 
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it appears that all of the initial documents that expound this story are of Spanish origin, 

not Mexica.  It is believed that the first sources recounting this “indigenous belief” are 

Cortés’ letters from Mexico to Emperor-King Charles V, when it was to both sender and 

recipient’s benefit to promote positive interactions between the two societies, where the 

Europeans were welcomed and treated as honored guests, whose dominance had long 

been foretold among a supposedly naïve peoples, the Mexica.  In creating these 

associations between the god and the conquistador, and viewing Cortés through such a 

lens, the belief was perpetuated that the arrival and dominance of the Spaniards had been 

divinely foretold, confirming the justness of all that would follow. Whatever the truth of 

these mythologizing stories of conquest, the actions of both Cortés and Moctezuma have 

been recorded, and their accuracy confirmed.  While details might be lacking, and 

peoples’ motivations are not fully known, the events that followed were recorded by both 

sides for posterity. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

																																																																																																																																																																					
conflation of Moctezuma’s speech and the Cortés-as-god legend occurred in the 1530s, and was a result of 
Franciscan efforts.  In fact, the earliest source to lay out the idea of Cortés as reincarnated deity dates to 
approximately fifty years after the initial interaction, in the Florentine Codex: General History of the 
Things of New Spain, prepared under the direction of Fray Bernardino de Sahagún (12 volumes, initial 
publication 1545-86). Moctezuma’s speech, as recorded decades later in the Florentine Codex, would have 
originally been presented in Nahuatl (the Mexica language), if indeed it had even occurred at all.  Between 
the years separating the initial interaction and the speech’s inclusion in the codex, the subtleties of Nahuatl 
linguistics and rhetoric and an initial lack of familiarity with Mexica culture and traditions – not to mention 
Spanish political motivations to shape Mexica response to their presence – means that contemporary 
scholars cannot trust the veracity of Spanish claims or recounting of the events in question.  It should be 
noted, however, that Sahagún accompanied Cortés, and was present during the first meeting with 
Moctezuma. For the Florentine Codex and the Historia General, see Fray Bernardino de Sahagún, 
Florentine Codex: General History of the Things of New Spain, 12 vols., trans., Charles Dibble and Arthur 
J. Anderson (Santa Fe: School of American Research, 1950-82) and Historia General de las Cosas de la 
Nueva España, 4 vols., ed. Angel María Garibay (Mexico City: Editorial Porrúa, 1981). 
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Spanish Conquistadores’ Introduction to Mexica Treasure 

Upon hearing of the presence of these strange-looking men who spoke an unknown 

language, Mexica ruler Moctezuma dispatched a group of representatives, led by his 

favored agent, Tendile,51 to the Spanish camp, accompanied by precious gifts.52  The 

envoys were eager to appease these foreigners, gods or not, and treated them as 

welcomed honorifics.  Tendile, after exchanging greetings through an interpreter, 

lavished Cortés with gifts, on behalf of his “invincible Lord.”53 This was the first glimpse 

the Spaniards – or any Europeans – had of the incredible accomplishments of the Mexica 

artists, not to mention the wealth, in the form of feathers, precious stones and, most 

intriguingly for the Spaniards, gold.  As part of the generous offerings, Moctezuma’s 

emissaries arrayed Cortés in the finery of the serpent god Quetzalcóatl.  Bernardino de 

Sahagún, a sixteenth-century missionary who was present, described the scene: 

 
On his face they placed a serpent mask inlaid with turquoise, 
with a crossband of quetzal feather and…golden earring[s].   
On his breast they fastened a vest decorated with quetzal  
feathers; about his neck they hung a collar of precious stones  
with a gold disc in the center…In his hand they placed a  
shield with ornaments of gold and mother-of-pearl and a  
fringe and pendant of quetzal feathers…54   

 

 

 

																																																								
51 Alternately known as Teuhtlilli, Teudile or Tendile. 
52 According to Bernardino de Sahagún, at least a few of these gifts had been prepared for Juan de Grijalva; 
his premature departure meant that he sailed before some of the items were completed. Among these works 
were the gold and silver calendar stones – two of the more impressive objects to European audiences.   
53 Bernal Díaz del Castillo’s Historia verdadera de la conquista de la Nueva España (1632), ed. Carlos 
Zamora (Mexico City: Porrúa, 1982), 64-5.  
54 Bernardino de Sahagún, Historia general de las cosas de Nueva España: Códice Florentino, cited in 
Miguel León-Portilla, ed., The Broken Spears, trans. Lysander Kemp (Boston: Beacon Press, 1962), 26. 
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Significantly, the three materials that Sahagún specifically references – gold, turquoise 

and feathers – are the ones that will most intrigue, inspire and influence European 

audiences and ideas regarding the Mexica, and the indigenous peoples of the New World 

as a whole for centuries to come.   

Another, more detailed account of the occasion, relates how the ambassadors 

placed a turquoise mask, representing the deity Quetzalcóatl on the Spaniard, formed of 

intertwined and looped serpents, with gilded rattles and a crown of quetzal feathers (Fig. 

2.1).55  They then hung a coat of quetzal feathers over Cortés’ chest, accompanied by a 

necklace with precious stones and a golden disc in the center around his neck, a mirror 

with turquoise from his hips, a cloak with red borders over his shoulders and leg-guards 

with gems and bells.  He also received a shield with gold and mother-of-pearl, a hanger 

with quetzal feathers and black sandals.56  Both accounts, as well as a Mexica report from 

the same period, however, state that Cortés was displeased at the “insignificance” of 

these gifts.  Sahagún describes how the “god” was not satisfied, demanding, “Is this all?” 

Moctezuma’s ambassadors immediately departed, returning with gifts that they hoped 
																																																								
55 There is some question as to the identity of the subject of the mask shown here; see Chapter 4 for further 
discussion regarding the two possible subjects. Bernardino de Sahagún, who was present at the ceremony, 
described the mask in great detail, specifically mentioning the features listed above, few of which, sadly, 
remain. Of those Mexica masks that are known to survive, this is the one that most closely matches 
Sahagún’s description. However, it is impossible to say that this is the turquoise Quetzalcóatl mask 
presented to Cortés at that ceremony with any certainty for a number of reasons. The lack of precise 
records, identifying the individual works of art transported to Europe, has been an on-going challenge for 
scholars, as has the related limitations in provenance and the tremendous number of works lost to us over 
the last five hundred years. If this is, in fact, the mask so ceremonially bestowed upon Cortés, it has sadly 
lost many of its original features. For Sahagún’s description of the events and the objects, see Sahagún, 
Florentine Codex, Book XII, Chapter 5. 
56 Sahagún, Florentine Codex, Book XII, Chapter 5; Vandenbroeck, “Amerindian Art and Ornamental 
Objects in Royal Collections,” 110 and Keen, The Aztec Image, 51-2.  Quetzal feathers, which comprised a 
significant portion of the regalia that now adorned the conquistador, were particularly precious to the 
Mexica, and many other indigenous cultures. Birds and their feathers were highly prized in pre-Columbian 
society; the more exotic and colorful the bird, the more valuable the feather.  The quetzal feathers were the 
most precious of all due to their association with the god Quetzalcóatl, or “Feathered (or “Plumed”) 
Serpent,” who served as one of the Mexica gods of creation, as well as learning and the wind. See Chapter 
5 for a more in depth discussion of feathers and their significance within the Mexica culture, and including 
quetzal feathers, specifically. 
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would be more to the newcomer’s liking, including a helmet full of small grains of gold, 

a large gold disc in the shape of the sun, and an even larger disc of silver in the shape of 

the moon.   

Despite his harsh reaction, Cortés’ later written comments on the gifts offered by 

Moctezuma and his lords demonstrated a remarkably different, rather awed reaction, 

when he spoke of the “grandeur” of Moctezuma’s possessions, of the “gold, silver, stones 

and feather-work of all the things existing under the heaven in his dominion.”57  In light 

of the rarity of the quetzal feathers, which were unknown in Europe, the inclusion of the 

turquoise and the value of the gold, and based on the written descriptions and those few 

pieces that have survived of the incredible quality of the materials and skill required to 

create the works, it seems likely that the Spaniard feigned disappointment with the initial 

offering in an attempt to manipulate the Mexica to provide him with even more valuable 

items, a ploy that was undeniably successful.  This interaction provided the Europeans, 

led by Cortés, with visual and material evidence of the extent of the Mexicas’ natural and 

cultural wealth, along with a sense of the possibilities that awaited them. 

One very important element to the encounter between Cortés and Moctezuma’s 

emissaries, led by Tendile, has been frequently overlooked: among the envoys apparently 

sent to formally greet the Spaniards were several royal painters, dispatched by the Mexica 

ruler to “carefully sketch the visitors and the things that they brought with them.”58  

Unfortunately, like so many of the gifts presented to the conquistadores and so much of 

the cultural and religious works produced prior to the arrival of the Europeans, these 

																																																								
57	Hernán Cortés, Cartas de relación, in Historiadores primitivos, vol. 1, 34, also quoted in Keen, The 
Aztec Image, 59.  The entire quote is provided in the Introduction.	
58 Diana Magaloni Kerpel, “History Under the Rainbow: The Conquest of Mexico in the Florentine 
Codex,” in Contested Visions in the Spanish Colonial World, ed. Ilona Katzew (Los Angeles: Los Angeles 
County Museum of Art, 2011), 80; earlier mentioned in Díaz del Castillo 1632/1982, 64-5. 
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paintings do not survive.  However, the fact that they were even made is momentous and 

carries with it significant implications.59  Moctezuma wanted a visual record of what 

these extraordinary newcomers looked like, and what they carried with them.  For 

reasons relating to local traditions regarding ceremony, Moctezuma did not participate 

directly in this introduction and gift exchange, so the artists’ renderings were intended to 

provide him with a depiction of what he was unable to see in person, thus satisfying his 

personal curiosity and suggesting that images to him would have been understood as 

viable substitutes for direct encounters.  It is also likely that the paintings were intended 

to serve as a historical document, precisely recording the Mexica empire’s first encounter 

with a new people, an unprecedented event that necessitated formal documentation for 

Moctezuma as the presiding ruler.   

At the same time, sending the artists with the entourage to meet the Spaniards is 

indicative of a degree of wariness on the part of the indigenous ruler.  The artists’ 

sketches, in concert with the descriptions provided by Tendile and the rest of the 

entourage, would have given Moctezuma and his advisors an idea of the weapons the 

Spaniards carried with them, and perhaps provided a sense of what sort of threat the 

conqiustadores posed to the people of Tenochtitlán and the region as a whole, as well as 

to Moctezuma himself. Spanish chronicler Bernal Díaz del Castillo, who wrote Historia 

verdadera de la conquista de la Nueva España (1576) based largely on his experiences as 

a young conquistador in Cortés’ expedition, and whose accounts are largely accepted as 

being dependable, was present for the historic meeting and described how the indigenous 

painters were meticulous in rendering everything they saw in great detail, from the 

																																																								
59 No other community from the New World is known to have carried out a similar project. 
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moment the Spaniards disembarked in San Juan de Ulúa.60  He mentions that the 

paintings were then sent, with all haste and due importance, to Moctezuma, so that he 

might examine and “interpret” them.61  Although not present during the Moctezuma’s 

inspection of the drawings, Díaz del Castillo goes on to report that the ruler was greatly 

alarmed by what he saw in the images,62 a response supported by extant indigenous 

descriptions of the period, which describe his “apprehension on seeing the paintings, 

leading him to question the future of his people.”63  It is impossible to state with any 

certainty what impact Moctezuma’s emotional response to painted images had on his 

future interactions with Cortés, but it is reasonable to assume that his later offerings of 

incredible treasure were intended, at least partly, to placate the conquistadors and 

minimize – or even negate – whatever potential dangers they posed to the indigenous 

peoples of the Americas and to his empire. 

The priceless treasure that had been presented to Cortés in the form of exquisite 

gold- and featherwork, vibrantly-colored and meticulously-crafted masks, capes and 

tunics and the stunning jewels had likely been offered with the intention of impressing 

the strangers with the wealth and glory of the Mexica.  It is also possible that, having 

heard about the numerous interactions and gift exchanges between Cortés, his 

predecessor, Grijalva, and other indigenous communities, Moctezuma hoped that his 

offerings would be sufficient in satisfying the newcomers’ greed and deter them from 

																																																								
60 In addition to participating in the expedition led by Hernán Cortés, Díaz del Castillo was also a member 
of the two earlier expeditions, Francisco Fernández de Córdoba’s ill-fated excursion in 1517, and Juan de 
Grijalva’s of the following year. 
61 Magaloni Kerpel, “History Under the Rainbow,” 80. 
62 Díaz del Castillo, Historia verdadera de la conquista, 64-5. 
63 Magaloni Kerpel, “History Under the Rainbow,” 80. 
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advancing on the Mexica capital.  Of course, these efforts had the opposite effect than the 

one hoped for.   

Beyond these issues, however, the Mexica and the Spaniards had fundamentally 

different perspectives regarding the encounter between Moctezuma and Cortés, and the 

basic motivation for the gift exchange that had garnered so much treasure for Spain and 

the conquistadores. While Cortés interpreted the bestowed treasures as a form of 

indigenous submission and acknowledgment of his authority, and by extension that of 

Emperor-King Charles V and the Catholic Church, the Mexica seem to have viewed these 

precious gifts as “statements of [their own] dominance: gestures of wealth and 

unmatchable liberality made the more glorious by the extravagant humility of their 

giving.”64  These radically different understandings played a role in the ongoing and 

complex relationship between the two cultures.  As Diana Magaloni Kerpel notes, “[i]n 

the midst of this unprecedented set of events, both parties strove not only to interpret the 

nature of the Other and the historic moment of which they partook but also to record the 

events according to their own particular notions of history.”65 For the vast majority of 

Europeans on the other side of the Atlantic Ocean, their understanding of “the Other” – in 

this case, the entire population of the New World – was shaped entirely by the indigenous 

objects brought back from what became known as “New Spain,” and the stories told by 

the triumphant conquistadores and devout missionaries.  

The point of origin for many of these understandings and beliefs was in 

November 1519, when Cortés and his men arrived in Tenochtitlán and were received by 

Moctezuma (Fig. 2.2). Tenochtitlán was very much a modern Rome, to European eyes: 

																																																								
64 Inga Clendinnen, Aztecs: An Interpretation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 269. 
65 Magaloni Kerpel, “History Under the Rainbow,” 79. 



	 53	

the center of power in a large and powerful empire, the city planning and innovative 

architectural designs necessary due to the construction of the city on a lake, and the 

tremendous size had a powerful impact on the Spaniards.66  The city was also managed 

quite efficiently; among other things, the streets were cleaned regularly and city services 

were well managed.67  The layout and waterways meant that to European visitors the city 

was reminiscent of Venice; in size, however, it was rivaled by only Paris and 

Constantinople.68  Additionally, education was available to people of all social classes, 

male and female alike.  The Europeans’ response of surprise and admiration for these 

aspects of the city carried over to the arts.  Though later descriptions and documents – not 

to mention the treatment of the objects themselves – would make it clear that Europeans 

did not place the same value on indigenous craftsmanship, art and creative output that 

they did on the European counterparts, they nonetheless had a largely positive response to 

both Tenochtitlán and pre-Columbian artistic endeavors.   

This response extended to the Spaniards’ first glimpse of the Mexica ruler 

Moctezuma.  As he greeted the invaders, he was surrounded by members of Mexica 

nobility, each one clothed in his most elaborate finery.  Moctezuma arrived on a litter 

adorned with jewels, carvings, featherwork and other accoutrements, all in vibrant colors, 

and representing materials, techniques and skills that have since become closely 
																																																								
66 Numerous first-hand accounts confirm the Spanish response to Tenochtitlán, as do those that have been 
published in secondary literature. See, for example, Bernal Diaz del Castillo’s description as quoted in 
Fagan, Kingdoms of Gold, Kingdoms of Jade, 7. 
67 Thomas, Rivers of Gold, 469. 
68 In fact, only Constantinople, out of all of the world’s cities, was larger than the Mexica capital. By recent 
calculations and censuses, in the year 1500, the population of Venice was between 100,00-170,000; Paris 
had a population of 225,000 and Constantinople’s was somewhere between 440,000 and 600,000.  In 
contrast, the population of Tenochtitlán is estimated to have been 200,00-300,000, while that of the Valley 
of Mexico – Tenochtitlán’s metropolitan area – contained between 1 million and 2.6 million people.  If the 
larger metropolitan area is considered, Tenochtitlán was the largest city in the world. Michael D. Coe, 
Mexico: From the Olmecs to the Aztecs (London: Thames and Hudson, 1994), 193 and Buddy Levy, 
Conquistador: Hernán Cortés, King Montezuma, and the Last Stand of the Aztecs (New York: Bantam 
Books, 2008), 106. 
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associated with Mexica art and culture.  He would have been dressed in a long, ornate 

cloak, perhaps made of feathers, a feathered headdress, sandals and gold ornaments, 

probably consisting of arm and leg guards, a labret and a chest plate.  After receiving a 

pearl necklace from Cortés, the monarch then offered the conquistador a double necklace 

made up of red snails’ shells, further decorated with eight gold shrimps.69  With the 

interaction completed, the emperor then formally welcomed Cortés and his men to the 

region.70 

It seems likely that this introduction to Moctezuma and the precious objects he 

presented gave Cortés his clearest picture of the extent of Mexica riches and artistic 

accomplishments – and also, perhaps, influenced his developing awareness of how the 

creations and the raw materials themselves could be used to improve his tenuous standing 

with Charles V and mitigate his theoretically treasonous actions for defying Velázquez, 

the governor of Cuba, who governed in the name of the king. 

   
 
 
																																																								
69 This necklace is sometimes used to support the theory that the Mexica believed Cortés was the 
indigenous god Quetzalcóatl, who was known to favor the color red.  Numerous sources have recounted the 
circumstances of the initial meeting between Cortés and Moctezuma, and described the regalia presented to 
Cortés, among them Fagan, Kingdoms of Gold, Kingdoms of Jade, 37; Lanning, “Cortés and His First 
Official Remission of Treasure to Charles V,” 14; Shelton, “Cabinets of Transgression,” 194 and Thomas, 
Rivers of Gold, 485. 
70 Despite the initial smoothness of the interactions, the situation quickly became far more complicated. In 
the coming months, tensions between the two groups escalated at an alarming rate, in part due to the 
concern of the Mexica, especially the nobility, with Moctezuma’s accepting of the strangers with such ease, 
his apparent willingness to acknowledge himself, and by extension, his people, as vassals of Charles, and 
Cortés’ influence on the Mexica ruler. (Though, certainly, we only have Cortés’ word supporting 
Moctezuma’s easy acceptance, and the concept of “vassal” might have had far different connotations in 
pre-Columbian America.) This was followed by the Noche Triste, the sad night of June 30, 1520 that saw 
the Mexica rise up against the Spaniards, the deaths of many Europeans, and the mysterious demise of 
Moctezuma, and later, Cortés’ definitive conquest of Tenochtitlán, the Mexica empire and the region as a 
whole. For the complex situation in the months leading up to la Noche Triste, and that night itself, see Díaz 
del Castillo, Historia verdadera, vol. 2, Ch. 128; Levy, Conquistador, 124-98; John Pohl and Charles M. 
Robinson III, Aztecs & Conquistadores: The Spanish Invasion and the Collapse of the Aztec Empire 
(Oxford: Oxprey Publishing, Ltd., 2005), esp. 116-39 and Thomas, Conquest: Montezuma, Cortés and the 
Fall of Old Mexico, 304-430, among others.  
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The Introduction of Mexica Treasure to Europe  

and a Traveling Exhibition 

While the conquistadores progressed towards the Mexica capital, the newly accumulated 

treasures were immediately readied to be shipped to the Queen of Spain, Juana (1479-

1555),71 and her son, Charles V, by Cortés, as tribute and justification for his “wholly 

unauthorized activities” in the New World.72  It is likely that Cortés’ decision to act well 

beyond the parameters of the brief given to him by the governor contributed to his 

decision to present the entire collection to his sovereign, Charles V.  To that end, in July 

1519, Cortés appointed two men from his army-crew, Alonso Hernández de 

Puertocarrero and Francisco de Montejo, to serve as procuradores, or representatives, 

whose responsibility it was to present Cortés’ case to the king.73  They made their case 

																																																								
71 Juana was the second daughter of Isabella of Castile and Ferdinand of Aragon, and married Philip the 
Fair (1478-1506), only son of Emperor Maximilian I. As her only brother and older sister both predeceased 
her, Juana inherited her mother’s lands upon Isabella’s death, and, later, her father’s.  Shortly after her 
marriage to Philip, Juana began to show signs of instability. Taking advantage of her struggles, Philip and 
Ferdinand tried to Juana declared incompetent, so that they could rule on her behalf. Philip died in 1506, 
and Ferdinand in 1516, by which time Juana had been confined to a tower for close to a decade. Her eldest 
son, Charles, came to Spain after his grandfather’s death in order to claim his inheritance. He effectively 
became sole ruler of his Spanish territories, in addition to those inherited via his Philip and Maximilian, 
even though his mother, and official co-monarch, survived until 1555, the year before Charles’ abdication. 
Debate still exists as to whether Juana, also known as Juana la Loca, or Juana the Mad, was truly mad, or 
whether the situation was manipulated by her father and husband, who wished to rule in her place – while a 
recent theory based on surviving documentation suggests that not only was Juana not mad, but that she 
herself manipulated her situation using the only tools at her disposal: her own behavior. First-hand accounts 
by those who had the opportunity to interact with her, including her brother-in-law King Henry VIII of 
England, tend to support one of the latter two readings, as did her actions during the Revolt of the 
Comuneros in 1520, while her son Charles V was traveling to his newly inherited Hapsburg territories. She 
was described as being very deliberately protective of her son’s authority, even though she easily could 
have supported the rebellion and attempt to re-claim her role as sole monarch. Some sources regarding 
Juana, her legal and medical diagnosis and her role as co-monarch with her son include Aram, Juana the 
Mad; Jean Bérenger, A History of the Hapsburg Empire (1273-1700) (London and New York: Longman, 
1994) and Olga S. Opfel, Queens, Empresses, Grand Duchesses and Regents: Women Rulers of Europe, 
A.D. 1328-1989 (Jefferson, N.C.: McFarland, 1989). 
72 Hugh Honour, The New Golden Land: European Images of America from the Discoveries to the Present 
Time (London: Allen Lane, 1975), 28. 
73 It was vital that the procuradores do everything possible to argue Cortés’ case; as it was, he was 
technically a traitor. As a traitor, Cortés could be arrested, imprisoned and – eventually – executed. 
Presumably, it didn’t hurt that Puertocarrero was part of an ancient family line, and cousin to the Earl of 
Medellín. This connection could only help him in his support of Cortés. Sadly, the familial connections 
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through oral arguments, written documentation, and the presentation of the awe-inspiring 

treasure that would further sweeten the monarch’s mood.  One letter was addressed to 

King Charles and Queen Juana, not from Cortés personally, but from the entire Vera Cruz 

community.74  Despite the multiple signatories, there can be little doubt that it was 

planned, and perhaps even dictated, by Cortés. Among the points made in this letter was 

an emphasis of Cortés’ loyalty and devotion to the monarchs, as well as his determination 

to convert the pagan heathens.75  

To aid Puertocarrero and Montejo in their venture, they were accompanied by the 

entire collection of gold accoutrements and vibrant featherwork, mosaic masks and ritual 

objects made of precious metals and stonework that Cortés and his men had amassed 

from the Mexica through their initial introductions.  In an attempt to win the Emperor’s 

goodwill, Cortés persuaded his men to send Charles not only the traditional royal one-

																																																																																																																																																																					
were not able to help him in the face of Bishop Fonesca’s fury.  Puertocarrero was imprisoned, where he 
eventually died, in 1523.  In 1526, Charles V appointed Montejo adelantado, and Capitan General of 
Yucatán. His attempts to conquer local Mayan communities in the 1520s and 1530s were not nearly as 
successful as Cortés’ efforts in present-day Mexico. His son, however, was rather more successful, and is 
credited with conquering Yucatán, and founding the cities of Campeche (in 1540) and Mérida (in 1542). 
See Lanning, “Cortés and His First Official Remission of Treasure to Charles V,” 9-13, 24; John F. 
O’Hara, “Juan Rodriguez de Fonesca: First President of the Indies (1493-1523),” The Catholic Historical 
Review vol. 3, no. 2 (July 1917): 131-150, esp. 146-7; Thomas, Conquest: Montezuma, Cortés and the Fall 
of Old Mexico, 215-6, 221, 225, 337-41, 343-6, 352-3, 538, 535, 564, 595, 633 and Thomas, Rivers of 
Gold, 441-2, 513. 
74 This letter is sometimes recognized as the “lost” or “missing” First Letter, referring to a series of letters 
sent by Cortés back to the Spanish court. Although it has not been officially recognized as such, nor was it 
intended as such, the timing and the function – as well as Cortés’ clear influence – cause many to 
categorize it with the existing, known letters and taking the place of the official (missing) First Letter. The 
fact that this document, along with the four extant Letters, is Cortés’ only known surviving writing 
reinforces the tendency. See, for example, Robert S. Chamberlain, “Two Unpublished Documents of 
Hernán Cortés and New Spain, 1519 and 1524,” Hispanic American Historical Review Vol. 18 (1938): 
514-25, esp. 514-5 and Henry R. Wagner, “The Lost First Letter of Cortés,” The Hispanic American 
Historical Review vol. 21, no. 4 (November 1941): 669-72. 
75 These comments were accompanied by a carefully worded statement, indicating that the conquistador 
only deviated from the governor’s instructions at the insistence of his men, and for the good of the 
kingdom. He only agreed to do so after much consideration, and in the belief that the actions were in the 
best interests of Charles and Spain. For a discussion of both Cortés’ actions and the letter, see sources 
including Thomas, Conquest: Montezuma, Cortés and the Fall of Old Mexico, 199-203 and 216-8.  
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fifth (Quinto Real), but also the entirety of the treasure received from Moctezuma.76  

Thus Puertocarrero, Montejo, a packet of letters and a tremendous collection of gold, 

silver, feathers and more set sail for Spain from Villa Rica de la Vera Cruz on July 26, 

1519.77   Much of what followed – the efforts of the procuradores, the presentation of the 

letter on Cortés’ behalf, the transmission of the Mexican treasure to Spain, and finally the 

public display of the treasure in cities throughout Spain – was all part of a meticulously 

designed plan intended not only to portray Cortés in the best possible light, but also to 

harness the power of public opinion behind the conquistador. 

																																																								
76 Also known as the Quinto del rey – or King’s Fifth – the Quinto Real was the 20% of all precious metals, 
and other mineral products, gained in conquest that was automatically awarded to the Spanish monarch. 
The tax was originally established in 1504, but had been extended, and would continue to be applied 
throughout the sixteenth century. In order to ensure an accurate accounting of all relevant goods and 
materials, most Spanish expeditions were accompanied by a Veedor, or overseer of sorts, whose primary 
responsibility was to make a precise and detailed count of any treasures won, or otherwise accumulated. 
The procuradores were to escort the entire treasure offered to Cortés by Moctezuma’s envoys, along with 
the traditional Quinto Real of all other booty acquired throughout the expedition, even that which pre-dated 
Cortés ‘ command, and present it as a gift to the king. Keen, The Aztec Image, 53. 
77 Cortés gave his procuradores strict instructions to leave from Mexico, bypass Cuba and sail directly for 
Seville, Spain. Montejo, however, ignored these directions to dock on the western part of the island, in 
order to make a brief visit to his estate, arriving there on August 23rd. His exact motivations remain unclear; 
they might have been as simple as the need to stock up on provisions before the lengthy trip, or to arrange 
matters at his estate before another long absence. Alternatively, it is possible that he was trying to make 
arrangements to secure his properties and monies in case his mission was a failure. We do know, however, 
that during this brief visit, he left letters for a friend and showed at least a portion of the treasures he was 
carrying to Spain to his major-domo, before once again setting sail with Puertocarrero on the 26th.  The 
major-domo was not quite as loyal as Montejo had presumably hoped, or even assumed, as he immediately 
informed Governor Velázquez of the situation. Velázquez, upon receiving word, sent two ships after the 
procuradores, but Puertocarrero and Montejo had set sail using a new route – through the Bahamas Straits 
– and made their successful escape. However, this resulted in another near-disastrous threat to Cortés. 
While the ship was temporarily docked in Cuba, someone managed to see a glimpse of some of the treasure 
on board; recognizing that this went beyond “normal” loot, they alerted the governor.  Velázquez 
immediately mounted a massive expedition, led by his former lieutenant Pánfilo de Narváez (1478-1528), 
with orders to capture or kill Cortés.  Narváez landed in or near present-day Veracruz with almost one 
thousand men – nearly three times the number Cortés had – in April 1520, and the two opponents met in 
battle on the night of May 28th, when Cortés attacked. After a vicious battle, Cortés and his conquistadores 
emerged victorious, in large part because many of Narváez’s men joined him, switching sides. It was a 
tremendous coup for Cortés; not only did he defeat his enemies, he acquired much needed soldiers, supplies 
and weapons. See Lanning, “Cortés and His First Official Remission of Treasure to Charles V,” 9-13, 24; 
John F. O’Hara, “Juan Rodriguez de Fonesca: First President of the Indies (1493-1523),” The Catholic 
Historical Review Vol. 3, No. 2 (July 1917): 131-150, esp. 146-7; Charles M. Robinson The Spanish 
Invasion of Mexico 1519-1521 (Oxford: Oxprey Publishing, 2004), esp. 49-50; Thomas, Conquest: 
Montezuma, Cortés and the Fall of Old Mexico, 215-6, 221, 225, 337-41, 343-6, 352-3, 538, 535, 564, 595, 
633 and Thomas, Rivers of Gold, 441-2, 513, among others. 
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They landed in Seville at the beginning of November 1519, arriving in Spain at a 

particularly precarious time for King Charles. While Cortés had been moving forward 

with his plans, securing the submission of Mexica ruler Moctezuma and establishing 

himself as ruler in Tenochtitlán during the fall and winter of that year, King Charles had 

become the Emperor-King, having been elected Holy Roman Emperor on June 28, 1519.  

As such, the monarch’s immediate concern was to “extract the largest possible subsidies” 

from his Spanish kingdoms, and then depart for Germany and a tour of some of the 

Northern territories .78  A number of his Spanish-speaking subjects were displeased with 

the fact that their monarch was making plans for a lengthy excursion abroad, the 

economic stresses being imposed, and the prospect of an absentee ruler – especially in 

light of the tumultuous political situation of the previous few years.79   

When Puertocarrero and Montejo docked in Seville, their sovereign was in 

Barcelona and not accessible for an audience. The procuradores were then hit by another 

more serious complication: Governor Velázquez’s personal chaplain, Benito Martín, was 

already in Seville before their arrival.  Martín, a devoted supporter of the governor, 

managed to convince the officials of the Casa de la Contratación to embargo their ships 

and their contents – including all of the Mexican treasure contained within.80  This neatly 

																																																								
78 Elliott, Hernán Cortés: Letters from Mexico, xxiv. 
79 This is particularly true of Castile, who lost their last strong, involved monarch, Isabel of Castile, more 
than a decade earlier, in 1504. See Thomas, Rivers of Gold, 423, 436.  
80 The Casa de la Contratación, which literally translates to “The House of Trade,” was a government 
agency under the Spanish Empire, between the 16th and 18th centuries. Founded by Queen Isabel in 1503, it 
served as the Spanish counterpart of the Portuguese organization, the Casa da ĺndia, or “House of India,” 
which had been founded in Lisbon in 1434. Officially named “La Casa y Audiencia de Indias,” the Spanish 
agency sought to control all aspects of Spanish exploration and colonization.  Among the agency’s 
extensive responsibilities and rights were powers over overseas matters, especially financial and legal 
troubles relating to trade, the licensing of emigrants, creation of maps and charters and overseeing the 
probate of estates of any Spaniards who died while abroad. See John Michael Francis Iberia and the 
Americas: Culture, Politics and History: A Multidisciplinary Encyclopaedia (Santa Barbara: ABC-CLIO, 
2006), esp. 179; James D. Henderson, Helen Delpar, Maurice Philip Brungardt and Richard N. Weldon, A 
Reference Guide to Latin American History (Armonk, NY: M. E. Sharpe, 2000), esp. 26; Carina Johnson, 
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removed Puertocarrero and Montejo’s strongest and likely most convincing argument.  

As such, the two men then immediately left Seville, accompanied by Martin Cortés de 

Monjoy, the conquistador’s father, and headed for Barcelona to find the king.  The three 

made good speed and reached their destination in the latter part of January 1520.  

Unfortunately, little seemed to be going their way, as the emperor-king had already 

departed for Burgos.  One thing in their favor: Cortés’ representatives continued to grow 

in number, from the original two procuradores, to three (with his father) and now four, as 

Cortés’ cousin, Francisco Núñez, a royal official, agreed to join them and act as the 

conquistador’s legal representation.  The four eventually caught up with Charles V in 

early March, in Tordesillas.  There was one benefit to the group’s unexpected travels 

throughout the Iberian peninsula, in search of their monarch: throughout their travels in 

search of Charles, word spread about the remarkable discoveries made and the stunning 

treasures that had been acquired by the Spaniards, and the many more that awaited them, 

back in the New World.81   

 Now, having arrived in Tordesillas, Puertocarrero and Montejo were finally able 

to make their argument before Charles.82  The procuradores’ descriptions of 

Moctezuma’s treasure, the bounty represented by the objects themselves and the promise 

of far more to come seemed to sway the emperor’s favor. Cortés’ gamble in presenting 
																																																																																																																																																																					
Cultural Hierarchy in Sixteenth-Century Europe: The Ottomans and Mexicans (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press), esp. 4 and William S. Maltby, The Rise and Fall of the Spanish Empire (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), esp. 81. 
81 See Lanning, “Cortés and His First Official Remission of Treasure to Charles V,” 12; Zelia Nuttall, 
“Standard or Head-Dress? An Historical Essay on a Relic of Ancient Mexico,” Archaeological and 
Ethnological Papers of the Peabody Museum, Harvard University vol. I, no. 1 (1888): 5-58, esp. 42; Russo, 
“Cortés’s Objects and the Idea of New Spain,” 229-52 and Thomas, Conquest: Montezuma, Cortés and the 
Fall of Old Mexico, 345-50, among others. 
82 Although Velázquez’s agent, Gonzalo de Guzmán, and ally, Bishop Fonesca of Burgos, fought fiercely 
on his behalf, the governor’s position had been weakened by a variety of issues. For one, Fonesca was on 
the losing side of a conflict with Charles’ Flemish advisors and councilors, due in part to a series of 
denunciations made the previous December by Fray Bartolomé de las Casas, a great supporter of 
indigenous rights. See, for one, Thomas, Conquest: Montezuma, Cortés and the Fall of Old Mexico, 350-4. 



	 60	

the entirety of the goods and acquisitions from the New World – all of them, not just the 

legally required percentage – to the emperor-king had succeeded.  Cortés was able to 

maintain his position and authority, and the threat of being recalled, stripped of his 

command, imprisoned or worse was averted and, temporarily at least, his rivals 

thwarted.83  

Before the shipment of objects was sent to other Hapsburg territories overseas, an 

inventory was made, listing the gold collars encrusted with precious stones, a large 

alligator’s head modeled in gold, shields covered with gold plates, and what Albrecht 

Dürer later would describe as “a sun” – what was in all likelihood a Mexica calendar – as 

well as “a large wheel of gold, with figures of strange animals on it, and worked with 

tufts of leaves; weighing 3000, 800 oz.”84  Many other objects were described in the 

inventory as being decorated with the plumes of gaudy birds, such as “a fan of variegated 

feather-work, with 37 rods plated with gold,” a “box of feather-work embroidered on 

leather with a large plate of gold in the midst,” and “two birds made of green feathers 

with feet, beaks and eyes of gold – and in the same piece with them, animals of gold 

resembling snails.” One hundred ounces of gold ore were also sent “that their Highnesses 

might see in what state the gold came from the mines.” Among objects of lesser 

																																																								
83 The threat to Cortés’ career – and life – was not fully resolved.  His enemies remained long after the 
conquest of Tenochtitlán, his arrogance could get the better of him and alienate both his subordinates and 
his superiors (including Emperor Charles V), his decision-making continued to be reckless at times, he 
overstepped his bounds and attempted to – and occasionally did – claim too much power for himself and, 
ultimately, even attempted to arrest the Governor Velázquez on no authority but his own (1524). Cortés 
was already on shaky terms with the Crown and the Council of Indies, both of which were wary, and 
weary, of him and his antics, and this act further estranged them from the conquistador.  He was put on trial 
on many occasions, including for the murder of his first wife.  Clearly, not all of his personal or legal 
challenges were the result of personal or political rivalries; his own actions were a primary contributor. See, 
for example, Thomas, Conquest: Montezuma, Cortés and the Fall of Old Mexico, 580-2, 599. 
84 Hugh Honour, The European Vision of America (Cleveland: Cleveland Museum of Art, 1975), 28, 
translating from the original inventory compiled by Cortés and the municipal council in Rica Villa de 
Veracruz, meant to accompany Puertocarrero, Montejo and the first shipment of treasure back to Spain. 
The inventory, referred to as a “memorial,” was signed by Cortés and the council on July 6, 1519. For more 
about the inventory, see Russo, “Cortés’s Objects and the Idea of New Spain,” 229-52.  
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economic value there were pieces of embroidered cotton and “two books such as the 

Indians use.”85  

Charles sent an official decree, ordering that the treasure be released from the 

Casa de la Contratación in Seville, where it was being kept, and sent directly to him in 

Valladolid.86  The treasure arrived in early April 1519, and Emperor-King Charles finally 

saw the riches that Cortés had fought so hard to acquire and deliver to his sovereign.  

Charles’ response was much as the conquistador had hoped.87  Cortés had not only 

successfully transported Mexica art and creative endeavors to Europe, but also had 

introduced them to interested parties throughout the continent.  While his primary 

motivations might have been political, not to mention self-serving, his presentation of 

Mexica works to his emperor-king was the impetus for the near-immediate interest in 

collecting objects of indigenous origin, and corresponding descriptions and discussions in 

contemporary treatises, letters and other documents throughout Europe.   

																																																								
85 Honour, The European Vision of America, 28, translating from the original inventory. 
86 Puertocarrero and Montejo were insistent that Fonesca’s allies in Seville had not sent the entire collection 
to Valladolid, though they were unable to prove their accusations.  Thomas, Conquest: Montezuma, Cortés 
and the Fall of Old Mexico, 341. 
87 In reality, it wasn’t quite so clear-cut. Charles chose to defer his judgment, not ruling on Cortés’ legal 
status before departing from Spain, and thus leaving him in a sort of limbo. On the other hand, the king did 
refuse Fonesca’s request to declare Cortés a rebel. The Cortés faction gained another victory on 10 May 
1520, when a royal decree ordered the Sevillian officials to return the funds that had been confiscated from 
the procuradores upon their arrival. The situation continued to seesaw back and forth. Despite his conflict 
with Charles’ Flemish advisors, Fonesca remained in power, and highly influential, with well-connected 
friends and relatives, including a brother who as an army commander. The bishop attempted to use his 
connections to negatively affect the conquistador’s reputation.  However, Cortés’ defeat and capture of 
Pánfilo de Narváez – who had set out with an army twice the size of Cortés’ at the direction of Governor 
Velázquez, with the order to capture Cortés and take control of the expedition – ensured the conquistador’s 
success over his enemies. Cortés’ only concern now was the potential legal trouble he might face for his 
defiance of his superiors; despite all of his successes, he might still be considered a traitor.  Making the 
situation worse were recent events in Mexico. Cortés and his men left Tenochtitlán in their march against 
Narváez; in doing so, they opened the door to the Mexica to try to take back their homeland.  To that end, 
upon the Spaniards’ return to the city on June 25, 1520, they found themselves in the midst of an uprising.  
Although Moctezuma died under somewhat mysterious circumstances – according to some, at the hands of 
his own people – on the 30th, that same night became known as the Noche Triste, when the Spaniards were 
forced to retreat from the area. Cortés had lost – temporarily, at least – the empire he had so recently 
acquired for the emperor-king. Refer to ff. 70 and 77, above, for some sources on Cortés’ conflict with 
Narváez, la Noche Triste and the other on-going political situation. 
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Under more conventional circumstances, Cortés would have sent a letter, via a 

messenger – with only a very small portion of the accumulated spoils – to be formally 

presented to the monarch, who would then decide, perhaps with the advice of his 

Council, what would happen next.  Limited numbers of people outside of court circles 

would even have been aware of the events.  In this case, however, information about the 

Spanish presence in the New World, their activities and who and what they had found – 

and brought back – became known to the public far more quickly than was typical, while 

the treasure itself became more accessible to interested audiences.   

As soon as it reached Europe, the treasure captivated everyone who saw it; this 

fascination resulted in some of the earliest first-hand descriptions of the treasure – in 

some cases, the only records of the priceless treasures to survive.88  Bartolomé de Las 

Casas (1484-1566), the sixteenth-century Dominican priest, was particularly impressed 

by the golden and silver discs that were some two yards wide.  Peter Martyr d’Anghiera 

(1457-1526),89 an Italian-born historian viewed them in Seville, provided a description, 

																																																								
88 It is difficult, if not impossible, to know who had access to the treasure when it was on display, largely 
because the exhibition of these works has been under-studied and because we know of few surviving 
records relating to their display; those that do tend to be personal descriptions of the works seen, such as 
Albrecht Dürer’s famous diary entry (see later in this Chapter). It can be assumed that, in Spain at least, the 
treasure was only accessible to royalty, the aristocracy and other members of the court, as compared to the 
average citizen.  However, upon its initial arrival in Spain, the treasure was displayed at the Casa de la 
Contratación (House of Trade, or Commerce), in Seville; merchants, perhaps accompanied by their wives 
and families, would probably have been able to gain admittance.  Access would likely vary by region, and 
location of display; the audience would be more limited if the treasure was displayed in a royal/imperial 
palace, as compared to a Town Hall. 
89 Peter Martyr d’Anghiera was an Italian-born historian, who studied Spain and the Spanish discoveries 
during the Age of Exploration. He wrote the first accounts of explorations in Central and South America in 
a series of letters and reports, grouped in the original Latin publications from 1511 to 1530 into sets of ten 
chapters called “decades,” which are of great value in the history of geography and discovery. His De Orbe 
Novo (“On the New World”) describes the first contacts of Europeans and Native Americans and contains. 
For various publications and translations of Martyr’s De Orbe Novo, see De Orbe Novo: The Eight 
Decades of Peter Martyr d’Anghiera, 2 vols., trans. by F. A. McNutt (New York and London: 1912); 
Décades del Nuevo Mundo, ed. Edmundo O’Gorman (México: J. Porrúa, 1964); De rebus oceanicis et orbe 
novo decades [Decades del Nuevo mundo] (Madrid: Polifemo, 1989) and The Discovery of the New World 
in the Writings of Peter Martyr of Anghiera, eds. Ernest Lunardi, Elisa Magioncalda and Rosanna 
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as did Francisco López de Gómara (1511-1566), a sixteenth-century Spanish historian, 

who, in 1553, wrote of “two thin wheels, one of silver…with the figure of the moon [on 

it], and the other of gold…made like the sun, with many decorations and animals in 

relief, a very beautiful work.  They hold these two objects in that land as gods, and make 

them the colour of metal they resemble.”90  It seems that everybody who saw these items 

– in Mexico and in Europe – was in awe of their beauty, craftsmanship and grandeur.   

While Amerindian artifacts had been imported into Europe during the previous 

seventeen years, Moctezuma’s gifts, along with the other items acquired by Cortés, 

comprised objects of far superior quality, many of which were made out of rare and 

precious materials, and reflected extraordinary craftsmanship.  Additionally, whereas 

many of the earlier objects had originated in smaller, island-based communities, those 

collected by Cortés were representative of a society that was roughly comparable to 

European audiences attuned to the splendor of courtly culture.   The Mexica were united 

by a dominant religion, with a primary capital – one that, surprisingly to most Europeans, 

was extremely sophisticated and technologically-advanced – and a leader who could be 

equated with their own king in terms of status, wealth and power, and whose art and 

ritual objects were designed and executed within a highly-trained, specialized system of 

craftsmen. 

																																																																																																																																																																					
Mazzacane; trans. Felix Azzola and revised by Luciano F. Farina (Rome: Istituto poligrafico e zecca dello 
stato, Libreria dello stato, 1992). 
 
  
90 Massing, “Early European Images of America,” 515 and Francisco López de Gómara, La istoria de las 
Indias y conquista de Mexico, 2 vols. (Saragoza, 1552), fol. xxiv. 
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In light of the success of the treasure’s initial display in several Spanish cities, 

including the Casa de la Contratación in Seville, and subsequently in Toledo,91 Valladolid 

and elsewhere, and due to the collection’s social and political significance, the decision 

was made to take the assemblage abroad through Europe and Britain.  The extraordinary 

collection accompanied the emperor-king on his international travels, allowing fascinated 

audiences at a number of European courts to see the objects first-hand and as an 

extension of Charles himself.  Although his territories in Northern Europe were his main 

destination, Charles made his way there via England, stopping in Dover, Canterbury and 

Sandwich, as guest to King Henry VIII and his wife – and Charles’ aunt – Katherine of 

Aragon.  While in England, Charles displayed at least some of his newly acquired exotic 

treasures, no doubt impressing the Tudor court, though, unfortunately, no known record 

of the English reaction survives.92 

After concluding his brief visit in England, Charles V then made his way with the 

Mexica treasure to Flanders, arriving in June 1520, en route to his coronation as “King of 

the Romans” in Aachen on October 20, at which point he became officially both king and 

Holy Roman Emperor.93  When the items were put on public display in Brussels, the 

Nuremburg-based artist Albrecht Dürer, who was traveling through the Netherlands on 

his way to witness Charles’ coronation in Aachen, saw the treasure in the Coudenberg 

																																																								
91 Peter Martyr d’Anghiera reported that the gold – and, presumably, other treasure – gathered by Cortés 
was seen by everyone in Toledo, which at that time was the capital of the province of Madrid, Spain’s 
central province.  See Priscilla E. Muller, “The Old World and Gold from the New,” in The Art of Pre-
Columbian Gold: The Jan Mitchell Collection (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1985), 14-21, 
esp. 16. 
92 Thomas, Conquest: Montezuma, Cortés and the Fall of Old Mexico, 571 and Thomas, Rivers of Gold, 
444. Accordingly, nor does there appear to be any written record of which items were displayed, or in what 
manner they were presented to the no doubt fascinated audience. 
93 Aachen is sometimes referred to as “Aix-la-Chapelle,” the name of the city in French. 



	 65	

Palace.94  Dürer’s description of the Mexica treasure clearly articulates his sense of 

wonder, while also providing an idea of the collection’s visual impact: 

 
 

I have also seen the things brought to the King from the  
new golden land: a sun all of gold a whole fathom broad,  
also 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  
[allerley wunderbahrlicher ding] of human use, much better  
worth seeing than prodigies. These things were all so precious  
that they are valued at 100,000 florins.  All the days of my  
life I have seen nothing that rejoiced my heart as these things,  
for I saw among them wonderful works of art  
[wunderliche künstliche ding] and I marvelled [verwundert] 
at the subtle ingenia of people in foreign lands.  Indeed I  
cannot express all that I thought there.95  

																																																								
94 There seems to be some question as to the actual setting of the exhibition: Thomas (Rivers of Gold, 444) 
and Donald Robertson (“Mexican Indian Art and the Atlantic Filter: Sixteenth to Eighteenth Centuries,” in 
First Images of America: The Impact of the New World on the Old, vol. 1, ed. Fredi Chiappelli (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1976), 483-94, esp. 486) say the works were presented in the town hall, 
while Massing (“Early European Images,” 515) says the royal palace. Unfortunately, the items included in 
the Dürer’s description have been dispersed, and most lost to history. The large golden sun disk of 
Moctezuma disappeared, with no documentation or record, soon after the artist saw it. Charles gave the 
silver moon and various feather objects to his aunt Margaret. The feather cloak in the Brussels museum and 
a mask in the British Museum purchased in Bruges are probably from Moctezuma’s treasure, and several 
other mosaic masks in Italian collections apparently trace back to Charles’s gift to Pope Clement VII. Well 
recorded, by contrast, is that part of the treasure, ten pieces, that came to Nuremberg in early January of 
1524 for the king’s brother Ferdinand, and a part of this in turn went over into the large collection that 
Charles’ nephew, Archduke Ferdinand of Tyrol, assembled at Ambras Castle. See Jantz, “Images of 
America in the German Renaissance,” 94. 
95 “Auch hab jch gesehen die dieng, die man dem könig auβ dem neuen gulden land hat gebracht: ein gancz 
guldene sonnen, einer ganczen klaffter braith, deβgleichen ein gancz silbern mond, auch also groβ, 
deβgleichen zwo kammern voll derselbigen rüstung, desgleichen von allerley jher waffen, harnisch, 
geschucz, wunderbahrlich wahr, selczsamer klaidung, pettgewandt und allerley wunderbahrlicher ding zu 
maniglichem brauch, das do viel schöner an zu sehen ist dan wunderding.  Diese ding sind alle köstlich 
gewesen, das man sie beschätz vmb hundert tausent gulden werth.  Und ich hab aber all mein lebtag nichts 
gesehen, das mein hercz also erfreuet hat als diese ding. Dann ich hab darin gesehen wunderliche 
künstliche ding und hab mich verwundert der subtilen jngenia der menschen in fremden landen. Und der 
ding weiβ ich nit auβzusprechen, die ich do gehabt hab.” Hans Rupprich, ed., Schriftlicher Nachlass, vol. 1 
(3 volumes, Berlin 1956-69), esp. 146-202, as cited and translated by Jantz “Images of America,” 94; 
Massing, “Early European Images,” 515; and Stephanie Leitch, Mapping Ethnography in Early Modern 
Germany: New Worlds in Print Culture (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), esp. 181-2.  The quote, in 
its original German, can also be found in Rupprich 1956-69, vol. 1, 155.  There are some very minor 
variations in the various translations of this most famous quote (Jantz records Dürer’s marvell[ing] of the 
“people in strange lands,” while Massing and Leitch do so in response to people in “foreign lands.”  
Certainly there is a discussion to be had regarding the implications of ‘strange’ versus ‘foreign,’ 
particularly when considering in context of a newly “discovered” society, so different from Dürer’s own, 
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Dürer’s journal entry provides a glimpse into the impact the objects had on their 

audience. At the same time, this brief paragraph records important information about the 

display for posterity.  He concisely articulates that the treasure was tribute for the king, 

what the goods were, what materials they were made from and what they were worth 

translated into European monetary values.  However, Dürer does not limit himself to the 

basic facts, but includes his own subjective responses.  Dürer, as an artist, would have 

been well aware of an item’s visual power on a spectator, and would have, presumably, 

been interested in this other society’s approach to art in terms of media and technique, 

function and style.  As such, it is notable that he would comment on the Mexica artists’ 

ingenuity, as well as the broad range of items on display.96  The obvious enthusiasm of 

																																																																																																																																																																					
that was systematically conquered, forcibly converted and re-shaped into one that reflected Europe’s vision.  
In the framework of this discussion, however, the translations are otherwise largely identical. 
96 This quote has become an iconic work in its own right, remaining a dramatic and eloquent commentary 
that is referenced with any discussion of the Mexica, pre-Columbian gold or New World treasure.  The 
power and popularity of this quote is likely two-fold, relating to both the source of the words, and their 
subject.  By 1520, Albrecht Dürer was an internationally recognized master, skilled as a painter, an 
engraver and printer, and a goldsmith. The eloquence of his words captures a sense of the displayed works, 
and the impact they had on their audience – this eloquence becomes all the more significant when one 
realizes that the works in question have all been lost; only Dürer’s words remain to offer modern scholars a 
glimpse into what the initial experience of viewing such a collection was like. Considering the source of the 
description, the enthusiasm apparent in Dürer’s written commentary and the specificity of his word choices 
– using phrases such as ‘viel schöner’ and ‘Wunderdinge’ – it becomes all too easy to place too-great an 
emphasis on the potential implications of these words, as well as the artist’s prescience, assuming that he 
recognized the various adornments, ritual items, weapons, clothing and more as “art.”  Christian Feest, in 
particular, feels that the accolades given to Dürer for his appreciation of the treasures have been over-
emphasized in secondary literature. He argues that Dürer’s evaluation of the indigenous treasure on 
aesthetic grounds as “Art,” in the modern sense, would have been anachronistic, and that his commentary is 
reflective of both surprise of and appreciation for the technical quality of the works, as well as their exotic 
nature.  Dürer’s language was, Feest argues, a common expression of surprise, a response to the technical 
quality of the works and their exoticness.  Despite responses praising the works, he says, the most common 
reaction was a “gasping speechlessness” at objects that “defied the accustomed categories of classification 
and appreciation.”  See Feest, “’Seelzam din von gold vill ze schreiben were’: Bewertungen amerikanischer 
Handwerkekunst im Europa des frühen 16 Jhr,” in Pirckheimer-Jahrbuch für Renaissance- und 
Humanismusforschung 7, 1992): 105-20; “European Collecting of American Indian Artefacts and Art,” 
Journal of the History of Collections vol. 5, no. 1 (1993): 1-11, esp. 5; and “The People of Calicut: Objects, 
Texts, and Images in the Age of Proto-Ethnography,” Boletim do Museo Paraense Emílio Goeldi: Ciências 
Humanas vol. 9, no. 2 (May-August 2014): 287-303, esp. 288, among others; Feest’s belief also referenced 
in Leitch, Mapping Ethnography, 182.  Peter Hess analyzes Dürer’s quote in the context of the existing 
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Dürer’s written response to the collection, as well as his choice of descriptors – 

‘wonderful’ (wunderbahrlicher), more ‘beautiful’ (viel schöner) than ‘prodigies’ 

(Wunderdinge), reflecting a ‘subtle ingenuity’ (subtilen jngenia), even referring to the 

objects displayed as ‘works of art’ (or “artful things”) (künstliche ding) – speak to the 

intensity of his experience.  Some of his responses likely would have been shared by a 

broader, though still-privileged, European audience’s response to the (limited) selection 

of indigenous art and culture currently on display – not to mention the way that they 

tended to use these objects as a synedoche, or representation, of the peoples as a whole.97  

This is especially true in Dürer’s reference to the New World as a “new golden land,” a 

phrase that is impossible to consider separately from the social and economic weight 

placed on the literal gold discovered in Mexico and beyond.  

 Even more important than the fervor of Dürer’s reaction to the treasure on display 

are the implications of his word choices, an analysis of which provides modern audiences 

with a greater understanding of how astute sixteenth-century Europeans might have 

interpreted Mesoamerican works.  From antiquity through the medieval period, prodigies 

– or marvels – were beings or concepts that represented the “upside-down map of the 

																																																																																																																																																																					
discourses of the New World at the time – the first, based on the writings of Christopher Columbus, 
situating the indigenous peoples as the noble savage, and the second, deriving from the works of Amerigo 
Vespucci, presenting the Amerindians as bloodthirsty cannibals – and according to the historical context.  
See Hess, “Marvelous Encounters: Albrecht Dürer and Early Sixteenth-Century German Perceptions of 
Aztec Culture,” Daphnis vol. 33, no. 1-2 (2004): 161-86.  Many others have written about Dürer and his 
response to the treasure, including Peter Mason, “From Presentation to Representation: Americana in 
Europe,” Journal of the History of Collections vol. 6, no. 1 (1994): 1-20; Forrest D. Colburn, “From Pre-
Columbian Artifact to Pre-Columbian Art,” Record of the Art Museum, Princeton University vol. 64 
(2005): 36-41 and Carina Johnson, “Aztec Regalia and the Reformation of Display,” in Collecting Across 
Cultures: Material Exchanges in the Early Modern Atlantic World, eds. Daniela Bleichmar and Peter C. 
Mancall (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011), 83-98, esp. 87. 
97 For the etymology of wunder, see Lorraine Datson and Katherine Park, Wonders and the Order of Nature 
(New York: Zone Books, 1998), 16.  Wunderding[e] has, at times, also been translated as ‘marvels’ or 
‘marvelous things;’ however, most translations use ‘prodigies.’ 
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moral universe.”98  It was common, then, for early modern Europeans to use comparable 

terminology to reconcile themselves with things that were new, that did not fit easily or 

obviously within the framework of their world structure without some accommodation 

and negotiation.99  By referencing prodigies Dürer may also be comparing the items to 

signs or omens from God.  As Stephanie Leitch articulates it, in his attempt to find the 

appropriate vocabulary in his enraptured, nearly mute state, Dürer employed a German 

trope by which he associated the objects in front of him with marvels, wonders, prodigies 

or prodigious occurrences.100   Such occurrences could be nebulous items or concepts, 

and not easily defined nor easily categorized; rather, they were recognized by the 

emotion(s) evoked by them.101  In addition, Dürer’s use of the term ingenia suggests that 

																																																								
98 Mary B. Campbell, The Witness and the Other World: Exotic Travel Writing 400-1600 (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1988), 53 and Leitch, Mapping Ethnography, 182. Leitch also summarizes the two 
primary theories with regards to interpreting Dürer’s meaning when he wrote “better…than prodigies.”  
The implications vary somewhat if he was referring more to the objects themselves, or the people who 
created them. See Leitch, Mapping Ethnography, 1-2 and 182-3, ff. 2-4, as well as Stephen Greenblatt, 
Marvelous Possessions: The Wonder of the New World (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991), 14 
and Steven Shapin, A Social History of Truth: Civility and Science in Seventeenth-Century England 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994), 195.   
99 There were similarly phrased responses to the items brought back to Europe by Marco Polo (1254-1324) 
and Sir John Mandeville (1300-1371), when they returned from their travels in Asia and the Middle East 
several hundred years prior.  Christopher Columbus also used variations of the word in his own writings. 
100 For Dürer and prodigies, see Leitch, Mapping Ethnography, 1-2. Leitch notes modern scholarship offers 
two distinct interpretive traditions for Dürer’s meaning of “prodigies.” According to the first, he meant it in 
a positive manner, regarding the ingenuity, abilities and final creations of the indigenous artists of the New 
World as being equal to those of Europe. The other possible way of unpacking this this response, however, 
is that the artist was more focused on the “radical differences,” in Leitch’s words, between the arts of 
Europe and what he saw before him.  Christian Feest stands as representative of the second school of 
thought; see ff. 84. For the idea of wonder and muteness, see Greenblatt, Marvelous Possessions, 132-36. 
Sixteenth-century Bolognese collector and professor of natural history Ulisse Aldrovandi, who will be 
discussed later in this dissertation, also used the word ‘wonder’ in relation to the objects that he saw from 
the New World.  See Giuseppe Olmi, “‘Magnus campus’: I naturalisti italiani di fronte all’America nel 
secolo XVI,” in L’inventario del mondo” Catalogazione della natura e luoghi del sapere nell prima età 
moderna (Bologna: Il Mulino, 1992), 211-52, esp. 40 and Daston and Park, Wonders and the Order of 
Nature, 1150-1750, 149.  
101 See Daston and Park, Wonders and the Order of Nature, 1150-1750, 21-3, for a discussion of the 
concept of “wonder” as addressed in Gervase of Tilbury’s Otia imperialia ad Ottonem IV imperatorem, in 
Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, ed., Scriptores rerum Brunsvicensium… (Hanover: Nicolaus Foerster, 1707), 
including excerpts from p. 960.  Through their translation and analysis, Daston and Park explain that 
Gervase traced the medieval understanding of wonder to two roots: the first was that which was rare or 
novel, “astounding by their unfamiliarity,” while the second originated in a lack of understanding – or an 
ignorance in – the cause” (Daston and Park, Wonders and the Order of Nature, 1150-1750, 23). 
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he acknowledges the Mexica artists’ ingenuity in conceiving of the objects before him, 

creatively equivalent to those works by European artists.  Ingenia and the Latin term 

“ingenium,” meaning “innate or natural quality or ability,” would later become conflated 

around 1700 by literary critics, and give us the modern term, “genius,” and one who is so 

gifted that they have “no need of earlier practitioners.”102  Although Dürer’s usage of 

ingenia pre-dates the modern associations, he lived in an era where praise of ingenia, as 

he called it, was regarded as a “miracle of art,” a quality that could make a work seem 

alive; it was ennobling.103  Dürer’s recognition of this aspect of the indigenous 

Amerindian art and artifacts is still easily understood and further distinguishes his 

response from those of his contemporaries. 

At the same time, Dürer’s journal entry makes it clear that the artist was not 

inspired solely by a sense of wonder for the aesthetic or technical qualities of the works, 

or by the craftsmanship, or even their exoticism; he was also astonished by what he 

gauged their material value to be.  As Peter Hess has pointed out, 100,000 florins was a 

remarkable sum in 1520; Dürer, as an artist who managed his own studio, would have 

been used to and adept at recognizing the financial values of tools, materials and finished 

products.104  The journal he kept on this extended trip to the Netherlands, in fact, is filled 

																																																								
102 ‘Ingenia,’ with the same meaning as ‘ingenio’ and ‘ingegno.’ For the linguistic history of “genius,” see 
Penelope Murray, ed., Genius: The History of an Idea (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1989) and Patrick Doorly, 
“Dürer’s ‘Melencolia I’: Plato’s Abandoned Search for the Beautiful,” The Art Bulletin vol. 86, no. 2 (June 
2004): 255-76, esp. 272.  
103 For more on these ideas and the evolution in the acceptance of and appreciation for ingegno, see David 
Summers, Michelangelo and the Language of Art (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1981), esp. 50-9. 
104 Hess notes that Dürer stopped in Brussels on his way to Antwerp, where he hoped to secure an 
honorarium of two hundred florin and annuities of another hundred, which would have been comparable to 
an upper middle-class annual income; the value of the objects in front of him might have been enough to 
draw his attention away from the craftsmanship of the objects themselves.  Additionally, despite being a 
master of creating and interpreting works of art which are “iconographically complex and allegorically 
enigmatic,” Dürer made no effort to attempt to either describe or analyze any of the exhibited works, 
instead providing general statements of admiration and commenting on material value (Hess, “Marvelous 
Encounters,” 162, 181). Of course, there are several reasons that might explain why Dürer did not go 
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with accountant-like recordings of items given, bartered and bought, displaying a savvy 

awareness of exchange values and the worth of materials and qualities such as rarity.105  

In this relatively brief record, then, Dürer managed to encompass the range of prevailing 

responses to the Mexica treasure as it made its way through the Hapsburg courts: amazed 

by the quality and quantity of riches (including gold), awestruck at the new forms and 

media and fascinated with the exoticism. 

 
 

Conclusion 
 

Building on the efforts initiated by others, Hernán Cortés explored not just the outlying 

islands or coastal villages, but also the deeper interior of what we know now as Mexico, 

eventually making contact with the largest, most powerful society on the continent at the 

time.  Through his military efforts, he successfully expanded the reach of Spain into the 

Americas, simultaneously turning a collection of kingdoms into a true international 

empire under Spanish rule. Unfortunately, in doing so, the conquistador went well 

beyond the parameters of his brief, placing himself in a tenuous position.  In light of his 

near-treasonous activities, and in combination with his rivalry with highly placed factions 

																																																																																																																																																																					
further into detail about the Mexica objects. For example, as his journal entry indicates, there was an 
extensive array of items on display, representing dozens of different genres, media and techniques; it would 
have been challenging, if not impossible, to adequately consider each work. He might also have been 
focused on the exotic nature of the works, rather than their skill, technique or iconography, something his 
contemporary activities might support. It should also be noted that while travelling, Dürer created sketches 
of people and animals from foreign countries, and also collected testimony of those who had been to any of 
the newly explored regions, which demonstrates an interest in the new and unusual, one that was “quite 
unique in its intensity and breadth” among his contemporaries (Jean Michel Massing, “The Quest for the 
Exotic: Albrecht Dürer in the Netherlands,” in Circa 1492: Art in the Age of Exploration, ed. Jay A. 
Levenson (Washington, D.C.: National Gallery of Art and New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 
1991): 115-119, esp. 118). Finally, it must not be forgotten that this exhibition was the first time any 
European had seen or had access to the talents and products of the New World; most viewers would still 
have been unsure of how to categorize what they saw. 
105 Albrecht Dürer, Dürer’s Record of Journeys to Venice and the Low Countries, trans. and ed., Roger Fry 
(London: Dover Publications, 1995). 
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at court, Cortés found a means of self-justification and self-glorification in the form of 

the fabulous Mexica treasure which he hoped would soften his sovereign’s reaction.  In 

an effort to get ahead of the situation, Cortés sent the entirety of the gold, feather art, 

masks, weapons, armor and other treasures he had accumulated to Spain, in the hands of 

two trusted compatriots, who were to act as Cortés’ advocates, promote his successes, 

extoll his accomplishments and display the treasure.  Cortés’ representatives, the 

procuradores, desperately tried to catch up with the newly elected Emperor Charles on 

his travels and defend the conquistador; accompanying them was the massive shipload of 

treasure.  As they made their way across the peninsula, word spread about who these men 

were, where they came from, why they were there and what they brought with them from 

the New World.  As word of Cortés’ exploits got out, so did word of the treasure.  At 

some point, the decision was made to allow the collection (or part of it, at least) to be 

displayed publicly in cities and imperial courts including Valladolid, Tordesillas and 

Toledo to be viewed by nobility and, in some cases, the everyday citizen alike.  The 

situation continued until the procuradores reached the Emperor-King Charles, who 

decided that the treasure should travel internationally with him, as he visited his other 

courts, and those of his Hapsburg and Trastámara relatives, on his way to his coronation.   

All of this seems to have intensified a fascination with what was understood as 

exotic and different.  Artists and collectors, in particular, looked to the New World, its 

people and products, with tremendous interest, and it is through them that we, as modern 

scholars, can better understand how early sixteenth-century audiences situated these new 

people and their culture into an existing European worldview, and how European 

audiences used what they saw and what they knew – or thought they knew – to help 
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define identities, not only of the indigenous peoples, but their own.  In some ways, we 

can view Charles’ redeployment of Mexica objects and artifacts across his empire as an 

extension of his grandfather and imperial predecessor, Emperor Maximilian I’s, 

monumental printed triumphal projects.  However, rather than using images and the print 

technology of Maximilian’s multi-block woodcut of the Triumphal Arch (1515-17) and 

the Triumphal Procession (1516-19; published 1521) (Figs. 2.3 and 2.4) to re-represent 

the peoples under his dominion, Charles accumulated the real objects, artifacts and 

costumes themselves to signify the same thing almost concurrently.106   It is as if to say 

that the booty merely pictured in the woodcut Triumphal Procession had been almost 

fully dismantled as actual collectibles in the Hapsburg courts across Europe, the triumph 

of one culture contingent on the destruction of another.107   Such projects simultaneously 

functioned as proof of the strength, success and overall dominance of the Hapsburg 

dynasty, which – thanks to the efforts of the conquistadores in the New World – was now 

																																																								
106 Holy Roman Emperor Maximilian I Hapsburg (1459-1519; r. 1493-1519) commissioned a number of 
works of self-aggrandizing propaganda, of which the Triumphal Procession is the most famous.  The 
project, which was not published until after his death, was highly complex. A monumental series of 
woodcut prints, it consisted of over one hundred and thirty separate wood blocks, of which 139 are known 
today; at approximately 177 feet long, it was the most monumental prints ever created, from period or style. 
The primary artist responsible for the execution of the prints was German painter and printmaker Hans 
Burgkmair (1473-1531), though others certainly contributed to the project.  In light of the extraordinary 
scale of the project, I’ve provided just a select few details. On the Triumphal Procession of Maximilian I, 
see “Shining Armor: Maximilian I as Holy Roman Emperor,” Art Institute of Chicago Museum Studies, 
vol. 12, no. 1 (Autumn 1985): 8-29; “Paper Pageants: The Triumphs of Emperor Maximilian I,” in ‘All the 
World’s a Stage…’: Art and Pageantry in the Renaissance and Baroque, ed. Barbara Wisch and Susan 
Scott Munshower (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1990), 293-330; Marketing 
Maximilian: The Visual Ideology of a Holy Roman Emperor (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University 
Press, 2008) and “Triumphs and Travesties: Printed Processions of the Sixteenth Century,” in Grand Scale: 
Monumental Prints in the Age of Dürer and Titian, ed. Larry Silver and Elizabeth Wyckoff (Wellesley, 
MA: Davis Museum and Cultural Center, 2008), 15-33, all by Larry Silver. With regards to Fig. 2.3 and 
2.4, see Chapter 5 for a discussion of early modern European identifications, and misidentifications, of 
indigenous peoples from the New World and of non-Western origins. 
107 Ashley D. West, “Between Artistry and Documentation: A Passage to India and the Problem of 
Representing New Global Encounters,” in Subject as Aporia in Early Modern Art, eds. Lorenzo Pericolo 
and Alexander Nagel (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2010), 87-114, esp. 101 and Stephen J. Campbell, “Mantegna’s 
Triumph: The Cultural Politics of Imitation ‘all’antica’ at the Court of Mantua, 1490-1530,” in Artists at 
Court: Image-Making and Identity, 1300-1550, ed., Stephen J. Campbell (Boston: Isabella Stewart Gardner 
Museum, distributed by University of Chicago Press, 2004), 91-105. 
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an extensive empire that strove to be “one on which the sun never set.”108   To European 

eyes, evidence of this new global empire arrived in Europe in the form of gold, 

stonework and feather art, the objects themselves displacing these unfamiliar peoples as 

representations of the New World, and as things to be possessed and reshaped, serving as 

material, visual proof of the lasting domination of the Hapsburgs and of Christianity and 

European superiority.  Though European audiences emphasized the objects’ exotic 

nature, they often found points of commonality and familiarity as a basis for 

understanding some of the works and where they fit into the European worldview and 

artistic purview.

																																																								
108 Although this phrase, or variations of it, has been most commonly associated with the nineteenth-
century British Empire, it was first used in connection to the Spanish Empire, during the fifteenth and 
sixteenth centuries. “El imperio en el que nunca se pone el sol” seems to have originated with a remark 
made by Fray Francisco de Ugalde to Charles V.  The basic sentiment has been dated to the Ancient Near 
East, with variations being used by the Egyptians and the Akkadians.  See Brigitte Harmann, Die 
Habsburger: Ein biographisches Lexikon (Vienna, 1977) and John Bartlett, Familiar Quotations, 10th 
edition, revised and enlarged by Nathan Haskell Dele (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 2000), 495. 
Other sources relating to Emperor Charles V’s personal device include “Plus Ultra, Non plus Ultra, and the 
Columnar Device of Emperor Charles V,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtald Institutes Vol. 34 (1971): 
204-228; “The Invention of the Columnar Device of Emperor Charles V at the Court of Burgundy at 
Flanders in 1519,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtald Institute vol. 36 (1973): 198-230 and “Plus 
Oultre: The Idea Imperial of Charles V in his Columnar Device in the Alhambra,” Hortus Imaginum 
(1974): 85-93, all by Earl E. Rosenthal, and Mary Tiffany Ferer, Music and Ceremony at the Court of 
Charles V: The Capilla Flamenca and the Art of Political Promotion (Woodbridge, UK: Boydell & 
Brewer, Boydell Press, 2012), esp. 4-10. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 

    “THE EXCREMENT OF THE GODS”1: 
         THE TRANSFORMATION FROM SACRED ORNAMENT 

            TO IMPERIAL TREASURE 
 

 
Of all the glories and natural resources of the New World, gold was the most eagerly 

anticipated, at least by the Emperor-King Charles V and the rest of the Hapsburgs. It is 

impossible to overstate the Spanish – and more generally, European – focus on accessing 

the precious metal from the empire’s newly acquired territories, or the impact the gold, 

silver and precious gems had on Europe once they entered Spanish possession.  Although 

gold was only one part of the many shiploads of treasure that made their way across the 

ocean, it best reflected the European concept of “treasure,” even among the numerous 

featherworks, mosaics, textiles, weapons, costumes and other ornaments and ritual items 

that it accompanied.  Where the indigenous peoples valued gold primarily for its 

association with the divine and often placed a greater material value on other natural 

resources and goods, the numerous cargoes heading to Europe were instead assessed by 

European criteria and described in their terms. In the one hundred fifty years after 

Christopher Columbus first set foot in the New World, one hundred eighty-one tons of 

gold and sixteen thousand tons of silver were recorded as officially entering Spanish 

coffers – and even more is assumed to have arrived unofficially, due to the tremendous 

amount of looting that took place.2  For all the emphasis on expansion of the Catholic 

																																																								
1 Paul-Christiaan Klieger, “The California Gold Rush: El Dorado Captured, California Redeemed,” in Gold 
in the Americas, ed. Hélène Dionne. (Québec City: Musée de la Civilisation de Québec, 2008): 115-20, esp. 
115. 
2 These are conservative numbers based on the documented quantities of gold and silver that were taken 
from Spanish territories only, and does not include the parts of South America (specifically Brazil) or North 
America that were colonized by countries such as Portugal and England, nor does this include the value of 
mercury, gems or other highly-valued materials. Also exempt from these numbers are the treasure lost to 
pirates, or during the ill-fated Noche Triste. See Julie Jones, “Gold and the New World,” in El Dorado: The 
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world, a primary motivation for the royal sponsorship of Christopher Columbus and, 

later, Hernán Cortés and Francisco Pizarro, was financial – particularly in the form of 

gold.  The gold that once served the Mexica and other indigenous Amerindian societies 

as sacred ornament – embodying divine entities and concepts – was efficiently 

transformed into imperial treasury, the aesthetic and ritual context and content liquified 

and reconfigured into identical bricks of equal size and weight.  In this way, it was 

cleansed of its pagan connotations, and converted into material with clear Christian 

function and value, as it was largely used to subsidize Charles’ wars against the Ottoman 

Turks and further Spain’s conquest of the New World.  

The amount of this treasure was so great that it influenced the power structure of 

Europe for centuries, much to Spain’s – and, more generally, the Hapsburgs’ – benefit.  

This massive influx of wealth played a significant role in the growth of Spain as a global 

empire, one that covered nearly a quarter of the globe.  Other Europeans were well aware 

of the significance of the discovery, as the English explorer, Sir Walter Raleigh, 

commented at the end of the century that “it is [Charles V’s] Indian Golde that 

indaungereth and disturbeth all the nations of Europe, it purchaseth intelligence, creepeth 

into Councels, and setteth bound loyalty at liberty, in the greatest Monarchies of 

Europe.”3  This newly accessed wealth gave Charles and Spain a power they would have 

otherwise lacked, offering a greater voice in world affairs and a reach not previously 

seen. 

																																																																																																																																																																					
Gold of Ancient Colombia from El Museo del Oro, Banco de la República, Bogotá, Colombia (New York: 
The Center for Inter-American Relations, 1974), 17. 
3  Jones, “Gold and the New World,” 17 and Sir Walter Raleigh, The Discoverie of the Large, Rich, and 
Bewtiful Empyre of Guiana, with a relation of the great and Golden Citie of Manoa (which the Spanyards 
call El Dorado)… performed in the yeare 1595 by Sir W. Ralegh Knight (London: Robert Robinson, 1596), 
3v. 
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There was never any real question about Spain’s motivations in conquering the 

New World, either on a national or a personal level, as Cortés made so clearly evident 

upon his arrival on the island of Hispaniola.  In response to a local official who had 

offered him lands, and an opportunity to settle and establish himself, the conquistador 

proclaimed “I came to get gold, not to till the land like a peasant.”4  Though this 

statement was couched in the first-person and was clearly an articulation of his own 

interests, it certainly applies to the Spanish Crown’s broader intentions, as would be well-

substantiated over time with every ounce of gold and silver was removed from the New 

World.5  Unfortunately, however, it seems all of the gold and silver acquired from the 

New World in the form of worked objects and the raw material was eventually melted 

down by royal decree, resulting in very few artifacts surviving to the present day.  

 
 

Gold in Pre-Columbian Mexico 

For the myriad differences between Mexica and European cultures, one commonality was 

the use of gold.  While gold is not native to the area surrounding Tenotchtitlán and as a 

medium is perhaps better known in association with the Inca of Peru, the Mexica, who 

obtained much of their gold through trade and tribute, are widely recognized for their 

mastery in working the precious metal. The first evidence of goldwork in the Americas 

																																																								
4 Warwick Bray, “Ancient American Metallurgy: Five Hundred Years of Study,” in The Art of Pre-
Columbian Gold: The Jan Mitchell Collection (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1985), 76-84, 
esp. 76 and J.R. Fisher, “Gold in the Search for the Americas,” Gold Bulletin vol. 9, no. 2 (June 1976): 58-
63, esp. 59. 
5 Alessandra Russo’s article, “Cortés’s Objects and the Idea of New Spain: Inventories as Spatial 
Narratives” (Journal of the History of Collections vol. 23, no. 2 (2011): 229-52), discusses some of Cortés’ 
early directives.  His instructions, according to the Cuban governor Velázquez, required the conquistador to 
“rescatar” – or recover – more than his predecessor, Grijalva.  Russo notes that, in this context, “the idea 
was to recoup what had been invested in the expedition by bartering objects in an openly unequal 
exchange” (232). Additionally, Cortés was to create a detailed record of the origin of all objects – 
particularly all gold (248). See Diego de Velázquez’s “Instrucción de Diego Velázquez a Hernán Cortés,” 
in José Luís Martínez (ed.), Documentos Cortesianos, vol. 1, doc. I (México 1990): 55. 
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was by the Chavíns in the Andes, a civilization that thrived between 900 and 200 BCE, 

eventually reaching Mesoamerica around 800 CE.6  The Mexica were among the last of 

the pre-Columbian Amerindian societies to develop an expertise in metallurgy, in part 

due to the timing of the Mexica’s emergence as a strong, independent culture in the 

fourteenth century, more than two thousand years after the first gold plaques and 

ornaments were created by the Chavíns in Peru.7  It appears that the Mexica learned their 

craft from the Mixtecs, a major Mesoamerican civilization that preceded the better-

known empire. The Mixtecs were renowned for their goldwork, and as the Mexica came 

to prominence they continued their craft, often offering it as tribute.  The Mixtec 

goldsmiths are also thought to have played an important role in Tenochtitlán to transmit 

their knowledge to the Mexica, instructing the Mexica artists and as masters in their own 

right.8  While the Mexica and other indigenous peoples of the Americas might not have 

																																																								
6 The Spaniards were quite methodical in their efforts to obtain as much gold as possible; their concern 
extended to the original source of the gold deposits. According to Bernal Díaz del Castillo, Hernán Cortés 
interviewed Moctezuma and his ministers, asking about the tribute payments, and the origin of the 
Mexicas’ gold supply, which came primarily from Zacatula, Malinaltepec and Coatzalcoalco. According to 
the Codex Mendoza, these three cities contributed more than 400,000 pesos of gold in the form of nuggets 
and ingots to Tenochtitlán each year, while Oaxaca and the surrounding area provided another 180,000 
pesos worth; the total – 560,000 pesos – is equivalent to almost two tons of gold annually. These numbers 
offer a sense of the amount of gold in the Mexica Empire in the late fifteenth- and early sixteenth-centuries. 
See Frances Berdan and Patricia Rieff Anawalt, eds., The Codex Mendoza, vol. 2 (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1992); André Emmerich, Sweat of the Sun and Tears of the Moon: Gold and Silver in Pre-
Columbian Art (New York: Hackert Art Books, 1965), 148-9; and José Pijoán, “Arte precolombiano, 
mexicano y maya,” in Summa Artis, Historia general del arte vol. X (Madrid: Espasa-Calpe, 1952), 225. 
For the beginning of gold in the Americas, see Junius B. Bird and Gordon F. Ekholm. “Introduction,” in 
Pre-Columbian Gold Sculpture, exh. cat. (New York: Museum of Primitive Art, 1958), 1-2, esp. 2; Heidi 
King,  “Africa, Oceania and the Americas,” The Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin Vol. 56, No. 2 
(Autumn 1998), 69-71, esp. 71. While it is an accepted fact that Amerindian goldwork originated in Peru, 
roughly one thousand years prior to the height of the Mexica Empire, scholars are still unsure exactly how 
metallurgy developed in the New World; some scholars theorize that Asian explorers, who sailed across the 
Pacific, introduced the art form. See Emmerich, Sweat of the Sun, xix and 173-5. 
7 The earliest examples of goldwork in the Americas were repoussé. 
8 For more on the Mixtecs – especially their role as goldsmiths and their influence on the Mexica – see 
Dudley T. Easby, Jr., “Two ‘South American’ Metal Techniques Found Recently in Western Mexico,” 
American Antiquity vol. 28, no. 1 (July 1962): 19-24; Emmerich Sweat of the Sun; Margaret Young-
Sánchez, “An Aztec Gold Warrior Figurine (From the Cleveland Museum),” RES: Anthropology and 
Aesthetics no. 29/30 (Spring/Autumn 1996): 102-26, esp. 107 and Gary M. Feinman, “The Last Quarter 
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possessed the elaborate smelting equipment of their European counterparts, they were 

still capable of creating extraordinary works of art thanks to the inherent benefits of gold: 

its low melting point meant that no particularly specialized tools were required, and it 

was relatively easy for skilled gold-workers to manipulate the malleable material.9  

However, it is likely that these same qualities contributed to the use of gold for purely 

decorative and sacred objects, rather than for more practical or hardy functional ones.  

Despite being one of the last regional societies to venture into working with gold and 

silver, the Mexica excelled at creating extraordinarily detailed, small-scale works of art 

out of these materials, which were frequently intended to draw attention to the owner-

wearer’s place in the social and religious hierarchy. 

Unlike the European societies, native Amerindians never coined gold or silver, 

nor did they use them as a primary medium of exchange or economy.10  Additionally, the 

Mexica, like the majority of the indigenous peoples of the New World, did not 

necessarily consider gold in terms of its financial value.  Far more important was gold’s 

luster and sacred association. The Mexica’s use of gold was largely relegated to an 

ornamental and ritual context with divine connotations.  The divine association of gold 

imparted a supernatural power into the material, a command that was particularly 

powerful when the gold was used to represent a deity or ruler, or was in the form of an 

																																																																																																																																																																					
Century of Archaeological Research in the Central Valleys of Oaxaca,” Mexicon vol. 29, no. 1 (February 
2007): 3-15, among others. 
9 Bird and Ekholm, “Introduction,” 1.	
10 Emmerich, Sweat of the Sun, xix. Gold was, certainly, a commodity for the Aztecs, and did play a role in 
their bartering system, along with textiles, feathers, grains and the like, but this was a relatively 
unimportant function. This limited role of gold – and silver – as a means of payment or trade is generally 
true throughout the New World. Ralph C. Altman notes that Central American gold was found in Mexico, 
evidence of both extensive trade routes and the use of gold as a method of payment and exchange. See 
Ralph C. Altman, “Introduction,” in Gold Before Columbus: A Survey Exhibition of 2300 Years of the Art 
of the Goldsmith in Ancient America (Los Angeles: Los Angeles County Museum, 1964), 2-11, esp. 4 and 
Heidi King, “Gold in Ancient America,” Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin vol. 59, no. 4 (Spring 2002): 
5-55, esp. 5-7. 
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object in some way connected to them.11  Belief in the divine origin of gold is embedded 

in the language itself, as the Mexica word for gold was teocuitlatl, “the excrement of the 

gods,” while silver was ixtacteocuitlatl, or “white gold.”12  To the Mexica, and other 

Amerindian cultures, gold was from, and part of, the gods, while also a means of 

embodying divinity and demonstrating devotion. 

One primary function of gold was as a sacred offering, sometimes in the form of 

the deity to whom it was being presented.  Bernal Díaz del Castillo, a conquistador who 

participated in the 1517 Córdoba expedition and stayed on through Cortés’ leadership, 

wrote about two now-lost “gigantic” statues of indigenous gods, then located in the 

Templo Mayor in the center of Tenochtitlán.13  According to the Spaniard, one statue, 

representing the god of war, was covered with gold and jewels, and his body was 

“bound” by golden serpents.  What must have been a most impressive sight was made 

even more so by the human heads and hearts made out of gold and silver, and adorned 

with blue gem stones, that hung around his neck. While this was surely one of the more 

																																																								
11 Altman, “Introduction,” 4-6. 
12 Klieger, “The California Gold Rush,” 115. Reinforcing the relationship between divinity and gold is the 
fact that the god of goldsmiths was one of the more important Mexica deities, Xipe-Totec, Our Lord the 
Flayed One, who was also the god of seeds and planting.  It was not just gold- and silversmiths who were 
associated with Xipe-Totec; anyone who was convicted of stealing either of the precious metals was then 
sacrificed to the deity. For more on this particularly gruesome punishment – even among the varied forms 
of ritualized blood-letting, human sacrifice and other activities among the indigenous peoples of the pre-
Columbian Americas – and its significance, see Davíd Carrasco, “Give Me Some Skin: The Charisma of 
the Aztec Warrior,” History of Religions vol. 35, no. 1, Mesoamerican Religions: A Special Issue on the 
Occasion of the Seventeenth International Congress of the History of Religions, Mexico City, August 5-12, 
1995 (August 1995): 1-26; Inga Clendinnen, “The Cost of Courage in Aztec Society,” Past & Present no. 
107 (May 1985): 44-89, esp. 66-80; Carlos Javier González González, “The Xipe Tótec Cult and Mexica 
Military Promotion,” in Fanning the Sacred Flame: Mesoamerican Studies in Honor of H. B. Nicholson, 
eds. Matthew A. Boxt and Brian Dervin Dillon (Boulder: University Press of Colorado, 2011), 333-52; 
John M. Ingham, “Human Sacrifice at Tenochtitlan,” Comparative Studies in Society and History,” vol. 26, 
no. 3 (July 1984): 379-400; Franke J. Neumann, “The Flayed God and His Rattle-Stick: A Shamanic 
Element in Pre-Hispanic Mesoamerican Religion,” History of Religions vol. 15, no. 3 (February 1976): 
251-63 and Marshall Saville, “Aztecan God Xipe Totec,” Indian Notes and Monographs (New York: 
Museum of the American Indian, 1929). 151-74, esp. 164-74, among others. 
13 Altman, “Introduction,” 7 and Richard Fraser Townsend, “State and Cosmos in the Art of Tenochtitlán,” 
Studies in Pre-Columbian Art and Archaeology no. 20, State and Cosmos in the Art of Tenochtitlán (1979): 
1-79, esp. 34-5.  
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dramatic examples of gold in figural form, this description offers modern scholars a sense 

of how gold was used in a religious setting in pre-Conquest Mexico and how the material 

was considered divine in nature. The role gold played in spiritual matters and its divine 

associations are further reinforced in the early Spanish discoveries of large caches of gold 

– as well as silver and other precious materials – in the foundations of Mexica temples 

following the structures’ razing in order to erect Christian churches.14  

Gold was also used to fulfill a number of symbolic functions in pre-Conquest 

America. Moctezuma took the sun as one of his numerous emblems, which, when worn 

as part of his regalia, was typically represented in gold.15  The inclusion of the sun in the 

ruler’s personal iconography was a means of manifesting a range of religious and social 

values.16  In addition to its association with Tonatuih, the sun god, and Huitzilopochtli, 

the sun both embodied and was directly related to a number of concepts and practices 

																																																								
14 Altman, “Introduction,” 8.  Presumably, the Aztecs also believed that storing the gold in such locations 
would also ensure divine oversight, protecting the precious metals. 
15 Zelia Nuttall, The Fundamental Principles of Old and New World Civilizations: A Comparative Research 
Based on a Study of the Ancient Mexican Religious, Sociological and Calendrical Systems (Salem, MA: 
The Salem Press Co., 1901), 72.  It should also be noted that the depiction of the sun, either directly or 
symbolically, was not limited solely to the personal escutcheon of Moctezuma, or any other Mexica ruler. 
Rather, it was an intensely significant concept throughout Mexica society as a whole, and was frequently 
depicted in pre-Conquest art, the most notable example of which is the so-called Aztec Calendar Stone 
(today in the Museo Nacional in Mexico City), perhaps the most famous surviving example of Mexica art. 
Other versions of the monumental carving existed, including the sun disc made from gold, sent to Charles 
V by Cortés in his original shipment and referred to in the writings of many of his contemporaries; 
unfortunately, this disc, and its silver counterpart, were melted down soon after their arrival in Spain. For 
an in-depth examination of the Calendar Stone, see Khristaan D. Villela and Mary Ellen Miller, eds., The 
Aztec Calendar Stone (Los Angeles: Getty Publications, 2010). 
16 The Mexicas’ ruler’s adoption of the sun as a personal emblem is not necessarily unusual, as the sun 
deity was often held in extremely high regard, regardless of religion, era or locale – as seen in the ancient 
Egyptians’ respect for Ra, the Greeks’ and Romans’ for Apollo, the Inca Inti and, of course, the Mexica 
Huitzilopochtli, among countless other examples – while the use of gold to indicate such status is similarly 
unsurprising, particularly in light of gold’s traditional symbolism.  See Nuttall 1901 for additional 
discussion of these issues, as well as Martha Carmona Macías, “Symbols of Power: Mixtec Metalworking,” 
in Children of the Plumed Serpent: The Legacy of Quetzalcoatl in Ancient Mexico, ed. Virginia M. Fields, 
John M. D. Pohl and Victoria I. Lyall (Los Angeles: Los Angeles County Museum of Art, 2012), 142-45, 
esp. 142. 
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among the peoples of Central Mexico.17  Among the most important of these was the 

belief that human sacrifice and other sacred rituals ensured the sun’s strength and ability 

to rise each day, thus providing light and life.18  The Mexica believed that a direct, 

personal connection existed between them and the sun is readily apparent; in addition to 

frequently representing the sun and related celestial deities directly or symbolically in art, 

they did so in their words, identifying themselves as “the People of the Sun.” To many of 

the indigenous peoples of the New World, gold was a sacred remnant of the sun, often 

referred to as “sweat of the sun.”  Because of this metonymic, almost relic-like 

relationship between the sun and gold, gold expressed such concepts as eternity, 

resurrection, fertility, light and life, in addition to the divine.19  It was these associations 

that made gold so appropriate as the medium for the body adornments that were so 

																																																								
17 Tonatiuh (“He who goes forth shining”) was the Mexica sun god; largely benevolent, he was the source 
of warmth and fertility.  In addition to his other responsibilities, Tonatiuh was patron of all Mexica 
warriors, including those elite orders of the Jaguar and the Eagle; the warriors fulfilled their duty to the god 
by sacrificing captured enemy soldiers at shrines and temples dedicated to Tonatiuh. In a society that 
placed great weight on its military, and was dependent upon it for its continuing strength and expansion, 
this association is further evidence of the value placed on the sun, and its divine representatives. 
Huitzilopochtli, as one of the principal deities in the Mexica pantheon, had numerous responsibilities; in 
addition to being the national god of the Mexica, his patronage included Tenochtitlán, war, human sacrifice 
and the sun. Once again, the sun’s association with not just divinity but elite status speaks to the symbolic 
value of the sun, in all of its forms, whether iconographic or material. For more on Tonatiuh, 
Huitzilopochtli, the rest of the Mexica pantheon and indigenous religious beliefs and symbolism, see 
(among many others): Elizabeth Boone Hill, Incarnations of the Aztec Supernatural: The Image of 
Huitzilopochtli in Mexico and Europe. Transactions of the American Philosophical Society 79, part 2 
(1989); Mary Ellen Miller and Karl Taube, The Gods and Symbols of Ancient Mexico and the Maya: An 
Illustrated Dictionary of Mesoamerican Religion. (London: Thames and Hudson, 1993) and Kay Almere 
Read and Jason J. González, Handbook of Mesoamerican Mythology: A Guide to the Gods, Heroes, Rituals 
and Beliefs of Mexico and Central America (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2002). 
18 The Mexica also understood the sun to be an eagle, one who ascended in the morning and fell each 
evening. For this reason, the celebrated Calendar Stone depicts the face of Tonatiuh in the very center, 
framed on either side by his hands, both of which are tipped by eagle talons, each of which appears to 
clutch a human heart.  Tonatiuh’s tongue, extending between his bared teeth, takes the shape of a sacrificial 
blade, the type used during ritual sacrifices to cut into the body to remove the still-beating heart, and is, like 
the hands, adorned with eagle talons. Additionally, the sun is typically associated, across all cultures, with 
not only light and life, but also growth, and frequently represented new beginnings.   
19 Silver was similarly associated with the moon, referenced as “tears of the moon.” Carmona Macías, 
“Symbols of Power,” 142. 
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central to Mexica culture, and that eventually had such a dramatic impact on the 

conquistadores. 

Because gold was indicative of power and status, the use of gold was strictly 

regulated.20  Since it was intimately linked to divinity, only those who were of 

sufficiently high birth and had undergone the “appropriate initiation” were permitted 

access to the sacred.21  Members of the Mexica aristocracy were carried about on litters 

adorned with gold.  Moctezuma, as ruler, was in the possession of the most ornate litter, 

one that is said to have used golden pillars to support a gold canopy.22  In many cases, 

objects, such as litters, would be carved out of wood, and then covered with thin sheets of 

gold.  This approach was particularly prevalent in larger ceremonial objects, such as the 

atl-atl, or spear-thrower, currently in Rome (Figs. 3.1 and 3.2).  This atl-atl, elaborately 

carved, most likely belonged to a Jaguar Warrior, one of the two elite Mexica warrior 

orders, based on the weapon’s depictions of a man wearing a jaguar headdress.  After this 

ceremonial thrower was covered with detailed images referencing war, death and human 

sacrifice, it was then covered with gold leaf, before being polished to a shine.23  In this 

																																																								
20 Similar to certain other highly valued goods, such as feathers. 
21 Warwick Bray, “Emblems of Power in the Chiefdoms of the New World,” in Circa 1492: Art in the Age 
of Exploration, ed. Jay A. Levenson (Washington, D.C.: National Gallery of Art and New Haven and 
London: Yale University Press, 1991), 535-38, esp. 535; Michael D. Coe, “The Aztec Empire: Realm of 
the Smoking Mirror,” in Circa 1492: Art in the Age of Exploration, ed. Jay A. Levenson (Washington, 
D.C.: National Gallery of Art and New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1991), 499-505, esp. 
504 and Carmona Macías, “Symbols of Power,” 142. 
22 Altman, “Introduction,” 4. 
23 This atl-atl, which has managed to survive intact, including the original shell finger rings, dates from the 
period between 1440 and 1521, and is currently located in Rome’s Museo Nazionale Preistorico ed 
Etnografico Luigi Pigorini. Three additional pre-Conquest gilded atl-atls survive, one in the British 
Museum (London) and two in Florence’s Museo Nazionale d’Antropologia ed Etnologia. See Marshall H. 
Saville, The Wood-Carver’s Art in Ancient Mexico (New York: Museum of the American Indian, Heye 
Foundation, 1925), esp. 50-2. It is possible that at least one of these gilded atl-atls was acquired by Cortés’ 
predecessor, Juan de Grijalva, who referenced this type of spear-thrower in his own records. See Samuel K. 
Lothrop, “Metals from the Cenote of Sacrifice, Chichén Itzá, Yucatan,” Peabody Museum Memoirs vol. X, 
no. 2 (1952), 67; Marshall H. Saville, The Goldsmith’s Art in Ancient Mexico Indian Notes and 
Monographs (New York: Museum of the American Indian, Heye Foundation, 1920), esp. 17 and 
Emmerich, Sweat of the Sun, 138. 
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context, gold took on a social and political value, functioning not unlike a European 

badge of honor. Despite the cultural and linguistic barriers, the conquistadores would 

have understood the significance of such a luminous object, even if only in a general 

sense. 

When used as an indicator of social position in the pre-Conquest New World, 

gold often took the form of jewelry, or some other means of body ornamentation. The 

Mexica were by no means the only society to use ornamentation as a means of displaying 

status; this was a universal practice.  Gülru Necipoğlu and Alina Payne argue that 

ornament has an “uncanny potential” to “simultaneously combine pleasure with power, 

prestige, and hierarchy” resulting in an “irresistible medium for the self-definition of pre-

modern societies and elites.”24  Items such as jewelry, pectorals, headdresses, gold pillars 

for litters and the like were aesthetically appealing and tangible manifestations of the 

wealth and status of the wearer or owner.  More than that, however, ornaments were often 

deployed to “express meanings, collective memories, values and sociopolitical 

hierarchies”25 – in the case of the Mexica, visibly demonstrating how the wearer/owner 

occupied an elite rank in the sociopolitical hierarchy or achieved and privileged 

proximity to the gods.   

Gold was used for personal adornment throughout the pre-Columbian Americas.26  

This category was quite extensive, including earrings, necklaces, pectorals, breastplates, 

arm- and leg-bands, rings, false fingernails, septums, and, perhaps most notably, labrets.  

																																																								
24 Gülru Necipoğlu and Alina Payne, “Introduction,” in Histories of Ornament: From Global to Local, ed. 
Gülru Necipoğlu and Alina Payne (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2016), 1-6, esp. 1.  
On the social agency of ornament and visual arts, see Alfred Gell, Art and Agency: An Anthropological 
Theory (Oxford and New York: Clarendon Press, 1988). 
25 Necipoğlu and Payne, “Introduction,” 1.   
26 King, “Gold in Ancient America,” 5. 
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One labret, in the shape of a serpent (Fig. 3.3), even has a movable tongue, suggesting 

that Mexica society was intrigued by the possibilities of the art form, developing new 

ways to recreate the characteristics of the living subject in gold.27  The labret in question, 

and others like it, were designed to replicate the action of living snakes, as the bifurcated 

tongue could be retracted or swung from side to side – also mimicking the action of the 

wearer.  Such designs imparted a sense of lifelikeness to the works, while the inclusion of 

articulated ornaments with moveable parts was a manifestation of the artists’ technical 

skill and imagination. The Mexica apparently explored different methods of 

incorporating movable elements in their work, sometimes in the form of anatomical 

features – tongues, limbs – and other times as purely decorative motifs.  Several 

sixteenth-century European chroniclers described seeing objects, both in the New World 

and as part of the treasure that was sent so Spain, that included bells. Such pieces would 

have jangled when the wearer moved, demonstrating an interest in sound and creating 

works that appealed to multiple senses: sight, sound, even texture.  A pair of earrings 

with eagle heads from which a series of bells cascade (Fig. 3.4), thus displaying different 

elements of Mexica metallurgical skill, is another demonstration of the prevalence of 

such features in Mexica jewelry and other forms of body ornamentation.  While the 

earrings did not impart the characteristics of the eagle to the wearer in the same way the 

serpent labret did, as it lacks any moveable anatomical features equivalent to that of the 

serpent’s tongue, nor does it mimic the texture of the eagles’ feathers in the same way as 
																																																								
27 Labrets were called tentetl in Nahuatl, and functioned as symbols of political power, while also being 
closely associated with military prowess; specific types of labrets were awarded to warriors for particular 
achievements.  Gold ornaments, however, appear to have been restricted to royalty and the highest ranks of 
nobility. Such items would not have been worn on a daily basis, but on special occasions, as part of 
ceremonial or battle attire.  For more on Mexica labrets, and this one specifically, see sources including 
Emmerich 1965, Joanne Pillsbury, “Treasures Beyond Gold,” Antiqures (September/October 2017): 108-
113 and Joanne Pillsbury, Timothy Potts and Kim N. Richter, eds., Golden Kingdoms: Luxury Arts in the 
Ancient Americas (Los Angeles: Getty Publications, 2017). 
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the labret does with the serpent’s scales, they still establish a connection between the 

characteristics associated with eagles and the wearer.28 The earrings, like the labret, were 

not simply a form of personal ornamentation, but a means of publicly displaying status 

and authority.  They would have moved with the wearer, another demonstration of the 

extent of the goldworkers’ technical ability and ingenuity, as was the use of bells, not 

simply articulated joints.  The bells not only added an audible, even musical, element to 

the earrings, but depending on the context they would have imparted an unmistakable 

message to those around him.29  They would be used to remind people of the wearer’s 

status, power and authority, as a form of intimidation or fear tactic, or perhaps as both.  

Such personal ornaments were highly formalized in type and iconography, and provided 

a legible visible language attached intimately to the wearer’s body, in these cases, as an 

implicit part of identity and status.30 

																																																								
28 The Eagle warriors (“cuāuhtli,” singular, or “cuāuhmeh,” plural) were one of the two most elite classes 
of warriors in Mexica society.  The Mexica had an extraordinarily dominant military that overwhelmed and 
was known for terrifying and intimidating the enemy; of all of the Mexica warriors, it was the Eagle 
warriors who were the most feared. Their name was not just a title or honorific (see Footnote 16, this 
chapter); the warriors of this class dressed like eagles, adorning themselves in eagle feathers and wore 
headgear with an eagle head.  It is not unreasonable to assume that the owner of these earrings was a 
member of this group, and that they would function as yet another means of articulating his superior 
abilities and rank – and intimidating the enemy, either during battle, or in post-battle ceremonies or rituals.  
For more on eagle warriors, see Mariana Frenk, “Essence and Spirit of Precortesian Art,” Artes de México 
no. 7 (January-February 1955): 73-9; Hasso von Winning, “A Decorated Bone Rattle from Culhuacan, 
Mexico,” American Antiquity vol. 25, no. 1 (July 1959): 86-93; Emily Umberger, “Antiques, Revivals and 
References to the Past in Aztec Art,” RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics no. 13 (Spring 1987): 62-105; 
Nicholas J. Saunders, “Predators of Culture: Jaguar Symbolism and Mesoamerican Elites,” World 
Archaeology vol. 26, no. 1, Archaeology of Pilgrimage (June 1994): 104-17; Margaret Young-Sanchez, 
“An Aztec Gold Warrior Figurine (From the Cleveland Museum),” 102-26; Jane Maclaren Walsh, “The 
Dumbarton Oaks Tlazolteotl: Looking Beneath the Surface,” Journal de la Société des américanistes vol. 
94, no. 1 (2008): 7-43 and Justyna Olko, Insignia of Rank in the Nahua World From the Fifteenth to the 
Seventeenth Century (Boulder: University of Colorado Press, 2014), esp. 33-185 (Chapter 2: The Repertory 
of Elite Apparel and Insignia of Rank). 
29 Like the serpent labret, such elaborate earrings were unlikely to be worn in an everyday context; they 
were more likely to be worn as part of ceremonial or battle attire. 
30 Justyna Olko (Insignia of Rank in the Nahua World From the Fifteenth to the Seventeenth Century) 
examines this unspoken language as expressed through jewelry and ornaments, as well as clothing, 
headdresses and other paraphernalia. 
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Gold jewelry and other objects would be presented to honored individuals as a 

sign of respect, with the quantity and quality varying according to the status of the 

recipient.  These offerings correspond to the long-standing tradition of gift-giving, a 

practice that spans geographic boundaries and eras, and was often highly formalized.31  

As scholars such as Natalie Zemon Davis have pointed out, based on the theories of 

Marcel Mauss, gifts have fulfilled myriad functions, both positive – as displays of 

affection and/or gratitude, confirmations of an alliance, and forms of philanthropy – to 

the more negative, when a gift might serve as a bribe, or is given either unwillingly or out 

of a sense of duty or obligation.  During the early modern period in Europe, gifts were 

particularly valuable as forms of cultural diplomacy, as ways to establish, confirm and 

solidify any number of relationships and expectations, political and otherwise. In the 

earliest interactions between the Mexica and the Spaniards the indigenous peoples 

presented the Europeans with copious amounts of the highest quality jewelry and body 

adornments, ritual items, weapons and more.  In this context as a social-political 

transaction, the gifts have been interpreted variously as a demonstration of welcome and 

																																																								
31 In recent years, there has been a great deal of literature on gift-giving.  For a more thorough discussion of 
the practice, sources include: Marcel Mauss, The Gift: Forms and Functions of Exchange in Archaic 
Societies, translated by Ian Cunnison (New 7ork: W.W. Norton, 1967); C. A. Gregory, Gifts and 
Commodities (London: Academic Press Inc., 1982); Helmuth Berking, Sociology of Giving, translated by 
Patrick Camiller (London: Sage Publications, Ltd., 1999); Natalie Zemon Davis, The Gift in Sixteenth-
Century France (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2000); Harry Liebersohn, The Return of the Gift: 
European History of a Global Idea (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011); and Felicity Heal, The 
Power of Gifts: Gift-Exchange in Early Modern England  (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014). One 
source, particularly relevant to this topic, is Almudena Pérez de Tudela and Annemarie Jordan Gschwend, 
“Luxury Goods for Royal Collectors: Exotica, Princely Gifts and Rare Animals Exchanged Between the 
Iberian Courts and Central Europe in the Renaissance (1560-1612),” Jahrbuch der Kunsthistorischen 
Sammlungen in Wien 3 (2001): 1-127.  See also the extensive literature on material culture and materiality, 
specifically the traditional opposition between “gift” and “commodity” in ceremonies of exchange. One 
particularly relevant source is Fred R. Myers, ed., The Empire of Things: Regimes of Value and Material 
Culture (Santa Fe: School of American Research Press, 2001). 



	 87	

as a means of placating unfamiliar arrivals.32  When Moctezuma’s envoys first met 

Cortés, they presented him with golden bows, arrows and figurines – gifts that would 

have been appropriate for a ruler, or possibly even a god.33  On other occasions, 

representatives from Tenochtitlán and other communities presented the conquistador 

with diadems, gold-soled sandals, all manner of animals formed out of the precious metal 

and even a helmet filled to the brim with fine grains of gold.34  Such offerings, while an 

ostensible sign of welcome and respect, would have had the simultaneous effect of 

demonstrating the donor-ruler’s wealth and ability to access to mobilize natural 

resources.  For Cortés and his men, receiving such goods from Moctezuma’s 

ambassadors – and eventually from Moctezuma, himself – must have had a tremendous 

impact: this treasure was being presented to them by men who, as appropriate for both 

their station and the occasion, were wearing their most ornate arm and leg bands, 

earrings, labrets and other adornments, all made from elaborately worked gold.  Though 

the Spaniards are unlikely to have been focused on the iconographical or stylistic details 

of what they saw, they surely must have noted the detailed craftsmanship and been aware 

potentially of the monetary value of the material.35  

																																																								
32 Over the years, the treasures presented by the Mexica to Cortés and his conquistadores have been 
variously understood to be a welcome to new arrivals, diplomatic gifts, a form of bribery (to leave the 
Mexica undisturbed) and as an acknowledgment of Cortés as the embodiment of the god Quetzalcóatl. 
33 Despite the oft-repeated story that the Aztecs believed Cortés to be the great god, Quetzalcóatl, returned 
in human form, a belief supposedly supported by prophecies relating to the year and the conquistador’s 
appearance, many scholars believe that this was, in fact, not the case, and was rather a conflation of later 
stories and ideas.  
34 See Bernal Díaz del Castillo, The Discovery and Conquest of Mexico, 1517-1521, ed. from the only exact 
copy of the original MS (and published in Mexico) by Genaro Garcia, trans. and introduction notes by A. P. 
Maudslay (New York: Octagon Books, 1970), 62, 74-5 and A.A. Shelton, “Cabinets of Transgression: 
Renaissance Collections and the Incorporation of the New World,” in The Cultures of Collecting, eds. John 
Elsner and Roger Cardinal (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1994), 193-4. 
35 It’s difficult to know if the Spaniards had any awareness of the social or religious value of the gold 
objects at this early stage; it seems unlikely, as they would be unfamiliar with the context in which the 
items were used or displayed or the individuals with whom they were associated, nor with the Spaniards 
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In the Mexica world, gold remained under royal purview even after the ruler’s 

death.  According to long-standing tradition, even after a monarch died, his possessions, 

including gold and other treasures, remained sacrosanct and could not be claimed by his 

successor.36 Díaz del Castillo described an event he witnessed shortly after arriving in 

Tenochtitlán.  Having been welcomed into the capital by Moctezuma, a number of 

conquistadores lived as guests in the former residence of Moctezuma’s late father, the 

former ruler Axayacatl.  While exploring the palace, they discovered a disguised 

doorway, which had been blocked and secured.  Breaking through, the Spaniards were 

amazed to find a chamber filled with golden objects and precious stones, heaped so high 

that a full-grown man could hide behind the treasure without being seen.  According to 

Díaz del Castillo, the amount of gold in this room alone appeared to “exceed all the other 

treasures in the world brought together.”37  Although this treasure could certainly have 

been put to use for the current ruler to increase his personal wealth, as a display of power 

and status, or to be melted down and recast into other motifs as donations to the gods or 

for some other purpose, these priceless objects were hidden away, sealed inside the late 

Axayacatl’s palace, never to be used again.  It is clear that the intangible, symbolic 

associations of gold carried far more weight to the Mexica than the practical or monetary 

value of the exchange.  
																																																																																																																																																																					
have any knowledge of Mexica society, politics, culture or religion.  As such, the focus would be on the 
monetary value and, to a lesser degree, the craftsmanship and technical ability. 
36 In some cases, gold would be incorporated into a ruler’s tomb, so as to accompany them to the afterlife. 
Much like the ancient Egyptian tradition, the subject would be adorned with gold jewelry and body 
adornments, such as pectorals, arm and leg bands; furniture could be similarly covered with gold.  Such 
traditions were also active in the Inca culture. Deceased rulers would be mummified, then wrapped in 
expensive garments and adorned with jewelry made out of gold and precious stones. Instead of being 
secured in massive, multi-layered sarcophagi, the mummified bodies could be positioned on gold stools, 
and even be attended by living servants wearing gold masks. Altman, “Introduction,” 6. 
37 Recounted in Altman, “Introduction,” 6. Not surprisingly, Cortés and his men set themselves 
immediately to removing the contents, in preparation for their shipment to Spain.  According to Díaz del 
Castillo, it took three full days just to break down the various items, so that the gold might be more easily 
melted.  
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For all of the social and sacred importance of goldwork, gold itself was not 

particularly valued by the Mexica as either bullion or as precious metal. This mentality 

was not specific to the Mexica, but was pervasive throughout the pre-Columbian 

Americas.   At one point in the early stages of the Conquest, the son of a Panamanian 

chief explained to the incredulous Spaniards that raw gold had no more value than a lump 

of clay.  It achieved value through its transformation into something that was visually 

pleasing or a form suitable to some necessary function.38  Craftsmanship, ingenuity, 

functionality and context/symbolism were priorities, not purity or standardized weight as 

a measure of value. 

 
Spanish Awareness of Indigenous Gold 

To the Europeans who had crossed the Atlantic Ocean, gold was both an indicator of the 

social hierarchy, as it was to the Mexica, and the foundation of their currency.  The 

economic value associated with the material informed their concepts of status, prestige 

and beauty.  The presence of gold in Christian regalia, such as the form of a reliquary or 

as the thread running through a bishop’s mitre, was essential to religious practices and 

devotion.  First and foremost, however, gold and other kinds of metal were central to the 

economic system, and the contents of a ruler’s treasury of precious metals often had a 

direct correlation to the strength and power of a given state.    

Spain was first aware of the existence of gold in the New World as early as 1493, 

when Christopher Columbus returned to the royal court with extravagant tales of his 

experiences on the other side of the world and tangible proof in the form of gold, man-

made objects and the peoples themselves of what existed in these strange lands.  In the 

																																																								
38 Bray, “Emblems of Power,” 535 and King, “Gold in Ancient America,” 5. 
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fall of 1492, Columbus had sailed across the Atlantic Ocean, finally making land in what 

he was certain were the “islands of the Indies,” but what was, in reality, Cuba.  Intent on 

reaching Cipangu (Japan) and the great court of Cathay in China, spurred on by the 

descriptions of incredible treasures as recorded by the thirteenth-century traveler Marco 

Polo, Columbus was intent on acquiring the golden riches he suspected were there.  He 

wrote about his efforts in his journal, noting that throughout their explorations, “I was 

attentive and labored to find out if there was any gold; and I saw that some of them wore 

a little piece hung in a hole that they have in their noses.  And by signs I was able to 

understand that… rounding the island to the south, there was there a king who had large 

vessels of it and had very much gold…And so I will go to the southwest to seek gold and 

precious stones.”39  As he and his men explored the islands of the New World, he asked 

“incessantly” after the gold, certain the information would eventually lead him to the 

splendid courts and palaces of Asia.40  After nearly three months, his dual efforts to reach 

the Orient and accumulate massive quantities of gold were largely unsuccessful – until, 

on Christmas Eve, his ship the Santa María, struck a coral reef off the coast of 

Hispaniola. At the explorer’s request, local Amerindians came to help empty the 

damaged ship – and to conduct small-scale trades.  In short order, the Spaniards received 

numerous “bits” of gold in exchange for some of the brass hawks’ bells carried by the 

sailors; at the sight of Columbus’ joy, the chieftain informed him of the presence of 

significant amounts of gold in the vicinity and offered the captain a number of gold 

ornaments, the most dramatic of which was a large mask, inset with large pieces of 

																																																								
39 Oliver Dunn and James E. Kelley, Jr., The Diario of Christopher Columbus’ First Voyage to America, 
Abstracted by Fray Bartolomé de Las Casas (Norman, 1989), 71-3. 
40 Jones, “Gold and the New World,” 11-12. 
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gold.41  The combination of such presents and information confirmed Columbus’ belief in 

wealth that was just waiting to be found. 

Even before Columbus arrived back at in Spain, his letter describing these new 

lands had reached the royal court.  While he reported on the peoples, animals, flora and 

fauna, what had the greatest impact on the audiences who hung onto every word were 

Columbus’ accounts of the mines filled with gold and other precious metals, not to 

mention the rivers that flowed with gold - according to the explorer, the islands were so 

rich that the gold was “incalculable.”42   Plans were immediately made for a second 

expedition, which left Spain in the fall of 1493.  Unfortunately, the eager Europeans 

quickly learned that Hispaniola had no mines of any kind, nor was there any other gold.  

However, this second voyage was not altogether unsuccessful, as it eventually resulted in 

two very significant results: the further expeditions that eventually led to Spain 

conquering much of the Americas, and Columbus’ imposition of a tax on the indigenous 

peoples.  Originally meant to ensure that he was able to accumulate enough gold to send 

back to the royal court in the quantities that both he and the Catholic monarchs desired 

for themselves, this tax ultimately transformed a decade later into the Quinto Real, the 

Royal Fifth – a twenty percent tax on all precious metals, including gold, silver and 

mercury, as well as gemstones and pearls, due to the Spanish crown.43  

																																																								
41 Ibid., 12 and Julie Jones, “Gold of the Indies,” Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin, vol. 59, no. 4 
(Spring, 2002): 3-4. 
42 Christopher Columbus, Four Voyages to the New World, Letters and Selected Documents, Introduction 
by John E. Fagg, trans. and ed. Richard Henry Major (New York: Corinth Books, 1961), 124-8; Jones, 
“Gold and the New World,” 13 and Jones, “Gold of the Indies,” 3-4. 
43 This tax went through a number of incarnations: in four short years, between 1500 and 1504, it went 
from one-half, to one-third and, ultimately, one-fifth. The Quinto Real went into effect on February 5, 
1504, and remained in effect throughout all of New Spain until the eighteenth century when, in 1723, the 
tax was reduced to 10%. 
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Later conquistadores continued Columbus’ efforts to amass quantities of gold for 

both personal reward and royal prerogative.44  It was only when Hernán Cortés and his 

men came into contact with the Mexica in 1519 that the Spaniards caught their first 

glimpse of gold in the quantity and quality they had been eagerly anticipating.  Although 

they had acquired gold from other indigenous communities through trade and (sometimes 

forced) gifts, it was through the conquistadores’ interactions with Moctezuma’s 

emissaries that they became aware of the potential treasures awaiting them, as well as the 

extraordinary degree of craftsmanship manifested in the works. As the Spaniards’ arrival 

coincided with certain Mexica myths relating to the gods, and the ships, horses, canons 

and guns must have made the strangers seem invincible, possibly even supernatural, it is 

likely that the gifts the emissaries presented to Cortés were of the highest quality, 

comparable to those offered to the gods.  As such, even the few initial gold works they 

received – golden bows and arrows, statuettes of animals such as monkeys and jaguars – 

must have impressed the conquistadores, and whetted their appetite for what else was to 

come.45  

As almost nothing remains of the countless ritual items, body ornamentation and 

decorative works that were so meticulously gathered to be shipped to Spain, modern 

scholars look to the contemporary chroniclers to picture the indigenous goldwork that 

thrived in Mexico before the arrival of Cortés, and eventually found a new home, in a 

																																																								
44 They did so with such zeal that some scholars theorize that the main reason Cuban governor Velázquez 
removed his own nephew, Juan de Grijalva, from the position of leadership over the 1518 expedition was 
due to the conquistador acquiring what the governor considered to be an insufficient amount of the 
material.  Juan de Grijalva, The Discovery of New Spain in 1518: Juan de Grijalva, trans. and ed. Henry R. 
Wagner (Berkeley: The Cortes Society, 1942), 23-4. 
45 Although Cortés and his men were likely unaware of it at this point, numerous Amerindian religions 
linked specific animals with specific deities, in addition to personal characteristics.  It is possible that these 
animal pieces were selected due to their spiritual associations, further enhancing the parallel between gifts 
to the Spaniards and gifts to the gods. 
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new context in Europe.46  Jewelry and other forms of body ornamentation seem to have 

been particularly plentiful in the Americas, as supported in the inventories and 

contemporary records.  The Franciscan friar and missionary Fray Bernardino de Sahagún 

(1499-1590), who accompanied Cortés to the New World, later described what he saw in 

the days after the conquistadores entered the great city of Tenochtitlán:  

 
And when [the Spaniards] were settled, they thereupon  
inquired of Moctezuma as to all the treasure of the city –  
the devices, the shields. Much they did tax him; with great  
zeal they demanded gold. And Moctezuma, upon this,  
proceeded to lead the Spaniards, who went surrounding and  
crowding about him as he went among them. He went at  
their head; they advanced with hands laid upon him, taking  
hold of him. And when they had arrived at the treasure house,  
called Teocalco, thereupon were brought out all the brilliant  
goods – … the golden discs, the devils’ necklaces, golden  
leg bands, golden arm bands, golden head bands…they took  
all, all which they saw to be good.47 

 

Sahagún’s record of the event, based on claims to his direct observations, makes it 

abundantly clear that the acquisition of gold was of primary concern to Cortés and the 

conquistadores, both for the royal treasury and, presumably, their own purses.  The 

descriptive language, in which the Spaniards “demand” the gold with “great zeal,” 

“crowding” the Mexica ruler, speaks to the intensity of their desire to take possession of 

indigenous wealth, regardless of its form.  However, Sahagún does make note of the 

																																																								
46 It is possible that a few pieces escaped destruction; however, a lack of precise record keeping means that 
no extant works can be securely identified. Much of our very limited knowledge about they types of works 
that were made in pre-Conquest Mexico is due to the dry, incredibly abbreviated entries in the early 
sixteenth-century inventories, many of which have been published in sources including: Luis Torres de 
Mendoza, Colección de documentos inéditos relativos al descubrimiento, conquista y organización de las 
antiguas posesiones españolas (Madrid), 12 (1869); Saville, The Goldsmith’s Art in Ancient Mexico and 
Lawrence Anderson, The Art of the Silversmith in Mexico, 1519-1936, 2 vols. (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1941). 
47 Sahagún, Florentine Codex, 42-7. 
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range of works that were kept in the treasure house, the majority of which – based on 

Sahagún’s account, at least – seem to have comprised of ornamentation for the body.48 

 Through the examination of the pre-Conquest pieces that remain, and based on 

the descriptions of those who had access to the works in the sixteenth century, it is clear 

that the majority of Mexica gold took the form of jewelry, ranging from labrets and 

necklaces to leg bands and pendants.  Gold was used to adorn and transform the body, 

rather than serve as static objects on display.49   Europeans used ornament – especially 

when made from gold – as a “defining element” in their understanding and categorization 

of people.  It became a signifier of difference, a means of indicating authority or, at the 

other end of the social spectrum, inferiority. The indigenous peoples of the New World, 

on the other hand, understood ornament differently, as part of a larger whole that, along 

with the body that wore such adornments, became “transformed.... so as to make the 

divine present.”50  That is, the objects combined with the body and acted as a form of 

display, enhanced by the ornaments’ underlying intent or symbolism, and together 

became greater than the sum of the individual parts to embody the sacred concepts and 

figures of the Mexica religion.51 

Bernal Díaz del Castillo was among the first to discuss the gold, and its pre-

Hispanic indigenous context when he noted wooden chests in the homes, containing 

																																																								
48 Sahagún meticulously noted and recorded nearly every practice related to gold in chapter nine of the 
Florentine Codex (“The Merchants”).  The project distinguishes between ‘gold workers’ and ‘gold casters,’ 
among other responsibilities, and details the indigenous artists’ processes, practices and traditions.  
49 Martha Carmona Macías notes that the most prominent and elaborate gold works were those that were 
worn on the head, pointing to the assorted crests, headdresses, diadems, crowns and more. (Carmona 
Macías, “Symbols of Power,” 144).  However, a significant proportion of the other pieces were also used to 
adorn, frame or otherwise draw attention to the face and head; into this category fall the myriad labrets, 
earrings, necklaces, pectorals and breastplates, etc.   
50 Thomas B. F. Cummins, “Gilded Bodies and Brilliant Walls: Ornament in America before and after the 
European Conquest,” in Histories of Ornament: From Global to Local, eds. Gülru Necipoğlu and Alina 
Payne (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2016): 238-47, esp. 239. 
51 Or, as Cummins phrases it, “Men became gods incarnate through dressing in their ornaments.” Ibid., 239. 
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“some other Idols,… and some necklaces and three diadems, and other small objects in 

the form of fish and others like the ducks of the country, all made of…gold.”52  He 

followed that statement with the comment that, having seen the gold – as well as the 

houses made of masonry – he and his compatriots “felt well content at having discovered 

such a country.”53  Díaz del Castillo’s observation is revealing in that it serves to 

demonstrate that the Spaniards saw no distinction between gold belonging to the Mexica 

ruler and that kept in the more private domestic context; similarly, there was no 

distinction made by Europeans between gold coin and the gold sacred items they saw.  

The form and function of the gold was irrelevant to them, as was the ownership – all that 

mattered was accumulating as much as possible for its potential material value back in 

Europe. 

The Spaniards spared no effort in their attempts to find and acquire every ounce 

of gold in the New World; once they took possession of every piece of jewelry and body 

ornamentation, every idol and ritual item, every sacred offering from the now-defunct 

temples and every last piece from the extensive palaces that they could, the 

conquistadores turned their attention to the tombs.54  Díaz del Castillo described the 

actions of one of his contemporaries, explaining that “[h]e determined to undertake the 

excavation of the graves and burial places of the Caciques of those provinces, for he 

found in them a quantity of golden jewels which it was the custom in olden days to bury 

with the chieftains of those pueblos, and he attained such dexterity that he took out from 

																																																								
52 Bernal Díaz del Castillo, The Discovery and Conquest of Mexico, 1517-1521. Edited from the only exact 
copy of the original MS (and published in Mexico) by Genaro Garcia. Translated with an introduction and 
notes by A. P. Maudslay (New York: Octagon Books, 1970), 8. 
53 Ibid., 8. 
54 The use of tombs and sacred sites as a source of treasure was not limited to the area surrounding 
Tenotchtitlán, but took place throughout all of what would be known as New Spain.   
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them over 5000 pesos de oro.”55  At times, even the Europeans who came to settle in the 

New World, not conquer it, became involved in the looting of tombs and burial 

chambers, most notably in the Sinú region of northern Colombia, where such activities 

became the “main occupation” of the newly-immigrated Spaniards, to such an extent that 

within just a few years, by 1535, “there were complaints that the area was already worked 

out.”56  

As the century progressed, the excavations, which were often conducted by newly 

established “mining companies,” became more orderly.  This more organized approach to 

the search for gold and other precious metals can be seen in the fate of the Moche Temple 

of the Sun, located on the Peruvian coast.  Sometime in the late sixteenth century, the 

massive temple was divided into twenty-three parts and sold to treasure hunters.57  The 

Europeans were not adverse to the destruction of indigenous sacred sites or to taking 

advantage of geographical landmarks in their endeavors to search out every bit of 

treasure.  This was demonstrated in 1602, when yet another consortium diverted the 

Moche River against the sacred mound so as to more efficiently reach the center.  In 

doing so, they destroyed the majority of the site, though their efforts were rewarded with 

the discovery of nearly 2800 kilograms of gold.58 

 The Spaniards’ emphasis was on acquiring such massive quantities of gold, to the 

extent that ancient tombs and temples were looted and members of the local populations 

																																																								
55 These 5000 pesos de oro would have been the equivalent of approximately 46 pounds of gold. Bernal 
Díaz del Castillo, The Conquest of New Spain, vol. 5 (6 vols.), trans. and ed. Alfred P. Maudslay (London, 
1908-1916), 132; Emmerich, Sweat of the Sun, 128 and Bray, “Ancient American Metallurgy,” 76. 
56 Warwick Bray, The Gold of El Dorado, exh. cat. (London: The Royal Academy of Arts and Times 
Books, 1978), 12-13 and Bray, “Ancient American Metallurgy,” 76.	
57 Sheila Pozorski, The Moche Pyramids of Peru,” Carnegie Magazine (November 1980): 23-30, esp. 23 
and Bray 1985, 23. 	
58 In fact, the consortium discovered 2,788 kilograms of gold. Samuel K. Lothrop, “Metals from the Cenote 
of Sacrifice, Chichén Itzá, Yucatan,” Peabody Museum Memoirs vol. X, no. 2 (1952), 106. 
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were put to work searching for it, even forced to melt down sacred works essential to 

their spiritual beliefs.  The Spanish insistence on procuring every possible gram of gold 

was so pervasive that it was commented upon by their fellow Europeans.  One of the first 

members of the Spanish court to see the exotic treasure that had traveled so far was Peter 

Martyr d’Anghiera (1457-1526), the Italian-born chaplain to King Ferdinand and Queen 

Isabel, who also served as official historian of Spain’s on-going explorations.59  He struck 

a surprisingly somber note when commenting on the Europeans’ interest in the natural 

resources of the indigenous peoples, particularly the precious metals: 

 
[O]ur men’s insatiable desire for gold so oppressed these  
poor wretches with extreme labor and toil, whereas before  
they lived pleasantly and at liberty, given only to plays and  
pastimes as dancing, fishing, fowling and hunting of little  
conies, that many of them perished even for very anguish of  
mind, the which (their unaccustomed labor) are things of  
themselves sufficient to engender new diseases…  
But it shall suffice to have said thus much of the pestiferous  
hunger of gold… The ravenous hunger of gold hath hitherto  
greatly hindered men from tillage of the soil.60    

 

The Mexica seem to have been appalled by the intensity of the Europeans’ attempts to 

acquire gold at all lengths.  In the years after the Conquest, Fray Bernardino de Sahagún 

compiled The Florentine Codex (1545-90),61 which documents the Mexica Empire in its 

entirety, including their history, religion, economy and arts.  In order to gather the 

information he needed, and as a way of resolving linguistic challenges, Sahagún sent his 

																																																								
59 d’Anghiera was very highly regarded in the royal court: starting in 1492, his main responsibility was to 
oversee the education of young nobles at court, while in 1501 he was sent on a delicate diplomatic mission 
on behalf of the Catholic monarchs, when he traveled to Egypt to meet with the Sultan and his 
representatives.  Around 1518, Charles V appointed d’Anghiera to the newly formed Council of the Indies, 
where one of his responsibilities was to chronicle Spain’s efforts in the New World.   
60 Martyr, De Orbe Novo, Fourth Decade, Book X (1521); also quoted in Saville, The Goldsmith’s Art in 
Ancient Mexico. 
61 The full title is Historia general de las cosas de la Nueva España or, in English, The General History of 
the Things of New Spain.  
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pupils to interview those members of society who had survived the Conquest.62 

According to Sahagún and his assistants, and as recorded in the Codex, the Spaniards 

“picked up the gold and fingered it like monkeys; they seemed to be transported by joy, 

as if their hearts were illuminated and made new. The truth is that they longed and lusted 

for gold. Their bodies swelled with greed, and their hunger was ravenous; they hungered 

like pigs for that gold.”63  The contempt the Mexica felt for the Spaniards is evident, and 

their description of the Europeans’ response to the gold is eloquent in its disdain. The 

Spaniards are shown to be animals, as less than human, in their response to the vast 

quantities of gold; they were driven by base emotions and desires, with the goal of 

acquiring and insatiably “devouring” all they could.64  This, more than anything, 

illustrated a vital distinction between the two peoples: whereas the indigenous peoples 

did not venerate gold in its own right, but rather for its transformative ability to create 

																																																								
62 Sahagún established a school for the sons of Indian nobles at Tlatelolco; it was these students who acted 
as reporters, investigators and translators, compiling much of the information that would make up The 
Florentine Codex. 
63 Miguel León-Portilla, The Broken Spears: The Aztec Account of the Conquest of Mexico, trans. Angel 
María Garibay and Lysander Kemp (Boston: Beacon Press, 2006), 51-2. 
64 The Spanish response to the astonishing quantity of gold arrayed before them as they explored 
Tenochtitlán, and their subsequent efforts to acquire every last gram, as observed and later described by 
Mexica, reveals the devastating irony of the circumstances. The Spaniards, and their fellow Europeans, 
looked down upon the indigenous peoples of the Americas (not to mention those of Africa and parts of 
Asia), considering their New World counterparts to be something less that fully human, as the Mexica and 
other Amerindians did not reflect Christian Europe’s idea of a civilized society. This attitude, and its 
accompanying sense of superiority, was due to a wide range of factors, spanning from the indigenous 
peoples’ unfamiliarity with nearly everything the Europeans took for granted – from religion to education, 
from fashion to cultural and social mores – and the underlying condescension was both pervasive and 
present, to some degree, in the majority of the interactions between the two societies.  Countless fifteenth- 
and sixteenth-century sources demonstrate this attitude, where the indigenous peoples are described as 
childlike, unaware of theological, spiritual, philosophical and cultural knowledge that the Europeans took 
for granted. The conquistadores and missionaries, under the leadership of Cortés, acting on behalf of the 
Emperor-King Charles V, saw themselves as saviors, there to instruct the natives in “proper” social and 
cultural traditions and, above all else, show them the “true” religion, rescuing them from their pagan 
practices; the Christian European sense of moral authority is frequently apparent.  Here, though, we see the 
Spaniards through the eyes of the Mexica, and it is not particularly flattering; they are animalistic, driven 
by base desires like greed and hunger, unaware and unappreciative of the tremendous degree of artistry and 
skill involved in creating the various objects, to say nothing of the divinity and sacrality imbued in those 
works associated with religion. 
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something useful, symbolic or divine, the Spaniards were motivated by the economic 

value associated with the precious metal.   

 
 

Mexica Gold in Europe: Responses and Shared Connections 

As the Spaniards took possession of countless body ornaments, jewelry, figurines and 

ritual objects, they immediately began to prepare the items for shipment to Spain.  

Although some Europeans were undoubtedly impressed by the extraordinary 

craftsmanship and artistry reflected in the goldwork, the first priority was to deliver it to 

the royal court, as efficiently as possible.  To that end, most pieces – though certainly not 

all – were broken apart and immediately smelted and reformed into bullion, before even 

reaching Europe, as it made packing the precious metal easier than had the objects been 

left in their original forms.65  Based on the shipping inventories, as well as the 

descriptions by those who saw the treasure upon its arrival and exhibition in Europe, 

those pieces that remained intact represented the full range of jewelry and body 

ornamentation, ritual paraphernalia and decorative objects seen in Tenochtitlán. The 

undamaged and unsmelted works would also have supported one of Cortés’ primary 

goals: to impress Charles V with the quality and extent of the treasure that the 

conquistador had accumulated in the New World, and perhaps mitigate the monarch’s 

anger with Cortés for acting beyond the parameters of his original brief.  

By the time that Cortés’ first large shipment of treasure reached Seville in 

October 1519, it had been nearly seventeen years since the first products of the New 

World had made their way to Europe. Eager European audiences had a sense of the gold 

																																																								
65 Shelton, “Cabinets of Transgression,” 197; King, “Africa, Oceania and the Americas,” 71 and Jones, 
“Gold of the Indies,” 4. 
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that awaited them, thanks to the letters and examples provided by Columbus so long ago.  

The gold and silver that comprised the gifts offered by Moctezuma and his emissaries, 

some of which made their way into the first shipment, were of a superior quality to that of 

pieces previously acquired from the smaller indigenous communities and represented a 

degree of craftsmanship and ingenuity not previously seen.  Many items also 

incorporated rare and precious gems, making the final products all the more striking.66  

An inventory prepared in Vera Cruz of the first shipment of New World treasure sent by 

Cortés offers a glimpse into the contents of the carefully-packed crates: there were gold 

collars encrusted with precious stones, a large alligator’s head modeled in gold, shields 

covered in gold plates, and exquisitely-crafted personal jewelry and adornments.  It was 

this splendor that truly introduced Europe to the capabilities and resources of the New 

World. 

The first shipment of treasure, acquired prior to the actual Conquest, was initially 

presented to the public in Seville in October 1519, before traveling to other Hapsburg 

courts, including Valladolid and Brussels. The most highly anticipated component of the 

displays was certainly the goldwork.  Thanks to the quantity and the artistic and technical 

quality of the objects, European audiences were awed by New World gold. Although 

Charles V’s representatives in New Spain had already initiated the practice of melting 

down some of the treasure before sending it back, much of this initial shipment arrived 

intact – the better to impress the Emperor-King and his court.  However, the gold portion 

of the treasure did not remain untouched for long; within a very short time, nearly 

																																																								
66 Honour, The New Golden Land, 28. 



	 101	

everything had been reduced to ingots, while any precious and semi-precious stones were 

removed and reused in European designs.67 

In his second Relación to Charles V, sent in 1520, Cortés described some of the 

gifts of tribute he had received – some say forcibly exacted – from Moctezuma, 

commenting with wonder that “[t]hese, besides their value, are such, and so marvellous, 

that for the sake of their novelty and strangeness they have no price, nor is it probable 

that all the princes ever heard of in the world, possess such treasures.” Although this 

statement likely referred to the treasure in its entirety, including the featherwork, masks, 

mosaics, weapons and other objects, and not just the gold, the next section of the letter 

focused more on the goldwork:  

 
Let not what I say appear fabulous [i.e. fanciful, unbelievable]  
to Your Majesty, because, in truth, all the things created on  
land, as well as in the sea, of which Moctezuma had ever  
heard, were imitated in gold, most naturally, as well as in  
silver, and in precious stones, and feather work, with such  
perfection that they seemed almost real. He gave me a large  
number of these for Your Highness, besides others, he  
ordered to be made in gold…68 

 
 
Cortés, with all of his political acumen, was no doubt well aware that the contents of the 

treasure that would have the most impact on the Emperor were those that were made of 

gold.  The incredible quantity of the precious metal and the promise of much more in 

Tenochtitlán and elsewhere in the New World, would strengthen the royal treasury, 

																																																								
67 This treatment is true not only of gold ornaments, but mosaics as well. See Shelton, “Cabinets of 
Transgression,” 197-8.  I return to this issue later in this chapter, in the sub-section entitled “Mexica Gold 
in Europe” From Sacred Ornament to Gold Bullion,” and explore it in greater depth. 
68 Hernán Cortés, His Five Letters of Relation to the Emperor Charles V, vol. 1, trans. and ed. Francis 
Augustus MacNutt (Cleveland: A.H. Clark Co., 1908), 253 and Emmerich, Sweat of the Sun, 151 
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elevate Charles’ – and Spain’s – standing on the international stage and, as a personal 

benefit, potentially serve to mitigate the conquistador’s overly hasty actions. 

Without a doubt, the highlight of these early displays was the famous gold 

“wheel,” what the Nuremberg painter and printmaker Albrecht Dürer would later 

describe, in awe, as “a sun of solid gold that measures a full two meters.”69  Dürer was 

familiar with goldworking traditions through his father, Albrecht Dürer the Elder (ca 

1427-1502), a successful goldsmith, with whom he first trained.  Additionally, there were 

a number of similarities between engraving tools and techniques, and those employed for 

metalworking.70  Dazzled as he was by all the treasures on display – astounding 

featherworks, exotic textiles, intriguing weapons – he made particular note of the sun 

disk, resulting in the most famous response that yet survives to the myriad treasures that 

reached Europe.  He, like all others who saw the display, could not help but focus on the 

cartwheel-sized gold sun disk, accompanied by its counterpart, the slightly smaller silver 

moon disk, included in Cortés’ 1519 shipment to his sovereign.   

In the accompanying letter, the conquistador referred to it as a “great wheel of 

gold with a figure of a monster in the center and all worked with leaves, which weighs 

3800 gold pesos.”71 This description gauges the scale of the work in an unscientific but 

rather monetized manner – others considering it in terms of palms, yardsticks and more – 

making an exact measurement impossible.  It is generally believed to have had a diameter 

of just less than seven feet, while its partner in silver would have been about five feet.  

The “monster” in center – thought by Peter Martyr to be a seated king – is more likely to 

																																																								
69 Jantz, “Images of America,” 94; Massing, “Early European Images,” 515 and Leitch, Mapping 
Ethnography, 181-2. The quote is also included in Ferdinand Anders, “Las artes menores,” Artes de Mexico 
vol. 17, no. 137 (1970): 4-45, esp. 4.  
70 Dürer was also connected to Caspar, Paul and Georg Schongauer, well-respected goldsmiths.  
71 Pijoán, “Arte precolombino,” 221. 
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have been Huitzilopochtli, the sun god, who was then surrounded by various calendrical 

symbols. In design and iconography, both disks are probably similar to the carved Sun 

Stone in Mexico City (Fig. 3.5).72  Although this work is generally considered to be 

repoussé – to create an object of this size out of solid gold would have been wildly 

impractical73 – it must have been visually striking due to the scale, the elaborate and 

detailed iconography and the final polish.  According to Díaz del Castillo, the “wheel like 

a sun,” with its “fine gold” and detailed imagery, was “…a wonderful thing to behold.”74  

Although there was no true consensus to the European audiences’ interpretations of either 

of the disks, it seems that recognition of the ingenuity was universal, as also the 

awareness of the “incomprehensible technical skill” involved.75  However, despite the 

application of such descriptors as “beauty,” the disk’s lack of correspondence to 

European artistic traditions – in addition to the gold content – meant that it was 

presumably melted down after its final exhibition. The disk’s disappearance from the 

historical records serves as additional evidence of the general lack of European 

appreciation for either the artistry or the technical ability, while the shocking speed with 

which this occurs speaks to that overwhelming and pervasive lust for gold that the 

Mexica had observed. 

																																																								
72 Based on the fact that it survives, and in such good condition, it is believed that the Mexica buried the 
carved version of the Sun Stone in the Zócalo, the main square of Mexico City, right around the time of the 
Conquest, presumably to protect it.  It was not recovered until December 17th, 1790, during repairs on the 
Mexico City Cathedral. See Eduardo Matos Moctezuma and Felipe Solís, The Aztec Calendar Stone and 
Other Solar Monuments (Mexico City: CONACULTA and Grupo Azabache, 2004) and Khristaan D. 
Villela and Mary Ellen Miller, eds., The Aztec Calendar Stone (Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 
2010). 
73 Among other considerations, it would have been far too heavy and, due to the malleability of gold, far 
too easily damaged. 
74 Díaz del Castillo, The Discovery and Conquest of Mexico, 1517-1521, 74-5. 
75 Christian Feest, “Vienna’s Mexican Treasures: Aztec, Mixtec and Tarascan Works from 16th Century 
Austrian Collections,” Archiv für Völkerkunde 44 (1990): 1-64, esp. 33 and 41 and “European Collecting of 
American Indian Artefacts and Art,” Journal of the History of Collections vol. 5, no. 1 (1993): 1-11, esp. 5.  
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Although it is evident the Spaniards were far more concerned with the quantity of 

the New World gold than its aesthetic or transformative possibilities, as Dürer’s response 

suggests European audiences were not unaware of the high degree of technical mastery 

embodied in the jewelry, body ornaments, decorative pieces and other examples of 

indigenous gold- and silver-work.  Many of the great painters and printmakers of the 

Renaissance had trained as goldsmiths, and would have been well-aware of the 

remarkable degree of technical accomplishment that went into the creation of such 

extraordinary works as the newly-acquired treasures. Highly regarded masters such as 

Albrecht Dürer and Benvenuto Cellini (1500-1571), the most famous goldsmith of the 

era, praised the extraordinary technical ability of the indigenous artists and the delicate 

nature and tremendous beauty of those works that survived the journey to Europe intact.76   

 While a number of sixteenth-century conquistadores, artists, intellectuals and the 

like recorded their impressions of the Mexica treasure transported to Europe in the years 

after Cortés’ venture into Mexico, it is Dürer’s praise that is most frequently recalled and 

repeated.77  It is his words about “the new golden land” that have become all but 

interchangeable with the European vision of the New World.  The phrase, brief as it is, 

encompasses much, from the tremendous quantities of literal gold and wealth, to the 

religious and political implications of this vast new land and all that it contained for its 
																																																								
76 Jacques Soustelle notes Cellini’s admiration for indigenous workmanship in Arts of Ancient Mexico 
(New York: Viking Press, 1967), 132. It is unclear with which Mesoamerican works Cellini had direct 
contact. However, he did have access to the Medici collections, including those in Grand Duke Cosimo I’s 
“Guardaroba segreta.” There is written documentation of several Mexica animal heads, carved from semi-
precious stones, being temporarily transferred into the goldsmith’s possession, likely with the intention of 
having the carvings mounted in gold (they were recorded as having been returned to the Guardaroba on 
September 8th, 1553). Detlef Heikamp observes that a number of pre-Columbian carvings that were 
subsequently mounted in gold can still be found in Florentine and other European collections.  See 
Heikamp, Mexico and the Medici (Florence: Editrice Edam, 1972), 12-4, in which he cites the 1533 
inventory of the Guardaroba (Archivo di Stato, Florence (ASF), Guardaroba Medicea 28, fol. 47r). 
77 Appendix B includes a selection of those impressions published in the sixteenth-century. Dürer’s 
complete quote, and a discussion of the implications of the artist’s choice of language as it relates to both 
the treasure and the Mexica, can be found in Chapter 2. 
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natural and cultural resources.  More often overlooked, lost in the hyperbole Dürer and 

others so frequently depended on when describing the peoples, products and traditions of 

the New World, is Dürer’s assessment of the technical and artistic qualities of the works 

of art, and of the abilities of the indigenous artists.  As we have seen in Chapter 2, Dürer 

clearly praised the selection of works that he saw in Brussels, recognizing them as works 

of art, as compared to simply exotic or unusual artifacts of a lesser society, while 

“marvell[ing] at the subtle ingenia” of the Mexica artists.78  Unfortunately, despite his 

clear appreciation for what he saw arrayed before him, Dürer – rather surprisingly – did 

not discuss what, exactly, impressed him so much with regards to design or technique; 

what specific characteristics of the individual objects that intrigued or impressed the artist 

was left unrecorded.  This is particularly curious in light of the quantity and quality of the 

gold works that were included in the exhibition; the massive gold and silver disks were 

particularly striking, and were a frequent point of comment by others.  What Dürer’s 

words do reveal, however, was his enthusiasm with Mexica artists’ ability to create – not 

simply in the physical sense, of shaping a raw material into a recognizable object, but to 

invent, transforming the material into something new, borne from the indigenous artists’ 

aesthetic innovations and technical accomplishments.  His use of “ingenia” and 

“Wunderding” serves as an acknowledgment of the Mexica artists’ achievements and 

aptitude – which many of Dürer’s contemporaries noted far exceeded the skills and 

technical abilities of European metal-artists – despite the lack of any specific description, 

or even illustration.79    

																																																								
78 As quoted and translated by Leitch, Mapping Ethnography, 181-2. 
79 As Peter Mason observes, it is “worth noting that Dürer provides only a summary description” of the 
Mexica treasure, and, for whatever reason, elected not to include either detailed descriptions or illustrations 
of the objects.  Christian Feest, however, points out that while no such drawings are known to exist today, 
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In fact, a number of contemporary Europeans acknowledged that the Mexica 

products were technically skilled beyond anything in existence in their own culture, 

specifically commenting on the finesse and ingenuity of the indigenous artists.80   Peter 

Martyr’s enthusiasm and awe for what he saw was such that, upon recording the 

experience in 1520, he wrote that “[i]t is not so much the gold or the precious stones I 

admire, as the cleverness of the artist and the workmanship, which much exceed the value 

of the material and excite my amazement.”81  He explicitly stated that it is not the gold 

that drew his attention, or evoked such a powerful response, but rather skills of the artist.  

Martyr emphasized his point by continuing, “I have examined one thousand figures 

which it is impossible to describe.  In my opinion I have never seen anything which for 

beauty could more delight the human eye.”82  Martyr’s explicit inability to find suitable 

words is key; it speaks to the lack of comparable parallels for such works or techniques in 

European collections and the lack of, in his mind, appropriate vocabulary to describe 

either the objects or the skills of the artists. Ultimately, rather than attempting to describe 

the works, the techniques or their effects, the response for Martyr is muteness, or the 

inability to fully articulate either his emotional or intellectual state to his readers.   

																																																																																																																																																																					
the current situation does not preclude the possibility that Dürer did, at one time, create some; after all, the 
marginal drawing in the prayerbook for Maximilian I was clearly based on first-hand observation of 
specific components.  Even if that was the case, though, there remains no identification or description of 
such works. Peter Mason, “From Presentation to Representation: Americana in Europe,” Journal of the 
History of Collections vol. 6, no. 1 (1994): 1-20, esp. 4 and Christian Feest, “The People of Calicut: 
Objects, Texts, and Images in the Age of Proto-Ethnography,” Boletim do Museo Paraense Emílio Goeldi.  
Ciências Humanas vol. 9, no. 2 (May-August 2014): 287-303, esp. 291-2. 
80 See, for one example, Muller, “The Old World,” 18. 
81 As translated and quoted in numerous sources, including Honour, The New Golden Land, 28. 
82 As translated and quoted in Vandenbroeck, “Amerindian Art and Ornamental Objects,” 99. 
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He was not alone in this.  Dürer concludes his observations with “Indeed, I cannot 

express all that I thought there.”83  Similarly to Martyr, Dürer suggests that what he saw 

was truly beyond description, that there was no suitable vocabulary for that which had 

been created through the combination of natural elements and Mexica ingenuity and 

technical ability.  This component of muteness is thus a common and prominent element 

of some of the earliest records of the pre-Conquest Mexica treasure.  Significantly, both 

Martyr and Dürer emphasize beauty in what descriptions they do include, Martyr in the 

aforementioned quote and Dürer when he wrote that these objects are “much more 

beautiful to behold than prodigies” (das do viel schöner an zu sehen ist dan 

wunderding).84 Through his choice of words, literary historian Stephen Greenblatt notes 

that Dürer – unusually for the era – “relocates the marvelous artifacts from the sphere of 

the outlandish to the sphere of the beautiful.”85  In doing so, Dürer and Martyr transition 

the focus of their discussions from what makes the objects so wondrous to how they were 

made and by whom.   

Martyr’s praise for the role of the artist was a unifying trend when examining the 

responses of sixteenth-century Europeans to the Mexica gold works. Franciscan 

missionary Fray Toribio de Motolinía (1482-1568), one of the famous “Twelve Apostles 

																																																								
83 Jantz, “Images of America,” 94; Massing, “Early European Images,” 515; Stephen Greenblatt, 
“Resonance and Wonder,” in Exhibiting Cultures: The Poetics and Politics of Museum Display, ed. Ivan 
Karp (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1991): 42-56, esp. 52-3 and Leitch, Mapping 
Ethnography, 181-2.  See Chapter 1 for the complete quote. 
84 Jantz, “Images of America,” 94; Massing, “Early European Images,” 515; Greenblatt, “Resonance and 
Wonder,” 52-3 and Leitch, Mapping Ethnography, 181-2. 
85 Greenblatt continues, arguing that Dürer understood the Mexica objects’ beauty as “a testimony to the 
creative genius of their makers,” and more than a natural result of the materials used, or the unusual nature 
of the technique or culture of origin, citing the artist’s journal entry: “I saw amongst them wonderful works 
of art, and I marvelled at the subtle ingenia of men in foreign lands.”  Mexica ingenia, and sixteenth-
century European understanding of such, will be discussed in Chapter 5 of this dissertation, specifically in 
relation to feather art. Greenblatt, “Resonance and Wonder,” 52-3.   
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of Mexico” who first arrived in May 1524, commented on the Mexica goldsmiths’ ability 

to cast animals with moveable parts, averring that they:  

 
…took preference over the goldsmiths of Spain, inasmuch  
as they could cast a bird with a movable head, tongue, feet  
and hands, and in the hand put a toy so that it appeared to  
dance with it.86  

 
 
The Spaniards were entranced by pieces such as the miniature skull pendant, complete 

with a moveable jaw, excavated years later at Chinantlilla, in Oaxaca.  They were 

similarly amazed by miniature parrots that were designed to display heads, tongues and 

wings that could turn and flex, and monkeys that could move their heads and feet, and 

even eat an apple.87  Such works, which both entertained and impressed curious 

audiences, were not anomalous in Europe.88  These whimsical creatures that displayed 

lifelike characteristics, as manifested in their moveable parts and actions, were also 

reflective of contemporary European interests.  Their arrival in Europe corresponded to 

the revival in the appeal of automata, which were frequently incorporated into Kunst- and 

																																																								
86 Fray Toribio de Motolinía, History of the Indians of New Spain, trans. and ed. E. Andros Foster 
(Berkeley: Cortes Society, 1950), 241-2. 
87 Unfortunately, none of these works are known to survive today, nor do the works described by Francisco 
López de Gómara that incorporated stones of different color and enamel. When describing some of the 
countless treasures lost in the Noche Triste – the events of the night of June 30, 1520, when Cortés and the 
Spaniards were driven out of Tenochtitlán by the Mexica, following the death of Moctezuma, who had 
been held as a hostage by the Spaniards.  While fleeing, the Europeans took with them as much treasure as 
they could carry.  However, much of what they carried fell into the lake, along with many of the 
conquistadores. For the metalworking techniques and discussion of the works, see Priscilla E. Muller’s 
Jewels in Spain 1500-1800 (New York: The Hispanic Society of America, 1972), esp. 29 and “The Old 
World,” 18. For the events of the Noche Triste, including the loss of treasure, see López de Gómara, 
Historia verdadera de la conquista de la Nueva España (1632), ed. Carlos Zamora (Mexico City: Porrúa, 
1982), especially Chapter CXXVIII, for a first-hand account of the events of the night. 
88 However, such works did lack exact European counterparts; while automata did exist, there were no 
comparable pendants or other personal ornaments, nor were the European items made solely out of gold, 
but other metals and wood. For automata throughout history and their material makeup, see Silvio A. 
Bedini, “The Role of Automata in the History of Technology,” Technology and Culture vol. 5, no. 1 
(Winter 1964): 24-42; Annette Beyer, Faszinierende Welt der Automaten: Uhren, Puppen, Spielereien, 1st 
ed. (Munich: Callwey, 1983); Nicholas Foulkes, Automata: A Brief History of the Automata from Ancient 
Times to the Fée Ondine (Paris: Édicions Xavier Barral, 2017) and E. R. Truitt, Medieval Robots: 
Mechanism, Magic, Nature and Art (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015). 
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Wunderkammern and, in the case of those machines operated by hydraulics or 

pneumatics, into gardens and grottoes.89  These self-operating machines generated a 

multifaceted appeal for audiences in their encouragement of a mastery over nature and 

the natural world, the ingenuity of the final products and the way in which they integrated 

a variety of skill sets and specialties, including metalworking, mathematics, engineering 

and other fields. Although the works produced by Mexica artists were more simplistic 

than their European analogues – for example, lacking the scale, the number of parts and 

range of actions – they can still be examined through the same lens as the more 

innovative, mechanistic automata already finding their way into European courts and 

collections, as stimulations of nature and motion.90 

Fray Toribio de Motolinía was also in awe of a particular skill Mixtec and Mexica 

artists had cultivated, a skill that, despite numerous attempts, continued to elude their 

																																																								
89 To be clear, interest in automata was not limited to Europe, or within any other geographic parameter.  
For example, Ismail al-Jazari (1136-1206), the scholar, engineer, mathematician, artisan and artist, 
described some of the complex programmable automata he designed in The Book of Knowledge of 
Ingenious Mechanical Devices (1206). In Europe, interest in automata and mechanized objects dates to 
Classical antiquity, with a particularly high number of toys, tools, prototypes and more, along with written 
descriptions, originating in Hellenistic Greece. Art historian Horst Bredekamp argues one reason that 
automata appealed to early modern audiences was the way in which the finished objects lay in between 
products of nature and products of man, and were the result of man becoming a Creator, or “second God.” 
See Bredekamp, The Lure of Antiquity and the Cult of the Machine: The Kunstkammer and the Evolution of 
Nature, Art, and Technology, trans. Allison Brown (Princeton: Markus Wiener Publishers, 1995).  Other 
sources that examine automata include Alexander Marr’s “Gentille Curiosite: Wonder-Working and the 
Culture of Automata in the Late Renaissance,” in Curiosity and Wonder from the Renaissance to the 
Enlightenment, R. J. W. Evans and Alexander Marr, eds. (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2006, 149-70); Jessica 
Keating’s “The Machinations of German Court Culture: Early Modern Automata” (Ph.D diss., 
Northwestern University, 2010) and Minsoo Kang’s Sublime Dreams of Living Machines: The Automaton 
in the European Imagination (Cambridge and London: Harvard University Press, 2011). Significantly, 
automata also relate to the interest in mimesis and observation and recreation of the natural world – issues 
that will be discussed in greater depth in Chapter 5. 
90 One example of a particularly complex European automaton is a clockwork monk from ca 1560, 
currently in the collection of the Smithsonian Institution in Washington, D.C. The monk, who stands 
roughly 15 inches high, is driven by a key-wound spring, and walks along the path of a square while 
striking his chest with his right arm and raising and lowering a small wooden cross and rosary in his left 
hand.  Simultaneously, he turns and nods his head, rolls his eyes and mouths silent obsequies.  He 
periodically brings the cross to his lips and kisses it.  The monk is believed to have been designed and 
manufactured by Juanelo Turriano (born Giovanni Torriani, ca 1500-1585), the Italo-Spanish clockmaker, 
engineer, mathematician, mechanician and Court Clock Master to Charles V.  See Elizabeth King, 
“Clockwork Prayer: A Sixteenth-Century Mechanical Monk,” Blackbird vol. 1, no. 1 (Spring 2002). 
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European counterparts: the ability to create bimetallic ornaments or, as the missionary 

described it, works “half in gold and half in silver.”91  Having had the chance to see 

countless examples of Mexica goldwork, both in Europe and in Mexico, the Franciscan 

observed that the indigenous artists “…cast a piece, half silver, and cast a fish with all its 

scales, one scale of silver, one of gold, at which the Spain goldsmiths would much 

marvel.”92  It was this skill in creating bimetallic works using the lost-wax technique 

exclusively – no hammering or soldering – that particularly fascinated and impressed 

European audiences. Francisco López de Gómara, the Spanish historian based in Seville, 

who later had first-hand contact with Cortés and other conquistadores, marveled that the 

Mexica goldsmiths would “cast a platter in a mold with eight corners and every corner of 

several metals, that is to say, the one of gold, the other of silver, without any kind of 

solder.”93  Renaissance goldsmith Cellini was also said to have praised the indigenous 

artists’ skill, having himself dedicated a great deal of time, unsuccessfully, to discovering 

the secret of making an articulated silver fish with gold inlays.94  

																																																								
91 Motolinía, History of the Indians of New Spain, 241-2. The works in question were made using the lost-
wax technique, rather than two separate components hammered, or otherwise joined, together.  In 
indigenous Amerindian thought, such works, in their combining gold (the sun) and silver (the moon), 
represented the unification of the cosmos.  See Carmona Macías, “Symbols of Power,” 142. 
92 Fray Toribio de Motolinía, “Historia de los Indios de la Nueva España (1541),” in Colección de 
documentos para la historia de México, vol. 1 (Mexico, 1858), ch. xiii and Emmerich, Sweat of the Sun, 
xix-xx.  
93 Emmerich, Sweat of the Sun, 135-6.   
94 For a more in-depth discussion of Cellini’s work as a goldsmith, including the significance of the 
technical skill required to work in this field and its relation to the mastery of natural and alchemical 
knowledge, see the works of Michael W. Cole, in particular: “Cellini’s Blood,” The Art Bulletin vol. 81, no. 
2 (June 1999): 215-35; Cellini and the Principles of Sculpture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2002); “The Demonic Arts and the Origin of the Medium,” The Art Bulletin vol. 84, no. 4 (December 
2002): 621-40 and “The Cult of Materials,” in Revival and Invention: Sculpture Through its Material 
Histories, Sébastien Clerbois and Martina Droth, eds. (Bern: Peter Lang, 2011), 1-16. Other important 
sources are Pamela H. Smith, The Business of Alchemy: Science and Culture in the Holy Roman Empire 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994) and The Body of the Artisan: Art and Experience in the 
Scientific Revolution (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2004); in the latter, Smith considers the 
importance of alchemy as an academic and intellectual tradition to Renaissance artists, as well as how and 
why fifteenth-century Northern European artists emphasized their role as imitators of nature, a lens through 
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 The European appreciation for goldwork was not simply based on the quality of 

the craftsmanship or the value of the material; its connection with both natural and 

alchemical knowledge, and association with philosophical theories dating back to 

Classical antiquity contributed to the craft’s elevated status.  In the hands of a talented 

artist, such as Cellini, gold and bronze (which required similar skills and techniques as 

gold) could take on the appearance of lifelikeness, a highly coveted quality in a work of 

art, regardless of medium.  This has been particularly commented on with regards to one 

of Cellini’s most famous works of art, Perseus and Medusa (1545-54).95  Many artists, 

natural philosophers and scholars believed that the primary ingredient of metals was 

water, or watery, and that metals formed when water, one of the four elements, became 

“trapped in the earth and congealed.”96  This theory originated with Aristotle, who 

proposed that water contained pneuma, which, in this context, was understood to be 

“spirit,” or “soul;” it therefore followed that if pneuma was present in water, and water 

formed the basis of metals such as gold, then “all things [made of water] are charged with 

soul.”97  Mastery of such a material, then, said much about the knowledge of the artists 

who worked with it.  European artists familiar with the qualities inherent to gold, both 

practical and theoretical, would surely have recognized the Mexica realization of the 

technical and alchemical knowledge necessary to achieve such virtuosity with the 

																																																																																																																																																																					
which a number of Mexica works were often appreciated. She also examines the role of the artisan during 
this period, and they ways in which they promoted and integrated art and science. 
95 Cole quotes Bernadetto Minerbetti (1538-1574), who, in a letter to the famed artist and art historian 
Giorgio Vasari (1511-1574), wrote that “…although [Perseus and Medusa] is metal, [it] seems nonetheless 
to be real, and it drives others away out of fear that they will be soaked with it.” Cole citing Minerbetti’s 
letter to Vasari, dated August 20, 1552, printed in Paula Baroochi’s Scritti d’arte del cinquecento, vol. 2 (3 
vols.) (Milan: Riccardo Ricciardi, 1973), 1198-1200. European appreciation of lifelikeness in art is 
discussed in greater detail in Chapter 5. 
96 Cole, “Cellini’s Blood,” 222. 
97 Aristotle, Generation of Animals 762a, trans. A. L. Pack (London: Heinemann and Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1979): 357, as cited in Cole, “Cellini’s Blood,” 222. 
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medium. Unfortunately, despite widespread appreciation of New World goldwork and, in 

particular, of Mexica bimetallic art – and the awareness that no European artist was able 

to replicate the technique – no pre-Conquest era pieces of that kind survive.98   

Other Europeans acknowledged the talents of the indigenous artists, even while 

calculating monetary value.  Bartolomé de las Casas, Dominican Friar and eventual 

“Protector of the Indians,” commented on his first introduction to Mexica treasure back in 

New Spain that what he observed was “…a present of such rich things, fabricated and 

made of such workmanship that they appeared like a dream, and not as if made by man’s 

hands… The gold and silver which was there was valued at 20 or 25,000 castellanos, but 

their beauty and workmanship make them worth as much more.”99  Las Casas was clearly 

aware of the economic value of the works to which he is referring, but, on the basis of 

this observation, was more impressed by the human element; that is, the finesse of the 

Mexica artists who manipulated the gold and silver, turning the precious metals into such 

stunning objects.  Intriguingly, however, he elevates the works in question to something 

potentially divine or mystical, remarking that it appeared like a dream, conjured rather 

than having been designed or created by mere mortals.100  In other instances, Europeans 

praising Mexica works, regardless of medium, frequently indicate surprise that such 

impressive works had been made by indigenous artists who lacked, to European minds, 

																																																								
98 A select few pre-Columbian bimetallic works survive, two of which were only discovered in Alfonso 
Caso’s 1932 excavation of Tomb 7, from Monte Albán. Even these works, two small (1 inch diameter) sun 
disks, however, do not reflect the full extent of the Mexicas’ skill and ingenuity, as they were made by 
joining the two metals together by hammering, rather than using the far more complicated and challenging 
lost-wax technique associated with the indigenous American society.  See Emmerich, Sweat of the Sun, 
135-6. 
99 Bartolomé de las Casas, Historia de las Indias (Madrid, 1875-6), IV, cxxi.  Unfortunately, does not 
expand on the dream-like aspects of the work, or what he means beyond the objects’ incredible 
workmanship and beauty. 
100 This class of objects, Christian icons that are said to have come into existence miraculously, without 
being touched by human hands, are called acheiropoetia. Works that fall into this category include the Holy 
Face of Christ sudarium and the Veronica Veil.  
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the sophistication, education and Christian faith that defined their standard.  Here, 

though, las Casas does not include any such qualifications to his praise, suggesting that it 

was the virtuosity of the artists that imbued the objects with such value and authority. 

One characteristic of the New World gold to which European audiences 

responded positively was their naturalism.  It was the ability to recreate the world 

surrounding them that evoked the most enthusiastic responses.  Indigenous artists were 

able to effect an incredible sense of lifelikeness in their depictions of the snake with 

moving tongue, for example, as well as birds, lizards, fish, and other animals that were 

such popular motifs in jewelry and decorative objects.  European audiences first had the 

opportunity to see these astonishing works beginning in 1520, which corresponded to 

their High Renaissance, a period that valued naturalism, an understanding of the world in 

which mankind lived.101   Though European audiences did not view the Mexica or the 

other indigenous peoples of the Americas as societies equal to their own, many did 

recognize what native artists were able to accomplish, despite lack of access to the same 

tools and equipment so readily available in Spain, France and Italy.102  Repeated praise 

																																																								
101 Sixteenth-century Europeans felt strongly that, in order to be considered a master, one had to be able to 
accurately replicate a subject from life, that this study of nature was central to the development of not just 
artists, but students of the natural sciences.  Albrecht Dürer adhered to this belief, and “spoke of the 
extensive abmachen, or reproducing after life, that makes a great artist.” See Pamela H. Smith, “Artisanal 
Knowledge and the Representation of Nature in Sixteenth-Century Germany,” Studies in the History of Art 
vol. 69, Symposium Papers XLVI: The Art of Natural History: Illustrated Treatises and Botanical 
Paintings, 1400-1850 (2008): 14-31, esp. 24-5.  Here, Smith cites Paracelsus, Das Buch Labyrinthus 
medicorum genant (1553), in Karl Sudhoff, ed., Sämtliche Werke, vol. 2 (Munich and Berlin, 1928), 192.  
Smith notes that while, today, “abmachen” is typically translated as “to undo,” Erwin Panofsky understood 
Dürer’s use as “reproducing nature from life.”  She suggests that Dürer’s intended meaning was likely 
closer to the modern “abschreiben,” “to copy verbatim,” though the artist also used the term “abkunterfet,” 
or “portraying after life or with verisimilitude.”  See also Panofsky, Idea: A Concept in Art Theory, trans. 
Joseph J. S. Peake (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 1968), 121-26. 
102 The Spaniards were so intrigued by the indigenous artists’ extraordinary skill, and their ability to 
accomplish things as yet unachieved by their European counterparts – particularly in light of their 
seemingly limited tools and equipment – that native metal-smithing techniques and processes were 
investigated, more than once, in the sixteenth century. At one point, the perplexed Cortés wrote that he was 
unable to determine by what methods, and with what tools, the indigenous artists created their works. 
Hernán Cortés, Five Letters, 1519-1526, trans. J. Bayard Morris (New York: W.W. Norton, 1962), 94; also 
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for native artists’ ability to recreate living animals in gold – such as the praise found in 

Cortés’ letter to his sovereign – speaks to European appreciation for these indigenous 

accomplishments. This preference for naturally rendered figures reflects a long-standing 

appeal of animals as a motif in jewelry and other decorative formats.  Even more than 

that, however, it is indicative of preference for not just naturalism, but lifelikeness, in art. 

The power to realize this effect in paint or metal or stone is an exceptional skill, and 

speaks to the elite abilities of the artist to make matter seem to come alive; it is not a 

condition that is easily attained. In achieving this quality in a work of art, the artist 

visually promotes the Renaissance argument that the artist is truly a creator.103  

This coming together of interests is embodied in one pendant, no longer extant, 

which was perhaps designed to function as an ex-voto, and was presented by Cortés to 

Spain’s Guadalupe monastery in 1538.  The piece has been described as a hollow, gold 

scorpion, which was designed to reflect the “treasure” hidden inside: the carcass of an 

actual scorpion, one that supposedly struck the conquistador while he was in Mexico.104  

Similar motifs are displayed in certain Spanish works, such as a sixteenth-century frog 

pendant (Figs. 3.6 and 3.7).  However, instead of faithfully reproducing the animal, the 

artist has instead deviated from nature by incorporating pearls and other jewels, a way of 

																																																																																																																																																																					
see Priscilla E. Muller, “The Old World and Gold from the New,” in The Art of Pre-Columbian Gold: The 
Jan Mitchell Collection (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1985), 14-21 and King 1998, 71. 
103 As David Freedberg argues, “The artist who is deemed to have successfully conveyed the illusion of 
living reality may acquire godly or demiurgic status; but the status thus acquired is a metaphorical one… 
When the artist or craftsman makes an image that seems alive, he seems to emulate the god, to be like him 
in his creative powers; he can make the dead substance alive.” In other words, in turning a humble material 
into something that appears to live, he has, in effect, created life. Freedberg, The Power of Images: Studies 
in the History and Theory of Response (Chicago and London: Chicago University Press, 1989), 203-4. 
104 Sadly, this work – commissioned by Cortés from Mexica artists – no longer exists, having been 
confused with another work that was to be smelted down by the monastery in the late-eighteenth century, to 
provide funds for a new door. Although the monastery’s inventory includes a ca. 1777 drawing identified 
as the ex-voto in question, the work had clearly been conflated with another, as the drawing depicts a 
bejeweled winged lizard that is quote European in both design and technique. Muller, Jewels in Spain 
1500-1800, 32-3 and Muller, “The Old World,” 20. 
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demonstrating the owner’s wealth, while also conforming to contemporary 

preferences.105  As Cortés presumably played a leading role in the design of his scorpion 

ex-voto, as we know he did with other projects, the item would no doubt have reflected 

European tastes, rather than those of the Mexica.  At the same time, however, it certainly 

would have represented Mexica technologies and craftsmanship.  The indigenous artists 

might also have played a role in determining some of the details pertaining to the 

scorpion’s physical appearance.  The design of works like Cortés’ gold scorpion suggest 

that by the late 1530s, less than twenty years after the Conquest, there already existed 

some kind of hybridized export item.106 

Cortés’ appreciation for the ingenuity and craftsmanship of the native goldsmiths 

was such that, as early as 1520, just months after his arrival in Tenochtitlán, the 

conquistador had already requested a number of gold works from indigenous artists.107  

Even before he had successfully conquered Tenochtitlán, he set them to work making 

new items for him.  Instead of continuing to create traditional ornaments and ritual items 

solely for a Mexica elite audience, the artisans were instructed to produce objects that 

																																																								
105 For more on Spanish jewelry during the sixteenth century, see Charles Oman, The Golden Age of 
Hispanic Silver, 1400-1665 (London: Her Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1968); Muller, Jewels in Spain 
1500-1800; Muller, “The Old World,” 14-21 and Diana Scarisbrick, Portrait Jewels: Opulence and 
Intimacy from the Medici to the Romanovs (London: Thames & Hudson, Ltd., 2011), among others. 
106 The Cortés scorpion pendant was by no means the only such hybridization of Mexica artists and 
techniques and Christian European iconography. Sadly, many of these hybridized creations have since been 
broken apart for their materials; the precious gems were often incorporated into new projects, while the 
gold and silver was smelted down for its economic value.  However, additional pieces are coming to light, 
with the discovery of sunken Spanish ships, loaded with treasure. The underwater excavations have 
revealed “astonishingly rich emerald-encrusted crosses and modest rosaries” – among many other 
ornamental works – that were lost when the ships foundered en route back to Europe. These excavations 
have demonstrated that the majority of gold on board these treasure ships was either worn or carried, rather 
than as bullion or in its raw state, in the form of not just jewelry, but even buttons and toothpicks, and was 
not necessarily religious in form or function.  See Priscilla E. Muller, “Spanish and Spanish Colonial 
Jewelry,” Art Institute of Chicago Museum Studies, vol. 25, no. 2, Renaissance Jewelry in the Alsdorf 
Collection (2002): 35-51 and 104-5, esp. 35. 
107 In some cases, he commissioned works immediately after his arrival into the city. 
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corresponded to the European Christian tastes.108  When writing about these 

commissions, he made it abundantly clear that he designed many of the objects himself, 

and that some of the pieces were specifically made for the Quinto Real.109  The shipment 

of treasure that arrived in Spain in September 1526 included crucifixes, medallions and 

other appropriately Catholic works, commissioned from Mexica artisans by Cortés, many 

of which were copied directly from European originals.110  

Perhaps influenced by Cortés’ role as patron, in which he commissioned a number 

of works that brought together elements of the two cultures, the only category of 

European art or culture that reflected the influence of Mexica artistry to any degree was 

that of Spanish jewelry, and even that was on a limited scale.  The “discovery” and 

conquest of the New World – and more specifically, the arrival of the massive cargoes of 

treasure – corresponded with the early stages of what is considered to be the golden age 

of Spanish metalwork, particularly in the form of jewelry.111  The products of the period 

and the surviving documentation reflect a wide range of sources and influences, from 

various Iberian kingdoms to centers in Italy, Germany and Flanders, and even from the 
																																																								
108 Alongside the soldiers, missionaries and officials that made their way to the New World were a select 
few artists.  Documents reveal that at least one Spanish silversmith was established in the Americas by 
1495, while a Spanish jeweler was working in Hispañiola by 1512.  However, there is no evidence that 
Cortés commissioned anything from these artists, only indigenous ones.  See José Torre Revello, La 
orfebrería colonial en Hispanoamérica y particularmente en Buenos Aires (Buenos Aires, 1945), 41-2 and 
Muller, “The Old World,” 28. 
109 Cortés wrote that Moctezuma himself ordered the works in question to be made, including “other things 
which I drew for him and which he had made in gold, such as images, crucifixes, medals, jewels, collars, 
and many other things of ours that I made them copy.” From Cortés’ second letter, as translated and quoted 
in Russo, “Cortés’s Objects and the Idea of New Spain,” 239-40. In the same letter, Cortés discusses 
commissioning works from the indigenous artists, specifically noting that he often requested the pieces 
incorporate both indigenous and European subjects and motifs. See Hernán Cortés, Cartas de Relación 
(1519-1526), ed. Ángel Delgado Gómez (Madrid: 1993), 46 and Russo, “Cortés’s Objects and the Idea of 
New Spain,” 239. 
110 Cortés, Five Letters, 1519-1526, 83-4; Muller, “The Old World,” 18 and 29; and Shelton, “Cabinets of 
Transgression,” 194. 
111 Although the years 1500 to 1800 are considered the apogee of Spanish jewelry- and metal-working, very 
few of the works survive.  Much of what we do know of the jewels from this period comes from what was 
included in contemporary portraits, and even that, particularly with regards to the Mexica/New World 
influence, is extremely limited.  See Muller, Jewels in Spain 1500-1800, 3-4 and 7-8. 



	 117	

Moors in North Africa.112   Reports arrived from the New World of vast quantities of 

gold marked by an incredible craftsmanship and unusual motifs. These reports reached 

Spain at the same time that Spanish metalworkers were responding to an interest in 

naturalism, scientific observation and analysis by creating works of zoomorphic subjects 

and patterns.  As such, art historian Priscilla E. Muller argues that sixteenth-century 

Spanish zoomorphic jewelry combined certain motifs, patterns and naturalism “in a way 

not totally unlike” that of the indigenous Mexican artists.113   Certainly, Europeans’ 

interest in such works, which were ultimately indigenous interpretations of nature and the 

natural world, could be understood within the framework of the Renaissance emphasis on 

not just naturalism, but scientific observation and analysis.  Additionally, subjects such as 

lizards or frogs – popular in indigenous Amerindian art – were less overtly pagan than 

depictions of the indigenous deities, while also visually referencing medieval traditions, 

in the form of decorative elements in illuminated manuscripts, making them more 

acceptable to European audiences.  With that in mind, records documenting a gold 

salamander set with rubies, a gold ring with a salamander and a gold “winged lizard,” all 

common subjects in pre-Columbian art, demonstrate a contemporary fondness for 

animal-themed jewelry, based both on indigenous precedents, as well as existing 

European models.114  The artistic exchange represented by these examples seems to be 

multi-directional and so thoroughly inclined toward naturalism and technical mastery that 

there seems no clear “pure” prototype other than nature itself. 

																																																								
112 Ibid., 3-4 and 22-3. 
113 Ibid., 27.  Despite the inclusion of enamel, pearls and other jewels, the sixteenth-century Spanish frog 
pendant mentioned above is one such example. 
114 Cortés recorded the “winged lizard” – possibly another salamander – as one of the gold ornaments sent 
to Spain in 1526.  Winifred Glover, The Gold of the Girona,” in Gold in the Americas, ed. Hélène Dionne 
(Québec City: Musée de la Civilisation de Québec, 2008): 73. 
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As a point of fact, amphibians were frequently incorporated into Renaissance 

European paintings, sculptures and jewelry, and even used as a device by multiple kings 

and princes.115  One notable example was that of Charles V’s contemporary, Francis I, 

King of France, whose insignia included the salamander.116  The salamander had been a 

particularly popular symbol dating back to antiquity, in large part due to its (then 

commonly believed) abilities.117  It has long been associated with fire, and a miraculous 

ability to appear, unharmed, within the flames.118  This sort of occurrence became 

conflated with another common practice of the creature, though this one was biological 

rather than behavioral: salamanders often exude a sort of milky substance when 

frightened, making their skin moist.119 The amphibian’s imperviousness to such a deadly 

																																																								
115 Beyond the myriad reptiles represented in works of art, architecture, jewelry and clothing, the creatures 
themselves could be found in private collection, as “[a]lmost every Kunstkammer in sixteenth-century 
Europe” included small reptiles “cast from life in a variety of media.”  See Pamela H. Smith and Tonny 
Beentjes, “Nature and Art, Making and Knowing: Reconstructing Sixteenth-Century Life Casting,” 
Renaissance Quarterly vol. 63, no. 1 (Spring 2010): 128-79, esp. 128. Smith also discusses their 
importance in the artist’s study of, and mastery over, the natural world (Smith, “Artisanal Knowledge,” 14-
31).  
116 François had his artists incorporate the salamander everywhere, from the walls and ceilings of his 
palaces to the back of chairs. For example, the main hall of the Château de Chambord includes some eight 
hundred different (crowned) salamanders carved into the ceiling, while one wing of his Château in Blois 
has eleven carved into the façade. They marked his various possessions as well, being embroidered on the 
royal livery (most famously at the Cloth of Gold meeting with King Henry VIII of England) and stamped 
onto his weapons, among many other items.   
117	The Talmud describes the creature as a product of fire, and states that anybody who is smeared with its 
blood will be protected from the fire’s danger. Hagiga 27a.	
118 This association seems to stem from a behavior common to many salamanders: that of hibernating in 
and under dry or rotting logs. Then, when the log is placed on a fire, the amphibian seems to appear from 
nowhere in the flames. Benvenuto Cellini recalled observing just such an event as a child. (Benvenuto 
Cellini, The Autobiography of Benvenuto Cellini, trans. Anne MacDonell (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 
2010): Ch. 4) Notably, Cellini included a salamander in the gold saltcellar he made for the French monarch. 
119 Some writers then used this tendency to promote the belief that the salamander was able to withstand 
even extreme heats and, amazingly, extinguish fires. Leonardo da Vinci, in one of his notebooks, wrote that 
the salamander “gets no food but from the fire, in which it constantly renews its scaly skin.  The 
salamander, which renews its scaly skin in the fire – for virtue.” Edward McCurdy, The Notebooks of 
Leonardo da Vinci (New York: Reynal & Hitchcock, 1938), 1237; Boria Sax, Imaginary Animals: The 
Monstrous, the Wondrous and the Human (London: Reaktion Books, 2013), 206 and Leonardo da Vinci, 
The Notebooks of Leonardo da Vinci (New York: Sheba Blake Publishing, 2014).  Additional connections 
were made between the salamander and not just virtue, but chastity and purity. 
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threat – fire – in conjunction with its ability to “renew” itself made it a positive symbol 

for rulers and nobility.  

The Mexica frequently incorporated snakes, frogs, toads and turtles into their own 

jewelry and other forms of body ornamentation, although they were not used as 

individual devices as in Europe.  Frogs, for example, were the symbol of both water and 

fertility in the Mexica tradition, and were a particularly popular theme in indigenous art, 

most notably in gold of all media.120   Water and fertility were understood as related 

concerns; water was viewed, after all, as the source of life.  There were divine 

connections, as well; due to their identification with rain and water, frogs were associated 

with Tláloc, god of rain, whose animal forms included amphibians and water-dwelling 

creatures, while both frogs and toads were linked to Tlalteuctli, the earth goddess, who 

the Mexica understood to be in the form of a giant toad.121   One extant example of this 

motif is a fifteenth- or early sixteenth-century frog bead necklace, which consists of 

twenty identical miniature gold frogs (Fig. 3.8).  In addition, necklace reflects several 

Mexica traditions, including the use of animals as a central motif and an emphasis on 

pattern and repetition.  It was also common for Mexica (and Mixtec) jewelry to be 

comprised of multiple, repeated components, rather than simply one central element.  

																																																								
120 For the significance of frogs in pre-Conquest Mexico, see Alisa LaGamma, Heidi King and Julie Jones, 
“Africa, Oceania, and the Americas,” The Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin, New Series, vol. 56, no. 2, 
Recent Acquisitions: A Selection 1997-1998 (Autumn 1998): 69-71, esp. 71.  It should be noted that in 
other parts of the New World, some species of frogs were venerated due to the venom excreted by their 
skin.  Rather than being associated with fertility, or the giving or creating of life, these frogs were valued 
for their ability to kill, and were used by warriors. This does not seem to be true of the Mexica, but it was 
ceratinly true elsewhere in the New World.  See Henry Wassén,  “The Frog in Indian Mythology and 
Imaginative World,” Anthropos, vol. 29, no. 5/6 (September-December 1934): 615-22. 
121 Wassén, “The Frog in Indian Mythology,” 636. Tláloc was a high-ranking member of the Mexica 
pantheon, and one of the two shrines that topped the Templo Mayor in the center of Tenochtitlán was 
dedicated to him.  
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Above all, however, and separate from any stylistic decisions, this necklace must have 

been understood to have amuletic powers for its wearer.   

Most highly valued within pre-Columbian society, however, was the snake, or 

serpent.  As in many cultures, snakes were symbolic of birth and regeneration, fertility 

and rebirth, a result of their ability to shed their skin and then grow a new one.  Even 

more than that, though, was their association with the god Quetzalcóatl, or the “feathered 

serpent.”122  Due to the reverence with which he was held, images of snakes, oftentimes 

with feathers, could be found throughout Tenochtitlán and the surrounding area as large 

sculptural ornamentation protruding from sacred temples and public buildings.123  

Although the contexts were certainly different, both the Europe and the New World 

demonstrated an affinity for amphibious and reptilian motifs and their association with 

the fundamental themes of renewal and rebirth. 

It was not only animal motifs that found their way into Spanish works of art, but 

also a familiar use of materials.  European gold- and silversmiths were eager to shape the 

gold into crucifixes and Catholic-oriented pendants; they were equally enthusiastic about 

the opportunity to design ornate pieces that displayed the fantastic baroque pearls and, 

later, Columbian emeralds, plus the coral, lapis lazuli and other stones that they acquired 

																																																								
122 “Coátl” means “snake” or “serpent” in Nahuatl. 
123 As is true of many of their deities, Quetzalcóatl predated the Mexica by centuries.  The Maya honored 
their own version of the god, and, based on surviving works of art, he was certainly a prominent figure in 
Teotihuacán. For a more in depth discussion of Quetzalcóatl and his place in Mexica religion, art and life, 
see David Carrasco, Quetzalcóatl and the Irony of Empire: Myths and Prophecies in the Aztec Tradition 
(Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1982); Elizabeth Hill Boone, Incarnations of the Aztec Supernatural: 
The Image of Huitzilopochtli in Mexico and Europe. Transactions of the American Philosophical Society 
79, part 2 (1989) and Alan Knight, Mexico: From the Beginning to the Spanish Conquest (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2002), among others. 
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from the far reaches of the ever-expanding Spanish empire.124   As Europeans used 

jewelry as an indicator of their wealth and social status, those same pieces expressed the 

wearers’  “cultural knowledge and worldliness,” one aspect of which was their ability to 

acquire rare and expensive materials – such as precious metals and gems – from the New 

World.125  Trade routes connecting the New World, Asia and Africa with Europe resulted 

in the transmission of untold riches – including precious gems and thousands of pounds 

of gold and silver – flooding into Europe.  Even when existing stones and metals were 

reduced from their original forms to their raw state, then reshaped into objects reflecting 

European designs and styles, many of the material were still recognized for their place of 

origin.  Emeralds, for examples, frequently originated in New Spain, something that 

would have been well known to educated and worldly Europeans.  As such, the New 

World gold, silver and emeralds – not to mention the pearls from modern-day Venezuela, 

lapis lazuli from Afghanistan and diamonds from India – were not just symbols of wealth 

and social status, but representative of “the expanding horizons of Renaissance men and 

women,” while simultaneously serving as “souvenirs of distant lands … [and] fuel for 

conspicuous consumption.”126  

 
 

Mexica Gold in Europe: From Sacred Ornament to Bullion 

For all of the European appreciation of indigenous skill in metalworking – particularly 

from artists – it is evident that the conquerors were far more interested in the financial 

benefits of their precious acquisitions than in their aesthetic qualities. Spain desperately 

																																																								
124 Muller, “Spanish and Spanish Colonial Jewelry,” 35, 47-8 and Ian Wardropper, “Between Art and 
Nature: Jewelry in the Renaissance,” Art Institute of Chicago Museum Studies vol. 25, no. 2 (2000): 6-15, 
104, esp. 11-2. 
125 Wardropper, “Between Art and Nature,” 7. 
126 Ibid., 11 



	 122	

needed to replenish its coffers, thanks in large part to the on-going military campaigns 

dating back to the reign of Charles’ grandmother, Isabel, who only secured her throne 

after a lengthy and turbulent military conflict.127   Later campaigns, most notably the one 

against the Moors, which only came to an end in 1492, contributed to the Iberian 

peninsula’s fragile economic situation.  Although Isabel initiated efforts to reduce debt 

and strengthen her kingdom’s financial standing, the problems continued into Charles’ 

reign, in large part due to his extensive empire and frequent travels.  Military campaigns, 

including those of Cortés into Mexico and Pizarro into Peru, required funds that were not 

																																																								
127 Isabel’s older half-brother Enrique (Enrique IV of Castile and León, 1425-74) inherited the Castilian 
throne upon their father’s death in 1454; Isabel’s younger brother, Alfonso (1453-68), preceded her in the 
line of succession.  Long-term political turmoil, and the nobles’ unhappiness with the weak and inefficient 
Enrique IV, resulted in a war, in which many supported Alfonso in favor of his older brother, the king, to 
the point that they demanded Enrique named Alfonso his successor, ahead of Enrique’s daughter Juana 
(who Alfonso then agreed to marry). After Alfonso’s early death, probably of the plague, the nobles 
switched their support to Isabel. Eventually, in order to end the war, Enrique agreed to name his half-sister 
his heir, in place of his daughter, with a primary condition of this outcome based on the agreement that 
Isabel would not marry without her brother’s approval. (One of the many reasons the Castilian population 
was so insistent that Isabel supplant Juana as Enrique’s heir was due to the fact that Juana was widely 
accepted as being illegitimate, due to the widespread belief that Enrique was incapable of having children – 
he was known as “Enrique the Impotent” – and, simultaneously, that his wife was having an affair with 
Don Beltrán de la Cueva, 1st Duke of Albuquerque (1443-1492), resulting in Juana being known as “la 
Beltraneja.”) When Isabel became betrothed to Ferdinand, son of the king of Aragon, in October 1469, 
Enrique was infuriated, and named his daughter, Juana (1462-1530), his heir, displacing Isabel. As a result, 
when Enrique IV died in 1474, both Isabel and Juana, better known as Juana la Beltraneja, claimed to be 
the true and rightful monarch, each supported by their own faction, initiating the final stage in the on-going 
conflict, the four year War of Castilian Succession (1474-78), in which Isabel was ultimately successful, 
leading to the eventual unification into what we consider “Spain,” and the ability to fund such 
explorers/conquistadores as Columbus and Cortés. Castile had been ravaged by unpopular wars, scandal 
and ineffectual rule for decades. The “ineffectual reigns” refers to those of Isabel’s father, Juan II (1405-
54), and brother, Enrique IV (1425-74).  By the time Isabel had secured her throne, the Crown was in great 
debt, thanks to the inadequate rule of her brother, and worsened by the years of war.  The situation was 
further compounded by the over-production of coinage, and the incredible number of mints (during Enrique 
IV’s reign, the number of mints producing money jumped from five in 1454 to one hundred and fifty, just 
twenty years later). For more on this very turbulent time, see: John Edwards, The Spain of the Catholic 
Monarchs, 1474-1520 (London: Blackwell Publishing, 2000); E. Michael Gerli, Medieval Iberia: An 
Encyclopedia (New York: Routledge, 2003); Jocelyn Hunt, Spain, 1474-1598 (New York: Routledge, 
2001); Peggy K. Liss, Isabel the Queen (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992); Townend Miller, The 
Castles and the Crown: Spain 1451-1555 (New York: Coward-McMann, 1963); Irene Plunkett, Isabel of 
Castile (The Knickerbocker Press, 1915) and Barbara F. Weissberger, Queen Isabel I of Castile: Power, 
Patronage, Persona (Rochester, NY: Tamesis, 2008), among others. See sources identified in footnote 24, 
as well. 
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readily available.  As such, the gold obtained from the Mexica provided vital funds, both 

for Spain and the larger Hapsburg Empire.128 

 The Spaniards were clearly focused on the economic and social impact of the 

treasure, and how it could be used to strengthen Spain’s international standing.  However, 

concerns regarding the gold, as worked into forms by indigenous artists, should not be 

dismissed. The gold (and silver) that had been worked into images of Mexica deities was 

deeply problematic to such a devoutly Catholic population, and such representations of 

the heathen idols were greatly offensive to Christian sensibilities.  As such, religious and 

aesthetic considerations played a role in the melting down of such spoils of war, and the 

resulting lack of surviving works. 

While there were those who responded positively to the artistic and technical 

qualities of gold works that were imported from the New World, most people looking at 

these exquisite works saw only the pagan themes and functions. Objects that 

corresponded to Christian concepts of idols, such as the fifteenth-century cast-gold 

warrior figurine (Fig. 3.9) emphasized the distinctions between the Old and New 

Worlds.129  While European audiences might appreciate the medium and even the 

craftsmanship, the actual imagery – a warrior ready for battle, holding a serpent-headed 

atl-atl, his lip, nose and ears pierced by adornments, a gaping chasm in his chest – only 

served to remind audiences of what separated the two societies, of the Mexicas’ multiple 

																																																								
128 According to one early document, a “personal treasure,” which was made up of high-quality jewelry, 
was given the Cortés in 1532, before his return to Spain. The source confirms that the bulk of the treasure 
was melted down while still in Mexico, before being used to pay for supplies for military campaigns, as 
well as bribes for “various Spanish factions,” in order to ensure alliances.  See P. Cabello Caro, 
Coleccionismo americana indigena en la Espana del siglo XVIII (Madrid 1989), 25 and Shelton, “Cabinets 
of Transgression,” 197. 
129 This figurine, currently part of the Cleveland Museum of Art, which was only excavated in the 1950s or 
‘60s, has been dated to the reign of Moctezuma Ilhuicamina (r. 1440-1468), making it one of the few extant 
works dating to the Conquest. Young-Sánchez, “An Aztec Gold Warrior Figurine,” 102-26. 
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gods who required human sacrifice.  Such works evoked strong responses and only 

supported the belief that all of the indigenous peoples of the New World must be 

converted to Christianity and all pagan-related works must be destroyed as false idols.  

This reading of Amerindian works was only strengthened by the 1524 translation of 

Cortés’ second and third letters to the Spanish monarchs into Latin, which emphasized 

the idolatrous nature of the religion and practices including child sacrifice.130  At a time 

when the New World was being claimed for the glory of the Catholic Church, when the 

inhabitants were being forcibly converted to the faith, and many were concerned with 

defending the “true” faith against the growing Protestant threat within Europe, Europeans 

were perhaps even less receptive to works that were created in order to honor a pagan 

religion. Safeguarding such works as a form of exotica to represent a far-off culture in 

European Wunderkammern was not a priority when gold was so desperately needed to 

ensure the continuing growth of the Spanish and Hapsburg Empires, to dominate the 

world stage, to fund military campaigns – including the one that resulted in such 

fascinating treasure – and to promote Catholicism throughout the known world. 

The desire to be rid of all references to pagan rituals, in combination with the 

need to replenish the country’s coffers, hastened the ultimate fate of the gold and silver 

from Mexico and all of the New World. From the moment the first shipment of New 

World treasure reached Spanish shores, the vast quantities of gold had but one 

significance to Charles V: as a means of enriching his ever-expanding empire.  As early 

as September 1519, Charles V ordered that all New World gold obtained through barter 

																																																								
130 For a more thorough analysis of the Latin translation, particularly in context of the Protestant 
Reformation and Catholic Counter Reformation, see Johnson, “Aztec Regalia and the Reformation of 
Display,” 83-98. 
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be smelted and valued.131   Barely fifteen years later, in May 1535, the ambassador 

Martín de Salinas, who represented Archduke Ferdinand at the royal court noted that 

“[Charles V] has ordered all the moneyers of his kingdom to come to this city [the port of 

Barcelona], so that they may melt down all the gold and silver of the Indies into coins.”132  

In doing so, Charles V thus further separated the gold from its original cultural context 

and cleansed it of its original function and imagery, purifying it of any pagan symbolism, 

while simultaneously ensuring that it was converted into a material with a function in 

support of Christianity, as it was used to fund Charles’ wars against the Ottoman Turks 

and to continue Spain’s conquest of the New World. 

 
 

Conclusion 

It is unsurprising that, of all the products and natural resources of the New World, it was 

the gold, in its basic material state, that was most appealing the Spaniards, and not just 

for reasons of monetary value.  The products and goods that most attracted the foreign 

invaders were those that most closely corresponded with, in the words of A.A. Shelton, 

“the canons of taste they had inherited from medieval thought.”133  Those items that 

reflected indigenous concepts of worth – feathers, textiles and the like – did not 

correspond to goods that were culturally or economically valued in Europe.  Feathers, 

textiles, weapons and other goods were thus relegated to the world of exotica, intriguing 

products of the New World, but not necessarily vital.  Instead, gold, that material that 

																																																								
131 Rafael García Granados, Antigüedades mejicanas en Europa (Mexico City 1942), 26-7 and Muller 
1972, 27. 
132 Martín de Salinas, El emperador Carlos V y su corte según las cartas de Don Martín de Salinas, 
embajador del infante Don Fernando (1522-1539) (Madrid: Fortanet, 1903), 648 and Johnson, “Aztec 
Regalia and the Reformation of Display,” 83. 
133 Shelton, “Cabinets of Transgression,” 190. 
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most embodied wealth and status, was the most politically significant resource and was 

therefore the focus of Spanish attentions. 

Unlike the featherwork, masks and mosaics, weapons and textiles, works in gold 

from New Spain did not maintain a presence in Early Modern Europe. There was no 

interest in collecting, exchanging or displaying the jewelry, body ornaments or sacred 

objects on any scale. The earliest conquistadores initiated what would become the 

standard treatment of not just Aztec gold, but all gold and silver from the New World, 

when they melted a portion of the treasure down in 1519 and reshaped into blocks, in 

order to make shipping easier, and used to further establish Spain and the Hapsburg 

Empire as the dominant European power.  Over the years, much more would be reduced 

from irreplaceable works of art, the likes of which did not exist anywhere else in the 

world, to generic ingots, in some cases before leaving American shores, in other cases 

shortly after arrival.  Even the later influx of precious metals from elsewhere in the New 

World – most notably Columbia and Peru – fell victim to sixteenth-century Spain’s 

economic needs, and a narrow concept of what was considered art.   

From the Spaniards’ perspective – and that of Europe as a whole – gold was a 

precious commodity, valued as an essential medium of exchange, used as a means of 

demonstrating power and status, and not as a raw material valued for its sacred 

connotations and aesthetic possibilities by the Mexica.  This essential distinction between 

the two cultures’ understanding played a significant role in not only how both sides 

reacted in the clash that occurred between 1519 and 1521, but also what would happen to 

the tremendous amount of gold in the form of jewelry, body ornamentation, idols, ritual 
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items and decorative elements that would, over time, end up in the possession of the 

Spanish Crown and, ultimately, be lost to future generations.



	 128	

CHAPTER 4 
 

“PRECIOUS STONES IN DIVERS COLORS”1: 
MEXICA SMALL STONEWORK AND THE EUROPEAN RESPONSE 

 
 
 
Upon their arrival in the New World, the Spaniards were at times delighted, at times 

disconcerted, by the range of natural resources and man-made products they found.  Of 

the myriad objects and media accumulated – and, in many cases, destroyed – by the 

Spaniards following their initial arrival on the Mexican mainland, one genre that has 

been frequently overlooked is that of small stonework, including micro-mosaics.  

Unlike other forms of indigenous creation, the stonework did not fit neatly into a single 

category, particularly with regards to function or cultural significance.  While visually 

striking, especially when constructed of turquoise, jade and other “precious stones in 

divers colors,”2 such objects frequently lacked the qualities as commodities the 

Europeans often prioritized in other media.  The range of indigenous Amerindian 

objects covered with or comprised of stone mosaic work included masks, shields, knife 

handles and body ornamentation, among other forms.  This variety of objects meant that 

curious audiences and collectors did not necessarily view the assorted works as a 

cohesive genre, while the overwhelming religious associations of the majority of the 

items posed concerns for Christian audiences who might view them as idolatrous, and 

associated with pagan traditions. Nevertheless, the striking visual appeal of the objects 

and familiarity of the art form was enticing to many. The similarities in technique 

created connections with the mosaics of classical antiquity, and those New World works 

were actively sought after and frequently found homes in the collections of scholars and 
																																																								
1 Martyr, De Orbe Novo, Fourth Decade, Book X, 46. 
2 Ibid., 46. 
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antiquarians.  Ultimately, the carvings, masks and mosaic-encrusted Mexica works were 

allocated to a precarious social space, where they represented the familiar, through their 

classical associations; the exotic, as representations of a newly discovered world; and 

the problematic, as sacred objects of a pagan society. 

 
 

The Function and Significance of Mosaics and Small Stonework  

in Mexica Culture 

The Mexica were not the only indigenous American society to work with mosaics – 

examples proliferate from what is now the southwestern United States down to the 

southern-most region of Peru – but they were by far the best-known masters of the 

medium, and produced what were generally considered the highest-quality examples of 

the art form.3  Decorative mosaics, a means of ornament for ritual and sacred objects, 

comprised a vital role in Mexica art and economics, as is clear in the fact that mosaics – 

both the final products and the raw materials that were used in the works’ manufacture – 

formed a part of the traditional annual tribute paid by various communities to the Mexica 

rulers in Tenochtitlán.4  Ritual tribute was central to pre-Columbian society.  Pictorial 

representation of the act of paying tribute and the content of some of the offerings, 

																																																								
3 Additionally, the Mexica were greatly influenced by earlier civilizations, most notably the Toltec, Zapotec 
and Maya, when it came to not only style and materials, but also technology.  See T. A. Joyce, “Ancient 
American Mosaic,” The Burlington Magazine for Connoisseurs vol. 25, no. 135 (June 1914), 135 and Colin 
McEwan, Andrew Middleton, Caroline Cartwright and Rebecca Stacey, Turquoise Mosaics from Mexico 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2006), 8. Based on recent scholarship and archaeological 
excavations in the Americas, it appears that the concept of using stones to create mosaics originated in the 
Middle Formative Period, 900-600 BCE, at the Olmec site of La Venta, on the Gulf Coast of Mexico, per 
Susan Toby Evans, Ancient Mexico and Central America: Archaeology and Culture History (London: 
Thames and Hudson, 2004), 174-7. 
4 Marshall H. Saville, Turquois Mosaic Art of Ancient Mexico (New York: Museum of the American 
Indian, Heye Foundation, 1922), esp. 22.  
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survives in what is now known as the Tribute Roll of Montezuma, among other sources.5  

While the Mexica required subjugated city-states to provide extensive quantities of 

regular tribute as a means of expressing dominance, the goods and materials they 

received were vital resources for the empire and contributed to the Mexicas’ military and 

cultural strength. Among the various forms of tribute depicted in the roll is a bowl 

containing pieces of cut turquoise, while other illustrations depict bags of prepared 

stones, ready for use, as well as completed masks and what appear to be shields or 

salvers.   

 The art of working with stones dated back centuries before the rise of the Mexica, 

and was generally believed to have been introduced to the indigenous peoples by the god 

Quetzalcóatl himself.6  Accordingly, the deity was particularly honored by lapidarians 

and those native merchants who bought and sold precious stones.7  The artists who 

worked in this field were highly regarded, and belonged to a group of craftsmen that was 

honored for their skillful expertise, the extensive training involved, and the divine 

associations of their medium.8  As in other parts of the world, mosaics were quite 

																																																								
5 The original codex was once part of the Boturini collection, before several leaves were removed, 
eventually becoming part of the collection of the American Philosophical Society in Philadelphia (APS). 
The APS subsequently donated these sheets to the National Museum of Archaeology, History and 
Ethnography in Mexico City, where they were reunited with the rest of the Tribute Roll. The Codex 
Mendoza is another such source, noting that eleven towns paid at least part of the required tribute in the 
form of turquoise during the reign of Moctezuma II. 
6 According to Laura Filloy Nadal, mosaics and the lapidary tradition date back to long before the 
dominance of the Mexica Empire, as they were practiced “with great artistry” in the Classic Period (300-
900 CE) by both the Teotihuacáns and the Mayans. See Filloy Nadal, “Mineralogy and Manufacturing 
Technique in a Group of Archaeological Greenstone Mosaics from Classic Period Mesoamerican Sites,” in 
Turquoise in Mexico and North America: Science, Conservation, Culture and Collections, eds. J.C.H. 
King, Max Carocci, Caroline Cartwright, Colin McEwan and Rebecca Stacey (London: Archetype 
Publications Ltd., 2012), 15-28, esp. 15. 
7 Joseph E. Pogue, “The Aboriginal Use of Turquois in North America,” American Anthropologist, New 
Series, vol. 14, no. 3 (July-September 1912): 437-66, esp. 441. 
8 Joyce, “Ancient American Mosaic,” 135.  It should also be noted that the guild is a European term and 
concept, and did not necessarily have an exact parallel in pre-Conquest Mexico or Latin America.  The 
various merchants, craftsmen and artists did have their own organizations, which were in some cases 
hereditary.  For more on this aspect of the Mexica social system, see Frances Berdan, The Aztecs of Central 
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complex to create, requiring a number of distinct steps and experts who specialized in 

each stage of the process, from the acquisition of the various stones to their placement in 

the larger work.9  Even individual stages of the creation process demanded experts in a 

number of media, dependent on the needs of a given project. The backing, or structural 

foundation, of a given mosaic could vary wildly from one work to another, ranging from 

wood to metal to polished stone and even human bone.  The esteem in which the 

lapidaries were held by the Mexica rulers is made abundantly clear in the writings of 

Diego Durán, who recorded how Moctezuma went to war with the provinces of 

Quetzaltepec and Tototepec, not for stones, precious though they were, but for the 

materials required to polish the stones.10 

One commonality between the stonework of early modern Europe and the pre-

Conquest Mesoamerica was the approach to materials.  Of equal importance to the 

design, execution and function of the final product were the materials used in their 

creation, particularly the type and color of the various stones that encrusted the backing 

																																																																																																																																																																					
Mexico: An Imperial Society. Case Studies in Cultural Anthropology (New York: Holt, Rinehart & 
Winston, 1982); Rudolf van Zantwijk, The Aztec Arrangement: The Social History of Pre-Spanish Mexico 
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1985) and Michael E. Smith, The Aztecs (London: Blackwell, 
2003), among other sources. 
9 As has been observed, many of the Mexica mosaics that have survived have been noted for the “sheer 
number” of tesserae they contain; the majorly-damaged helmet in the British Museum still contains more 
than two thousand pieces, while the double-headed serpent breastplate, also in the London collection, 
consists of some fifteen thousand individual stones. There is also evidence of the re-use of tesserae, 
removed from an original work, perhaps due to damage, a lack of aesthetic appeal, or even because the 
piece was not considered to be successful or worthy of the ruler or god for whom it was made.  In some 
cases, these recycled stones are identifiable due to minute engravings. However, the exact degree to which 
tesserae were reused is unquantifiable; the lack of engravings means that many such pieces are 
undistinguishable from others. Rebecca Stacy, Caroline Cartwright, Giovanni Verri and Colin McEwan, 
“An Integrated Approach to Understanding the Selection and Fate of Turquoise of Mexican Mosaics in the 
British Museum,” in Turquoise in Mexico and North America: Science, Conservation, Culture and 
Collections, eds. J.C.H. King, Max Carocci, Caroline Cartwright, Colin McEwan and Rebecca Stacey 
(London: Archetype Publications Ltd., 2012): 55-64, esp. 61. 
10 Fray Diego Durán, The History of the Indies of New Spain (1581), trans., annotated and an introduction 
by Doris Heyden (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1994): 417-30 and Colin McEwan, Andrew 
Middleton, Caroline Cartwright and Rebecca Stacey, Turquoise Mosaics from Mexico (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2006), 38. 
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medium, while providing the visual impact and indicating the social, political or religious 

significance of the piece.  In many cases, for both European and Amerindian patrons and 

artists, certain materials were valued in a broader sense, for their social and economic 

symbolism, rather than religious associations – even when the completed object itself was 

divine in function or message.  Of particular note, lapis lazuli was considered especially 

desirable to artists, patrons and collectors, going back to ancient Egypt and the Near 

Eastern cultures, where it embodied different concepts of value and status to the various 

societies.  Its presence in jewelry and other elite artifacts in Mesopotamia, such as those 

found in the royal cemetery of Ur, and in Egyptian pharaonic funerary masks speaks to 

the connotation lapis had of royalty.11  To the Romans, on the other hand, lapis was an 

aphrodisiac, and linked to the Greek goddess of love, Aphrodite.  Some of these 

connections carried through into Christianity, as the stone, which appeared to 

“capture[…] stars,” was believed to represent the saints.12   

Although the Mexica lapidarians certainly incorporated a variety of stones and 

shells into their creations, by far the most frequently used and widely recognized was 

																																																								
11 Turquoise also took on divine symbolism to the ancient Egyptians, just as it did for the Mexica.  It was 
associated with the goddess Hathor, one of the more important and popular deities. Among her titles were 
“Lady of Turquoise,” “Mistress of Turquoise” and “Lady of Turquoise Country,” due in part to her role as 
protector of the region where the mineral was mined.  For more on the associations between Hathor and 
turquoise, see Geraldine Finch, “Offerings to Hathor,” Folklore vol. 93, no. 2 (1982): 138-50 and Arash 
Khazemi, Sky Blue Stone: The Turquoise Trade in World History (Los Angeles: University of California 
Press, 2014), 20-1. 
12 Wolfram Koeppe, “Mysterious and Prized: Hardstones in Human History before the Renaissance,” in Art 
of the Royal Court: Treasures in Pietre Dure from the Palaces of Europe, ed. Wolfram Koeppe and 
Annamaria Giusti (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art and New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2008): 2-11, esp. 4; for more on the significance of lapis lazuli, and other stones, over the years, see also 
Christel Meier-Staubach, Gemma Spiritalis: Methode und Gebrauch der Edelsteinallegorese vom frühen 
Christentum bis ins 18. Jahrhundert vol. I. Münstersche Mittelalter-Schriften 34 (Munich 1977); Gary W. 
Bowersox and Bonita E. Chamberlin, Gemstones of Afghanistan (Tucson: Geoscience Press, 1995) and 
Walter Schumann, Gemstones of the World, trans. Annette Englander and Daniel Shea (New York, 2006). 
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turquoise, and turquoise-like stones.13  Some scholars have claimed that the distinctive 

quality of pre-Conquest Mexican mosaics, particularly those of the Mexica, is the 

extensive use of turquoise.14  Indigenous sources, written in Nahuatl, make it clear that 

the Mesoamerican societies distinguished among a number of different types of 

turquoise, categorized by color, quality and even shape.15 

Although it has been noted that turquoise mosaics are among the “most celebrated 

items of ancient Mesoamerican artistry and craftsmanship,” it has long been believed that 

turquoise itself is not local to the area in which the Mexica had established their empire.16  

According to this theory, the material only became truly accessible at the beginning of 

the Post-Classic period, around 900 CE, about the same time that metallurgy also 

excelled as an art form among the Mexica and other Mesoamerican societies (See 

Chapter 3).  The Mexica went to great effort to acquire the prized material, depending not 

only on tribute offerings, but also on highly formalized trade networks that extended from 

																																																								
13 The term “turquoise” in modern scholarship is sometimes used rather loosely, referring to not just the 
actual mineral, but stones of a comparable hue and composition.  For example, the Mexica mosaics in the 
British Museum, perhaps the most complete and highest quality extant works, are described as “turquoise;” 
however, other, similar, stones are used as well.  See, among others, Stacey, Cartwright, et al., “An 
Integrated Approach,” 55-64   
14 Edward T. Stevens, Flint Chips: A Guide to Pre-Historic Archaeology (London, 1870), 324.  
15 Frances Berdan, “Turquoise in the Aztec Imperial World,” in Turquoise in Mexico and North America: 
Science, Conservation, Culture and Collections, eds. J.C.H. King, Max Carocci, Caroline Cartwright, Colin 
McEwan and Rebecca Stacey (London: Archetype Publications Ltd., 2012), 91-102, esp. 92. 
16 This belief was based, at least in part, on items found at sites in the southwestern United States, including 
macaw bones, cacao and copper.  They were not found in large quantities, but there were enough of them to 
provide evidence that trade between the two regions occurred sometime after 900 CE. Additionally, there 
are turquoise mines, also in the U.S. Southwest, that have been at least intermittently active since pre-
Columbian times, while no mines, active or inactive, have been found in Mesoamerica. See Karl A. Taube, 
“The Symbolism of Turquoise in Ancient Mesoamerica,” in Turquoise in Mexico and North America: 
Science, Conservation, Culture and Collections, eds. J.C.H. King, Max Carocci, Caroline Cartwright, Colin 
McEwan and Rebecca Stacey (London: Archetype Publications Ltd., 2012), 117-34, esp. 117; Alyson M. 
Thibodeau, Leonardo López Lujan, David J. Killick, Frances F. Berdan and Joaquin Ruiz, “Was Aztec and 
Mixtec Turquoise Mined in the American Southwest?,” Science Advances vol. 4, No. 6 (13 June 2018): 
http://advances.sciencemag.org/content/4/6/eaas9370/tab-pdf and Kiona A. Smith, “New Study Rethinks 
Pre-Columbian Turquoise Trade: The Analysis Challenges Long-Held Assumptions About Pre-Columbian 
Trade Networks,” Ars Technica, 14 June 2018 https://arstechnica.com/science/2018/06/isotope-analysis-
says-aztecs-preferred-locally-grown-turquoise/.  
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central Mexico to as far north as present-day Nevada – a necessary means of access in 

light of turquoise’s lack of availability in Mexico.17  Entries in the Codex Mendoza speak 

to some of the arrangements made by Mexica rulers to acquire the desirable material.18 

According to the illustrated record, the Mexica received a significant amount of the 

mineral as tribute, in both its raw form and as precisely and ornately placed adornment on 

shields and other objects.  Recent chemical analysis conducted by geochemist Alyson M. 

Thibodeau, however, suggests that the stone used in Mexica and Mixtec works of art and 

ritual objects did not originate in the southwestern United States as many archaeologists 

believed.19  In reality, recent analysis indicates that the turquoise might actually have 

originated in, or in the vicinity of, Mesoamerica; the chemical signature matches that of 

																																																								
17 Turquoise was not readily available in Mexico; with the exception of limited areas of availability in parts 
of north-central Mexico, the mineral was found primarily in the Southwestern part of the United States, 
with major deposits in Arizona, New Mexico and California (among other locations). The complex 
preparations required to organize trade and access speak to the value the stone had for the Mexica, and 
other indigenous cultures. See Eric A. Powell, “The Turquoise Trail,” Archaeology vol. 58, no. 1 
(January/February 2005): 24-9, especially p. 26.  Sharon Hull and Mostafa Fayek note that extensive 
quantities of turquoise, “presumably from the western United States,” has been excavated from 
Mesoamerican sites, often thousands of kilometers from known deposits.  See Sharon K. Hull and Mostafa 
Fayak, “Cracking the Code of Pre-Columbian Turquoise Trade Networks and Procurement Strategies,” in 
Turquoise in Mexico and North America: Science, Conservation, Culture and Collections, eds. J.C.H. 
King, Max Carocci, Caroline Cartwright, Colin McEwan and Rebecca Stacey (London: Archetype 
Publications Ltd., 2012): 29-40, esp. 31.  The first trade routes were established by the then-dominant 
political center of Tula, in Hidalgo, through their connections that ranged from Costa Rica north to the 
American Southwest, some five hundred years before the Mexica.  For more on the history of turquoise in 
ancient Mesoamerica, and its significance, see Taube 2012.  For more on Pre-Columbian trading networks, 
especially with regards to “greenstone,” jade and mica, see Michael D. Coe and R. A. Diehl, In the Land of 
the Olmec (Austin, 1980); Evans 2004, 107 and Phil Weigand and Acelia García de Weigand, “A 
Macroeconimic Study of the Relationships between the Ancient Cultures of the American Southwest and 
Mesoamerica, in Fields and Zamudio-Taylor (2001): 184-95. 
18 The agricultural connections date to well before the Aztecs achieved dominance; as Powell and other 
scholars notes, the presence of turquoise first becomes apparent ca 500 BCE, dating to some of the earliest 
permanent settlements in the American Southwest.  One suggestion is that, due to the color, the mineral 
was associated with rain, a vitally necessary – and frequently rare – resource to agriculturally oriented 
communities.  See Powell, “The Turquoise Trail,” 25 and 28. 
19 In addition to impacting this particular theory, this discovery – if true – raises questions about the scale of 
long-distance trade between the Mexica and the communities to their north. Thibodeau was aided and 
supported in her research and analysis by anthropologist David Killick, geoscientist Joaquin Ruiz and other 
collaborators. 
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known Mesoamerican rocks.20  Regardless of its origin, the distinct blue-green stone, 

known as “xiuitl” in Nahuatl, was greatly valued in pre-Conquest Mesoamerica, where it 

was understood as a symbol of fertility and agriculture, while also functioning as a mark 

of high status. 

Based on its frequent use in ritual paraphernalia, turquoise was also honored for 

its spiritual significance and link to divine figures.21  It was associated with a number of 

the gods, including the two most highly regarded: Huitzilopochtli, god of the sun, war 

and human sacrifice, who was always depicted with turquoise earplugs, and the creator 

god Quetzalcóatl, who wore a number of forms of turquoise, including a stone in his 

headdress, a shield and a spear thrower.22  Even more significantly, Quetzalcóatl was 

indelibly linked to the quetzal bird, whose feathers were immediately recognizable due to 

their iridescent blue-green color (See Chapter 5).  The sacred connections become even 

more readily apparent when examining some of the Náhuatl terms for specific types of 

the mineral: teoxiuitl, the word for “fine turquoise,” incorporates the suffix teotl, or 

“god.”23 Turquoise, and, to a lesser degree, other stones in the same color family such as 

jade and serpentine, were highly valued for these divine associations. The priests who 

represented these deities, and their idols, were similarly adorned with ear plugs, labrets, 

																																																								
20 Thibodeau et al, “Was Aztec and Mixtec Turquoise Mined in the American Southwest?,” and Smith, 
“New Study Rethinks Pre-Columbian Turquoise Trade.” 
21 The term Xihuitl was used to identify common turquoise, but often refers to the mineral more generally.  
Experienced lapidarians, and others who were both knowledgeable and elite enough to be aware of and 
concerned about the differences, would be more likely to use more precise terms, such as uel popoca 
teuxiuitl (very smoky fine turquoise) and xiuhtomolli (turquoise that is half-round, half-flat) (Berdan, 
“Turquoise in the Aztec Imperial World,” 92).  In addition to the religious associations, it has been 
proposed that the Mexica associated the color blue, generally, and turquoise, specifically, with the 
“legendary” Toltecs, who were believed to have “discovered” the turquoise mines and were among the first 
to work and trade the stone.  Carmen Aguilera, “Of Royal Mantles and Blue Turquoise: the Meaning of the 
Mexica Emperor’s Mantle,” Latin American Antiquity 8 (1997): 3-19, esp. 5, 17. 
22 They were not alone; they were accompanied by Cihuacoatl (a turquoise weaving stick) and Paynal (a 
turquoise nose rod), among others. Berdan, “Turquoise in the Aztec Imperial World,” 93 and Sahagún, 
Florentine Codex, Book XII, 11. 
23 McEwan et al, Turquoise Mosaics from Mexico, 21. 
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arm bands, necklaces, masks and even clothing, all of which were encrusted with 

turquoise. Taken together, the religious associations of certain stones were everywhere, 

and impossible to ignore.  Mexica rulers incorporated the stone into their own regalia, the 

most visually striking of which was the royal cloak, made up of thousands of turquoise 

beads.24  Scholars have noted that the wealth of high-quality turquoise-studded ritual 

offerings discovered in and around the Templo Mayor in the former Tenochtitlán, and the 

accompanying presence of flints and human skulls, suggests that the mineral “symbolized 

the sun, heat, life, sacrifice and blood”25 – meaning that turquoise exceeded association 

with a single concept or deity, to potentially represent the fundamental concepts that were 

most sacred and central to Mexica life and religion.  

The appeal of turquoise was also based on the richness of its hue. The Mexica 

took advantage of the natural variations in tone from one piece to the next, applying the 

individual pieces in such a way as to create a greater sense of depth, three-dimensionality 

and visual appeal to the completed project.26  This particular technique, with an emphasis 

on gradations of tone, can be seen in two of the most well-known masks to survive, both 

of which are located in the British Museum: the so-called “Skull Mask” (or “Mosaic 

Mask of Tezcatlipoca”) and the “Warty Mask,” so named for the three-dimensional 

“warts” that have been incorporated into the mosaic, layered on top of the more typical 

																																																								
24 The formal regalia became increasingly elaborate over time, incorporating greater amounts of gold and 
turquoise.  According to Carmen Aguilera, the “components of the garb donned by the Mexica emperor are 
a virtual litany of turquoise-studded trappings.” Aguilera, “Of Royal Mantles and Blue Turquoise,” 8. 
25 M. Izeki, Conceptualization of ‘Xihuitl’: History, Environment and Cultural Dynamics in Postclassic 
Mexica Cognition (Oxford: Archaeopress, 2008): 90, as quoted in Berdan, “Turquoise in the Aztec Imperial 
World,” 93.  According to Sahagún, soon-to-be-sacrificed slaves were adorned with turquoise 
ornamentation. Sahagún, Book III, 22, 56. 
26 The same was true, though perhaps to a somewhat lesser degree, of the other stones and shells that were 
used in pre-Columbian, Mesoamerican mosaics. 
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flat tesserae, one of the rare extant pieces to demonstrate an interest in texture (Figs. 4.1, 

4.2 and 4.3).27 

For a variety of reasons, the mineral turquoise was held in the highest regard by 

multiple Mesoamerican societies and, along with feathers and gold, became one of the 

clearest markers of status.  The complexities involved – including the challenges of 

extracting huge quantities of turquoise, the limited technology available to those who 

excavated and then worked the mineral and the distance between the deposits and 

Mesoamerican communities – only serve to emphasize the importance of turquoise as 

both a commodity and a status symbol. Turquoise was frequently exchanged as gifts 

among pre-Columbian nobility, a way to reinforce the favored status of esteemed leaders 

and of the vibrant mineral, in turn.28  Pre-Conquest traditions of ownership and exchange 

serve as demonstrable proof that turquoise, both in its raw form and as incorporated into 

sacred regalia, was “a chief component in the validation of prestige and status within… 

pre-contact social organizations.”29  Scholars routinely point to the fact that among the 

priceless objects Moctezuma gifted to Hernán Cortés for Emperor-King Charles V was at 

least one turquoise mask – interpreted as evidence of the Mexica ruler’s high regard and 

respect (or perhaps obligation or wariness or some complex mixture of motivations) for 

the Europeans.30 

																																																								
27 Their official names are the Mosaic Mask of Tezcatlipoca (Am, St. 401) and the Turquoise Mosaic Mask 
of Xiuhtecuhtli, or Nanahuatzh (Am, St. 400), respectively, but they are more commonly referred to as the 
“Skull Mask” and the “Warty Mask” as a matter of convenience.  They both date to the century and a half 
before the Conquest.  Stacey, Cartwright, et al. 2012, 57. 
28 Powell, “The Turquoise Trail,” 25.   
29 Hull and Fayak, “Cracking the Code,” 31. 
30 It is also worth noting, particularly in light of those scholars that have interpreted Moctezuma’s overtures 
to Cortés, and by extension, Charles, as gestures of appeal or appeasement, that the masks, ear plugs, 
shields, mirrors and other precious works, encrusted with mosaics and/or gold, were often presented as a 
form of “greeting gift,” extended by those seeking favors, asylum or alliances.  Berdan, “Turquoise in the 
Aztec Imperial World,” 93. 
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A clear sign of the significance that stone mosaics and the materials comprising 

them held in Mexica society can be seen further in their limited application: mosaic-work 

was primarily, if not exclusively, applied to objects of sacred or ceremonial use as a kind 

of decorative skin.  Mosaic-based works marked the social or spiritual status of high-

ranking individuals, whether it be ruler, high priest or god.31  Accordingly, the materials 

used in the production of these works and those people who had access to them were 

tightly restricted and well controlled, confined almost exclusively to the ruling class.32  

Often part of a larger mosaic, turquoise became a symbol of “lordly divine status,” not 

only throughout the Mexica Empire, but also across much of Mexico.33 

Unlike in Mexico, however, turquoise in the European tradition did not have a 

long history of significance, nor had it been particularly sought after. The Conquest of the 

New World and the influx of Mexican mosaics into Europe, so richly and abundantly 

encrusted with turquoise, came at a timely moment, coinciding with a rising European 

appreciation for the vibrantly hued stone.  As the stone could not be found in Europe, it 

was imported from abroad. This familiarity and appreciation for turquoise was a result of 

the on-going military action in the New World and in the region of what is now Turkey; 

Europeans were first introduced to the mineral in the mid-fifteenth century, around the 

time of the fall of Constantinople in 1453.  Turquoise quickly became associated with 
																																																								
31 That is not to say that turquoise was only used decoratively, in small-stone work; it was also used in 
more ornamental fashion, as an indicator of social and/or religious value.  For example, Topiltzin, the chief 
of six priests responsible for certain acts of human sacrifice, was described as having a turquoise pendant 
hang from his under lip. Pogue, “The Aboriginal Use of Turquois,” 441, referencing Francisco Saverio 
Clavigero, Historia antigua de México y de su conquista (México: Imprenta de Lara…, 1844). See also 
Filloy Nadal, “Mineralogy and Manufacturing Technique,” 15-28. 
32 Materials whose access and possession was particularly limited included jade, turquoise and gold. Filloy 
Nadal, “Mineralogy and Manufacturing Technique,” 15. 
33 McEwan, et al, Turquoise Mosaics from Mexico, 21.  The authors also refer to Sahagún, who observed 
that turquoise was also used to indicate those artists who were held in the highest esteem, particularly those 
who worked in the amantecas.  In Sahagún’s own words: “Then he [a high-status feather worker] had 
placed on his radiating ornament of turquoise…” McEwan et al, Turquoise Mosaics from Mexico, 22, citing 
Sahagún, Florentine Codex, Book IX, 84. 
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health, as many believed that the hue of the stone varied according to the health of the 

wearer, brightening as one improved, and fading as one declined.  At the same time, it 

was said to remove any enmity in the wearer’s presence, and was linked to horses and 

travel – the latter perhaps a result of the mineral’s foreign origins.34  From the 1453 

conquest of Constantinople through the second siege of Vienna in 1683, much of the 

turquoise that did not come from the Americas was acquired from Turkey, a region that 

to many represented the exotic or a rival empire.35  For this reason, the mineral became 

known as “turkey,” due to the Ottoman Turkish origins; the word eventually transformed 

into “turquoise.”36  The choice of terminology provides further evidence of the European 

tendency to conflate foreign lands, eliding the geographic, cultural and political 

differences between Ottoman-Turkey and the Americas.  Sixteenth- and seventeenth-

century Europeans seem to have focused on what they viewed as the regions’ most 

important shared characteristic as non-Christian, perceived in both cases simply as 

“pagan.”  This socio-political context intensified the visual cues of the turquoise objects 

that were quickly disseminated among the princely houses of Europe.  The clear 

associations between the mineral and these potentially far-off locales served to heighten 

the perceived otherness of turquoise, making it ever more exotic, desirable and rare in 

any form for its foreign origins. 

																																																								
34 J.C.H. King, “Prologue,” in Turquoise in Mexico and North America: Science, Conservation, Culture 
and Collections, ed. J.C.H. King, Max Carocci, Caroline Cartwright, Colin McEwan and Rebecca Stacey 
(London: Archetype Publications Ltd., 2012), 1-4, esp. 1-2.  For a more detailed discussion of the European 
appreciation for and valuation of turquoise, see Carole Levin and Cassandra Auble, “’I would not have 
given it for a wilderness of monkeys’: Turquoise, Queenship, and the Exotic,” in Colonization, Piracy and 
Trade in Early Modern Europe, ed. by Estelle Paranque, Nate Probasco and Claire Jowitt (London: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), 169-94. 
35 King, “Prologue,” 1-2. 
36 Ibid., 1.  Over the following centuries, turquoise became almost exclusively associated with the New 
World, particularly Mexico and the American Southwest. Even the name of the mineral – deriving from the 
Turkish origins – seemed to be glossed over or forgotten by the nineteenth century. 
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Over time, turquoise continued to increase its cultural cachet in Europe among 

upper and upper-middle classes, and being incorporated into jewelry and decorative 

works, though never quite reaching the status of diamonds, rubies or other precious gems.  

Nor did it achieve the significance it enjoyed in the pre-Columbian Americas.  However, 

it is evident that for all of the social, cultural and religious differences between Europe 

and the New World, the two societies evinced similar interests with regards to the art of 

small stonework, even if the type and functions of the works varied dramatically.  

 
 

Ritual Items and Figuring the Natural World in Mexica Mosaics 

Andrés de Tapia, one of Hernán Cortés’ captains, described two large figurines encrusted 

with stones that he had seen shortly after his arrival in Tenochtitlán.   The figurines 

represented deities, one of which was most likely Huitzilopochtli.  According to de Tapia, 

the two figures, placed on pedestals, were covered with mother-of-pearl, which was then 

topped with pieces of gold, turquoise, emeralds and amethysts.  The heads were similarly 

ornate, and the faces covered by gold masks.  Each “idol,” he tells us, was approximately 

three yards in height, and “the bulk of an ox.”37  As striking as these figures no doubt 

were, they seem to have been unusual monumental examples of Mexican mosaic-work.  

While it is true that the Mexica, like most Pre-Columbian societies, incorporated mosaics 

into a range of items valued for their religious and/or ceremonial function, most objects, 

even those that included gold or precious gems, tended to be much smaller, and were 

frequently portable.  Despite the differences in style and iconography, many of the 

																																																								
37 de Tapia’s complete description can be found in Joaquín García Icazbalceta’s Nueva colección de 
documentos para la historia de México. (Mexico: Andrade y Morales, 1886-92): II, 582-3 and Saville, 
Turquois Mosaic Art in Ancient Mexico, 40-1. 
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objects created in the Mexica workshops would have been recognizable to European 

audiences, in terms of general object type and function.  

 One particular category, however, was distinct to the New World and lacked a 

true European parallel: sacrificial blade handles.  Although knives – from the everyday to 

swords to ceremonial blades – were certainly common in Europe, those used for 

sacrificial purposes were not, as they were rather associated with pagan practices.  Also 

uncommon in Europe was the tradition of decorating the hilts and handles with mosaics.  

Such knives, however, were integral to the Mexica world, which depended so heavily on 

bloodletting in many forms, but most famously for rituals ensuring Mexica survival and 

might in the form of human sacrifice.38  Though they practiced many forms of sacrifice, 

the most famous involved the removal of the still-beating heart: the victim would be 

placed on his back over a special stone, usually at the top of a temple, ensuring that the 

vast crowds could see the event.39  Four priests would hold the limbs while the fifth, 

usually the highest-ranking of those involved, would use a special blade to cut into the 

chest and remove the heart, an offering to the gods that was perceived to be necessary to 

secure the continued survival of the Mexica, and the world. Appropriately, considering 

the role the blade played in carrying out the ritual and ensuring divine approval, the 

sacred knives were greatly valued objects.  The handles, like the one depicting an eagle 

warrior in the British Museum (Fig. 4.4), with a crouching figure in full eagle warrior 

																																																								
38 Blood and bloodletting, particularly in the form of human sacrifice, was central to the Mexica 
understanding of the world, the cosmos and the gods.  Even a brief discussion of the significance of blood, 
bloodletting and human sacrifice to the Mexica world would be too long to include in this dissertation.  For 
more on these issues, see, among other sources, Elizabeth Carmichael, Turquoise Mosaics from Mexico 
(London: British Museum, 1970). 
39 The Mexica practiced many forms of human sacrifice; the form was generally dependent on the god in 
whose honor the sacrifice was being made. This form, the most universally (in)famous, honored 
Huitzilopochtli, one of the most important gods in the Mexica pantheon (who also had parallels in other 
pre-Columbian societies).  This version of sacrifice appears countless times in both indigenous codices and 
European prints. 
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regalia clutching the blade in his hands, were elaborately decorated with small tesserae.40  

The detail, range and quality of the stones used and high degree of craftsmanship 

involved in making these works speak to the high social regard in which they were held, 

and to the vital role they played in religious rituals.41 

 Significantly, the handle, carved from a single block of Cedrela odorata wood 

before being covered with tesserae, depicts an eagle warrior, one of the two elite military 

orders in Mexica society.42  It was a great honor to be accepted into this order, one that 

required many years of training, open only to those young men from the upper echelons 

of society. Its soldiers demonstrated great skill and bravery.  Those warriors who were 

considered worthy would wear elaborate regalia marking their status, including helmets, 

shields and cloaks, with the insignia indicating the individual’s ranking.43  It has also 

been suggested that mosaic knives, like the one in the British Museum, might have 

formed “an essential part” of an eagle warrior’s elaborate costume.44  By having a 

warrior, part of an exclusive order that takes its name from a powerful predator, enter 

battle wearing ritual regalia that mimics or recreates the characteristics of the animal in 

question, and carry a blade whose handle depicts a warrior wearing a similar costume, we 

see the blurring of lines between art and reality.  The presence of mosaics in such an 

																																																								
40 Knives were used in other forms of sacrifice as well; it is impossible to know exactly when and where the 
individual surviving blades were used. 
41 It should be noted that, upon radiographic analysis, no traces of blood were found on the blade in the 
British Museum, suggesting that perhaps this knife, at least, was purely ceremonial, and never used during 
an actual sacrifice.  However, the number of similar knives, and the location of those that have been 
excavated, along with descriptions by individuals such as Peter Martyr d’Anghiera and Fray Bernardino de 
Sahagún, implies that this specific blade is comparable in design and iconography to those that were used 
in human sacrifices.  See MeEwan et al, Turquoise Mosaics from Mexico, 74. 
42 The other order were the jaguar warriors; there survive additional examples of ceremonial knives with 
handles depicting both eagle and jaguar warriors. The warriors were also depicted in sculptural form, and 
as illustrations in both pre- and post-Conquest manuscripts. 
43 See Esther Pasztory, Aztec Art (New York: H. N. Abrams, 1983) for more about the eagle and jaguar 
warriors.  
44 McEwan et al, Turquoise Mosaics from Mexico, 77. 
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item, rather than simply carved wood, speaks to the elite status of the combatant, as well 

as to the cultural and religious regard in which the medium and the object itself were 

held.  Significantly, a primary goal of Mexica warfare, especially among eagle and jaguar 

warriors, was not to kill the enemy, but rather to capture as many opposing soldiers as 

possible, the captives ultimately to be sacrificed to the gods.  Not only does this once 

again speak to the skill of the warriors who bore these knives – and the challenges of not 

killing outright in the heat of battle – but it also relates the knives back to their primary 

function of fulfilling the Mexicas’ obligation in their relationship with the gods by the 

(controlled) spilling of blood. 

There also existed works that were not obviously ritualistic, but still embodied the 

sacred, and often served as aspects of divine regalia, such as the double-headed serpent 

pectoral, now in the British Museum (Figs. 4.5 and 4.6), in which a turquoise-encrusted 

serpent with gaping jaws and bared teeth undulates on the wearer’s chest.45  Indicative of 

their cultural significance to the Mexica – largely due to their association with the god 

Quetzalcóatl, the Feathered Serpent – snakes were incorporated into other works as 

well.46  One notable example is the turquoise-encrusted mask believed to represent the 

either Quetzalcóatl or the rain god, Tláloc, with two entwined serpents, which wrap 

around the eye sockets and entwine with on another over the bridge of the nose, 

																																																								
45 Although it is impossible to say, with complete certainty, what this was or how it was used/worn, the 
holes at the top of the inner loops of the serpent’s body suggest that it was suspended from a chain of sorts 
around an individual’s neck; that, combined with the size, has resulted in the generally-accepted conclusion 
that this was a pectoral.  However, there remains the possibility that the serpent might have originally been 
fixed to a staff, perhaps as a standard, or some other form of identification.  McEwan et al, Turquoise 
Mosaics from Mexico, 59. 
46 Snakes were a common theme in Mesoamerican iconography, thanks in part to their connection to 
Quetzalcóatl, but also to their practice of shedding their skins, thus associating serpents to concepts of 
renewal, rebirth and transformation. Additionally, their “sinuous movement” resulted in snakes being 
linked to water and the wind. See Pasztory, Aztec Art, 233-4; Mary Ellen Miller and Karl Taube, The Gods 
and Symbols of Ancient Mexico and the Maya: An Illustrated Dictionary of Mesoamerican Religion 
(London: Thames and Hudson, 1993), 148-50 and McEwan et al, Turquoise Mosaics from Mexico, 54. 
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effectively defining the mask’s facial features (Figs. 2.1 and 4.7).47  Although it is 

impossible to know the exact circumstances under which the pectoral and mask would 

have been worn, or by whom, the serpents’ connections to at least two deities suggests 

that they likely would have been worn by a high priest for specific rituals or 

ceremonies.48  The mask and pectoral in the British Museum would have comprised part 

of the divine regalia, worn in conjunction with other items adorned with small stonework, 

gold and feathers, and used as part of a performative ritual in which the barrier between 

man and god was broken. 

Leaving aside the iconography, however, the double-headed serpent pectoral is 

remarkable for its extraordinary craftsmanship.  The exact hue of the turquoise varies 

throughout the three-dimensional carving, with variously colored tesserae placed around 

the work, accentuating the play of light, and emphasizing depth and dimension.  

Additionally, thanks to the differing tones and the effect of the light as it reflects off the 

individual pieces, the artist has re-created the appearance of the scales of an actual 

serpent, even creating the effect of movement – once again playing with the boundary 

between fiction and reality.  This interest in naturalism and the recreation of different 

serpentine textures becomes apparent in other ways, such as the use of different types and 

colors of shell to create the creature’s gums and teeth.  It has even been suggested that the 

																																																								
47  There are not enough specific iconographical details that make it possible for modern scholars to 
identify the subject of this mask.  Both Quetzalcóatl and Tláloc were associated with serpents; as 
Quetzalcóatl’s name means “Feathered Serpent,” that animal features prominently in imagery associated 
with the deity. However, Tláloc was also known to have his eyes defined by two intertwined serpents.  
Making identification more challenging is the fact that this is that this was a popular motif, as Quetzalcóatl 
and Tláloc were two of the highest-ranking deities within the Mexica pantheon; it is possible that not every 
mask that corresponded to this general design was meant to honor, or embody, one of those gods only, but 
that similar masks were made for both deities. See Chapter 2 for a description of what it would have looked 
like in its original condition. This particular mask in the British Museum.  
48 This interpretation is supported by pre- and early post-Conquest descriptions of sacred rituals, including 
the high priests’ sacred garb. 
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jaws’ gaping mouths once contained moveable tongues, much like the animal head 

currently in Vienna’s Museum für Völkerkunde, and like a number of gold ornaments 

and figurines, though the serpent’s tongues are unfortunately now lost.49  Surely, the 

focus on naturalism, as well as the novelty of the design, would have appealed to 

European audiences.  

Other forms of Mexica mosaics continued the integration of sacrality and an 

interest in the natural world.  One such example of a work with divine connotations, 

while still demonstrating the tremendous range of the artists’ skill and imagination, is the 

freestanding animal in the British Museum, thought to be a jaguar (Fig. 4.8).50  Depicted 

seated on its back haunches, in a crouching position more commonly associated with 

humans than animals, the jaguar is encrusted with iridescent malachite and mother-of-

pearl tesserae, some of which have been applied in geometric patterns.  Attached to the 

jaguar’s back is a shallow bowl, most likely used to hold some sort of offering for the 

gods, as the bowl is too shallow to be used as a drinking vessel, or to serve any other 

practical function.51  Although in anatomy and pose the figurine does not conform to 

accurate representations of the animal in question, it does reflect the Mexica appreciation 

																																																								
49 Eduardo Matos Moctezuma and Felipe Solis Olguín, Aztecs, exh. cat. (London: Royal Academy of Arts, 
2002): cat. 334 (entry by Gerard van Bussel) and McEwan et al, Turquoise Mosaics from Mexico, 58. 
Vienna’s Museum für Völkerkunde is also known as the Weltmuseum Wien, Vienna, and is referred to by 
both names in scholarship. 
50 Although the identity of this animal, currently part of the collection of the British Museum, London, has 
not been definitively determined, it has always been interpreted as representing a jaguar.  At least two other 
similar figurines are known to have survived, both of which can be found in the Museum für Völkerkunde, 
Vienna. 
51 McEwan et al note that modern analysis indicates that, originally, the bowl was either fully gilded, or 
simply embellished with gold flakes, which would further support the notion that this was some sort of 
sacred or ceremonial artifact (McEwan et al, Turquoise Mosaics from Mexico, 81). A similarly designed 
sculpture was found in the vicinity of the Templo Mayor, albeit on a much larger scale.  Like the London 
figurine, the colossal stone sculpture included a cavity on the jaguar’s back, and was believed to hold 
sacrificial offerings.  See Pasztory, Aztec Art, 171 and McEwan et al, Turquoise Mosaics from Mexico, 70. 
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and respect for the source animal, and the characteristics with which it was associated.52  

Jaguars were particularly revered in pre-Conquest Mexico, and associated with power 

and courage, as well as hunting and military prowess.53  One of the primary 

responsibilities of Mexica warriors was to deliver captured enemy soldiers for ritualized 

sacrifice.  Though the methods of sacrifice varied according to context and deity being 

honored, bloodletting was of central importance as ritual nourishment for the gods to 

ensure the people’s continued survival.  The jaguar warriors’ pivotal role in the 

accumulation of sacrificial offerings, in addition to the symbolism of the animals 

themselves, would have made the jaguar an appropriate subject for a ritual object 

associated with the sacred practice.   

Unfortunately, due to the loss of so many pre-Conquest works, the true extent of 

the possibilities – and glory – of Mexica mosaics can only be glimpsed in early sixteenth-

century European inventories, whose brief entries reference a wide range of mosaic-based 

works, all created for the highest echelons of Mexica religious and secular society: a 

turquoise necklace for a greyhound; a blue stone mosaic shield framed by a gold rim; a 

large duck head of blue stone mosaic work; a similarly adorned mitre; ear ornaments to 

be set in the big head of a crocodile, and so much more.54  It is only through the 

extraordinarily limited selection of extant mosaic-adorned works, terse descriptions in 

European inventories and, if we are lucky, intrigued – yet still often vague – reports by 

																																																								
52 The unusual and inaccurate pose is presumably at least partly informed by the work’s function, and the 
need to design a base that would keep the attached bowl stable. 
53 Per the earlier discussion, the two most elite branches of the Mexica military were the eagle and jaguar 
warriors. The animals themselves were both revered and feared due to their innate skills and tendencies – 
such as hunting at night, a practice which only served to increase their potential danger.  For more about the 
significance of the jaguar to the Mexica, see McEwan et al, Turquoise Mosaics from Mexico, 78-81. 
54 Berdan 2012, 92 and Saville, The Goldsmith’s Art in Ancient Mexico and Turquois Mosaic Art in Ancient 
Mexico. 



	 147	

European chroniclers that modern audiences can attempt to picture what these valued 

objects must have looked like. 

 
 

Masks as Transformative Talismans in Pre-Columbian Mexico 

Masks comprise the vast majority of extant pre-Conquest mosaic-work from the 

Americas.  Masks played a pivotal role in pre-Conquest religious rites and, as such, were 

greatly valued by indigenous societies.55  They were meant to be worn and used, not 

simply kept on display in a palace or temple, alien to display in a European collection.  

That at least some of the masks were intended to be worn by a person or sculpture is 

evident in many of the extant examples, such as the turquoise mask often referred to by 

modern scholars as the “Warty Mask” (Fig. 4.3).  The mask has suspension holes, which 

were originally further decorated with mother-of-pearl shell, making it clear that this 

mask, and likely many others, was intended to be worn, either by a priest or a sculpture.56  

It is thought to represent Xiuhtecuhtli, the Central Mexican god of fire, whose name 

actually means “Turquoise Lord.” 57  The most notable characteristics of this piece are the 

																																																								
55 Evidence of of the presence and ritual use of masks in Mesoamerica dates back to ca 1500 BCE, where 
the Pre-Formative peoples of Tlatilco left small clay figurines of shamans, who held masks, presumably to 
be used in ceremonies; these figurines were accompanied by representations of dancers, who themselves 
wore masks.  See American Indian Quarterly, “Mexican Masks,” 155.  Masks have been described as “one 
of the most widespread elements of Mesoamerican culture…found in all chronological horizons…and in all 
geographic areas,” demonstrating that the high regard in which they were held by the Aztecs was by no 
means unusual.  Alberto Ruz Lhuillier, El Templo de las Inscripciones, Palenque (México City: Instituto 
Nacional de Antropología e Historia, 1973), 202. 
56 McEwan et al, Turquoise Mosaics from Mexico, 47. What makes the presence of these suspension holes 
particularly interesting is the design of the mask, which includes shell inserts for the eyes.  Though there is 
a small hole in the center of each insert, which would allow some limited vision for the wearer, he would 
have been quite limited in his visibility.  It is possible that the eyes were meant to be removed when the 
mask was being worn, and left in on all other occasions.  Unfortunately, we have no records, either pre-
Conquest or from the first conquistadores to clarify the issue. 
57 The identification of the god in question as Xiuhtecuhtli is by no means certain.  Due to the “warts,” it 
has been proposed that the mask actually represents Nanahuatzh, a small, leprous, god with boils on his 
face.  I raised the tentative identification of Xiuhtecuhtli because that is the one proposed by the British 
Museum, in whose collection this mask remains.  For the Nanahuatzh theory, see Carmichael, Turquoise 
Mosaics from Mexico, 21. 
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inclusion of raised turquoise cabochons, which then create the effect of “warts.” Almost 

all of the surviving examples of masks include perforations at the eyes, mouth and, 

sometimes, nostrils, indicating that it was important for the wearer to be able to see, 

breathe and speak while donning the mask – reinforcing the fact that the masks played an 

active role in Mexican ceremonial life. 

 Masks fulfilled a number of vital functions in pre-Hispanic Mexico and were 

highly regarded throughout the region, in particular by the Mexica.  They often 

reinforced the Mexica identity, chiefly as it related to the society’s military dominance 

over other Mesoamerican peoples.  Rather than being viewed as decorative, or simply 

aesthetically pleasing, masks were frequently used to provoke fear in an enemy.  

Warriors would go into battle wearing masks depicting predators such as jaguars or 

eagles, to intimidate the enemy, but also to take on the qualities of the animal 

represented, further elevating the Mexicas’ military might.58 

 In other cases, masks played a role in funerary rites, a form of sacred protection 

for the deceased.  There seems not to have been any singular requirement with regard to 

the nature of funerary masks; examples made from stone, wood, gold and even copper 

have been found in Mexico.59  Accordingly, not all masks – funerary or otherwise – were 

adorned with micro-mosaics; some were carved out of a single block, or were instead a 

hammered sheet of metal.  Records confirm that masks played a pivotal role when 

																																																								
58 The two most elite military units within the Mexica army were the Eagle and Jaguar Warriors.  The eagle 
and jaguar were selected not only for their predatory qualities, but also because of their divine associations.  
Warriors in these units would be adorned in a manner reflective of the animal in question, ranging from a 
mask representing a jaguar (or Tezcatlipoca, whom the jaguar was said to represent), to a jaguar skin and 
headdress. 
59 American Indian Quarterly, “Mexican Masks,” 156.  Masks have been used in a funerary context in other 
Pre-Columbian cultures, most notably, the Maya.  A number of funerary masks – many made using jade 
mosaics – have been found throughout the Yucatán Peninsula during the Classic period, the most famous of 
which is the example from the tomb of Lord K’inich Janaab’ Pakal I at Palenque. See McEwan et al, 
Turquoise Mosaics from Mexico, 16. 
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celebrating certain festivals, and upon the death of a ruler, appropriate masks would be 

placed on the face of the deceased.60  In these situations, the masks would be used to 

“communicate the divine attributes and immortality of deceased rulers,”61 demonstrating 

that they were believed to have been elevated to divine status.  Fernando de Alva Cortés 

Ixtlilxóchitl (1568/80-1648), a member of the Mexica royal family and interpreter to the 

Spanish viceroy in the early seventeenth century, was present for and recorded the 

funerary rites for Tezozomoc, the ruler of Azcapotazalco, a Mexica town in the basin of 

Mexico.62  He described how, after the late monarch had been washed and dressed in his 

royal robes, his jewels, made out of gold and precious stones, were then added.  At that 

point, the body was placed on a mat, in a seated position, and, finally, “a very life-like 

turquoise mask [was placed] on the face, made according to the features of the dead 

man.”63  

 The transformative properties of Mesoamerican masks were most valued for their 

religious functions as a way to blur the lines between the earthly and the heavenly realms, 

“signal[ling] the threshold between visible reality and the invisible world of ancestor 

spirits and deities.”64  Although they were worn by members of the warrior class and 

kings, masks were primarily associated with priests, imbuing the wearer with the divine 

attributes of the deity being represented, allowing a version of the god to walk on earth, 

and, simultaneously, the devoted to be in the sacred being’s physical presence. At times, 

																																																								
60 Carmichael, Turquoise Mosaics from Mexico, 21.  
61 McEwan et al, Turquoise Mosaics from Mexico, 42-3. 
62 Ixtlilxochitl was the direct descendant of many of the Mexica rulers, among them Cuitláhuac (ca 1476-
1520), the penultimate Mexica ruler of Tenochtitlán, and victor of the infamous la Noche Triste (June 20, 
1520), in which the Spaniards were driven out of the city, at the cost of many lives nad thousands of 
pounds of gold and treasure, much of which is believed to have been lost in Lake Texcoco. 
63 Fernando de Alva Ixtlilxochitl, Obras históricas de don Fernando de Alva Ixtlilxochitl, 2 vols. Alfredo 
Chavero, ed. (Mexico: 1891-2): I, 351; English translation from McEwan et al, Turquoise Mosaics from 
Mexico, 43. 
64 McEwan et al, Turquoise Mosaics from Mexico, 42. 
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masks would be placed directly on an effigy of the god(s) being honored. In other 

circumstances, the mask may have been worn by priests with the intention of 

impersonating a god in order to re-enact episodes from the various creation myths, or 

other famous episodes from the lives of the gods, who were both divine personalities as 

well as cultural heroes.65 

Beyond bringing the gods to life, masks, in coordination with representations of 

the gods, could be used for healing.  According to Peter Martyr d’Anghiera, masks would 

be “placed upon the faces of the gods, whenever the sovereign is ill, not to be removed 

until he either recovers or dies.”66  There were other occasions on which the boundaries 

between the religious and civic were blurred: it was “customary” to place the specified 

mask upon the appropriate idol on the occasion of a “public calamity,” which ranged 

from royal illness to drought to war.67  The mask enabled the wearer to transform into a 

higher being or, when placed on a physical representation of a deity, seemed to imbue the 

subject with the spark of life, enabling them to carry out their responsibilities and ensure 

the continued success of the community. 

 The Mexica so valued masks that they did not limit themselves to those works 

that they, themselves, created, but appropriated and reworked masks by other pre-

Columbian cultures.  In addition to the raw materials used by their artists to create masks, 

the Mexica received completed works as part of the tribute paid by conquered city-

states.68  Moreover, studies of excavations and those works that survived the Conquest 

																																																								
65 Colin McEwan, Ancient Mexico in the British Museum (London: British Museum Press, 1994), 70. 
66 Martyr, De Orbe Novo, 197.   
67 Edward B. Tylor, Anahuac: Mexico and the Mexicans, Ancient and Modern (London: Logman, Green, 
Logman and Roberts, 1861), 225-6. 
68 The Codex Mendoza, for example, lists one annual tribute, paid by a subject population, as including ten 
masks. Edward T. Stevens, Flint Chips: A Guide to Pre-Historic Archaeology in the Collection of the 
Blackmore Museum [now the British Museum] (London: Bell and Daldy, 1870), 325; Frances Berdan and 
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have made it clear that the Mexica received as a form of tribute or otherwise acquired 

stone masks from the Teotihuacán and Olmec cultures, reusing them as they suited their 

purposes.  In some cases, painted designs were applied to the pre-existing works, or 

carved features added, before the masks were then included in ritual offerings and 

ceremonies.69 It seems that it was not necessary for the masks to be made by Mexica 

hands, or for the works to have been made specifically for a given deity or function; 

rather, the masks themselves were appreciated in their own right as potentially 

transformational when fused with a wearer, and could easily be revised or changed to suit 

Mexica purposes, without any loss of cultural or religious value. 

The cultural and religious significance of masks in pre-Conquest Mexico is amply 

demonstrated by the fact that among the lavish works presented to Hernán Cortés were 

four masks.70  Moctezuma, in his desire to establish positive relations with the 

conquistador, presented the Spaniard with numerous precious gifts, which included the 

complete regalia for multiple indigenous deities.71  Between the divine associations of the 

items themselves, and the materials from which they were made – feathers, gold and 

stone mosaics – the presents comprised the most sacred and precious offerings the 

																																																																																																																																																																					
Patricia R. Anawalt, The Codex Mendoza (Berkeley: University of Berkeley Press, 1992) and McEwan et 
al, Turquoise Mosaics from Mexico, 43. 
69 McEwan et al, Turquoise Mosaics from Mexico, 43. 
70 One of these masks, inlaid with turquoise and believed to represent Xiuhtecuhtli, remained in the 
possession of the Medici family for centuries, and is today housed in Rome’s Ethnographic Museum. 
71 A description offered by Fray Bernardino de Sahagún of one mask that comprised part of the treasure 
presented to Cortés, one done in turquoise mosaics, with the eyes and eyebrows delineated by a double-
headed snake that curved around and back on itself, speaks to the elaborate nature of divine regalia. 
According to Sahagún, the mask was “inserted on a high and big crown full of feathers, long and very 
beautiful… it had for a (central) jewel a medallion of gold, round and wide; it was tied with nine strings of 
precious stones, which, placed around the neck, covered the shoulders and the whole breast.” (English 
translation taken from Saville’s Turquois Mosaic Art in Ancient Mexico, 13-4.  This description reinforces 
what a significant role masks played in religious practices, and how highly regarded they were, and 
demonstrates the honor intended in bestowing the gift of such divine regalia upon Cortés, on behalf of 
Charles V.  On another level, it provides a glimpse into how gold, featherwork and mosaics were greatly 
valued by the Mexica, and how they could be integrated together for particularly important projects. 
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Mexica could make. The masks, which embodied the persona of the deity being depicted, 

and provided the means for the wearer to transform into the divine being, were among the 

most sacred presents of all. 

 
 

Mexica Mosaics in Europe 

Mosaic-decorated objects were among the first indigenous products to come into 

European possession, by means of trade, as well as gifts.   Supposedly, the first European 

to come into contact with either mosaics or turquoise in the New World was Juan de 

Grijalva, Hernán Cortés’ predecessor and “discoverer” of the Yucatan.  According to 

Francisco López de Gómara, who accompanied first Grijalva and later Cortés, Grijalva 

“secured” through barter three wooden masks, each of which had been gilded, then 

covered with turquoise mosaics, in 1518.72  As the expedition progressed, the 

conquistador acquired numerous other turquoise-encrusted objects, including ear 

pendants and additional masks.73 

The Spaniards acquired dozens of masks over the next three years, through 

exchange and as gifts. The most visually dramatic and symbolically significant of them 

were part of the extensive treasure presented to Cortés by Moctezuma and his 

representatives in 1519.  The earliest of these gifts, which also included numerous sets of 

priestly adornments with various components made out of textiles, wood, feathers, gold 

and mosaics, was ceremoniously offered to Cortés while the he was en route to 

Tenochtitlán, though shipments of indigenous art and artifacts continued through the 

																																																								
72 The first publicly available printed report – versus either official or personal letters, or inventories – dates 
to 1521, appearing in Peter Martyr d’Anghiera’s account of Juan Grijalva’s exploratory efforts.  See 
McEwan et al, Turquoise Mosaics from Mexico, 11, citing Martyr, De Orbe Novo, vol. 2, 20. 
73 Pogue, “The Aboriginal Use of Turquois,” 439. 
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Conquest several years later.  One of the priestly adornments, listed by Fray Bernardino 

de Sahagún, was a mask covered in turquoise mosaics, distinguished by “…a double and 

twisted snake worked in the same stones whose fold was on the projection of the nose, 

then the tail was parted from the head and the head with part of the body went above one 

of the eyes so that it formed an eyebrow, and the tail with a part of the body went over 

the other eye to form the other eyebrow.”74   The mask described bears remarkable 

similarities to the one currently in the British Museum (Fig. 2.1).75    

Of the twenty-four Mexican mosaics known to have survived the turn of the 

twentieth century, the majority of them had at one time been housed in Italian collections.  

A number were in the possession of the Medici in Florence, while others belonged to 

Ulisse Aldrovandi (1522-1605), a leader in the field of natural history, in Bologna.76  

This pool of Italian-based pre-Columbian objects, which includes many of the most 

recognizable Mexica small-stone works, likely reached Europe by the mid-sixteenth 

century, with a significant portion of the objects finding homes in the private museums of 

collectors who were also known to pursue scholarly interests.77  

																																																								
74 Translation from McEwan et al, Turquoise Mosaics from Mexico, 13.   
75 The authors caution that the London mask lacks the heads included in Sahagún’s description.  While it is 
easy, and tempting, to assume that it is the same mask, and that the heads have been lost to time, it is 
impossible to say so definitively.  Clearly, masks and turquoise played a prominent role in Mexican art, 
culture and religion, and that serpents were also symbolic and included in numerous genres and media.  
Still, if it is not the same mask, the two were very similar.   
76 Pogue, “The Aboriginal Use of Turquois,” 450-1.  Detlef Heikamp’s research indicates that a significant 
portion of the pre-Columbian wood and mosaic-based objects in European collections can be traced back to 
Italy. See Heikamp, “American Objects in Italian Collections of the Renaissance and Baroque: A Survey,” 
in First Images of America: The Impact of the New World on the Old, vol. 1, ed. Fredi Chiappelli 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976), 456.  For a thorough exploration and analysis of the 
Medici family’s interactions with the New World, including collecting and patronage activities, refer to the 
scholarship of Lia Markey, especially Imagining the Americas in Medici Florence (University Park: The 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 2016) and “The New World in Renaissance Italy: A Vicarious 
Conquest of Art and Nature at the Medici Court,” (Ph.D diss., The University of Chicago, 2008).   
77 In fact, sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Italian scholarly literature has been vital to the study of this 
field of Mesoamerican art, as the authors were far more likely to include these works in their public and 
private writings than their German, Spanish or British counterparts, even if the material in question was 
limited to descriptions and, in some cases, illustrations, of the objects in question.  Those objects in Italian 
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One particularly notable example of pre-Conquest Mexica mosaic work – 

exceptional not least because its European provenance is relatively secure – is the Vienna 

shield, a wooden base with turquoise embellishment (Fig. 4.9).78  This shield was likely 

used ceremonially and first recorded, definitively, some seventy-five years after the 

Conquest, in the 1596 inventory of Archduke Ferdinand II (Hapsburg) (1529-1595) of 

Tyrol’s collection at Schloss Ambras outside Innsbruck.79  The object subsequently 

appears in seventeenth-century Hapsburg inventories before being transferred to the 

family’s Viennese holdings.80  This shield, with its complex iconography depicting 

earthly and heavenly realms and numerous human and (presumably) divine figures, is 

made of upwards of thirty thousand tesserae.  It was one of the sixteen shields presented 

to Cortés by Moctezuma and his representatives in 1519.81  The shield was most likely 

																																																																																																																																																																					
collections often belonged to antiquarians and humanists, which contributed to a more scientific handling 
of the items, as compared to those pieces located in Kunst- and Wunderkammern. See Heikamp, “American 
Objects in Italian Collections,” 456. 
78 In the collection of the Museum für Völkerkunde, Vienna (Cat. No. 43372).  Unfortunately, this work is 
in very poor condition; a similar work (Fig. 4.10), in much better state, offers a better indication of what the 
shields would have looked like in their original conditions. 
79 The 1596 Schloss Ambras inventory (“Inventar des Nachlasses Erzherzog Ferdinands II in Ruhelust, 
Innsbruck und Ambras, vom 30. Mai 1596”) and relevant excerpts have been published in a number of 
sources, including Ferdinand von Hochstetter, Mexikanische Reliquien aus der Zeit Montezuma in der K. K. 
Ambraser Sammlung (Vienna: 1884); W. Boeheim, ed. Jahrbuch der kunsthistorischesn Sammlungen des 
allerhöchsten Kaiserhauses vol. 7, no. 2 (1888), ccxxvi-cccxii; Laurin Luchner, Denkmal eines 
Renaissancefürsten: Versuch einer Rekonstruktion des Ambraser Museums von 1583 (Vienna: Anton 
Schroll, 1958); Mark A. Meadow, “The Aztecs at Ambras: Social Networks and the Transfer of Cultural 
Knowledge of the New World,” in Kultureller Austausch: Bilanz und Perspektiven der 
Frühneuzeitforschung, ed. Michael North (Cologne-Weimar-Vienna: Böhlau, 2009): 349-68 and Fernando 
Checa Cremades, et al, eds., Los Inventarios de Carlos V y la familia imperial = The Inventories of Charles 
V and the Imperial Family (Madrid: Fernando Villaverde Ediciones and The Getty Foundation, 2010). 
80 Curiously, the shield was not included in either the 1788 or 1818 inventories, despite presumably 
remaining in the collection.  See Christian Feest, “Mexican Turquoise Mosaics in Vienna,” in Turquoise in 
Mexico and North America: Science, Conservation, Culture and Collections, eds. J.C.H. King, Max 
Carocci, Caroline Cartwright, Colin McEwan and Rebecca Stacey (London: Archetype Publications Ltd., 
2012), 103-116, esp. 104. 
81 See Feest, “Mexican Turquoise Mosaics in Vienna,” 104-8 for a more detailed description of the shield, 
and its probable history.  It should be noted, however, that according to the early inventories – such as the 
one provided by Karl Anton Nowotny – these shields included a mix of feathers and mosaics, though all 
were presumably ceremonial, and greatly valued by the Mexica (as was also indicated by their being gifted 
to the conquistador, particularly so early on). Karl Anton Nowotny, Mexikanische Kostbarreiten aus 
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included in the shipment of that same year, sent by Cortés to Emperor Charles V, a 

conclusion Christian Feest argues is supported by a drawing by Hans Burgkmair, 

believed to have been completed the following year (Fig. 4.11).  In this drawing, 

Burgkmair has depicted an African-looking man, bearing a pastiche of Brazilian and/or 

Mexican accoutrements, one of which is a shield bearing remarkable similarities to the 

Vienna shield.82  The elaborate iconography with sacred or cosmic overtones, the 

significant number of tesserae and extraordinary degree of craftsmanship, in combination 

with the work’s early passage into a private Hapsburg collection, speak to the social 

value placed on the shield from the moment it first crossed the contact zone.  Pre-

Conquest shields such as this one would have been more highly valued than others that 

arrived into European collections later that likely were made for export and tended to be 

more simplistic in design and/or of a lower quality of craftsmanship.  Still, it appears that 

the feather shields were considered even more desirable than those adorned with mosaics, 

based on the more detailed notes specifying the intended distribution of the feather 

examples, as determined by the Emperor Charles V himself, shortly after their arrival in 

Spain (discussed in Chapter 5).83 

Some of the indigenous works that arrived in the months and years following the 

Spanish conquest were publicly displayed, or at least available for more privileged 

																																																																																																																																																																					
Kunstkammern der Renaissance im Museum für Völkerkunde, Wien und in der Nationalbibliothek Wien 
(Vienna: 1960), 23. 
82 Ibid., 107-8. Other sources that place the shield in the 1519 shipment include Nowotny, Mexikanische 
Kostbarreiten, 23, 27, 38 and Heinrich Zimmerman, “Urkunden und Regesten aus dem k.u.k. Haus-, Hof-, 
und Staatsarchiv in Wien,” Jahrbuch der kunsthistorischen Sammlungen des allerhöchsten Kaiserhauses 
(Vienna), 3 (1885), CXX. 
83 According to Feest and Zimmerman, it was this group of shields that not only traveled throughout Spain 
and the Netherlands circa 1520, but included the six gifted by Charles to his aunt, the Archduchess 
Margaret of Austria, in 1523, one sent to his cousin Ferdinand of Tyrol in 1524 – quite possibly the Vienna 
shield – and one sent to the Duke of Lorraine sometime before 1530.  Feest, “Mexican Turquoise Mosaics 
in Vienna,” 107 and Zimmerman, “Urkunden und Regesten,” CXX. 
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viewing, only a decade or so after the Conquest.  The Dominican friar Leandro Alberti 

was present in Bologna in March 1533 when a Spanish Dominican, whom Alberti 

identified as “Domenico who was coming from the New Indies,” presented a collection 

of Mexican objects as a gift to Pope Clement VII.  Alberti himself was also a recipient of 

the Spaniard’s gifts, two pieces of which – both knives with mosaic-adorned handles – 

Alberti then passed on to the noted Bolognese collector Giovanni Achillini (1466-1538), 

to be included in his museum, which was open to friends and visitors.84  This seems to be 

an early, and perhaps unusual, examples of non-European objects being designated for a 

museum, recognized and promoted as being worthy of museum status, and installed 

alongside other pieces within Achillini’s collection.   

Significantly, Achillini displayed one of these sacrificial knives with its 

decorative handle, along with a codex and another knife, alongside Roman antiquities, 

such as medals, musical instruments and imperial portraits, rather than ethnographic 

items.  Through the objects’ inclusion and placement in Achillini’s collection, as well as 

the language used to describe and discuss them, we see a distinction in how certain 

																																																								
84 Leandro Alberti, Historie di Bologna, Tomo II, 1511-1543, eds. A. Antonelli and M.R. Musti (Bologna: 
Costa, 1541, 2006), 629-30 and Laura Laurencich-Minelli, “A New Glance at Bologna’s Sixteenth- and 
Seventeenth-Century Museums and Their Mexican Items,” in Turquoise in Mexico and North America: 
Science, Conservation, Culture and Collections, eds. J.C.H. King, Max Carocci, Caroline Cartwright, Colin 
McEwan and Rebecca Stacey (London: Archetype Publications Ltd., 2012), 165-72 (2012b). According to 
Laurencich-Minelli, current scholarship supports the identification of “Domenico…” as Friar Domingo de 
Betanzos, who left New Spain for Rome in 1532.  Laurencich-Minelli notes that, as a Dominican friar, 
Alberti was not permitted to keep any material goods; as such, his gifting of the knives to Achillini should 
not be seen as a lack of interest in or value for the New World works (165).  In doing so, he passed them 
along to someone who would truly appreciate the exotic objects, and who had the ability to properly house 
them, and make them accessible to other interested scholars and collectors. See the more detailed 
discussion of the friar, his “souvenirs” from the New World, in the section relating to Europeans’ religious 
considerations of Mexican mosaic objects, later in this chapter.  For more on the objects brought from the 
New World to Bologna by the Dominican, see Davide Domenici and Laura Laurencich-Minelli, “Domingo 
de Betanzos’ Gifts to Pope Clement VII in 1532-33: Tracking the Early History of Some Mexican Objects 
and Codices in Italy,” Estudios de cultura náhuatl vol. 47 (2014): 169-209, as well as Laurencich-Minelli, 
“From the New World to Bologna, 1533: A Gift for Pope Clement VII and Bolognese Collections of the 
Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries,” Journal of the History of Collections vol. 24, no. 2 (2012): 145-58. 
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Mesoamerican works were understood and valued, particularly within such scholarly 

collections.  In her analysis of Alberti’s Historie di Bologna, Laura Laurencich-Minelli 

observes that the Dominican contextualizes the sacrificial blades using scripture: “By 

these knives we knew how those were made of which are mentioned in the Bible, the 

Lord saying: ‘Make for me the stone knives for circumcision.’”85  In doing so, he makes 

the objects more relatable to sixteenth-century European audiences, by grounding them in 

the antique (and biblical) world.  He also Christianizes and tames them.  This implied 

shared origin in the distant past created a commonality between the Europeans and the 

indigenous peoples of the New World, suggesting that the Mexica, like Renaissance 

Europe, had roots in a common ancient-ness.  In addition to defining this common 

genesis, such a connection intensified the link between the Mexica creations, made from 

a distant geography, and Achillini’s antiquarian interests in objects rooted in a remote 

past.  

Meanwhile, Pope Clement – a Medici by birth – eventually gave all of the 

turquoise masks he had received in Bologna to the museum founded by his relative, 

Cosimo I de’Medici (1519-74) in Florence’s Palazzo Vecchio.86  A contemporaneous 

inventory of Cosimo’s Guardaroba indicates the presence of “an Indian mask composed 

of turquoise on wood” and a second mask, described in similar terms as “a wood mask 
																																																								
85 “Et per tali coltelli, se conobbe di che sorte fussero quelli coltelli deli quali parala la Bibbia quando dice 
il signore ‘Fami li coltelli di pietra da circoncidere.’” Alberti wrote this in the entry from Historie for 
March 3, 1533 (Alberti, Historie di Bologna, 629-30). Laurencich-Minelli draws attention to the fact that 
the scriptural context and ancient origins were only raised in relation to the knives; no such relationship 
was articulated for the masks, through which Alberti stated “demons” communicated. Laurencich-Minelli, 
“From the New World to Bologna,” 145-58. 
86 Laurencich-Minelli, “A New Glance,” 167. Laurencich-Minelli notes that this apparent re-gifting is 
based on new data from the author’s recent study of the Medici cabinet’s inventories.  It should be noted 
that while Clement demonstrated no particular interest in these works, he chose to incorporate them into the 
family’s collection, rather than the papal holdings. Although it is impossible to know why – I am unaware 
of any documents in which Clement discussed his reasons – it seems likely that he preferred to contribute 
to the famed Medici collection, ensuring the inclusion of objects that would have been highly desirable for 
their exoticism and place of origin, as a point of personal and familial pride. 
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from India composed of turquoise,” was added to the collection some twenty years 

later.87  Though described by the inventory scribe as “Indian” masks, that term was 

frequently used to refer to items from the New World or from any item deemed non-

European, with East Indies and West Indies conflated together as suitably exotic.88  Once 

in the Medici collection, one of the most prestigious in Europe, the masks were displayed 

alongside a series of pre-Columbian Mexican small animal heads, carved from semi-

precious stones.89  Small carvings such as these, made from a range of materials 

including amethyst, jade and carneol, were quite common in princely collections.90  

Subsequent re-categorizations and relocations of the Mexican works to the Armory and 

Treasury in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, before being forgotten altogether 

																																																								
87 In both cases, the masks were described as coming from “India” (“una maschera venuta dell’India 
composta di turchine sopra il legno” and “una maschera di legno venuta d’India composta di turchine…”), 
a term frequently used to refer to the New World.  The exact classification of the objects varied over the 
centuries; in 1656, one mask was transferred to the Medici Armoury, while the other remained in the 
Guardaroba, with the jewels, before being moved to the Treasury in 1770.  After several other relocations, 
as well as a period during which it was completed forgotten, the mask was rediscovered in the mid-
nineteenth century by Luigi Pigorini, who arranged for it to join his newly established museum in Rome, 
where it remains today. See Heikamp, Mexico and the Medici, 12 and Markey, Imagining the Americas, 34. 
88 See Jessica Keating and Lia Markey, “Introduction: Captured Objects: Inventories of Early Modern 
Collections,” Journal of the History of Collections vol. 23, no. 2 (2011): 209-13 and “’Indian’ Objects in 
Medici and Austrian-Habsburg Inventories: A Case-Study of the Sixteenth-Century Term,” Journal of the 
History of Collections vol. 23, no. 2 (2011): 283-300. 
89 It appears that at least one of these semi-precious animal carvings – a small crab – was displayed 
alongside (or in close proximity) with the mosaic mask in a cupboard of Cosimo I’s “Guardaroba segreta.”  
See Heikamp 1972, 12. Two of the carvings – dogs’ heads, one agate and the other amethyst – remain in 
Florence, in the Mineralogical Museum. As both Heikamp and Markey note, it is reasonable to assume that 
these are two of the stone carvings listed in the 1533 Medici inventory, which records “animal heads of 
various types, Indian ones, one of amethyst and two of agate” (“Teste di varii animali cioe 3 indiane u 
d’amatista et 2 d’agate, le 4 u di prasma d di corniuola, et dua d’agata”). This entry is on the page dated 
November 8, 1533, Archivo di Stato di Firenze, Guardaroba Medicea 28, fol. 47r., and is also transcribed – 
along with the relevant discussion – in Heikamp, Mexico and the Medici, 13, 59 and Markey, Imagining the 
Americas, 34.  
90 Archduke Ferdinand II Hapsburg of Tyrol was an avid collector of such carvings, as well. His 
Kunstkammer at Schloss Ambras included quite a few such objects carved from semi-precious stones, 
which are believed to have originally formed parts of large necklaces; today most, if not all, are in the 
Museum für Völkerkunde, in Vienna. See Nowotny, Mexikanische Kostbarreiten, 57 and Heikamp, Mexico 
and the Medici, 12.   
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for much of the nineteenth century, are intriguing.91  These moves, and the waning 

interest in the works, suggest that, while the objects might have been desirable earlier on 

as trophies of a conquered society and worth housing in the collection of weapons and 

armor, the Mexica mosaics and carvings ended up being classified primarily for their 

precious stonework as a translation of monetary value.  That the objects’ value was based 

in large part on the preciousness of the materials is supported by the 1554-55 inventory of 

the Medici collections.  This inventory organized the contents by type, rather than culture 

or region of origin or location within the collection, and listed the animal carvings and 

two turquoise masks under the heading “gioie di varie sorte,” along with the family’s 

jewels, including diamonds, “Indian emeralds” and ruby and emerald boxes. 92  This 

classification might be due to their distinctive appearance or a number of other reasons, 

such as the way in which the objects play with both nature and man-made artifice, issues 

that were particularly intriguing to early modern scholars and collectors.  

Microscopic analysis has proven that numerous pieces of the treasure sent to 

Spain in the years surrounding the Conquest were broken up, with the individual 

components reused, either in new settings, or incorporated into other works, while gold 

																																																								
91 In 1656, one mask was transferred to the Medici Armoury, while the other remained in the Guardaroba, 
with the jewels, before being moved to the Treasury in 1770. After several other relocations, as well as a 
period during which it was completely forgotten, the mask was rediscovered in the mid-nineteenth century 
by Luigi Pigorini, who arranged for it to join his newly-established museum in Rome, where it remains 
today.  See Heikamp, Mexico and the Medici, 12.  In her seminal work on Medici interactions with and 
collecting of New World naturalia and artificalia, Lia Markey discusses the masks and stone carvings in 
the context of their inventory entries, and their display.  See Markey, Imagining the Americas, 34. Further 
research on the various relocations of the stoneworks, as well as the specific contexts in which they were 
displayed, would be an intriguing area of research.  Expanded analysis into the significance of the 
placements of the carvings, mosaics and masks could reveal a great deal about how mid-sixteenth-century 
collectors valued the works.  The transferring of various pieces to the Armory (the home for weapons) and 
the Treasury (which housed materials with monetary value) might have been accidental, in that there was 
no deeper significance to the curatorial decisions, but it would still be worth considering in greater depth. 
92 Archivo di Stato di Firenze, Guardaroba Medicea 30, fols. 19r-v.  See also Markey, Imagining the 
Americas, 34.   
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elements were often melted down.93  Many works of Mexica mosaic are believed to have 

been recycled in the pietre dure workshops in Florence, even as late as the early 

nineteenth century, though not necessarily in other Mexica or pre-Columbian works.94  

The end result of these “revisions” means that it is difficult to know without technical 

analysis if the works that we see today are the same as they were when they left Mexican 

shores.  More than that, though, are the broader implications regarding how sixteenth-

century Europeans responded to pre-Columbian mosaics, and how they viewed the works 

that represented a rapidly disappearing society. It seems that, to European collectors and 

their audiences, it might have been more important to have a new-looking, if reworked, 

piece, with no missing or broken tesserae, as visually appealing or interesting as possible, 

than to have a truly authentic example of “pure” Mexica craftsmanship, one reflecting 

age and wear that affects objects that are regularly handled and even used. 

Like the re-use and integration of ancient cameos or carved gems into medieval 

reliquaries, book covers, crowns and other European luxury goods, there was a desire 

throughout Europe to incorporate these fragmented artifacts into new contexts to make 

magnificent modern items, both useful and decorative.  Simultaneously, the incorporation 

of pre-Columbian works into European collections is reminiscent of the historical 

practice of spolia, the acquisition and subsequent repurposing (or display) of art or 

																																																								
93 Shelton, “Cabinets of Transgression,” 197 and McEwan et al, Turquoise Mosaics from Mexico, 13. 
94 Coe, Mexico: From the Olmecs to the Aztecs, 187-8.  This practice of storing and recycling pre-
Columbian mosaics and the individual tesserae is important, and is particularly revealing in light of some 
works display in the Treasury. Although modern audiences typically think of treasuries as holding precious 
metals and gemstones, here we see that stones were sometimes valued enough to be kept in such secure and 
essential settings.  While we might assume that any such stones would have derived from ornate reliquaries 
or from Classical antiquity, the documentation of the continued re-use of pre-Columbian mosaics centuries 
after they first arrived in Italy is evidence that it was not only stones originating from sacred or antique 
objects that were so valued. 



	 161	

architectural components.95  Although the decision to make use of spolia could be 

pragmatic, it was often ideological, in which the items being repurposed were obtained 

by a dominant society from another; as such, spolia are often associated with the idea of 

conquest or triumph.96  Accordingly, the display of pre-Columbian objects in European 

collections, in part or absorbed into new works, could be understood as a purposeful 

assertion of European Christian prominence over another people, one that was advanced 

militarily and technologically, if not culturally, and one granted divine right.  

 
 

Mosaics in Europe: Ancient and Modern Traditions 

Mosaics are a well-established art form not only in Europe, but also in the Near East, 

with examples around the Mediterranean region dating back thousands of years, pre-

dating even the Mayans and other Mesoamerican cultures.  Whereas other art forms are 

not known for their longevity – for example, few paintings or frescoes from ancient 

Greece survived into the early modern era – mosaics have greater durability, leading 

some scholars to argue that “mosaic’s distinctive visual qualities and durability have 

																																																								
95 There is an extensive body of scholarship on the notion of spolia.  Prominent sources include “Rape or 
Restitution of the Past? Interpreting Spolia,” in The Art of Interpreting, ed. S. C. Scott (University Park: 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995), 52-67 and “Spolia: Damnatio and renovatio memoriae,” 
Memoirs of the American Academy in Rome 42 (1997): 117-48, both by Dale Kinney, and Margaret M. 
Miles, Art as Plunder: The Ancient Origins of Debate about Cultural Property (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2008). 
96 Significantly, however, the concept of spolia did not necessarily imply a sense of superiority or triumph.  
As Arnold Esch notes, the use of spolia by many cultures should be viewed not as conquest or ruination, 
but as revival, especially of Antiquity.  See Arnold Esch, “On the Reuse of Antiquity: The Perspectives of 
the Archaeologist and the Historian,” in Reuse Value: Spolia and Appropriation in Art and Architecture 
from Constantine to Sherri Levine, ed. Richard Brilliant and Dale Kinney  (Farnham, England: Ashgate, 
2011), 13-32. In his early critical essay on spolia, Esch proposed five motivations for acquiring or using 
spolia in medieval Italy: convenience, profanation or exorcism, interpretation christiana, political 
legitimation, and aesthetic beguilement; later scholars, such as Bente Kiilerich, have expanded this list, 
including such motivations as nostalgia and historical awareness.  See Esch, “Spolien. Zur 
Wiederverwendung antiker Baustücke und Skulpturen im mittelalterlichen Italien,” Archiv für 
Kulturgeschichte 51 (1969): 1–64 and Kiilerich, “Making Sense of the Spolia in the Little Metropolis in 
Athens,” Arte medieval, n.s., 4, 2 (2005): 95–114, esp. 104. 
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given it a unique public and cultural significance throughout Western art history.”97  It 

was this very permanence and sense of antiquity of the medium that contributed to the 

medium’s appeal.  Patrons could feel confidant that the work would last and not fade or 

chip away; should any stones chip or crack occur, the individual damaged or missing 

tesserae could easily and inexpensively be replaced by a moderately skilled craftsman, 

with no permanent damage or impairment to the project.98  Theoretically, the art would 

last as long as the structure to which it was attached.  By taking advantage of the existing 

“palette” of the floors, walls, and ceilings of churches and palaces, the patron could 

commission enormous works of art, ones that would be potentially visible to massive 

audiences, and express a particular social, political or religious message, while also 

indicating the patron’s status and wealth.  Renaissance audiences viewed surviving 

mosaics and stone inlay in furniture as lasting proof of the opulence of ancient Rome.99  

Mosaics and micro-mosaics were held in particularly high regard and imbued with an 

authority as art forms throughout Renaissance Europe, due to in large part to their roots in 

ancient Greco-Roman culture and deployment in the Byzantine Christian world.  While 

descriptions of Classical painting existed, no physical examples survived; ancient 

mosaics, on the other hand, could be easily found and appreciated.  As Alexander Nagel 

and Christopher S. Wood point out, these mosaics thus became, “by default,” what 

Renaissance audiences pictured when imagining “two-dimensional ancient images.”100  

																																																								
97 Joan Barclay Lloyd and Alison Inglis, “Mosaic Dreaming: Materiality, Migration and Memory,” in 
Crossing Cultures: Conflict, Migration and Convergence: The Proceedings of the 32nd International 
Congress of the History of Art, ed. Jaynie Anderson (Victoria, Australia: Melbourne University Publishing 
Ltd., 2009): 487-92, esp. 488.  
98 Alexander Nagel and Christopher S. Wood, Anachronistic Renaissance (New York: Zone Books, 2010), 
129. 
99 Koeppe, “Mysterious and Prized,” 8-9.  For discussion on the relationship between mosaics and Classical 
antiquity, also see Nagel Wood, Anachronistic Renaissance, esp. 128-33, 185-88 and 327-9.  
100 Nagel and Wood, Anachronistic Renaissance, 129. 
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Even the fact that this ancient technique had largely been lost in the post-Roman period 

added to the medium’s appeal when it faced a revival in the Byzantine era; it was seen as 

a link to and advertisement of antiquity.101  Renaissance patrons and collectors were 

eager to acquire examples of this highly valued art form, which led to the establishment 

of contemporary workshops, the most famous of which was located in Florence, 

supported by the Medici.  

Wealthier and more educated European audiences would have been aware of 

numerous factors related to the design and creation of mosaics and small stonework, from 

the complexities involved in the production of a work to the inclusion of precious 

materials, such as gold, to their presence in churches, palaces and civic monuments.  The 

construction of a mosaic, regardless of the size of the project, was a painstaking and time-

consuming process. The frequent incorporation of precious materials – gold and glass in 

Europe, and precious and/or sacred stones in the New World – only added to the already 

high costs, and further emphasized the exclusive nature of the art form. Accordingly, it is 

not surprising that to Medieval and Early Modern Europeans mosaics were 

“[infused]…with ideas of permanence and grandeur, lavishness, commemoration and 

																																																								
101 Renaissance patrons were well aware of, and attempted to build on, this association. Lorenzo de’Medici 
(1449-1492) greatly contributed to his family’s reputation for being sophisticated, knowledgeable patrons 
and collectors, expanding the family’s collections, in part through the acquisition of Greek icons, both 
painted and mosaic.  Appreciative of the visual appeal and aware of the symbolism and various associations 
of mosaics, he attempted to promote a mosaic revival in Florence, directing Domenico and Davide 
Ghirlandaio and Monte and Gerardo di Giovanni to learn and practice the craft.  Lorenzo later 
commissioned Domenico Ghirlandaio and Gerardo di Giovanni to provide mosaic decoration for the chapel 
of St. Zenobius in the Florence Cathedral, and planned to decorate the interior of Brunelleschi’s famous 
dome with the same.  In addition to promoting and reviving a much-admired art form, Lorenzo’s efforts 
demonstrate an awareness of the cultural and historical implications of mosaics, and an attempt to affirm 
the antiquity of the Cathedral, and draw attention to the Roman origins of the city itself. See Nagel and 
Wood 2010, 129-33, 135.  For Lorenzo’s efforts, see Ruth Wedgewood Kennedy, Alesso Baldovinetti (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1938): 191; Werner Haftmann, “Ein Mosaik der Ghirlandaio Werkstatt 
aus dem Besitz des Lorenzo Magnifico,” Mitteilungen des Kunsthistorischen Institutes in Florenz 7 (1940): 
97-107; André Chatel, “Un mosaïque Florentine du XV siècle au Musée de Cluny” (1958), in Fables 
Formes Figures, ol. 1 (Paris: Flammarion, 1978): 349-56 and Carlo Bertelli, “Rinascimento del mosaico,” 
Il mosaico, ed. Carlo Bertelli (Milan: Mondadori, 1997): 225-32. 
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ritual.”102   In short, mosaics were an ideal way of ensuring a long-lasting work of art, as 

well as expressing a message, across public and private spaces. 

One major distinction between the use and function of mosaics and small 

stonework in Europe and Mesoamerica lay in the cultures’ approaches to the idea of 

stonework and the contexts for using it. Though mosaics, and the objects they adorned, 

were frequently used for spiritual or devotional purposes in both Mesoamerica and 

Europe, there did exist several distinctions: European mosaics most often functioned as a 

form of architectural decoration in coordination with the space and setting, or as a detail 

in jewelry, small caskets and even furniture.103  Their New World counterparts, rather, 

were used to adorn smaller-scale objects, typically merging the art form with ritual 

items.104  Instead of large-scale images, visible to a large audience at once, the works 

produced by the Mexica, Mayans and other Amerindian cultures tended to be more 

modest in size, if not miniature, and meant to enhance or more clearly articulate the 

divine associations of the objects to which they were attached.  In scale, they shared more 

																																																								
102 Barclay Lloyd and Inglis, “Mosaic Dreaming,” 488. 
103 In the Greco-Roman era, mosaics were frequently incorporated into floors, though they came to be 
integrated into the walls over time.  From the early Byzantine era onward, mosaics were almost exclusively 
found on the walls and ceilings, and were no longer (or very rarely) incorporated into the floors. 
104 There were exceptions to the European use of stonework, particularly when it came to inlay.  One 
notable example is the Schöne Kapelle, or Reiche Kapelle (Magnificent or Ornate Chapel), at the Munich 
Residenz, consecrated in 1607.  This chapel, built for the Elector Maximilian I and his immediate family, 
served multiple functions: a place of worship, an architectural reliquary, or “treasure house,” to hold the 
Elector’s collection of holy relics, and a work of art in its own right.  While portions of the room were 
crafted out of hardstone inlay, the rest of made out of cast and polished plaster, to appear as if the entire 
room was made out of inlaid stone, including all four walls and the floor.  See Wolfram Koeppe, “Pietre 
Dure North of the Alps,” in Art of the Royal Court: Treasures in Pietre Dure from the Palaces of Europe, 
eds. Wolfram Koeppe and Annamaria Giusti (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art and New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2008), 54-69, esp. 61. It should also be noted that during the Early Christian 
and Byzantine eras, mosaics were frequently Christian in subject matter, and were often located in 
churches, mausolea and other religious sites. 
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with the Renaissance tradition of pietre dure than monumental architectural mosaic 

decoration more familiar in the antique and Byzantine periods.105 

 Pietre dure, the art of precisely cutting highly polished stones and fitting them 

together to create images, had become a fashionable art form throughout sixteenth- and 

seventeenth-century Europe, with numerous works being commissioned and collected 

within aristocratic circles.  Many of the creations, which ranged from decorative motifs 

set into small boxes to entire vessels made from rock crystal and other hard or 

semiprecious stones, were expensive, with valuations that could exceed that of paintings, 

even those executed by the great European masters.  Because of this, works of pietre dure 

were “ideal vehicles for the ostentatious expression of princely wealth,” and were quickly 

integrated into private collections throughout Europe.106  

  
 
																																																								
105 See Koeppe, “Mysterious and Prized,” for a discussion of the tradition of hard stone carving and pietre 
dure in pre-Renaissance Europe. 
106 Rudolf Distelberger, “The Castrucci and the Miseroni: Prague, Florence, Milan,” in Art of the Royal 
Court: Treasures in Pietre Dure from the Palaces of Europe, eds. Wolfram Koeppe and Annamaria Giusti 
(New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art and New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008): 29-39, esp. 
29.  Interestingly, Sabine du Crest theorizes that the European appreciation for pietre dure, and later 
examples of what would be called micro-mosaics, was driven at least in part by Mesoamerican mosaics, as 
these objects made their way into European collections.  She further proposes that the presence of so many 
masks covered with vibrant and precisely-fit mosaics, along with other examples of the art form originating 
from the New World in the Medici collections served as a point of inspiration to the artists of the Florentine 
Academy, and those who worked in the family’s workshops.  See Sabine du Crest, “Fluidity of Meaning: 
The Elusive ‘Aztec’ Mask in the Medici Collection,” Fragmenta: Journal of the Royal Netherlands 
Institute in Rome vol. 5 (2011): 177-88, esp. 181. Despite du Crest’s intriguing theory, however, she offers 
no specific examples, or other forms of evidence, as support.  As such, while it is not unreasonable to 
hypothesize that European artists who specialized in pietre dure might have seen examples of pre-
Columbian mosaics and even been influenced by said examples, it is impossible to go further without clear 
documentary or visual evidence. Variations on the mosaic art form appeared throughout European history. 
The term “micro-mosaics” – or mosaico in piccolo – was coined by the collector Sir Arthur Gilbert (1913-
2001), who compiled what has been recognized as one of the most comprehensive collections of the 
medium.  Small-scale mosaic work as it existed in Europe was first developed in the eighteenth century by 
artists who worked in the Vatican’s mosaic workshop.  The resulting works of art gained such popularity 
that they quickly numbered among the most highly prized souvenirs of the Grand Tours of the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries. All told, these varied forms and the scale of stone mosaic-work speak to an 
ongoing European interest and appreciation for the medium and technique, which enjoyed near constant 
activity for thousands of years, much as it did in Mesoamerica. See John Mack, The Art of Small Things 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2007), esp. 31.  
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European Reception of Indigenous Mosaics and Small Stonework 

As a technology and malleable art form New World mosaic works would have evoked a 

sense of familiarity for sixteenth-century European audiences. Peter Martyr d’Anghiera 

was among the most prominent to comment on the exquisite craftsmanship and aesthetic 

qualities he observed of Mexica micro-mosaic objects, stating that:  

 
We also admire the artistically made masks.  The  
superstructure is of wood, covered over with stones, so  
artistically and perfectly joined together that it is impossible  
to detect their lines of junction with the fingernail. They  
seem to the naked eye to be one single stone…107 

 

What stands out most about Martyr’s response to the masks and other mosaic-adorned 

works, aside from his obvious enthusiasm, is his appreciation for the labor and precision 

of the craftsmanship. He acknowledges the high degree of skill involved in the physical 

creation of the works, and an interest in the miniature aspects of the art forms.  Martyr 

draws attention to the meticulous execution of the work, so perfect that even the most 

expert eye could find no seams or joins, examining the objects with a miniaturist’s eye, 

and demonstrating his familiarity with some of the more technical aspects of the art form.  

Also significant is Martyr’s repeated use of the word “artistically.”  In deliberately 

selecting this term, and discussing the objects in context of their craftsmanship and the 

artists’ skill, he elevates them to a level comparable to their European counterparts, 

																																																								
107 Martyr, De Orbe Novo, vol. 2, Fourth Decade, Book X, 196-7, quoted in Saville, Turquois Mosaic Art in 
Ancient Mexico, 19 and Carmichael 1970, 10.  In his critical analysis of Martyr’s decades, Michael G. 
Brennan asserts that it is this, the Fourth Decade, that marks a transformation in Martyr’s narrative 
approach. In part through the descriptions of the treasures brought back by the procuradores, this Decade 
reveals a “self-conscious shift…from a concern with the intellectually inquisitive aspects of Spanish 
exploration to its essentially acquisitive nature as a tool of colonial exploitation.”  See Brennan, “The Texts 
of Peter Martyr’s De orbe novo decades (1504-1628): A Response to Andrew Hadfield,” Connotations vol. 
6, no. 2 (1996/1997): 227-45, esp. 234. 
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worthy of being recognized for their artistic qualities, rather than considering the masks 

and other pieces as products of a so-called lesser society.  Instead of emphasizing the 

non-Christian, non-European rituals and beliefs of the society that produced these works, 

drawing attention to the deities being depicted, or the rituals for which the objects were 

made, Martyr’s sole focus is the artistic mastery of materials and their manipulation.108  

Martyr was not alone in his appreciation of indigenous skill with stonework.  In 

his inventory of Cosimo I de’Medici’s Guardaroba, Giorgio Vasari commented on the 

eight Mexican small animal heads mentioned earlier, which had been carved from hard 

stone, including amethyst and agate. Vasari remarked that the figurines were so beautiful, 

so skillfully carved, that he attributed them to Benvenuto Cellini (1500-1571), the 

Florentine master goldsmith and sculptor.109  In relating the carvings to the work of 

Cellini, the highest of compliments, Vasari compared the quality of indigenous 

craftsmanship to that of the best the courts and workshops of Europe could offer.  

Another area of appeal were the vibrant colors of the Mexica mosaics, as 

commented by the Bologna scientist and collector Aldrovandi, who described a mask in 

his collection as being “decorated with pebbles of divers colours [sic] in such a way that 

they rival tesselated work very beautifully.”110  Although Aldrovandi does not expound 

																																																								
108 Martyr continues on to describe one of the masks; unlike many of his contemporaries, he does so in an 
objective manner, without the use of terms such as “pagan” or “heathen,” and without referencing the 
Mexica practices of human sacrifice or cannibalism. For example, he writes “The ears of the mask are of 
gold, and from one temple to another extend two green lines of emeralds; two other saffron colored lines 
start from the half-opened mouth, in which bone teeth are visible; in each jaw two natural teeth protrude 
between the lips.” Martyr, De Orbe Novo, Fifth Decade, Book II, 196-7 and Saville, Turquois Mosaic Art 
in Ancient Mexico, 19. 
109 According to Vasari, he saw “otto teste di varii animali grandi come nucciulo di varie pietre e gioie di 
mano di Benvenuto Cellini.”  Cited in du Crest, “Fluidity of Meaning,” 183. 
110 Aldrovandi includes his description of the mask within his broader discussion of mosaics. The complete 
excerpt reads “But it is amazing that in the Indian Histories Gomara recalls that masks were certainly made 
by Indians from wood, then decorated with pebbles of divers colours in such a way that they rival tesselated 
work very beautifully.  For which reason we show an image of this mask for the pleasure of the reader.” 
(“Sed mirandum est, quod Gomara, in Historijs Indicis, recitat, nimirum ab Indis laruas, seu personas ex 
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upon how the Mexica mask rivaled European examples, based on his interests and private 

collection, and the aspects of indigenous Amerindian stonework that appealed to other 

contemporary European collectors, it is likely that Aldrovandi was comparing Mexica 

stonework craftsmanship, and that mask specifically, to the ancient mosaic technology 

and traditions known in Europe in colors, durability and the skillful craft of the makers 

who manipulate smaller pieces into a large design.  Aldrovandi singles out the range of 

colors, which, based on extant Mexica masks, mosaics and stonework, would have been 

quite vibrant and visually stimulating, including vibrant shades of turquoise and jade.111  

In comparing his mask to “tesselated work,” he almost certainly was referring to the 

European tradition of mosaics, but he might also have been alluding to the related 

developing field of pietre dure on a smaller scale.  

For multiple reasons – the formal quality of design and execution, durable colors 

of the materials, culture of spectacle associated with the objects or simply their exotic 

nature – artists of at least one European center admired and had access to Mexican 

mosaics, and specifically the masks, enough to be influenced by what they saw.  Through 

gifts, targeted acquisition and marriage, the Medici in Florence had assembled a 

collection of Mexican artifacts that was one of the most impressive in Europe, and they 

gave Florentine artists access to a wide range of works from the New World, which they 

then transformed into visual claims to far-reaching international authority and prestige.  

Jessica Keating and Lia Markey have proposed that the Medici court artists working on 

																																																																																																																																																																					
ligno fabrefieri, deinde la pillis variorum colorum exornari, vt perbellè lithostroton aemulentur.  
Quamobrem in gratiam Lectoris iconem, huius Laruae exhibemus.”) Ulisse Aldrovandi, Musaeum 
metallicum (Bologna, 1648), 550-51, English translation included in Keating and Markey, “‘Indian’ 
Objects in Medici and Austrian-Habsburg Inventories,” 291-2. 
111 European audiences frequently praised the range and vibrancy of the color palette of the Mexica works, 
not just in the stonework, but in feather art as well. See Chapter 5. 
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the Grotto of the Animals at Villa di Castello near Florence in the 1560s might have been 

inspired by the masks in the family’s collection when they designed decorative faces that 

reminiscent of those masks, some forty years after the Conquest (Figs. 4.12, 4.13 and 

4.14).112  Although the masks, which have been integrated into the ceiling of the grotto, 

are not direct replicas of the masks transported from Mexico to Europe, the artists 

responsible for these stylized works have certainly borrowed from their pre-Columbian 

counterparts.113   While lacking the deeply saturated tones of the turquoise, malachite and 

other stones and shells that are so characteristic of the Mexica works, the Castello 

examples recall the New World masks in their abstracted features and mosaic 

encrustations. As Markey points out, “the Medici artists borrowed the medium and 

overall conception of the Mixtec mask but manipulated its iconography and meaning.”114  

The alteration in meaning is most obvious in the way that the Mixtec-inspired masks are 

interspersed with Medici crowns, thus supporting and promoting Medici claims to elite 

social and political status and putting their elevated status based in part on their 

international connections and activities – even while never directly participating in the 

conquest of or trade with New Spain.115  

The setting of a grotto is also significant as a site for artistic play with this mix of 

familiar and foreign visual sources.  The grotto, in early modern Europe, developed out 

																																																								
112 Keating and Markey, “‘Indian’ Objects in Medici and Austrian-Habsburg Inventories,” 289 and Markey, 
Imagining the Americas, 34-5. 
113 The garden and grounds of the villa, including the grotto, were designed by Niccolò Tribolo (1500-
1550).  Following his early death, the fountains, sculptures and other remaining elements were completed 
by Giorgio Vasari, Giambologna (1529-1608) and Ammanati (1511-1592). 
114 Markey, Imagining the Americas, 34. 
115 As Markey argues, the New World objects in the Medici collections, and those works influenced by 
indigenous themes, techniques and designs, thus stood in for actual patronage or participation in these 
voyages.  See Markey, Imagining the Americas.  
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of the Greco-Roman tradition, and was thus associated with classical antiquity.116 The 

incorporation of a grotto into one’s grounds was yet another way of advertising 

familiarity with the classical world.117  More than that, however, was the way that 

grottoes related to contemporary theories regarding art and nature, philosophy and 

collecting, and the ordering of nature.118  The garden and all that it contained, from 

grottoes to individual plants, could be read as an extension of the Kunst- or 

Wunderkammer, as an accumulation of natural and, in some cases manmade, objects 

acquired and organized by the patron.  The presence of statuary supported these 

interpretations.   The garden, grotto and the decorative elements, including the masks, 

read together in conjunction with the Medici art collections, would thus display the 

comprehensive nature of Cosimo’s possessions and knowledge.119  

The idea of transformation of nature, art, the exotic and antiquity is a central 

theme linking the masks – both the mosaic originals and those in the grotto – with the 
																																																								
116 Grottoes in classical antiquity were often associated with sanctuaries and sacred settings. Naomi Miller, 
Heavenly Caves: Reflections on the Garden Grotto (Boston: George Allen and Unwin, 1982) and Chris 
Laoutaris, Shakespearean Maternities: Crises of Conception in Early Modern England (Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh University Press, 2008), especially the chapter entitled “The Cabinet of Wonders: Monstrous 
Conceptions in the Theater of Nature” (94-153).  For more on grottoes in Renaissance Italy, and 
particularly Medici patronage and design, see sources including David R. Wright, “The Medici Villa at 
Olmo a Castello: Its History and Iconography,” 2 vols. (Ph.D diss., Princeton University, 1976); Claudia 
Lazzaro, The Italian Renaissance Garden: From the Conventions of Planting, Design and Ornament to the 
Grand Gardens of Sixteenth-Century Central Italy (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1990); 
Christina Acidini Luchinat, Le ville e i giardini di Castello e Petraia a Firenze (Pisa: Ospedaletto, Pacini, 
1992); Thomas Veen van Henk, Cosimo I de’Medici and His Self-Representation in Florentine Art and 
Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006); Raffaella Fabiani Gianneto, Medici Gardens: 
From Making to Design (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2008) and Lausen-Higgins, 
Johanna, “’All the Gold a Miser Desires’: A New Reading for the Iconography of the Grotto of the Animals 
at Villa Castello,” Garden History vol. 40, no. 2 (Winter 2012): 253-67. 
117 This familiarity with antiquity was frequently reinforced by the inclusion of antique sculpture.  Through 
the incorporation of ancient works of art, the patrons could both exhibit their humanistic education and 
promote their family’s prestige. Liliane Châtelet-Lange and Renate Franciscond (trans.), “The Grotto of the 
Unicorn and the Garden of the Villa di Castello,” The Art Bulletin vol. 50, no. 1 (March 1968), 57. 
118 See Susan Maxwell, “The Pursuit of Art and Pleasure in the Secret Grotto of Wilhelm V of Bavaria,” 
Renaissance Quarterly vol. 61, no. 2 (Summer 2008): 414-62. Although her focus is on Duke Wilhelm V 
of Bavaria’s Munich grotto, Maxwell raises many important points regarding the symbolism and 
significance of ducal, princely and imperial gardens and grottoes. 
119 Maxwell discusses these issues specifically in reference to Duke Wilhelm V of Bavaria, but the idea 
applies to all early modern gardens. See Maxwell, “The Pursuit of Art,” especially 417. 
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setting and antiquity.  Gardens, such as the one at Villa di Castello that houses the Grotto 

of the Animals, had become a major area of interest to patrons in the fifteenth century.  In 

addition to being designed by some of the most famous artists of the day, patrons used 

these gardens as a canvas to display sculptures, both ancient and contemporary.  Many of 

these works were mythological, their subject matter often drawn from Ovid’s 

Metamorphoses, with shared themes of transformation, narratives suitable for the outdoor 

setting and the potential for visual impact in drawing out contrasts between the marble 

and bronze of the sculptures with the vibrant greenery of the surrounding landscape.  

Ovid’s poem, and related visual source material, would have been well known to 

Renaissance audiences, especially those with a classical education, which would include 

members of the Medici family, the Hapsburgs and collectors like Ulisse Aldrovandi and 

Giovanni Achillini, with their antiquarian interests.120  Just as many of Ovid’s subjects 

transmogrified – Daphne into a laurel tree, Io into a cow – the natural world was 

understood as changing and transforming.  We also see such a transformation in the 

masks, from the Mexica originals to the Medici interpretations, from the original divine 

symbolism and sacred function to the decorative and newly established symbol of Medici 

worldliness and socio-political connections. 

These Mixtec-style faces incorporated into the grotto at Villa di Castello indicate 

the artists’ and, presumably, Cosimo I’s appreciation for the design and other qualities of 

the masks that conferred meaning to the experience of this private site. The extensive 

grounds surrounding a stunning villa, of which the grotto was only one part, also gave 

																																																								
120 For Ovid in Renaissance art, see Paul Barolsky, “As in Ovid, So in Renaissance Art,” Renaissance 
Quarterly, vol. 51, no. 2 (Summer 1998): 451-74. For a more detailed discussion of the relationship 
between Ovid and gardens, see John Dixon Hunt, “Ovid in the Garden,” AA Files, no. 3 (January 1983): 3-
11 and the chapter by the same name in Garden and Grove: The Italian Renaissance Garden in the English 
Imagination, 1600-1750 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1986), 42-58. 
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form to Cosimo’s wealth, along with that of the entire dynasty.  Taken together, the 

property and its decorative components emphasized that the duke, who would be named 

Grand Duke a few years later in 1569, was wealthy, powerful, culturally learned, and 

connected, having access to the treasures being brought across the ocean (Keating and 

Markey note that this is the same villa where Cosimo I grew maize imported from the 

New World).121   We see the products of the New World – in this case, the masks and 

their artistic influence – being used to help define and emphasize the princely splendor of 

the new owner.122  

Numerous surviving Mexican works of art provide evidence of Europeans 

adapting and re-working objects brought over from the New World.  There are examples 

of Europeans making changes to other sorts of pre-Columbian objects in such a way that, 

at times, they negated, or at least limited, the items’ sense of otherness, de-emphasizing 

the very qualities that contributed to the works’ initial appeal for many.  As fascinated as 

Europeans were by this foreign culture, it seems that simply being exotic, or symbolic of 

military, religious and cultural dominance was not enough to protect and preserve these 

works in their original “purity.”  In other cases we see artistic interventions intended to 

enhance the foreign or strange.  As Edward J. Sullivan explains, “Essentially mundane 

objects were transformed in such a way as to make them look more bizarre than they 

																																																								
121 See Keating and Markey, “‘Indian’ Objects in Medici and Austrian-Habsburg Inventories,” 289 and 
Markey, Imagining the Americas, 34. In addition to the featherworks, masks, stone carvings and other 
examples of artificialia, the Medici – especially Grand Duke Cosimo I and his son, the future Grand Duke 
Francesco (1541-1587, r. 1574-1587) – were fascinated by the naturalia of the New World, requesting 
plants and birds, among other things, from their ambassadors to the Hapsburg court, and other Spanish 
connections. For more on these interests, see Heikamp, Mexico and the Medici; Keating and Markey, 
“‘Indian’ Objects in Medici and Austrian-Habsburg Inventories,” and Markey, Imagining the Americas. 
122 Refer to Heikamp, Mexico and the Medici and Markey, Imagining the Americas for more thorough 
discussions of the Mexican works in the Medici collections, including agricultural acquisitions, as well as 
the Medicis’ various interests in New World artificialia and naturalia.  
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might originally have appeared.”123  In these instances, the objects were physically 

transformed or added to in ways that enhanced the grotesque or peculiar.  Objects might 

be changed and modified in ways that altered them to suit their new context and status as 

collectible items.   

One well-known example in this process of adaptation and transformation is a 

greenstone mask that came into the Medici collection, currently in the Museo degli 

Argenti, Florence (Fig. 4.15).124  When it was imported from New Spain, the work was 

simply the greenstone mask itself; today, it would be hardly recognizable to the original 

craftsmen, for the adornment added to it.125  A gilded and enameled copper frame in the 

form of an oak tree was added, surrounding the basic mask.126  It is unknown when 

exactly these changes were made, as the provenance of the work prior to the early 

seventeenth century is not fully known. However, the oak leaves have led scholars to 

believe that the mask initially belonged to the della Rovere family, whose emblem was 

the oak, and that they must have modified it accordingly.  It is presumed to have formed 

part of the dowry of Vittoria della Rovere, who married Ferdinand II de’Medici in 

																																																								
123 Edward J. Sullivan, The Language of Objects in the Art of the New World (New Haven and London: 
Yale University Press, 2007), esp. 7. 
124 This mask, and any European involvement in its appearance, is discussed in depth in Sabine du Crest’s 
“Fluidity of Meaning” and, to a lesser degree, in Heikamp’s “Les Medicis et le nouveau monde,” L'oeit, no. 
144 (1966): 16-22 and Mexico and the Medici.   
125 Despite assertions by Anthony Pagden and others that this greenstone mask is Mexican, it seems 
unlikely that this work is of pre-Columbian origin.  The features do not correspond to indigenous 
Amerindian people or works, nor are there any comparable works that survive from either pre- or post-
Conquest.  As Lia Markey notes, this mask “likely has no relation to Aztec culture whatsoever and most 
likely was not even perceived as such under the Medici” (Markey, Imagining the Americas, 159).  For 
Pagden’s discussion of the greenstone mask, see European Encounters with the New World from 
Renaissance to Romanticism (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1993), esp. 33.  See also Sabine du 
Crest’s discussion of the mask, which supports the New World – if not necessarily Mexica – provenance 
(du Crest, “Fluidity of Meaning,” 177-88). 
126 The purpose these additions served is still unclear, although dynastic promotion most likely played a 
role.  Sabine du Crest points out that the framing motif is reminiscent of a monstrance (du Crest, “Fluidity 
of Meaning,” 179).  If this was a deliberate decision, it raises some interesting questions, such as was this 
an attempt to impose Catholic sensibilities on a pagan (or presumed pagan) object? 
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1634.127  It was apparently in the Medici collection by the mid-seventeenth century, so 

this provenance is certainly possible, even probable, likely.  As intriguing as this work is, 

it is by no means the only such example.   

Another Mexica mask, also in Florence, was mounted in a gilded copper frame, 

while rubies were set into the eyes.128  These kinds of embellishments were not limited to 

masks; a number of the small carvings from semi-precious stones, most often depicting 

animals, and so popular among the princely collectors, experienced some form of 

physical transformation.  According to sixteenth-century records, Cosimo I had three of 

his animal head carvings delivered to Benvenuto Cellini, in all likelihood with the 

intention of having them set in gold.  In subsequent years other carvings were retrofitted 

with frames or pedestals, earrings and even inset eyes.129  In each instance, the pre-

Columbian carving has been in some way altered from its original format or appearance, 

each modification shifting the work one step further away from its original context and 

design to become a new object of display and possession.   

As such, the majority of the changes to Mexican works suggest that Europeans 

did not view these works as art in their own right.  One implication is that the Mexica 

were considered a lower social status than the Europeans, and that the original artists’ 

creative output was in need of European editing and refinement. Another possible reading 

is that the European edits to this Pre-Columbian work, and others, were deemed 

																																																								
127 Vittoria’s grandfather, Duke Francesco Maria II della Rovere (1549-1631), was a noted collector of 
exotica, leading to the possibility that he was the one who acquired it, bringing into the family’s 
collections, though, again, the actual origin of the mask is still uncertain.  See du Crest, “Fluidity of 
Meaning,” 178. 
128 Heikamp, Mexico and the Medici, 26. 
129 Ibid., 12, 25.  Heikamp notes that numerous examples of the carvings, in Innsbruck, Florence and 
elsewhere, are pierced in such a way as to allow them to be strung on a necklace, or in some way 
suspended.  It is unclear when these piercings were made, but it would not be unreasonable to suggest that 
they could have been original to the carvings, made by the original Mexican artists. 
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necessary in order to enhance the works’ exoticism and otherness.  One challenge 

scholars face in studying the greenstone mask is the lack of correspondence to other, 

more typical, examples of Mexica masks and stonework.  Its non-indigenous facial 

features and design, the lack of mosaics and other factors cause some art historians to 

question whether the greenstone mask is actually Mexica, or even pre-Conquest, at all.130  

Sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Europeans might have felt some of the same 

concerns, and worried that the mask might not have been immediately identifiable as 

either New World in origin, and was thus insufficiently exotic.  Including such details as 

an ornamented frame and gemstones might then have been seen as a way both to increase 

the exotic nature of the mask. It also was a way potentially to disarm fears of idolatry by 

transforming it into a work of art emptied of ritual function.  The addition of the eyes, 

frame, stand and other elements can be understood as a way to take an existing object, 

one that perhaps has an actual function, and transform it into a work of art or collectible 

object.  Such changes transform the original item into works or art or objects that can 

then be collected, arranged and studied.  Simultaneously, such additions can result in 

something being taken away from the object.  By transforming something a mask that 

once had divine symbolism and ritual functions into a decorative work of art, the new 

owner thus exerted their own control over it, and removed or minimized those qualities 

that might otherwise be seen as idolatrous or problematic. Ultimately, the changes and 

																																																								
130 Detlef Heikamp argues that the mask was either made in Colonial New Spain, with the later additions 
and alterations made once in Europe, or was a European forgery, with no New World craftsmanship 
involved.  See Heikamp, Mexico and the Medici, 42.  Conversely, Sullivan seemingly accepts the 
traditional attribution, identifying the item in question as the “Mexican greenstone mask,” though the 
accompanying label categorizes the work as “possibly pre-Columbian” (Sullivan, The Language of Objects, 
15).   
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embellishments made to works from the New World speak to the complex relationship 

that existed between the Old World and the New throughout the early modern era.  

 Particularly with regards to the stone-cut masks, Christian European audiences 

seemed fascinated by not only the inherent exoticism, but also the association with 

concepts that were anathema to the Christian world, paganism and human sacrifice. One 

object that particularly embodied these concepts is the mosaic skull mask currently in the 

British Museum, identified as that of Tezcatlipoca, the Mexica god of night and sorcery 

(Fig. 4.1).131  The mask dates to the late- fifteenth or early-sixteenth centuries, and had 

been part of a private collection in Bruges before being donated to the British Museum.  

The provenance of the mask suggests that it was one of the earliest works to be 

transported from Mexico to Spain, and displayed in one of the northern Hapsburg courts 

soon after 1521.  This “sculpture,” also called the “Smoking Mirror” by modern scholars, 

is actually a human skull with turquoise, shell, jade and pyrite tesserae as its decorative 

skin.132   The back of the skull has been removed and lined with leather, further enforcing 

the belief that the work was intended to be worn, while the jaw has been fashioned so that 
																																																								
131 Pogue, “The Aboriginal Use of Turquois,” 446.  The generally accepted identification of the deity 
depicted is based on the three black bands that wrap the face, a common characteristic of Tezcatlipoca.  
This skull mask is not an exception; other examples of mosaics applied to human skulls have survived, and 
presumably others at one time existed. Additionally, the Mexica were known to place skulls of sacrificial 
victims on specialized racks known as tzompantli, at least one of which was located near the Templo 
Mayor. There are also depictions of skulls as part of a costume in Mesoamerican codices; in one case, a 
figure wears a skull (Codex Zouche-Nuttall) while in another, gods are depicted with skulls attached to 
their waists (Codex Telleriano-Remensis).   
132 It is possible that the Tezcatlipoca skull-mask belonged to the victim of a ritual sacrifice. Sources that 
discuss this topic (in addition to those listed in the bibliography) include: Aztecs (London: Royal Academy 
of Arts, 2002); David Carrasco, Daily life of the Aztecs (Westport: Greenwood Press, 1998); Davíd 
Carrasco and Eduardo Matos Moctezuma, Moctezuma’s Mexico: Visions of the Aztec World (University 
Press of Colorado, 1992); Eduardo Matos Moctezuma and Eduardo Matos, The Great Temple of the Aztecs: 
Treasures of Tenochtitlán, trans. Doris Heyden, (London: Thames and Hudson, 1988).  Of those in the 
bibliography, Benjamin Keen’s The Aztec Image in Western Thought  (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers 
University Press, 1971), and Serge Gruzinski’s Painting the Conquest: The Mexican Indians and the 
European Renaissance, trans. Deke Dusinberre (Paris: Flammarion, 1992) are particularly helpful.  
Unfortunately, there is little information, either Mexican or European, to clarify, with any real evidence, 
whose skulls were used in the skull-masks; even if they were “donated” by sacrificial victims, for example, 
which of the many thousands of skulls were deemed worthy or appropriate for such use? 
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it hinges on the leather and becomes moveable, mimicking its abilities in life.  The 

artist’s interest in naturalism is also seen in the way the interior of the mouth is lined in 

leather, which has been painted red.  Like other similar works, it is possible that this 

mask was meant to have been placed on the face of a sculpture within a ceremonial 

setting, or even worn by a priest during a ritual.133  Perhaps adding weight to this 

argument, the object arrived at the British Museum in the mid-nineteenth century 

equipped with a wig said to be of human hair.134 

Objects like this were among the material examples that most intensely fascinated 

the Spanish conquerors of Tenochtitlán, as well as those who remained in Europe, 

eagerly awaiting shipments of exotic treasure.  However, European audiences were not 

alone in their fascination with such works; objects such as this skull were already 

collectors’ items within a pre-Columbian context. The Mexica may have acquired them 

as tribute from other groups, such as the Mixtecs, who also lived in the Valley of Mexico, 

or from more far-flung peoples in the southern region of Oaxaca.135  Masks and skull-

masks like this one appealed to European audiences on a number of levels, visceral and 

imaginative.  Items like the mosaic-covered skull, and even those masks that were not 

(literally) based on human anatomy but still used in similar rituals, stimulated the 

																																																								
133 Sullivan, The Language of Objects, 2. 
134 The hair was might have been a later addition, possibly as late as the nineteenth century; there is no 
sixteenth-century inventory, or any other documentation, that describes the skull-mask with hair, and it is 
impossible to believe that such a dramatic, macabre work would have been overlooked by fascinated 
audiences.  Edward B. Tylor, who accompanied nineteenth- century English collector Henry Christy on an 
extensive trip to Mexico, describes the provenance of the object: “the skull-mask, with a wig of human hair 
said to be a scalp, was found at Bruges; a locality which leads to the presumption that the mask was 
brought from Mexico soon after the Conquest in 1521, and prior to the expulsion of the Spaniards from 
Flanders consequent on the revolt of the Low Countries in 1579” (Stevens, Flint Chips, 327 and Sullivan, 
The Language of Objects, 273; cited from Tylor, Anahuac: Mexico and the Mexicans, 339).  It is possible, 
though, that if/when this skull-mask was placed on a sculpture of a deity during some religious ritual, so to 
was a wig of human hair; alternatively, if a wig had originally been attached to the skull, it might have 
become separated and lost during transport to Europe. 
135 Pasztory, Aztec Art, 275. 
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European imagination, encouraging the viewer to think about the stories of widespread 

cannibalism and other abhorrent activities that had been widely disseminated in literary 

and visual forms.136  Skull-masks such as this one encouraged European viewers to make 

the immediate association with the human sacrifice and cannibalism that had long been 

attributed to New World societies, going back to Columbus’ first expedition in 1492, 

providing a tangible confirmation of the indigenous peoples’ “barbarous behaviours,” and 

encouraged European audiences to take even the most far-fetched stories literally.  As 

such, these items titillated audiences and contributed to the already-existing perceptions 

(and misperceptions) regarding these new and strange peoples – perceptions that could 

(and would) be used to justify colonial power and missions to convert and civilize these 

groups with Christianity in the ensuing decades.  It seems likely that the dramatic, morbid 

associations of this object were a primary source of interest to European collectors; the 

mosaic skull-mask would certainly be unusual in any collection and an item worthy of 

attention. This attention would then reflect back on the owner, who would be recognized 

for his discriminating eye, ability to afford the expensive and unusual turquoise and jade 

elements and incomparable exotica from the New World. It was this last factor that 

seemed to be especially important to many collectors.  Additionally, works such as the 

Tezcatlipoca mosaic skull-mask might have appealed to collectors intellectually, as a 

form of artificialia.  In the same way that a nautilus shell has been converted into an 

ornate centerpiece or drinking vessel, or a piece of coral into elaborate dioramas or a 

block of crystal into decorative container, the skull is a natural material that has been 

transformed by artistry. 

																																																								
136 Sullivan, The Language of Objects, 2. 
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 There was certainly a tradition of including objects in one’s collection to represent 

a foreign religion during the Early Modern era, a practice that was promoted by scholars 

like Lorenzo Pignoria (1571-1631), who encouraged the inclusion of such works as 

counterpoints to Christian ones.  These objects served as a way to illustrate the numerous 

and varied permutations of paganism and, more importantly, to more clearly articulate the 

perceived distinctions between the heathen religions and the superiority of Christianity.137  

In such cases, there was little emphasis placed on the precise culture and religion of 

origin; it was rather its status as pagan that seemed to matter most.138  The masks and 

other mosaic-adorned Mexican works emphasized the differences between the Old and 

New Worlds, and their respective religious practices.  In displaying objects that 

represented activities that the Europeans viewed as shocking and uncivilized, they 

simultaneously highlighted the virtues of Christianity and the need to impose it abroad.  

As point of fact, a number of items related to indigenous practices of worship were 

brought to Europe, not out of any sort of aesthetic appreciation or desire to commemorate 

activities, but rather to document and more clearly illustrate the need for missionary 

work, and to convert the native peoples.139   

																																																								
137 Shelton, “Cabinets of Transgression,” 184, as well as Michael Ryan, “Assimilating New Worlds in the 
Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries,” Comparative Studies in Society and History vol. 23, no. 4 (1981): 
519-38, esp. 526-9; Giuseppe Olmi, “Science – Honor – Metaphor: Italian Cabinets of the Sixteenth and 
Seventeenth Centuries,” in The Origins of Museums: The Cabinet of Curiosities in Sixteenth and 
Seventeenth Century Europe, eds. Oliver Impey and Arthur MacGregor (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985): 
5-16, esp. 5 and du Crest, “Fluidity of Meaning,” 184. 
138 Shelton argues that the exact point of origin of a given item was unimportant; the focus was on the 
“broad geographical provenance.”  As a result, individual cultures and religions tended to be conflated, as 
in the case of the Mexica, Toltec, Mixtec and Maya, for example (Shelton, “Cabinets of Transgression,” 
184).  Ryan has made a similar argument, proposing that Early Modern Europeans had created an easily 
adjustable category, that of the “pagan,” which was generally used to refer to or categorize the inhabitants 
of newly “discovered” worlds, regardless of where they were located or the reality of their cultures or 
religions (Ryan, “Assimilating New Worlds”). 
139 See the later discussion of Fray Bernardino de Sahagún and the Jesuits’ Museum Kircherianum in 
Rome. 
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This emphasis on conversion – a primary goal of the Conquest – played on not 

only religious concerns, but antiquarian themes, as well.  It was believed that the 

introduction to an accomplished and cosmopolitan, yet pagan, society that Europeans 

could “help” transition to Christianity, could be seen as something of a reenactment of 

the earlier Christianization of Europe, in which the Romans underwent the transformation 

from pagan to Christian, and were thus “saved.” Just as the Greeks and Romans 

(mis)used mosaics to create complex, highly technical works honoring their gods and 

heroes, so too the Mexica (mis)used mosaics and small stonework to create and adorn 

sacred items associated with their gods, though theirs were used for ritual purposes.  The 

parallel between the Mexica and pre-Christian antiquity would certainly have been 

recognized by those with humanistic educations and antiquarian interests.  Some of these 

same individuals, particularly men like Achillini and Aldrovandi, who had established 

notable collections of their own, might easily have been intrigued by the opportunity to 

collect and display objects that documented the downfall of one culture and religion, and 

the (perhaps inevitable, in their minds) transformation into one that would become 

Christian.  

Ultimately, the appeal of the Mexica mosaics to sixteenth-century Europe was 

complex, and seems to have been based on a combination of the familiar on one hand, 

and the foreign and potentially dangerous on the other.  The ties to the most traditional of 

European art forms, mosaics, contributed to a sense of familiarity for contemporary 

audiences and an appreciation for factors such as craftsmanship, color, durability and 

even the preciousness of materials.  At the same time, however, the mosaic-based objects, 

more than other forms of pre-Columbian art, related to religion and ritual practice.  While 
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Europeans might understand the impact of Mexica religion on the people – after all, their 

Christian religion similarly dominated their own lives – the differences between the two 

were immense, and a point of focus for Europeans.  Religion was, after all, what 

Ferdinand and Isabel, the Catholic monarchs, claimed as a primary motivation for 

conquering the New World, a claim carried on by their grandson, Emperor Charles V, 

and eventually his son, King Philip II.  However, these objects allowed a glimpse into 

this strange religion, with its unfathomable practice, revealing a world that unnerved 

European audiences, with its many gods and emphasis on blood.140   

 
 

European Religious Doctrine and Anxieties of Idolatry 

Despite the interest in pre-Conquest Mesoamerican mosaic work, the fascination with 

these works was never as intense as with other forms of indigenous art, such as gold and 

featherwork, nor was the appreciation as widespread, with the genre widely considered to 

possess a lesser amount of intrinsic value. The European response towards indigenous art 

and artifacts was extraordinarily complex, no more so than when facing Mexica small 

stonework or mosaics, particularly when in the form of masks. Many masks were 

considered the insignia of the gods, and were thus worn, carried or displayed by their 

representatives, in the form of priests and idols.  In light of what Europeans understood 

about the objects’ subject matter and function, they could not help but consider the masks 

and other works representing stone and micro-mosaic media to be idolatrous.141  

																																																								
140 Of course, there are arguments to be made for similarities between the Mexicas’ religion and 
Christianity, particularly Catholicism, with its hundreds of saints and emphasis on the Eucharist. Both 
religions also featured a virgin birth.  Sixteenth-century Europeans, however, were less than inclined to see 
any parallels between themselves and their New World counterparts.  This point will be discussed in 
greater detail in the following subsection, “European Religious Doctrine and Anxieties of Idolatry.” 
141 A similar argument could be made of the sacred items made from gold.  Certainly, many fifteenth- and 
early sixteenth-century sources discuss goldwork in the framework of idolatry, and the Spanish “need” to 
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 Religion and ritual practices were often forefront in Europeans’ minds when 

considering the New World and its inhabitants and products, both natural and manmade, 

and those issues played a significant role in the response to and consideration of the 

indigenous peoples and the objects they created.142  Even before the conquistadores 

managed to establish communications with the various indigenous societies, their 

polytheistic religion and idolatrous practices had been presupposed by Europeans; 

idolatry became an “essential, defining element of America’s cultural and social 

																																																																																																																																																																					
then either convert the gold to a more appropriately Christian object, like a crucifix, or destroy it entirely.  
Such comments are usually immediately followed by addressing the need to convert the Amerindians.  
While some of the gold jewelry, figurines and other works were refashioned into crucifixes and other 
Christian paraphernalia, most was promptly melted down and added to the Spanish treasury. Per Thomas B. 
F. Cummins, the “golden idols” were immediately sought after by the Spaniards, from the very first 
notification of Christopher Columbus’ arrival on Hispaniola.  While some was sent back to Spain as 
evidence of the indigenous peoples’ idolatrous tendencies, and a few pieces were even displayed and 
admired, they were “almost all immediately melted down for bullion to finance other religious wars, such 
as Charles V’s campaign against Barbarossa and the sack of Tunis.” (Cummins, “The Golden Calf in 
America,” in The Idol in the Age of Art: Objects, Devotions and the Early Modern World, edited by 
Michael W. Cole and Rebecca Zorach (Farnham, England: Ashgate, 2009), 77-104, esp. 89).  As such, it is 
evident that the European “concerns” about golden idols were largely a means of justifying their 
appropriation of New World gold, and must be viewed in the context of Spain’s economic circumstances.  
At the same time, sixteenth-century Europeans did find it difficult to reconcile the indigenous Amerindians’ 
so-called paganism and religious practices with their skillful accomplishments in the arts, engineering and 
technology.  The focus of the European concern about idolatry supports Christian Feest’s argument that the 
“general sense” of the European appreciation for the native inhabitants of the New World and their arts in 
the early modern era was that, if you could “strip the Indians of their savage idolatry” – and perhaps their 
body painting – their skills, talents and abilities could “ultimately make them useful members of colonial 
society.” Feest, “European Collecting of American Indian Artefacts and Art,” Journal of the History of 
Collections vol. 5, no. 1 (1993): 1-11, esp. 5. 
142 There has been a great deal of scholarship on religions of the pre-Conquest Americas, the European 
responses to indigenous religion(s) and issues relating to idolatry, especially in recent years.  This extensive 
body of literature includes: Hugh Honour, The New Golden Land: European Images of America from the 
Discoveries to the Present Time (London: Allen Lane, 1975); Michael Ryan, “Assimilating New World in 
the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries,” Comparative Studies in Society and History vol. 23, no. 4 
(1981): 519-38; Anthony Fothergill, “Of Conrad, Cannibals and Kin,” in Representing Others: White Views 
of Indigenous Peoples, Exeter Studies in American and Commonwealth Arts no. 4, edited by Mick Gidley 
(Exeter: University of Exeter Press, 1992): 37-59; Thomas B. F. Cummins, “To Serve Man: Pre-Columbian 
Art, Western Discourse of Idolatry and Cannibalism,” RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics No. 42 (Autumn 
2002): 109-30;  Carina Johnson, “Idolatrous Cultures and the Practice of Religion,” Journal of the History 
of Ideas vol. 67, no. 4 (October 2006): 597-621; Michael W. Cole and Rebecca Zorach, eds., The Idols in 
the Age of Arts: Objects, Devotions and the Early Modern World (Farnham, England: Ashgate, 2009) and 
Cummins, “Through the ‘Devil’s Looking-glass’ Darkly: Brazilians, Peruvians, Aztecs and Zemis in 
Europe, Serlio and Hercules in the Americas,” in The Arts of South America: 1492-1850: Papers from the 
2008 Mayer Center Symposium at the Denver Art Museum, edited by Donna Pierce (Denver: Denver Art 
Museum, 2010), 11-38, all of which shape this discussion. 
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nature.”143  That is, the very nature of the Spanish involvement as conqueror was “wholly 

predicated” on the indigenous religion being, from the European Christian perspective, 

false, and based on the worship of false idols.144   From the moment they first received 

word of Christopher Columbus’ interactions with indigenous peoples, early modern 

Europeans viewed the New World in the context of religion.145  Fray Bernardino de 

Sahagún, for example, dedicated much of the prologue of his Florentine Codex to 

religious issues, making it abundantly clear that indigenous beliefs needed to be 

eradicated while simultaneously emphasizing the superiority of Christianity.  Early on, he 

explained why he began his manuscript with a consideration of the Mexica deities: just as 

any good doctor must recognize and understand a disease before prescribing a cure, the 

Europeans must develop some familiarity with the Amerindians’ “ancient religion” in 

order to convert them as part of the evangelization process.  At the conclusion of the 

prologue, Sahagún claimed that the New World was a gift to Spain and to Catholicism, a 

form of divine recompense for the lands of England, Germany and France that had been 

lost to the Devil in the Reformation.146  The inhabitants thus needed to be saved, and 

																																																								
143 Cummins, “The Golden Calf in America,” 82 
144 Ibid., 82.  It follows then, as Cummins argues, that the arts of not only the Mexica, but the Maya, Inca 
and all other societies throughout the New World were visible manifestations of the Devil, who was 
“present, active and therefore had to be fought at all levels,” thus providing another form of justification for 
the endeavor. 
145 Michael W. Cole and Rebecca Zorach note that, despite the increased emphasis on and concern with 
regards to ideas of the pagan, idols and idolatry the developed in conjunction with the European discovery 
of the New World, theologians had been preoccupied with the same concerns since the Middle Ages.  They 
also point out that, despite the ongoing concerns about idolatry throughout the early modern era, there was 
no true consensus as to what, exactly made an idol.  Cole and Zorach, “Introduction,” in The Idol in the Age 
of Art: Objects, Devotions and the Early Modern World, edited by Michael W. Cole and Rebecca Zorach 
(Farnham, England: Ashgate, 2009): 1-10, esp. 1 and 5-6. 
146 Sahagún, Florentine Codex, Book I, prologue and Cummins, “Through the ‘Devil’s Looking-Glass’ 
Darkly,” 25. Sahagún was not alone in his beliefs, as many Spaniards believed that Spain had a divine or 
moral right to the New World.  A few decades later, some Spanish priests in Peru suggested that the wealth 
found there was “God’s dowry, that He had given rich mines to the heathen lands to bring the Spaniard 
running to preach the Gospel, just as a father gives an ugly daughter a dowry to attract a suitor for her to 
marry” (Anonymous, El Anónimo de Yucay Frente a Bartolomé de las Casas, edición crítica del Paracer 
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taught the true – that is, Christian – way, but their lack of knowledge and “lesser state” 

did not negate or excuse the existing religious beliefs and practices.147   

 Additionally, much of the early literature regarding the New World emphasized 

the inhabitants’ heathen practices, religious and otherwise: their lack of clothing, violence 

and war-like tendencies, not to mention polytheism, human sacrifice and cannibalism. 

Such descriptions were supported by widely circulated prints and broadsheets illustrating 

– and often exaggerating – these supposed scenes.  It thus became difficult, if not 

impossible, for most early modern audiences to separate these stories and images from 

the objects themselves, which only seemed to reinforce the stories, too.148  Even the less 

salacious records played into these beliefs, and helped shape and influence the opinions 

and responses of those back in Europe, even before they had the opportunity to see any of 

the people or objects shipped back to Spain.   

One early example of this is a map of Tenochtitlán prepared by Cortés as part of 

his second letter to Charles V, subsequently published in Nuremberg in 1524 (Fig. 

																																																																																																																																																																					
de Yucay [1571], ed. I Pérez Fernández (Cuzco: Centro de Estudios Regionales Andinos ‘Bartolomé de las 
Casas,’ 1995), 158-60 and Cummins, “The Golden Calf in America,” 89). 
147 The concept of the “innocent savage,” the native who was not truly pagan or idolatrous, but simply did 
not know any better, was primarily a later Enlightenment-era construct, but the initial idea originates in one 
of the early letters of Christopher Columbus, who wrote “they do not hold any creed nor are they idolaters; 
but they all believe that power and good are in the heavens and were very convinced that I, with these ships 
and men, came from heaven.”  Columbus never reached the mainland, so this would have been written in 
reaction to one of the island societies, but the idea would last, and be applied to indigenous peoples 
throughout the Americas.  Full quote in Columbus, “Letters of Christopher Columbus, Describing the 
results of his First voyage,” in The Journal of Christopher Columbus. Cecil Jane, trans. (New York: 
Clarkson N. Potter, Inc., 1960) and Cummins, “Through the ‘Devil’s Looking-glass’ Darkly,” 13.  The 
innocent savage theory contrasted with another prominent interpretation: that rather than being pure, 
innocent and unknowing, the indigenous peoples were instead (possibly deluded) victims of the Devil.  
Regarding the “lesser state” of the indigenous inhabitants of the New World, see Anthony Pagden, The Fall 
of Natural Man: The American Indian and the Origins of Comparative Ethnology (Cambridge and New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 1981) and Cummins, “Through the ‘Devil’s Looking-glass’ Darkly”, 
21.    
148 As Carina Johnson, among others, has noted, the information, images and stories concerning the New 
World – regardless of their veracity – were often conflated with those of other religions, cultures and 
regions (Johnson, Cultural Hierarchy in Sixteenth-Century Europe, 7-8).  Such conflations, combined with 
often-salacious stories and images, could easily reinforce superstitions and biases. 
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2.2).149  The map was meant to supplement the conquistador’s letter, allowing the reader 

to more fully appreciate what Cortés himself saw and experienced.   Cortés describes the 

city as “the most beautiful thing in the world” and admires the organization and order.  

The map supports this, as best it can.  There is a shift, though, in both the letter and the 

map as we approach the center of the city, the sacred precinct, which becomes the focus 

of the map through both scale and design.  The Templo Mayor is given central 

placement, appropriate considering its actual placement and importance, but it is framed 

by a Latin inscription that reads “A temple where human sacrifices were carried out.” 

This is accompanied by a decapitated statue, possibly of Coyolxauhqui, that has been 

labeled as “idol lapideu[m],” and a tzompantli, or skull rack.150  It is clear that the artist of 

this map has reduced the city to that area and those specific sites that are most important 

to the Mexica, and most upsetting to the Spaniards.  For the European audiences who had 

the opportunity to see this map, they could not be unaware of the implications: the most 

cosmopolitan, ordered and technologically advanced city in the New World – and 

																																																								
149 The Second Letter, which describes the initial entry of the conquistadores into Mexico, was first 
published in Spanish in Seville in November 1522.  This edition did not include a map; nor did the Third 
Letter discussing the conquest, published four months later.  The Spanish editions of the Second and Third 
Letters were translated into Latin and published in Nuremberg in February 1524; this was the first edition 
of Cortés’ letters to include a map.  Two manuscript compilations of Cortés’ letters also exist, however 
neither contains a map (Biblioteca Nacional, Madrid, MS 3020 and Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, 
Vienna, MS 1600). 
150 For more on the 1524 Nuremberg map, see Manuel Toussaint, Federico Gómez de Orozco and Justino 
Fernández, Planos de la Ciudad de México (México: UNAM-DDF, 1938 and 1990); Davíd Carrasco, 
Quetzalcoatl and the Irony of Empire: Myths and Prophecies in the Aztec Tradition (Chicago: Chicago 
University Press, 1982), esp. 148-204; Barbara E. Mundy, The Mapping of New Spain: Indigenous 
Cartography and the Maps of the Relaciones Geográficas (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996) 
and Mapping the Aztec Capital: The 1524 Nuremberg Map of Tenochtitlán, Its Sources and Meanings,” 
Imago Mundi vol. 50 (1998): 11-33; Eduardo Matos Moctezuma, “Reflexiones acerca del plano de 
Tenochtitlán  publicado en Nuremberg en 1524,” Caravelle no. 76/77, Hommage à Georges Baudot 
(December 2001): 183-95 and Mundy, “National Cartography and Indigenous Space in Mexico,” in Early 
American Cartographies, ed. Martin Brückner (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
Omohundro Institute of Early American History and Culture, 2011), 363-88. 
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perhaps in the world – was also notable for idol worship, human sacrifice and 

cannibalism. 

 Images such as the 1524 map, the broadsheets and other prints played a 

significant role in shaping how Europeans perceived their New World counterparts.151  

However, it was first-hand access to the actual objects that might have played a more 

active role in shaping peoples’ responses.  As with the other small-stonework, carvings, 

featherworks, jewelry, textiles, weapons and more, those items considered idolatrous 

were sent to Europe, where they quickly ended up on private collections.  In some cases, 

such objects were used to document the need for missionary work, as seems to have been 

the case in the Jesuits’ Museum Kircherianum in Rome, which included a section 

identified as “Idols and sacrificial instruments of the people awaiting salvation.”152  In 

																																																								
151 A number of related contemporary examples can be found in the publications of Benedetto Bordone 
(1460-1531), the Padua-born manuscript editor, miniaturist and cartographer. Bordone’s most famous work 
is the Isolario (“The Book of Islands”), which examines “all the islands of the world,” their histories, 
folklores, traditions, cultural practices and more – and was printed in Venice in 1528, just four years after 
the Cortés map. Isolario is part of a cartographic tradition that was particularly popular in fifteenth- and 
sixteenth-century Italy; intended as an illustrated guide for sailors, it attempted to reflect the newest 
transatlantic discoveries. To that end, Isolario includes twelve woodcut maps relating to New Spain, one of 
which displays a map of “Temistitan” (Tenochtitlán) as it appeared before the city’s destruction. See Lilian 
Armstrong, “Benedetto Bondon, “Miniator,” and Cartography in Early Sixteenth-Century Venice,” Imago 
Mundi vol. 48 (1996): 65-92; Elizabeth Horodowich, “Armchair Travelers and the Venetian Discovery of 
the New World,” The Sixteenth Century Journal vol. 36, no. 4 (Winter 2005): 1039-62; Horodowich, 
“Venetians in America: Nicolò Zen and the Virtual Exploration of the New World,” Renaissance Quarterly 
vol. 67, no. 3 (Fall 2014): 841-77; David Young Kim, “Uneasy Reflections: Images of Venice and 
Tenochtitlan in Benedetto Bordone’s ‘Isolario,’” RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics no. 49/50 (Spring-
Autumn 2006): 80-91; Barbara E. Mundy, “Mapping the Aztec Capital: The 1524 Nuremberg Map of 
Tenochtitlan, Its Sources and Meanings,” Imago Mundi vol. 50 (1998): 11-33 and Simone Pinet, 
Archipelagoes: Insular Fictions from Chivalric Romance to the Novel (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2011), esp. Chapter 2, “Islands and Maps: A Very Short History,” 29-74. 
152 P. Philippo Bonanni, Musaeum Kircherianum sive Musaeum a P. Athanasio Kirchero incoeptum (Rome, 
1709), as cited in Feest 1993, 2.  Jonathan Sheehan reminds us that religious conversion has a long-
standing cornerstone of Christianity, well before the conquest of the New World and the turmoil of the 
sixteenth century. As a “self-proclaimed universal religion,” he argues, Christianity needed conversion, 
“not just to expand the numbers of the faithful, but also to confirm extant believers in the overall coherence 
of the story” (Sheehan, “Introduction: Thinking About Idols in Early Modern Europe,” Journal of the 
History of Ideas vol. 67, no. 4 (October 2006): 561-9, esp. 567). The organization of Rome’s Museum 
Kircherianum should also be read in the context of this need, as a backdrop to the focus on and immediate 
concerns about the New World.   
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most cases, however, the categories were not so clearly defined; collections were 

frequently organized by material or region of origin. 

Regardless of where or how works were displayed, under what categorization, 

they frequently evoked strong reactions from audiences, many of whom were either 

unable or uninterested in separating their opinions about the Mexica and other indigenous 

peoples and their rituals from their appreciation of the objects themselves.  Of all of the 

pre-Conquest art forms, it was the masks, mosaics and other forms of sculpted stonework 

that came under the greatest scrutiny by the European audiences. The medium as a whole 

was intimately linked to divinity, as many Pre-Conquest Mexican mosaics were often 

used to adorn representations of the deities, as well as their mortal representatives, the 

priests.  The masks fulfilled a complex role, simultaneously representing a given deity, by 

means of color palette and/or motif, and adorning the deity’s representative, in the form 

of either a carving or a priest. Other items, such as the ceremonial knife handles, more 

explicitly spoke to Mexica traditions of blood sacrifice, ones that were often particularly 

troubling to Christian Europe.  Even the shields, ceremonial in nature, often had religious 

connotations, as the imagery depicted gods and mythological stories.  

Despite their appreciation for the art form and fascination with the objects, 

European audiences appear to have found the items concerning, and even contradictory to 

their own faith, as physical representations of pagan beliefs and activities.153  This 

problematic relationship, balancing a captivation for the exotic with strict religious 

beliefs, was particularly evident in devoutly Catholic Spain.  Vast quantities of the 

treasure acquired by Cortés and his fellow conquistadores from the Mexica and other 

																																																								
153 It was to these objects, more than any others, that Europeans tended to apply terms like “heathen,” 
“pagan” and “idolatrous.” See below for additional discussion. 
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Latin American communities were publicly displayed at a number of Hapsburg courts 

throughout the 1520s, a very visible and powerful physical manifestation of the success 

of Spain and the Hapsburg dynasty.  Subsequent to the early traveling exhibitions 

featuring Cortés’ treasure, the majority of the objects acquired from these newfound 

lands was preserved – the exception being the tremendous amounts of gold – and 

frequently distributed among Hapsburg family members, as well as their friends and 

allies.  Under Charles, these objects, these “heathen testimonies to Mexican culture,”154 

were tolerated, their newly established social, political and aesthetic values outweighing 

their original religious functions and significance.  Later, however, upon the ascension to 

the throne of Charles’ son, Philip, anything that was explicitly heathen in nature was to 

be annihilated, and anything deemed inappropriate was required to be destroyed.155  

When it came to these shifting opinions, it was the stone- and mosaic-based works that 

suffered the most, as they were the cultural artifacts that were most explicitly religious, 

the masks, in particular, potentially idolatrous.  While comparable objects in Italian, 

German and other non-Iberian collections were generally safe, those in Spain – which, 

for the most part belonged to the stringently Catholic king – were far less so, and tended 

																																																								
154 Heikamp, “American Objects in Italian Collections,” 456. 
155 Ibid., 456 and Keating and Markey, “‘Indian’ Objects in Medici and Austrian-Habsburg Inventories,” 
291.  According the Keating and Markey, the 1596 inventory of Florence’s Palazzo Vecchio includes the 
notation “Mask in mosaic al’Indiana broken.”  They observe that such a notation, addressing the condition 
of an object is unusual and suggests that the mask, which depicted a god, fell victim to Philip II’s call for 
the “obliteration” of the religious beliefs of the indigenous peoples of Mexico, Peru and other parts of what 
was then New Spain.  Perhaps this mask was damaged, in accordance with the king’s wishes – as he was an 
ally of the Medici – but was rescued before the point of total destruction.  The inventory dates to the reign 
of Ferdinando I (1549-1609, reigned from 1587), an avid collector of (mostly post-Conquest) Mexican 
featherwork, who owned a copy of Sahagún’s Florentine Codex, which had been banned by the Spanish 
monarch.  It seems likely that the grand duke would have made every effort to protect and preserve as 
many New World artifacts as he could.  
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to disappear into the dark corners of the Wunderkammern, if they were lucky, or were 

subjected to workshops, to be taken apart for materials, if they were not.156 

At a time of incredible religious turmoil between Catholics and Protestants in 

Reformation-era Europe, the issue of idolatry was a very real point of contention in the 

religious debates that no doubt also filtered how they viewed Mexica objects, notably 

masks.  Dominican friar Leandro Alberti, who recorded a series of Mexican objects 

presented by the so-called “Domenico who was coming from the New Indies” to Pope 

Clement VII, as well as a few for Alberti himself,157 described the extraordinary contents, 

including several masks and at least one blade this way: 

 
… some very thick masks decorated by turquoises through  
which [Friar Domenico] said that the demons were speaking  
to them…; a yellow stone knife two fingers wide and one  
foot long with the handle all covered with turquoise…  
[There were] some codices, some knives, together with the  
big knife used to kill and to sacrifice men to their idols…158 

 

Both Alberti and Friar Domenico were so assured of the masks’ demonic associations 

and idolatrous nature, that they took it as fact, with Alberti returning to the same theme 

when describing the knives.  Rather than focusing on the details of the blades and their 

decorative elements, he chose to focus on their role in ritualistic practices.   

																																																								
156 This tendency of recycling mosaics from indigenous works appears to have been a European-wide 
practice, and not limited solely – or primarily – to Spain; nor does it seem it have been based purely on 
theological concerns. Several scholars note that a number of mosaics are believed to have been removed 
from their original settings and re-used in new ones in that Florentine pietre dure workshops as late as the 
early nineteenth-century. See Coe, Mexico: From the Olmecs to the Aztecs, 187-8 and McEwan et al, 
Turquoise Mosaics From Mexico, 13. 
157 Alberti, Historie di Bologna, 629-30, quoted (translated) and cited in Laurencich-Minelli, “A New 
Glance,” 165-72.  Laurencich-Minelli notes that, as of 2012, the list was new to scholars (Laurencich-
Minelli 165). 
158 Alberti, Historie di Bologna, 629-30 and Laurencich-Minelli, “A New Glance,” 165.  
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Alberti was by no means the only one to invoke such language or ideas when 

discussing Mexican works of art, though his religious calling perhaps added a greater 

sense of urgency.159  Johann Baptist Fickler’s 1598 inventory of the Munich collection of 

Duke Wilhelm V (1548-1626) of Bavaria lists an “Indian man’s hat,” including “two 

devil faces,” which Fickler surmised “appears to have been work by the pagan high 

priests.”160   Regardless of what the items actually were, or how they were originally 

used, it was apparently a default stance to assume an idolatrous connection.  One of the 

many challenges late fifteenth- and early sixteenth-century Europeans faced upon the 

discovery of the extensive lands of the New World was how to incorporate these peoples 

into their spiritual world-view. The widely debated issue was most often reduced to two 

categories for pagan followers: they were either spiritual innocents or “deluded victims of 

the Devil.”161  The frequency with which terms like “idols” and “devil” were used, as 

well as references to human sacrifice when discussing the Mexica peoples and their 

creations speaks to which category most Europeans placed these works.  

Sixteenth-century sources regularly refer to Mesoamerican works as “idols” or 

“idolatrous,” even those that were not used in religious rituals, or demonstrated no 

immediate connection to the “pagan” gods.  One such object is the so-called Animal-head 

																																																								
159 To be fair, Alberti discusses the featherworks that were included in the gifts in detail, praising them in 
such a way (looking like velvet, the feather coverlet “seems to conform to what is written in the scriptures 
concerning God’s tabernacle…”) that it is evident that the priest was genuinely in awe of the Mexican 
artists’ accomplishments.  However, when it comes to the masks and knives, Alberti’s response is not 
nearly as positive.  
160 English translation from Keating and Markey, “‘Indian’ Objects in Medici and Austrian-Habsburg 
Inventories,” 292. 
161 John H. Elliott, “Renaissance Europe and America: A Blunted Impact?” in First Images of America: The 
Impact of the New World on the Old, vol., 1, ed. Fredi Chiappelli (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1976), 11-23, esp. 19. 
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Mirror Frame, currently part of the Museum für Völkerkunde, Vienna (Fig. 4.16).162  This 

frame is unusual in that it is fairly well documented, particularly for a work that was not 

directly associated with Moctezuma; nor did it function as a sacred ritual object. It was 

not considered as part of the “first rank” of exotic artifacts, such as the feather capes and 

crowns, ceremonial shields, or other greatly valued items.  Rather, there is nothing to 

indicate that it belonged to an aristocratic or priestly owner, or had divine use or 

connotations.  However, from the earliest European records, it is evident that the mirror 

frame and countless others like it were unequivocally viewed as additional physical proof 

of the indigenous people’s pagan religion and heathen practices, as demonstrated in the 

description of the mirror frame in the 1596 Schloss Ambras inventory: “A head of an 

																																																								
162 Although it is by no means certain, most scholars agree that the artifact once contained a mirror.  Also 
uncertain is the animal in question, though at least one source, the 1788 Schloss Ambras inventory, has 
identified it as a “dog’s head.” This identification is not unreasonable, as there seem to have been a number 
of comparable sources, based on entries in sixteenth-century documents: “A dog’s head covered with small 
plates of turquoises and other unknown stones, on the backside a cast mirror” and “yet another dog’s head 
of a hound… covered with little stones and with a cast mirror,” both found in the 1598 inventory of the 
Munich Kunstkammer, while another, “a mirror… made in the shape of the head of a small dog,” was listed 
as being presented as a gift from the future King Philip II of Spain to the Duque of Escalona. 
Unfortunately, the Vienna example seems to be the only one extant. See Franz Heger, “Altemexikanische 
Reliquien aus dem Schlosse Ambras in Tirol,” Annalen des k.k. Naturhistorischen Hofmuseums vol. 7 
(1892): 400; Feest, “Vienna’s Mexican Treasures,” 1-64; Juan José Martin Gonzalez, “Obras artísticas de 
procedencia Americana en las colecciones reales españoles: Siglo XVI,” Relaciones artisticas entre la 
Península Ibérica y América, Actas del V Simposio Hispano-Portugés de Historia del Arte (Valladolid: 
1990), 157-62; Feest, 2012, 110-14; Nowotny, Mexikanische Kostbarreiten and J. B. Fickler, Das Inventar 
der Münchner herzoglichen Kunstkammer von 1598, vol. 1, eds. Peter Diemer with Elke Bujok and 
Dorothea Diemer, Bayerische Akademie der Wissenschaften, Philosophisch-historische Klasse, 
Abhandlungen, N.F. 125 (Munich: Verlag der Bayerischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2004), 532-33.  
Much like the Vienna shield, the mirror frame was listed in the 1596 Schloss Ambras inventory, appearing 
again throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, before being moved to Vienna, into what 
eventually became known as the Museum für Völkerkunde (Cat. No. 43382).  The 1788 inventory, 
prepared by Johann Primisser, the then-curator of the Ambras collection, concurred with regards to the 
dog’s head attribution, and even offers a possible origin and explanation as to function: “That the head is an 
Egyptian Anubis, I dare not assert, but that it was used for the purpose of idolatry can hardly be doubted” 
(As cited Feest, “Vienna’s Mexican Treasures,” 110).  It seems that the default assumption for not only 
New World works, but also all those that originated outside Europe, was that they must be idolatrous.  A 
similar object, not in function, but in general motif and design, is the pendant in the form of an animal head 
in the British Museum (Fig. 4.17). An examination of this work might offer a suggestion of what some of 
the numerous other animal head mirror frames, pendants and other trinkets and decorative objects might 
have looked like; such an inspection is especially valuable in light of the damage and wear that has 
occurred to the Vienna work. 
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animal of vari-coloured stones, which the heathen adore.”163  Well after the frame had 

been relegated to the corners of the Hapsburg collections and its details of origin long 

forgotten, the idolatrous associations remained. In a 1788 inventory, Johann Primisser, a 

later curator of the Schloss Ambras collection prevaricated as to the culture of origin, 

though not on the significance: “That the head is an Egyptian Anubis, I dare not assert, 

but that it was used for the purpose of idolatry can hardly be doubted.”164  Whether the 

religious associations were readily self-evident to Christian eyes, carefully sought out for 

confirmation of already articulated ideas, or simply assumed, the result – and the 

implications – are the same.  Many of these works served as a form of visual support for 

widely held perceptions and hardened presumptions of the indigenous Mexicans’ religion 

and associated rituals.  The fact that so many of the mosaic works were worn by pre-

Columbian priests, used in sacred rituals or simply included some form of divine 

iconography simply served as additional evidence; even those items that held no sacral 

value were not exempt from these judgments by European audiences.  

 Although the idea of the idol had a long tradition in Europe, circumstances 

contributed to the increased awareness of beliefs, practices and objects that could be 

considered idolatrous, as well as the corresponding categorization of works, in the late-

fifteenth century.  Certainly, the developing religious tensions between the Catholic 

Church and her adherents and those who supported Martin Luther and the other 

reformists led to a passionate debate over the appropriateness of art in religious settings, 

and when a work of art crossed the line from being a useful or necessary part of worship 

to promoting idol worship.  This ultimately led to the iconoclastic activities in 

																																																								
163 As quoted and translated in Feest, “Mexican Turquoise Mosaics in Vienna,” 110. 
164 Ibid., 110. 
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predominantly Protestant areas just a few decades later.  At the same time, however, the 

“newly invigorated phenomena of travel,” combined with the developing and ever more 

formalized practice of collecting art and artifacts – especially those from distant lands – 

increased awareness of foreign practices.165   Of course, the destruction and 

transformation of indigenous art aligned neatly with some of the Spaniards’ concerns, 

especially in the post-Conquest era.  The religious symbolism of the various examples of 

mosaic-adorned paraphernalia must have been readily apparent to the conquistadores, 

familiar with such motifs from the earliest days of their interactions with the Mexica.   

However, there were certain unsettling fundamental beliefs shared between 

Christianity and the Mexica religion: a virgin birth leading to a strong god/savior and an 

emphasis on blood and blood sacrifice. 166   That there was also a deeper, more 

fundamental connection is one that early modern Europeans would have found difficult to 

acknowledge; they were drawn together by an emphasis on blood and blood sacrifice. 

																																																								
165 Cole and Zorach, “Introduction,” 5. 
166 Huitzilopochtli, as the national god of the Mexica, was among the most important and powerful of all 
the deities in the Mexica pantheon. The origin story most associated with him tells the story of his virgin 
birth: his mother, Coatlicue, was impregnated by a ball of feathers.  He was also a primary dedicatee of 
many of the human sacrifices carried out by the Mexica – demonstrating yet another connection with 
Christianity.  For more on Mexica religious practices, including human sacrifice and cannibalism, just a 
few of the relevant sources are: H. B. Nicholson, “Religion in Pre-Hispanic Central America,” in Handbook 
of Middle American Indians vol. 10, ed. G. F. Ekholm and Ignacio Bernal (Austin: University of Texas 
Press, 1971), 395-447; Michael Harner, “The Enigma of Aztec Sacrifice,” Natural History vol. 86, no. 4 
(April 1977): 46-51; Nigel Davies, Human Sacrifice: In History and Today.  New York: William Morrow 
& Sons, 1981; Patricia R. Anawalt, “Understanding Aztec Human Sacrifice,” Archaeology vol. 35, no. 5 
(September/October 1982): 38-45; Cecilia F. Klein, “The Ideology of Autosacrifice at the Templo Mayor,” 
in The Aztec Templo Mayor, ed. Elizabeth Boone Hill (Washington, D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks, 1987), 293-
370; Davíd Carrasco, City of Sacrifice: The Aztec Empire and the Role of Violence in Civilization (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1999); Michel Graulich, “Aztec Human Sacrifice as Expiation,” History of Religions Vol. 
39, No. 4 (May 2000): 352-71; Jonathan Sheehan, “The Altars of the Idols: Religion, Sacrifice, and the 
Early Modern Polity,” Journal of the History of Ideas vol. 67, no. 4 (October 2006): 649-73; Klein, 
“Human Sacrifice as Symbolic Capital: Images of the Violated Aztec Body for a Changing World, 1500-
1900 and Beyond,” in Crossing Cultures: Conflict, Migration and Convergence.  The Proceedings of the 
32nd International Congress in the History of Art, ed. Jaynie Anderson (Victoria, Australia: Melbourne 
University Publishing Ltd., 2009), 247-52 and Ximena Chávez Balderas, “Sacrifice at the Templo Mayor 
of Tenochtitlán and Its Role in Regard to Warfare,” in Embattled Bodies, Embattled Places: War in Pre-
Columbian Mesoamerica and the Andes, ed. Andrew K. Scherer and John W. Verano (Washington, D.C.: 
Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, 2014), 171-97. 
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Certainly, their approach to blood varied, but at the roots of it, the two religions were two 

sides of the same coin.  As A. A. Shelton has explained, paganism – as it was defined by 

early modern Europeans – and Christianity are inverted mirrors; the two shared a 

common point of origin and parallel development, though their practices, beliefs, virtues 

and values were seen as being juxtaposition with one another.167   The Mexica believed 

blood to be the foundation of their world; it supplied their gods, kept them alive and 

ensured the continued survival of the world.  In order to maintain life, they looked to 

literal blood offerings, which could take multiple forms depending on the deity being 

honored and the circumstances.  In some cases, a warrior or priest would simply cut 

himself, and allow for his blood to flow.  More often, it meant human sacrifice.  Although 

Christianity did not depend on the literal flow of blood on a regular or ritualized basis, it 

was based on the sacrifice of Christ, on behalf of all people.  His sacrifice was based on 

his suffering, and his blood is seen as sacred and necessary to those who follow him.  Just 

as blood, suffering and sacrifice linked the two superficially disparate religions, so too 

did the consumption of human flesh.  While the Mexica would, at times, practice 

cannibalism, as an act related to their beliefs, so, too, did Christians in another form.  

Christianity, at its heart, is based not only on human sacrifice, but also on consumption 

through the single but singularly repeatable sacrifice of the divine in human form through 

the ritual of Mass.  In partaking the Eucharist, the faithful consume the body and blood of 

Christ, a belief pivotal to Christian doctrine.  Though they might not literally consume 

human flesh and blood, the transubstantiation of the blessed wafer and wine into the body 

and blood of Christ enabled worshippers to participate in anthropophagic activities not 

unlike those of the Mexica.  Early Modern Europeans did not want to acknowledge any 
																																																								
167 Shelton, “Cabinets of Transgression,” 201. 
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such similarities between the two religions, particularly when the Spanish exploration, 

conquest and colonization of the New World was predicated, in large part, on the need to 

convert the indigenous peoples to Christianity, both to save their souls and to further 

strengthen and empower the Roman Catholic Church.  These connections, however, 

remained largely unacknowledged throughout the early modern era.  Were they to do so, 

Europeans would have had to recognize that they, themselves, were far more similar to 

the same pagan peoples they hoped to save and civilize. 

Ultimately, the awareness of the Mexicas’ polytheistic belief system and rituals 

that included multiple forms of human sacrifice and cannibalism made an impact on the 

European response to everything they saw from and read about New World.  Objects 

such as masks, sacrificial knives and other sacred items that served as physical 

manifestations of the indigenous deities and evidence of heathen rituals drew the bulk of 

the new audience’s concern.  However, the majority of these items were not treated any 

differently than the thousands of other featherworks, codices, weapons, textiles and the 

like, and were sent to Europe, and ultimately incorporated into princely collections 

where, like their other New World counterparts, they continued to “attract and repel, but 

only as phantasms of their former selves.”168  Separated from and devoid of their original 

context, the masks, figurines and other so-called idols, they were stripped of at least some 

of their idolatrous significance, and could now be viewed from the safety and comfort of 

the Wunderkammer, studiolo or gallery, while still retaining some of the qualities that 

																																																								
168 Claire Farago and Carol Komadina Parenteau, “The Grotesque Idol: Imaginary, Symbolic and Real,” in 
The Idol in the Age of Art: Objects, Devotions and the Early Modern World, ed. Michael W. Cole and 
Rebecca Zorach (Farnham, England: Ashgate, 2009), 105-32, esp. 107.  Carina Johnson addresses how pre-
Conquest works, particularly those made from feathers and stone, took on new, desacralized roles as 
“Kunstkammern exemplars” once they had been transferred to the private collections.  See Johnson, “Aztec 
Regalia and the Reformation of Display,” 83-98, esp. 97. 
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made it so dangerous in European eyes, and so desirable as an exotic representation of a 

faraway land.   

  
 

Conclusion 

Before the arrival of the Spaniards and their subsequent conquest of the Americas, the 

indigenous peoples of Mesoamerica valued stonework as a medium for sacred display 

and ritual use.  The process by which pieces of various stones and shells were combined 

to create or adorn works, the function and significance of the completed projects, even 

the very stones themselves, were held in the very highest regard among Mesoamericans.  

It is clear, based on the examples that have survived until the present day, that mosaic 

work was held in very high regard by pre-Conquest Mexican society and that the 

extensively-trained artists who worked in this medium excelled at their craft: the 

technical components, the vibrant colors, laborious execution and the visual effects all 

speak to a genre that was inextricably linked to the divine.   

While there were certainly those interested in acquiring pre-Conquest Mexican 

mosaics, and the durability of the medium favored those who hoped to make the objects 

permanent additions to their collections, it seems that this interest was comparatively 

limited, when set against those interested in other forms of Mexican production.  Many of 

those who actively sought out the mosaic masks, knives and other ornamented objects 

were scholars, known for their humanist or antiquarian interests, such as Aldrovandi and 

Achillini.  A number of those objects that entered the more elite collections, such as that 

of the Medici, did so by chance, rather than design; a significant portion of the mosaic-

based, Mexican items in the Florentine-based Kunst- und Wunderkammer did so through 
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the Medici pope Clement VII, who passed along the pieces with which he had been gifted 

to the more extensive family holdings, rather than any member of the family actively 

pursuing such works independently.  Furthermore, many examples of this genre were 

potentially troubling to European audiences due to their pagan associations, ones that 

made clear the differences between the two cultures, frequently embodying the 

indigenous Mexicans’ extensive divine pantheon and blood-based rituals not yet tamed 

by Christian salvific history.  Even though these same works could have been used to 

promote or reinforce the “necessity” of the Conquest – the need to convert the indigenous 

peoples, by force, if necessary, and expand the reach of the Catholic Church – it seems 

they were rarely, if ever, promoted in such a way. 

The differing responses to Mexica mosaics seemed to relate less to the physical 

appearance of the objects, than to their function and religious symbolism. Often more 

overtly religious than feather art – where the reactions tended to focus on the novelty of 

the medium and its aesthetic effects – or the quickly smelted goldwork – where European 

audiences were attracted by the splendor of the gold and its material value as well as the 

makers’ technical prowess, the European reception of stonework and mosaics was varied 

and ambivalent. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 

“SUCH BEAUTY WHICH DAZZLES THE EYE”1:  
MEXICA FEATHERWORK AND THE SHAPING OF THE NEW WORLD 

 IN THE  EUROPEAN MIND 
 
 
 
Of the variety of new and unusual media, techniques, subjects and themes to be found in 

the New World, one area stood out to the Europeans as being particularly innovative, 

exotic and fascinating: featherwork.  Feathers, as a form of decoration, were not entirely 

foreign to European audiences.  After all, feathers used in helmets and crests dates back 

to the ancient Greeks and Romans.  However, the Mexica approach to and use of feathers 

differed wildly from anything their European counterparts had ever seen or heard.  The 

beauty, intricacy and visual impact of the crowns, shields, fans and other ceremonial and 

ornamental items struck the conquering Spaniards – and the fascinated population back in 

Europe – with a power unlike any other medium found in the New World.  For this 

reason, it was featherwork that quickly became a visual shorthand not only for the New 

World, but also for everything that was exotic.  Featherwork quickly emerged as the most 

eagerly sought after product from overseas lands, symbolizing many social, political, 

cultural and religious sixteenth-century concerns.    

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
																																																								
1 Peter Martyr d’Anghiera, Decades del Nuevo Mundo, vol. 1 (México: J. Porrúa, 1964), 430; 
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The Local Making and Meanings of Mexica Featherwork 

Featherwork as art form was not specific to the Mexica. Numerous societies incorporated 

feathers into their religious and cultural lives.  Feathers have long been used for 

adornment in Africa, the Orient and the Pacific Islands, while multiple Central and South 

American cultures looked to birds for both spiritual and artistic inspiration.2  The 

Mayans, for example, established a precedent for the inclusion of feathers in fashion, 

ornament and ritual more than five hundred years before the Mexica dominated Mexico, 

while the Inca frequently integrated feathers into their fashion as a “distinctive sign of 

socially superior religious and political classes.”3  For centuries, numerous indigenous 

societies used feathers not only as a form of currency, but also as tribute, ritual offerings 

and even as a “fundamental part of trade.”4  On a practical level, feathers were used to 

construct arrows and for instruments of writing; they even served a medicinal function.5 

More than their financial and social value, however, was the significance of 

feathers to religious and spiritual matters.  For many inhabitants of Central and South 

America, birds held a special status, as their flight gave them the ability to leave the earth 
																																																								
2 Along with the Mexica, the Tupinambá of Brazil (sometimes referred to as the “Tupi”) were particularly 
active in the art of featherwork, as has been well documented by Amy Buono.  See Buono, “Feathered 
Identities and Plumed Performances: Tupinambá Interculture in Early-Modern Brazil and Europe” (Ph.D 
diss., University of California, Santa Barbara, 2007); “Tupi Featherwork and the Dynamics of Intercultural 
Exchange in Early Modern Brazil,” in Crossing Cultures: Conflict, Migration and Convergence. The 
Proceedings of the 32nd International Congress in the History of Art, ed. Jaynie Anderson (Victoria, 
Australia: Melbourne University Publishing Ltd, 2009), 349-55 and “‘Their Treasures Are the Feathers of 
Birds’: Tupinambá Featherwork and the Image of America,” in Images Take Flight: Feather Art in Mexico 
and Europe 1400-1700, ed. Alessandra Russo, Gerhard Wolf and Diana Fane (Hirmer Publishers, 2016), 
178-89. 
3 Manuel Cortina Portillo, “Introduction,” in The Art of Featherwork in Mexico, ed. Teresa Castelló 
Yturbide (Mexico City: Fomento Cultural Banamex, A.C., 1993), 17-23, esp. 17. 
4 Teresa Castelló Yturbide, ed., The Art of Featherwork in Mexico (Mexico City: Fomento Cultural 
Banamex, A.C., 1993), 11-12. 
5 Feathers could be used to apply certain salves and balms, but could also be part of the treatment itself, as 
Diego de Landa remarked on the use of a specific type of burned feathers as a remedy for yellow fever.  
Teresa de Maria y Campos, “Rich Feathers, Fine Feathers,” in The Art of Featherwork in Mexico, ed. 
Teresa Castelló Yturbide (Mexico D.F.: Fomento Cultural Banamex, A.C., 1993), 27-41, esp. 38 and Diego 
de Landa, Relación de las cosas de Yucatán, Introduction and Notes by Héctor Pérez Martínez (Mexico 
City: Editorial Pedro Robredo, 1938), 134. 
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for the heavens, and enter the world of the spirits.  This association is further emphasized 

by the similarity of the Nahuatl words for “feather” (“ihuitl”) and “heaven,” or “sky” 

(“ilhui-çatl”).6  Access to the feathers – either through apparel or accessories – was 

thought to impart certain talents to the possessor, particularly when the possessor was a 

priest, or otherwise served as a “ritual specialist.”7  At the same time, the feathers 

themselves were believed to to possess divine properties, including those associated with 

fertility and abundance.8 

The relationship between feathers and spirituality had a more concrete foundation 

than just an aesthetic or monetary appreciation, or the broader spiritual connotations of 

being able to cross boundries between worlds.  Specific feathers were associated with 

individual deities in the Mexica pantheon. The higher the status of the god with whom the 

feather was associated, the greater the social and monetary value of the feather in 

question.  It is not surprising, then, that the quetzal feather, extremely rare and 

representative of the supreme god Quetzalcóatl, was the most highly prized of all; the 

value was only increased by the scarcity of the bird and its usable feathers.9   

The so-called “Crown,” or headdress, of Moctezuma, is a clear demonstration of 

how the Mexica used and understood feathers as a form of visual language.  Currently in 

the Museum für Völkerkunde in Vienna, the headdress is a large semi-circle, comprised 

																																																								
6 Zelia Nuttall explores the linguistic significance of many Mexica words, including names of deities, such 
as “Quetzalcóatl,” particularly with regards to divinity, in The Fundamental Principles of Old and New 
World Civilizations: A Comparative Research Based on a Study of the Ancient Mexican Religious, 
Sociological and Calendrical Systems (Salem, MA: The Salem Press Co., 1901). 
7 Heidi King, “Introduction,” in Peruvian Featherworks: Art of the Precolumbian Era, ed. Heidi King 
(New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2012), 3-7, esp. 3. 
8 Maria y Campos, “Rich Feathers, Fine Feathers,” 27. 
9 The importance of the quetzal can be seen in Nahuatl, the Mexica language.  For example, “quetzalli,” an 
adjective, meant that the subject was brilliant, beautiful or precious, while emeralds were known as 
“quetzaliztli.”  Maria y Campos 1993, 27 and Nuttall, “Standard or Head-Dress?,” 38-9.  
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primarily of lengthy, iridescent green quetzal feathers (Fig. 5.1).10  A variety of much 

smaller, vibrantly colored feathers from other birds create a pattern on the inner section, 

adorned with small gold decorative embellishments that catch the light, surrounding the 

area that would presumably frame the wearer’s face.  In this instance, it was the 

exceedingly rare and highly coveted quetzal feathers that established the connection to 

the supreme deity.  Feathers were so central to Mexica society that they went to great 

lengths to seek out and ensure access to a great variety of birds.  Some were accessed 

through extensive trade routes, which extended throughout Central and South America. It 

has also been demonstrated that feathers, as both raw materials and finished products, 

were offered as tribute and rent.11  Tenochtitlán’s markets were noted for the numerous 

types of birds available, both living and dead.12  The city was home to multiple aviaries, 

some of which were exclusive to the ruler.  In cases where, for its own health, a bird 

																																																								
10 There is some question as to the original shape of this headdress, including whether it might have lain 
flat, similar to how it is currently displayed, or had a more three-dimensional design. While none of the 
descriptions make it clear, they do indicate the presence of a gold eagle’s head attached to the center of the 
headdress, directly above the face of the wearer. The history of this work, and what we know – and don’t 
know – of its travels once it arrives in Europe is discussed later in this chapter. A modern reproduction of 
the headdress, from the 1940s, is in the Museo Nacional de Antropología e Historia, Mexico City.  
11 A number of sources, including some by the Mexica themselves, recorded that the Mexica required 
conquered peoples provided feathers as part of their tribute – and they were very specific regarding the type 
and quality of the feathers that were to be provided.  For example, one pictorial record indicates that the 
inhabitants of modern-day Oaxaca, Chiapas were required to pay Moctezuma 5,680 bunches (manojos) of 
quetzal tail feathers as part of their tribute, a tremendous quantity when two feathers represents a single 
bird.  Other tributes focused more on quality: when the Mexica conquered the Huastecans, the victors 
demanded annual tribute including quetzal feathers that measured at least an arm’s length each. Nuttall, 
“Standard or Head-Dress?,” 39. 
12 Several conquistadores commented on this, including Francisco López de Gómara, who marveled “The 
thing most worth seeing at the markets are the number of birds, for in addition to the fact that many birds 
are eaten for their meat, their feathers are used for clothing, and they are used to hunt other birds; there are 
so many breeds and colors that their number is infinite and I could never describe them all.” Translation 
from López de Gómara, Historia de la conquista de Méjico, vol. 2 of Historia general de las Indias, ed. 
Pilar Guibelalde (Barcelona: Ediciones Orbis, 1985), 122 and Maria y Campos, “Rich Feathers, Fine 
Feathers,” 30. 
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could not be kept in captivity, it would be released after the feathers were collected,13 

which, as a rule, was done in such a way that no harm would be done to the “donor,” 

except in cases such as ducks, where the bird was also used for food. 

Yet while featherwork was not an exclusively Mexica artform, the Mexica culture 

is the one most strongly associated with the medium.  This is due to the significance of 

feathers to the Mexica, the incorporation of feathers and feather-based items into Mexica 

politics, economics, religion and society, and the extraordinarily high degree of artistry 

found in Mexica works.  Ultimately, though, the association between Mexico and feather 

art also stems from the manner in which these objects were introduced to Europe, and the 

corresponding European response to this new genre. 

Featherwork as it existed in Mexico and among the various pre-Columbian 

societies was a uniquely New World art form.  The technique, materials and process 

found no counterpart in Europe.  For this reason, among others, examples of featherwork 

were highly prized by European collectors. The principal Mexica workshops for the 

production of this luxury commodity were found in the cities of Tenochtitlán, Tlaxcala, 

Pátzcuaro and Tzintzuntzán, and were manned by expert artists called amantecas,14 who 

designed and manufactured these objects. Although we have no first-hand accounts by 

the Mexica or any other indigenous society either describing the process or discussing the 

significance of feathers, we do have illustrations from the Franciscan Friar Bernardino de 

Sahagún’s mid-sixteenth century Florentine Codex,15 depicting the methods and 

																																																								
13 Antonio de Herrera y Tordesillas, Historia general de los hechos de los castellanos en las Islas y Tierra 
Firme del Mar Océano (Buenos Aires: Guaranía, 1945), 128 and Maria y Campos, “Rich Feathers, Fine 
Feathers,” 28.  
14 The name derives from Amantla, the section of the city where the workshops were located. 
15 Fray Bernardino de Sahagún oversaw the compilation of La Historia General de las Cosas de Nueva 
España (in English, The General History of the Things of New Spain), better known simply as The 
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materials used in the creation of these objects (Figs. 5.2 and 5.3), along with his 

description of the intricate process involved. 

According to Sahagún’s detailed discussions in his treatise on the Mexica world, 

it is clear that featherwork was recognized by indigenous populations and the Europeans 

alike as a highly skilled, painstaking and expensive process.  The degree to which this art 

form was prized by the Mexica is demonstrated by the fact that royal houses maintained 

special aviaries of exotic birds to supply feathers for these artworks, a feature of palace 

architecture that modern archaeologists have found in a palace belonging to the 

predecessors of today’s New Mexican Pueblo Indians.16  The featherworkers themselves, 

called amantecas after the Tenochtitlán neighborhood of Amantla where most of them 

lived, worked together in groups in order to create a single piece.  In his Relación de las 

cosas de la Nueva España, Sahagún tells us that the most popular feathers were those of 

the quetzal, parrot, arará, colibrí (hummingbird), curucú and tzinitzan.  Their popularity 

was partly due to the fact that the plumage of these birds was virtually iridescent and 

“lent an aura of rainbow-like color to the objects.”17   The feather-artists had a variety of 

methods for producing their works; the technique used at a given time typically depended 

on what it was they were making.  For items such as fans, headdresses, bracelets and 

other three-dimensional objects, Sahagún explains that workers used agave cord as a 

means of keeping the feathers in place.  For featherworks that corresponded more to the 

“panel” format, or the feather mosaic technique  – flat works like shields, and others of 

																																																																																																																																																																					
Florentine Codex, between 1545 and 1590.  Organized into twelve books, the Codex documents every 
aspect of Mexica history, politics, religion and culture in both Spanish and Nahuatl. 
16 Gauvin Alexander Bailey, Art of Colonial Latin America (London and New York: Phaidon Press, 2005), 
102. 
17 Sullivan, The Language of Objects, 8. This observation by Sahagún reflects a quality of the featherwork 
by which the Europeans were particularly impressed, and on which they specifically commented: the 
cangiantismo.  
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the type that the Spaniards often referred to as “feather painting,” including the post-

Conquest devotional imagery – the amantecas knotted feathers onto a base of small 

wooden strips or, using a glue made from orchid bulbs, pasted them one by one onto a 

sheet of paper made of cotton and paste and attached to a bark backing.  To create these 

works, the amantecas would use a mix of “common,” dyed and precious feathers (plumas 

ricas). The workers would attach the feathers in a mosaic, so that they overlapped like 

roof tiles to produce patterns; in order to accomplish this, they would start by making a 

model of the planned work, which would also serve as a base for the common, or lower-

quality, feathers. Sahagún goes on to explain that “[u]sing an infinite number of tiny 

feathers, beginning with plain ones and finishing off with more brilliant colours, they 

produced an effect of great richness and subtlety.”18  After each worker finished his own 

segment of the mosaic, the segments were sewn together to form a whole, like a quilt, 

after which the surface was burnished, so that the final work would have a unified 

appearance.19  Very fine lines were obtained by overlapping the layers, to the extent that 

some contours almost disappeared.20   It was only at the final stage that the artists would 

add the precious feathers, the plumas ricas, carefully positioning each one so that it 

would catch and reflect the light.  As Sahagún described their meticulous efforts in the 

																																																								
18 Bailey, Art of Colonial Latin America, 102. 
19 Ibid., 102.  Also see Heikamp, Mexico and the Medici, 15-16. 
20 The artists who worked in the amantecas were among the most elite in the Mesoamerican world, in terms 
of both their status and the incredible amount of skill and training required to work with such challenging 
and valuable materials.  Along with their families, the artists worked and lived in a single neighborhood, 
and worshipped their patron deity, Coyotlinahual.  Children often carried on the family tradition, with 
daughters training as embroiderers and feather dyers, and sons creating the objects.  The privileged artists 
were exempted from paying tribute; they were similarly exempted from the traditional public service 
required by all Mexica.  For more information about the training involved, as well as the social status of 
featherworkers, see Castelló Yturbide, ed., The Art of Featherwork in Mexico, and Hector Manuel Meneses 
Lozano, Un paño novohispano, tesoro del arte plumaria (Mexico City: Apoyo al Desarrollo de Archivos y 
Bibliotecas de Mexico, A.C., 2008).  
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Florentine Codex, “One by one they match the [precious] feathers, each being placed in 

position according to its appearance, as it glows, shimmers.”21   

Fray Sahagún, and the indigenous students who assisted him in gathering the 

information, were particularly attentive to recording what went into creating the 

featherworks – in both written and visual forms.  The textual descriptions were 

accompanied by forty-one illustrations, six of which are included here; each is intended 

to augment the text, to provide the reader with a visual cue to the unfamiliar and complex 

process being conveyed on the same – or accompanying - page.  Presented as a series of 

vertical and individual panels, the illustrations reflect their multicultural heritage by 

integrating both indigenous and European artistic traditions; they, much like the 

Florentine Codex itself, are indicative of the hybridization so prevalent in New Spain in 

the post-Conquest era.  Though the compositional arrangement follows European trends – 

the use of a prominent architectural feature as a framing device; a tiled floor; a limited 

landscape element – the true focus of each illustration remains the indigenous artists and 

their activities.22  In each panel, we see one or more amantecas surrounded by the tools of 

his trade, engrossed in a specific stage in the preparatory or execution process.  In the 

																																																								
21 Alessandra Russo, Gerhard Wolf and Diana Fane, “Preface,” in Images Take Flight: Feather Art in 
Mexico and Europe 1400-1700, eds. Alessandra Russo, Gerhard Wolf and Diana Fane (Hirmer Publishers, 
2016), 9-19, esp. 16; translation from the Nahuatl portion of the Codex. 
22 For more on the use of both indigenous and European conventions, see Eloise Quiñones Keber, “Reading 
Images: The Making and Meaning of the Sahaguntine Illustrations,” in The Work of Bernardino de 
Sahagún: Pioneer Ethnographer of Sixteenth-Century Aztec Mexico, eds. José Jorge Klor de Alva, Henry 
B. Nicholson and Eloise Quiñones Keber (Albany and Austin: Institute for Mesoamerican Studies, 
University of Albany/ University of Texas Press, 1988); Quiñones Keber, “Representing Aztec Ritual in 
the Work of Sahagún,” in Representing Aztec Ritual: Performance, Text and Image in the Work of 
Sahagún, ed., Eloise Quiñones Keber (Boulder: University Press of Colorado, 2002), 3-20; Jeanette Favrot 
Peterson, “The Florentine Codex Imagery and the Colonial Tlacuilo,” in The Work of Bernardino de 
Sahagún: Pioneer Ethnographer of Sixteenth-Century Aztec Mexico, eds. José Jorge Klor de Alva, Henry 
B. Nicholson and Eloise Quiñones Keber (Albany and Austin: Institute for Mesoamerican Studies, 
University of Albany/ University of Texas Press, 1988), 273-93; Donald Robertson, Mexican Manuscript 
Painting of the Early Colonial Period (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1959), 176 and Russo, 
Wolf and Fane, “Preface,” 16, among other sources.  
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first set of images, artist executes his preparatory drawing for what appears to be a 

devotional image, before organizing his feathers and moving on to the next stages in the 

process.  The second series of illustrations represents the amantecas hard at work creating 

a headdress not unlike the famed one associated with Moctezuma, and later sent to 

Emperor Charles V in Spain.  As with the other illustrations throughout the Codex, these 

images are intended to be informative and explanatory, providing the reader, in 

combination with the text, with a significant quantity of new – and oftentimes complex – 

information in a concise, easily comprehensible manner.  

The Mexica used featherwork for a wide range of items, including capes, head 

crests and fans for their nobles, coats of arms and banners, and tapestries and canopies to 

hang in their palaces, as well as components of elaborate military paraphernalia, such as 

shields and headdresses (Figs. 5.4, 5.5 and 5.6).23  Only individuals of the highest social 

status had the honor of wearing feathers; possessing great wealth was not sufficient 

reasoning to have access to such precious – and often rare – materials. Royalty was 

permitted to incorporate feathers into regalia, as were a select group of elite warriors.24  

Even more important to the Mexica, as other pre-Columbian societies, however, were 

feathers’ association with the sacred, as they were considered a mark of divinity.  We 

																																																								
23 Similar featherwork traditions existed elsewhere in the pre-Hispanic world, most notably among the pre-
Inca peoples of Peru, and the Tupinambá tribe of Brazil. 
24 The Eagle warriors (sometimes translated as the eagle knights) were one of the most elite military orders, 
along with the Jaguar warriors, in pre-Columbian Mexica society.  In order to distinguish themselves 
visually on the battlefield, and as a way of indicating their inclusion in such an elite order, and further 
demarcating their association with the eagle, the warriors would wear eagle feathers into battle.  They were 
also noted for their headgear: the head of an eagle (Fig. 5.7).  
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know, for example, that in certain contexts, the two primary participants in human 

sacrifice – the victim and the priest – would both wear feather cloaks.25 

 
 

  Encountering Mexica Featherwork and the  

Measure of Gift-Giving 

The Spaniards’ first glimpse of the Mexica ruler Moctezuma was framed by the Mexicas’ 

tremendous skill with feathers: according to Bernal Díaz del Castillo, who was present 

for the pivotal event, the emperor was brought forth so that Cortés could be formally 

introduced, adorned with featherwork and transported on a “sumptuous” litter, part of an 

elaborate procession meant to impress the Europeans with the Mexica might and glory.26  

Moctezuma was surrounded by four of his highest-ranking lords, who carried a 

baldachin, which acted as a frame for the ruler.  The baldachin was adorned with precious 

materials: gold, pearls, jade and feathers, of a greenish-blue hue.27  It is likely that, for 

such a momentous occasion, Moctezuma wore one of his elaborate headdresses, perhaps 

similar to the one that currently resides in Vienna: a semi-circle of luminous green 

quetzal feathers, with a gold bird’s head in the center of the band, directly above his 

forehead (see Fig. 5.1).28  His gold-soled sandals might have been decorated with little 

																																																								
25 Alessandra Russo, Gerhard Wolf and Diana Fane, “Preface,” in Images Take Flight: Feather Art in 
Mexico and Europe 1400-1700, eds. Alessandra Russo, Gerhard Wolf and Diana Fane (Hirmer Publishers, 
2016), 9-19, esp. 9 and Johnson, “Aztec Regalia and the Reformation of Display,” 83-98, esp. 91. 
26 Nuttall, The Fundamental Principles of Old and New World Civilizations, 71. 
27 Bernal Díaz del Castillo, Historia verdadera de la conquista de la Nueva España (Colección Austral, 
Espasa-Calpe, 3ª ed., Madrid 1632, 1975), 65.   
28 Recent scholarship questions whether or not this headdress – commonly referred to as “Moctezuma’s 
Crown” – did, in actuality, belong to Moctezuma. There is also some question as to how this item would 
have been worn or displayed. Paul Vandenbroeck argues that this style of headdress would have been worn 
by high-ranking priests, most likely when representing the gods during rituals. See Vandenbroeck, 
“Amerindian Art and Ornamental Objects in Royal Collections,” 102. 
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twigs, designed to look like birds’ wings, and topped with tiny gold bell-like details.29  

The incorporation of feathers and references to birds only reinforced the social, cultural, 

religious and economic value the Mexica assigned to birds, and their physical 

characteristics. 

This interest in birds, their characteristics and abilities, does not seem to have had 

a true parallel in contemporary European society.  For Early Modern European audiences 

the idea of using feathers was a means of indicating a high social status, often through the 

adornment of helmets, hats and, at times, hairstyles.30   Although Europeans did 

recognize a relationship between feathers and the divine, it was much more abstract and 

existed to a far lesser degree than that of the Mexica; accordingly, Europeans placed far 

less value on feathers as an art form than did their New World counterparts.31  Thus, upon 

seeing examples of the elite art form, completely divorced from their intended setting and 

																																																								
29 Moctezuma was known to wear such sandals, as described in Nuttall, The Fundamental Principles of Old 
and New World Civilizations, 71-2; Nuttall also references the Crónica Mexicayotl (p. 594), written by 
Hernando de Alvarado Tezozómoc, in both Nahuatl and Spanish, around 1598.  In the Crónica, 
Tezozómoc, a direct descendant of Moctezuma II, tells the story of the Mexica from the departure from 
Aztlán through to the early part of the Spanish Conquest.  
30 Portillo, “Introduction,” 17. 
31 The Mexica, and other indigenous Amerindian peoples, were not alone in their formation of religious 
associations with feathers. Certainly there has been a long-standing Christian convention of depicting 
angels with wings; going back even earlier, to the pre-Christian tradition, Icarus was (in)famous for his 
wings made of wax. These connections, however, lacked the proximity and intimacy that the Mexica 
understood to exist been feathers and the divine. This is due to many factors, including the fact that while 
angels are often understood to have wings, neither Christ nor God do, nor do the Virgin Mary or any of the 
saints – none of the sacred figures with whom Christians interact or have an intimate spiritual relationship, 
or on whom they depend for sustenance and life itself, bear the feather-based attribute. The Mexica deities, 
with whom the peoples did interact and on whom they were dependent, on the other hand, were associated 
with feathers on a symbolic and literal level. Angels, typically seen as – with few exceptions – genderless, 
nameless entities with no specific attributes or qualities, further distanced feathers from the sense of 
sacrality that existed in the pre-Columbian Americas. The distinctions between Huitzilopochtli, 
Quetzalcóatl and the other Mexica deities on one hand and the angels (not to mention pre-Christian Icarus) 
on the other further negated, or least severely minimized, any sense of the feathers’ inherent divinity for 
Early Modern European audiences. For some sources on angels as they relate to the issues addressed here, 
see Margaret Barker, An Extraordinary Gathering of Angels (London: M Q Publications, 2004); Michael 
D. Coogan, A Brief Introduction to the Old Testament (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009) and 
Annette Henrietta Margaretha Evans, “The Development of Jewish Ideas of Angels: Egyptian and 
Hellenistic Connections, ca. 600 BCE to ca. 200 CE” (Ph.D diss., University of Stellenbosch, 2007). 
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function, the European response was immediate and dramatic.32   However, due to their 

extraordinarily intricate, time-consuming process, the feathers’ vulnerability to age, time 

and handling, and the limited segment of the Mexica population that was capable of 

producing such artistry, feather art comprised only a relatively small portion of the items 

that traveled from the New World and were absorbed into European collections.    

The first examples of pre-Columbian featherwork reached Spain in the fall of 

1519, part of the first shipment of treasure sent by Cortés to Charles V, representing 

every possible type, ranging from decorative fans to holy vestments to pieces that were 

interpreted by contemporary audiences as something worn by Mexica warriors.33  Cortés’ 

initial shipment, for example, included at least thirteen fans, likely similar in design to the 

																																																								
32 The first European account of pre-Columbian featherwork was recorded by Pedro Álvarez Cabral (ca 
1467-1520), the Portuguese navigator who is credited as being the first European to reach Brazil.  In a letter 
dated May 1, 1500, Cabral wrote to the Portuguese king, commenting that the Tupi looked “magnificent in 
their plumage”  (See Buono, “‘Their Treasures Are the Feathers of Birds,’” 181, citing Pèro Vaz de 
Caminha, “The Discovery of Br: Letter of Pedro Vaz de Caminha, Written in Pôrto-Seguro of Vera Cruz on 
the First Day of May in the Year 1500,” in Charles D. Ley, ed., Portuguese Voyages, 1498-1663 (London, 
Phoenix Press, 2000), 41-59).  One major distinction between the featherworking of the Brazilian Tupi and 
the Mexica is that the Tupi works were often in the form of capes and mantles, using larger feathers and no 
imagery, whereas Mexica feather art encompassed many different types of objects, used a wide variety of 
feathers, from the large ones of the quetzal to the miniscule ones from hummingbirds, and almost always 
reflected some sort of subject matter. 
33 With regards to “holy vestments,” Mexica religion adhered to a strictly organized and highly formalized 
hierarchical set of traditions, not unlike that of the Roman Catholic Church in Europe. Those Mexica who 
dedicated their lives to the gods were known as priests – or in Nahuatl, tlamacazqui (“the giver of things”) 
– with specific responsibilities depending on their rank, the status of their birth, whether or not they were a 
layperson and more.  Like their European counterparts, some Mexica priests lived very austere lives, with 
strict fasts and severe penances, including self-mortification. For more on Mexica religious traditions, see 
Burr Cartwright Brundage, The Fifth Sun: Aztec Gods, Aztec World (Austin: University of Texas Press, 
1979); C. A. Burland, The Aztecs: Gods and Fate in Ancient Mexico (London: Orbis, 1985); Rudolf van 
Zantwijk, The Aztec Arrangement: The Social History of Pre-Spanish Mexico (Norman: University of 
Oklahoma Press, 1985) and Frances F. Berdan, Aztec Archaeology and Ethnohistory (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2014), among others.  Referring to the fans in the initial shipment: Bartolomé 
de Las Casas, Spanish reformer and Dominican friar who saw the contents of the shipment at the same time 
as the Emperor, described the treasure as including “certain armor (armaduras), which they must have used 
in their wars…” See Las Casas, Historia de las Indias (Madrid 1876): 485 and Nuttall, “Standard or Head-
Dress?,” 43. Early shipments also included objects designated for specific military and political leaders, as 
well as high-ranking individuals within the Catholic Church. 
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one currently in Vienna (Fig. 5.8 and 5.9).34  Shields, which would have been used for 

military and ceremonial purposes by the Mexica, were particularly numerous.35  Juan de 

Grijalva’s inventory of 1518 noted the presence of “two shields, covered with many fine 

colored feathers” as well as “other shields of gold and feathers,”36 perhaps similar to 

those illustrated in near-contemporary codices (Fig. 5.10).37  Another inventory from just 

a few years later documents the shipment of another sixty-five shields, the vast majority 

of which were made of feathers, while two other lists from before 1526 list seventy-two 

and nine featherwork shields, respectively.38  

Feather art from the New World was so sought after that interested collectors 

would make every effort to access whatever pieces they could get ahold of, regardless of 

																																																								
34 Christian Feest, “Mexico and South America in the European Wunderkammer,” in The Origins of 
Museums: The Cabinet of Curiosities in Sixteenth and Seventeenth Century Europe, eds. Oliver Impey and 
Arthur MacGregor (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985), 237. 
35 Shields, or chīmalli, were the traditional defensive armament of the Mexica.  Featherwork shields were 
carried into battle; despite appearances, however, they did offer some degree of protection.  The feathers 
were applied as a final, decorative touch on top of a base made of a combination of woven canes, prepared 
animal hide and cotton padding. The designs would become more elaborate as the warrior increased in 
rank, resulting in a wide range of patterns and shields, as seen depicted throughout the Codex Mendoza.  
The same feather shields might also be carried by high-ranking warriors as part of the ceremonies 
celebrating military victories. Patricia Rieff Anawalt describes how feathers were incorporated into Mexica 
pomp and ceremony, and the role of his pageantry in warfare, in “What Price Aztec Pageantry?,” 
Archaeology vol. 30, no. 4 (July 1977): 226-33. See Ross Hassig, Aztec Warfare: Imperial Expansion and 
Political Control. Civilization of the American Indian series, no. 188. (Norman: University of Oklahoma 
Press, 1992), 85-88, for a discussion of various construction methods for Mexica shields. 
36 Feest, “Vienna’s Mexican Treasures,” 1-64, esp. 16 and Saville, The Goldsmith’s Art in Ancient Mexico, 
17. 
37 The image shown here comes from the Codex Mendoza, which is believed to have been commissioned 
by the then-Viceroy of New Spain, Don Antonio de Mendoza, as a means of historical record-keeping for 
Charles V. Unfortunately, the ship carrying the Codex was attacked by French privateers on its way back to 
Spain; the treasures onboard, codex included, were absorbed into French collections and, ultimately, few 
hard facts are known about the captured work – or the others that accompanied it. The Codex Mendoza is 
given a range of dates of 1529-1541/53; it cannot have been made before 1529, as it includes a reference to 
Hernán Cortés by his title, “marques del Valle,” which was not granted until that year.  It must have been 
completed and in France, and in the possession of André Thevet, by 1553, as he wrote his name and the 
year on three pages.  Despite the lack of certainty in some areas, the content – including the illustrations – 
is dependable, and is accepted as being accurate.  For more on the Codex Mendoza, see Kurt Ross, Codex 
Mendoza: Aztec Manuscript (Miller Graphics, 1978); Frances F. Berdan and Patricia Rieff Anawalt, The 
Essential Codex Mendoza (Berkeley: University of California Press: 1992) and Daniela Bleichmar, 
“History in Pictures: Translating the Codex Mendoza,” Art History vol. 38, no. 4 (2015): 682-701. 
38 Torres de Mendoza, Colección de documentos inéditos relativos al descubrimiento, 318-62; Saville, The 
Goldsmith’s Art in Ancient Mexico, 56-66, 74 and 76-77 and Feest, “Vienna’s Mexican Treasures,” 16. 
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type or function.  These pre-Columbian works quickly made their way into European 

collections, where they functioned as evidence of these newly discovered lands, and as 

additional indications of the bounty of their natural resources.  Feather works 

simultaneously offered a glimpse into the culture and life-style of the inhabitants. Those 

interested in acquiring feather art included the most elite and influential collectors in 

sixteenth-century Europe: the Hapsburgs owned the majority of the pieces during the 

early part of the century and had the privilege of determining where the remaining pieces 

would go.  Thanks to their close ties to the Hapsburgs,39 as well as their own wealth and 

powerful connections, the Medici also owned a number of pre-Columbian examples.  The 

collection of Grand Duke Cosimo I (1519-74), for example, is known to have included 

shields and capes, which remained in Medici hands well into the next generation.40   

																																																								
39 Charles V had elevated Cosimo to Grand Duke of Tuscany, while Cosimo’s son, Francesco, was married 
to Johanna, sister of Emperor Maximilian II, and Cosimo II’s wife was Maria Magdalena of Austria.  As a 
result, Cosimo I was able to amass parts of his collection through his connections with Spain, but also by 
means of more direct routes.  An important reference to his imports from the Americas is contained in a 
letter from the correspondence of Albrecht V, Duke of Bavaria. This correspondence reveals an active 
contact between the courts of Florence and Munich, particularly in the exchange of works of art between 
the dukes.  
40 For more specifics regarding pre-Columbian objects in the Medici collections, see “American Objects in 
Italian Collections of the Renaissance and Baroque,” 455-81; “Les Medicis et le nouveau monde,” L'oeit, 
no. 144 (1966): 16-22; Mexico and the Medici and “Mexico und die Medici-Herzöge,” Mythen der Neuen 
Welt, ed. Karl-Heinz Hohl (Berlin: 1982), all by Detlef Heikamp, as well as Markey’s Imagining the 
Americas and The New World in Renaissance Italy. Also, “Early Native American Collections in Europe 
and North America,” in Uncommon Legacies: Native American Art from the Peabody Essex Museum, ed. J. 
R. Grimes (Seattle: Peabody Essex Museum, 2002), 28-45; “European Collecting of American Indian 
Artefacts and Art,” Journal of the History of Collections Vol. 5, No. 1 (1993): 1-11; “Mexico and South 
America in the European Wunderkammer,” 237-44; “North America in European Wunderkammer.”  Archiv 
für Völkerkunde.  46 (1992): 61-109; and “Spanish-Amerika in Kunstkammern des 16. und 17. 
Jahrhunderts,” in Gold und Macht: Spanien in der neuen Welt, exh. cat.  (Cologne: 1985), 41-44, all by 
Christian Feest.  Additional sources include Ezio Bassani, “Il collezionismo esotico dei Medici nel 
Cinquecento,” in Le Arti del Principato Mediceo, ed. Candice Adelson (Florence: SPES, 1980): 55-71; 
Suzanne B. Butters, “Artecoloniale messicana,” in Villa Medici: Il sogno di un cardinale: Collezioni e 
artisti di Ferdinando de’Medici, exh. cat., ed. Michel Hochmann (Rome: Edizioni De Luca s.r.l., 1999), 
222-25;  Jessica Keating and Lia Markey, “‘Indian’ Objects in Medici and Austrian-Habsburg Inventories,” 
283-300; Elizabeth Horodowich, “Italy and the New World,” in The New World in Early Modern Italy, 
1492-1750, eds. Elizabeth Horodowich and Lia Markey (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017): 
19-33 and Elizabeth Horodowich and Lia Markey, “Italy’s Virtual Discover: An Introduction,” in The New 
World in Early Modern Italy, 1492-1750, eds. Elizabeth Horodowich and Lia Markey (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2017), 1-16.  For Medici inventories that include indigenous featherwork, see 
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In the first years after the Conquest, though, collectors were dependent on the 

imperial family for access to indigenous works, regardless of medium.  The Hapsburgs, 

under the purview of Charles V as head of the family and Holy Roman Emperor, 

dispersed objects among family members and political allies. The exchange of gifts was a 

highly formalized activity during the early modern era, with each exchange marking a 

specific relationship, and each gift anticipating a reciprocal response, whether it is a 

measurable action, or the intensifying of a social or political bond.41  In many cases, the 

distribution of gifts was a gesture of appreciation, an acknowledgement of some form of 

support. The type and value of the gift – either in material value, or some other form of 

desirability – was an indication of the importance of that relationship to the giver.  The 

vast shipments of treasure from the New World functioned as a form of currency in this 

context, and among the myriad marvelous things that arrived from these new lands, the 

featherworks were deemed the most valuable in prestige, rivaling even gold and silver in 

material value for its rarity and novelty. 

From the moment the first shipment arrived in Spain, the contents were carefully 

parceled out to judiciously selected recipients, with the greatest focus placed on objects 

made, either wholly or in part, of feathers. By 1523, Charles had already arranged the 

transfer of indigenous artifacts to various Hapsburg courts.42  Not surprisingly, a number 

																																																																																																																																																																					
Archivo di Stato di Firenze, Guardaroba Medicea 79, Inventario Originale della Guardaroba del 
Serenissimo Gran Duca di Toscana, fol. 61r and ASF, GM 136, Inventario della Guardaroba della Casa e 
Palazzo del Casino, a custodia di Pietro Elmi cominciato oggi questo di 8 di marzo 1587 [1588], fol. 136r. 
41 For a more thorough discussion on early modern gift-giving, see Natalie Zemon Davis, The Gift in 
Sixteenth-Century France (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2000) and Felicity Heal, The Power of 
Gifts: Gift-Exchange in Early Modern England (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014).  
42 Ten pieces arrived in Nuremberg in January 1524, gifts from Charles to his brother the Archduke 
Ferdinand.  Several of these pieces ended up in the collection of Charles’ nephew, Ferdinand of Tyrol, later 
assembled at Schloss Ambras, in Innsbruck. Harold Jantz, “Images of America in the German 
Renaissance,” in First Images of America: The Impact of the New World on the Old, vol. 1, ed. Fredi 
Chiappelli (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976), 91-106, esp. 94. 



	 213	

of pieces were gifted to his closest relatives and representatives, including his aunt, 

Margaret of Austria (1480-1530), and brother, the future Holy Roman Emperor 

Ferdinand I. Margaret of Austria served as his regent in the Netherlands and remained his 

valued confidante. Her social and political skills were not only demonstrated through her 

involvement in policy making and diplomacy, but also her understanding of the 

underlying significance of indigenous American art and artifacts, which seems to have 

been coupled with a genuine interest in the works themselves for their own qualities, and 

not just for their diplomatic value.43  Margaret was a noted collector of foreign works, 

whose palaces and private apartments have been of interest to modern scholars for the 

choice and placement of the contents of her collections.44  A 1524 inventory of her palace 

at Mechelen lists four feather fans, several cloaks made of feathers and twelve shields, 

which included, but were not necessarily made exclusively, of feathers, out of a total of 

170 items, demonstrating a clear interest in exotica from the New World and feather art 

specifically. Considering that Margaret’s collection consisted of items from Cortés’ 

																																																								
43 As Philip the Fair’s sister, Margaret was Charles’ paternal aunt; she had also briefly been married to his 
maternal uncle, Juan, before Juan’s early death.  Before settling in her residence at Mechelen, Margaret had 
lived in Spain, as the Spanish infanta, in the 1490s, and would have been a first-hand witness to Ferdinand 
and Isabel’s financial support of Columbus, and the subsequent expeditions. 
44 “Indian” works were mentioned in inventories of Margaret’s collections going back to 1516 (specifically, 
the inventory dated July 17, 1516), listing, among other things, “two boxes (?) of cloth from the Indies” and 
“a pair of shoes from the Indies,” indicating – if these items are from the Americas – that these objects were 
among those brought back by Christopher Columbus, on one of his four expeditions.  See A. Le Glay, 
“Inventaire… “ (17.07.1516).  Correspondence de l’empereur Maximilien I et de Marguerite d’Autriche, 
vol. 2 (Paris: 1839), 479 (“deux boetes de toyle des Indes” and “Unge perre de patins des Indes”) and Paul 
Vandenbroeck 1992, 105.  For more on the collections of Margaret of Austria, see Deanna MacDonald, 
“Collecting a New World: The Ethnographic Collections of Margaret of Austria,” The Sixteenth Century 
Journal vol. 33, no. 3 (Autumn 2002): 649-63; Dagmar Eichberger, Leben mit Kunst, Wirken durch Kunst: 
Sammelwesen und Hofkunst unter Margaret von Österreich, Regentin der Niederlander (Turnhout, 
Belgium: Brepols, 2002) and Women of Distinction: Margaret of York, Margaret of Austria (Davidsfonds, 
Belgium: Brepols, 2005); Ethan Matt Kavaler, “Margaret of Austria, Ornament, and the Court Style of 
Brou,” in Artists at Court: Image-Making and Identity, 1300-1550, ed., Stephen J. Campbell (Boston: 
Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum, distributed by University of Chicago Press, 2004): 124-136; Joris 
Capenberghs, “Margaret of Austria, the Hof van Savoyen, and the New World,” in Women of Distinction: 
Margaret of York/Margaret of Austria, exh. cat., ed. Dagmar Eichberger (Davidfonds: Brepols, 2005), 297-
309 and Sabine Haag, Dagmar Eichberger and Annemarie Jordan Gschwend, Women. The Art of Power: 
Three Women from the House of Habsburg, exh. cat. (Innsbruck: Schloss Ambras, 2018). 
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treasure, sent immediately by Charles V after its arrival from Tenochtitlán, it would be 

expected that the collection would include the most exquisite, exotic and unusual 

examples of pre-Conquest Mexica art, more so than later shipments sent to Europe. 

For all of her influence as a patron and collector, Margaret was also intimately 

involved in the dispersal of New World objects to other European courts and collectors.  

Although many of the indigenous works remained in her collection, a significant number 

were distributed among allies.45  The 1524 Mechelen inventory, which details a series of 

artifacts presented to the regent on August 23, 1523 by Monsignor de la Chaulx,46 on 

behalf of her nephew, the Emperor, provides a glimpse into the methods of political gift 

exchange, as well as how such decisions could be recorded; we also get a sense of 

Margaret’s role in such imperial activities.  This collection, which was extensive, 

included jewelry, fabrics, clothing, a series of ornate silver and gold leg guards, 

headdresses,47 and “large and spectacular feather objects,”48 such as six feather shields, as 

well as six shields made of both feathers and turquoise inlay.49  The margin of the 

																																																								
45 Emperor Charles V sent a selection of items from the original 1519 shipment to his aunt Margaret in 
1523, including Mexica featherwork, among other types, which were then displayed in the Hapsburg court 
in Brussels.  A 1545 unpublished inventory of Charles’ palace in Brussels describes “countless objects, 
curiosities and jewelry” from the emperor’s American territories.  See Almudena Pérez de Tudela and 
Annemarie Jordan Gschwend, “Luxury Goods for Royal Collectors,” 1-127, esp. 6, as well as Donald Lach, 
Asia and the Making of Europe, vol. 2: A Century of Wonder, Book One: The Visual Arts (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1970), 17-8 and Micheline Soenen, “Les Collections,” in Le Palais de 
Bruxelles. Huit siècles d’Art et d’Histoire (Brussels: Crédit communal, 1991), 198-9, note 89. 
46 Monsignor de la Chaulx (birth name Charles de Poupet) had strong ties to the Hapsburgs: years before, 
he had accompanied Charles’ father, Philip the Fair, on his travels in Spain, and later served as an advisor 
to Charles, and as tutor to his brother, the Archduke Ferdinand.  He then served as Hapsburg envoy to 
numerous European courts, including in England and Portugal.  He spent the spring of 1525 in Portugal, 
where he represented the emperor in the negotiations for his marriage to the Portuguese princess Isabella.  
Paul Vandenbroeck theorizes that de la Chaulx acquired the New World artifacts while at the Spanish 
court, and delivered them to Margaret before traveling to Lisbon to meet with King João III for the delicate 
negotiations.  See Vandenbroeck, “Amerindian Art and Ornamental Objects,” 104-5 and Manuel Fernández 
Álvarez, La España del Emperador Carlos V (Madrid: Espasa-Calpe, 1979), 54 and 313. 
47 Identified as “helmets” in the European inventories. 
48 Vandenbroeck, “Amerindian Art and Ornamental Objects,” 106. 
49 The 1524 Malines inventory has been published in Heinrich Zimmermann, “Urkunden und Regesten aus 
dem k.u.k. Haus-, Hof-, und Staatsarchiv in Wien,” Jahrbuch der kunsthistorischen Sammlungen des 
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Mechelen inventory includes notations detailing the intended distribution of specified 

items to Anthony the Good, Duke of Lorraine, Albrecht of Brandenburg, the archbishop 

of Mainz, and Mary of Hungary, Charles’ sister.  Several years later, on July 6, 1528, 

Margaret presented more than a dozen pieces to the Duke of Lorraine’s ambassador, the 

most prestigious of which were a feather fan and two feather cloaks.50  At the time, the 

Duke played a critical role in European politics, as King Francis I of France was 

appealing to him to intervene on behalf of the French in Southern Italy; Charles wanted 

to ensure that the Duke remained either neutral or in support of the Hapsburgs.  

Ultimately, the Duke of Lorraine remained neutral, before eventually becoming an 

imperial subject.51  The fact that this donation comprised objects from the New World 

speaks to the interest in such items, and to the social value placed on the goods, while the 

emphasis on featherwork – six of twelve pieces incorporated feathers as either the 

primary or a significant material – is indicative of the persuasive power of such objects, 

particularly when considering the political context of the gift.  While it is impossible to 

quantify the impact of the indigenous gifts on the Duke of Lorraine and his political 

decisions – much less the role of the featherworks, specifically – it is clear that they 

played a significant role in demonstrating the regard the Hapsburgs placed on the 

relationship. 

Albrecht of Brandenburg, as archbishop of Mainz, had no such military value to 

the Hapsburgs.  Rather, he was a high-ranking Church official and a major collector of 

																																																																																																																																																																					
allerhöchsten Kaiserhauses (Vienna), 3 (1885), XCIII-CXXII, no. 2979, specifically p. CXIX-CXX and (in 
English); Vandenbroeck, “Amerindian Art and Ornamental Objects,” 115-16 and Checa Cremades et al, 
Los Inventarios de Carlos V y la familia imperial, 2479-2515. 
50 Three additional items – a leg guard and two shields – also included feathers as decoration, as cited in 
Vandenbroeck, “Amerindian Art and Ornamental Objects,” 106 and 115 and Zimmermann, “Urkunden und 
Regesten.” 
51 Vandenbroeck, “Amerindian Art and Ornamental Objects,” 106. 
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the arts, with a particular interest in German artists.52  His gifts included one large feather 

fan, a headdress and a shield, both of which were adorned with feathers, and a “little 

vane” made up of pink feathers.53   In this case, the gift, with its heavy emphasis on 

featherwork, seems to have been an indication of appreciation or favor.  Paul 

Vandenbroeck notes that the items presented to both the Duke of Lorraine and Archduke 

Albrecht of Brandenburg comprised solely of objects from the New World and, even 

more specifically, works sent by Cortés, and included no other European work, nor 

anything from any other foreign territory, which suggests a personal interest in the New 

World on the part of the recipients.54  While there is no indication that either individual 

demonstrated a preference in type or material (at least, in their surviving communications 

with any member of the Hapsburg family), the number of featherworks relative to other 

examples of Americana in the offered presents speaks to the contemporary European 

value placed on such creations as an exotic product, and, more specifically, exotica 

representative of the New World at the core of Hapsburg might. 

Although surprisingly little information exists regarding the collecting of 

featherwork in Italy,55 it is clear that examples were eagerly sought by aristocratic and 

well-educated collectors throughout the Italian peninsula, first and foremost by the 

																																																								
52 He commissioned paintings from artists such as Albrecht Dürer, Lucas Cranach, Matthias Grünewald and 
Hans Baldung Grien. The archbishop’s interests extended beyond the more traditional forms of “high art” 
and included a particularly notable collection of relics, which was compiled and printed in manuscript 
form.  
53 In all cases, the type of feather was left unstated, as was typical for European inventories.  The 
archbishop was also presented with a cornelian staff and two “caps or bonnets,” of unspecified material.  
See Vandenbroeck, “Amerindian Art and Ornamental Objects,” 106 and Zimmermann, “Urkunden und 
Regesten.” 
54 Vandenbroeck, “Amerindian Art and Ornamental Objects,” 106. 
55 Corinna Tania Gallori, “Collecting Feathers: A Journey from Mexico into Italian Collections (16th-17th 
Century),” in Collecting East and West, eds. Susan Bracken, Andrea M. Gáldy and Adriana Turpin 
(Cambridge: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2013), 61-81, esp. 63. 
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Pope.56  On March 3, 1533, while in Bologna, Pope Clement met with Fray Domenico, a 

Spaniard who had recently traveled from New Spain.   Fray Domenico presented the 

pontiff with a series of gifts, including two feather coverlets, which were remarkable 

enough to deserve special note in the Dominican Leandro Alberti’s Historie di Bologna, 

written between 1541 and 1548.57   An excerpt from the volume concerning the day 

addresses the New World items offered to the Pope, noting that they had been delivered 

by a Spanish friar by the name of Domenico, who had recently returned from “the New 

Indies, that is from the New World.”58  These, incidentally, were not Fray Domenico’s 

first such offerings to the pontiff, as in 1532 he had presented Pope Clement with several 

pre-Columbian Mexican featherworks, along with sacrificial knives.59  Alberti’s focus on 

the two coverlets speaks to the visual impact they must have had on European audiences, 

both materially, in terms of their exoticism, and aesthetically; he goes on to note that 

																																																								
56 Charles V and Pope Clement VII de’Medici (r. 1523-1534) met face-to-face twice in the 1530s; the first 
interaction took place in Bologna, on February 24, 1530, when Clement officiated at Charles’ imperial 
coronation.  They met again almost three years later, between December 1532 and February 1533. Laura 
Laurencich-Minelli suggests that these two encounters, along with the sessions of the Council of Trent held 
in Bologna between March 19, 1545 and April 1, 1548 (the eighth session), would have played a significant 
role in the traditions relating to ritual gift exchanges, and would also have been influential in introducing 
New World artifacts to Italian – and specifically Bolognese – collections. See “Museography and 
Ethnographical Collections in Bologna during the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries,” in Origins of 
Museums: The Cabinet of Curiosities in Sixteenth- and Seventeenth-Century Europe, eds. Oliver Impey and 
Arthur MacGregor (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985), 17-23 and “Some Mesoamerican Items in Antonio 
Gigani’s ‘Studio’: A 16th Century Museum in Bologna,” in Latin American Collections: Essays in Honour 
of Ted J. J. Leyenaar, eds. Dorus Kop Jansen and Edward K. de Bock (Leiden: 2003), 27-42 and “From the 
New World to Bologna, 1533,” 145-58, all by Laurencich-Minelli.  
57 After conducting extensive research alongside Davide Domenici, Laurencich-Minelli has tentatively 
identified the “Spanish Brother Domenico” as Domingo de Betanzos, who had made the journey with the 
intention of asking Clement to separate the Mexican Dominicans from the Provincia of Santa Cruz de 
Hispaniola. Laurencich-Minelli, “From the New World to Bologna, 1533,” 146. 
58 Ibid., 145-6.  Laurencich-Minelli cites Leandro Alberti’s Historie di Bologna, vol. 2, noting that she had 
recently discovered the account, which was “hitherto unknown to Americanists.”  The excerpt in question 
concerned the day of March 3, 1533, and took place directly after Clement’s meetings with Charles V.  
This account is significant for its contributions to the study of both sixteenth-century Bolognese inventories 
and to how New World works were perceived by Italian scholars of the era. For discussion of the term 
“Indian” (and other comparable terms) in reference to the New World, see “Introduction,” 209-13 and 
“‘Indian’ Objects in Medici and Austrian-Habsburg Inventories,” 283-300, both by Jessica Keating and Lia 
Markey. 
59 Laurencich-Minelli, “From the New World to Bologna, 1533,” 146. 
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Domenico also presented the pope with stoles, maniples and embroideries for tunics, 

which were similarly worked with feathers.  In this situation, gifts function as 

demonstrations of the types of works produced in far-off lands and as markers of respect.  

There is also a conceptual parallel, as the type of objects Alberti describes were often 

worn by indigenous priests, specifically those of very high rank, and were now being 

presented to the highest authority in the Catholic Church. Function aside, the emphasis 

Alberti places on the feather-based objects in comparison to the other gifts indicates the 

importance placed on the medium as bearing a certain kind of cultural capital among 

contemporary audiences. 

While many pieces were given to those personally or politically connected to 

Charles V, or other Hapsburg family members, a significant number were presented to 

other kinds of individuals and institutions.  For example, one undated tribute list, believed 

by scholars to reference the mid-1520s, mentions one hundred and seventeen items of 

featherwork, including sixty-eight shields, as well as capes, headdresses, fans and more, 

all of which were given to assorted Spanish churches, convents and unspecified 

individuals.60   

 What becomes evident from this document and brief overview of collectors who 

either actively attempted to purchase or request access to featherwork soon upon its 

arrival to Europe, or who received such items as gifts, is that the interest in pre-

Columbian feather art was not limited to a single geographic region.  At the same time, 

hopeful collectors ranged from princes to popes, from the secular to the religious spheres, 

from individuals to institutions, from the enlightened and intellectual to those whose 

interests were driven simply by the unusual and the rare. 
																																																								
60 Tribute list referenced in Shelton’s “Cabinets of Transgression,” 177-203, esp. 191. 
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Mexica Featherwork and Imperial Ambitions 

For all of the differences with regards to culture and religion, style and subject matter, 

and the allure of the “exotic Other,” early modern European audiences could find 

similarities between certain indigenous works and objects from their own traditions.  For 

the most part, these similarities were limited to regalia – mantles, decorative shields, even 

headdresses – though the style varied dramatically between cultures.  The comparable 

function of these items provided a sense of familiarity to European audiences, which was 

also reflected in some of the language used to identify certain elements from the New 

World, the most notable of which related to the most famous of the Mexica and his 

possessions: Moctezuma and his headdress.  We know, for example, that it was the 

Spaniards who referred to Moctezuma as “Emperor,” and not his own people.  Similarly, 

it was the European audiences who defined the famous piece in Vienna as a “crown,” and 

not simply a “headdress.”61  Identifying them as such, using Old World language and 

identifications to supplant indigenous language and mores, not only speaks to European 

perceptions and presumptions about their political, military, social and moral dominance, 

but also demonstrates a need to understand objects, media and iconography according to 

their own European context.62   

By the same token, shields, capes and other accoutrements were easily 

understood, even relatable to European hierarchies.  While the people, objects and, in the 

																																																								
61 Additionally, it is clear that objects that were imbued with the sacred – whether it be regalia or divine – 
were more “valuable and inalienable” that other treasure sent back from the New World.  See Johnson 
2011, 87. 
62 Martyr, the Spanish historiographer, associated many of the contents of Cortés’ treasure with European 
regalia, commenting on several gold collars and a jeweled scepter, among other things. See Peter Martyr’s 
De nuper sub d. Carolo repertis insulis… (Basel: 1521), 36-39 and Johnson, “Aztec Regalia and the 
Reformation of Display,” 88. 
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case of featherwork, materials and techniques, were certainly exotic, the frequently 

similar types and functions of the objects resulted in a sense of familiarity for European 

collectors and audiences and kept their new possessions from seeming too strange and 

different.  Though this perception was ultimately a misunderstanding, it was enough for 

early modern audiences to find some form of common ground with pre-Conquest Mexico 

and a place for it within existing orders of knowledge. 

The apparent similarities in type and function between indigenous Amerindian 

objects and their European counterparts resulted in a perceived shared iconography with 

regard to the items and their socio-political significance, as they were frequently 

interpreted as being indicators of power.  For example, modern scholars recognize that 

regalia, “even more than the treasury itself,” imbued the possessor with a “dual 

symbolism of holy and political authorization for rule.”63  Accordingly, those Europeans 

who now possessed sacred, royal or even political regalia took on the values, 

characteristics and significance of those to whom the items originally belonged.  Some 

European artists incorporated those items they saw first-hand, or about whose 

descriptions they had heard or read, into prints and drawings, interpreting the various 

objects and art forms, as they understood them.  Burgkmair’s watercolors from circa 

1520, currently in the British Museum, demonstrate how Old World audiences associated 

the newly introduced objects with European traditions (Figs. 4.11 and 5.11). While the 

two figures, meant to represent indigenous warriors, were clearly an amalgamation of 

assorted cultural references – blending young men of differing ethnic backgrounds with 

weapons and feather accoutrements from multiple societies and geographic regions – the 

intentions of the artist are of the greater significance.  Rendered in a way to most clearly 
																																																								
63 Johnson, “Aztec Regalia and the Reformation of Display,” 85. 
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display the exotic regalia and weaponry, the young men are presented as strong and 

powerful, in heroic poses, in a manner not unlike a classical statue showing a Roman 

legionnaire or a painting of a fourteenth-century knight.  The feather ornaments – shield 

included – would have been understood as attributes of great warriors, indicators of 

military prowess and elite social standing.64 

The associations of headdresses, mantles, shields and other feather paraphernalia 

with indigenous authority dovetailed neatly with their European use as visible proof of 

power.  This is true not only in the sense of newly-established individual access and 

ownership, but also in what these exotic, highly desirable works reflected of the culture 

of origin and the Hapsburg dynasty, as the conqueror of the Mexica in what was rapidly 

becoming known as New Spain. Above all, these objects emphasized Charles V’s 

dominion over a kingdom and growing empire, one that spread beyond Europe to the 

newly discovered continent.65  Their very existence in Spain, and elsewhere, served as 

evidence of the family’s imperial status, not just royal birthright.  One early example of 

the feather objects’ role in furthering an imperial Hapsburg identity dates to 1524, just a 

few short years after Cortés’ initial shipment of indigenous treasure arrived in Valladolid.  

For the occasion of the third imperial diet in Nuremberg, Charles sent to his brother 

Ferdinand eleven pieces of Mexica treasure, items that included several headdresses and 

at least one cape, which was described as having been worn by high-ranking priests as 

																																																								
64 Despite the inaccuracies with regards to the items’ design, feather accoutrements were, in fact, closely 
tied to the wearer’s social, religious and military status, as discussed earlier in this chapter.   
65 This is also a period in which it was particularly important for Charles to do everything in his power to 
counter perceptions that his empire was at risk on the eastern border, near the Hapsburg family lands. It 
was in this geographic region that the Ottoman Turks, one of Charles’ most dangerous enemies, scored 
multiple victories in the 1520s (including 1526 at Mohacs, modern-day Hungary, and in 1529, when they 
sieged Vienna).  As such, the cultural associations being drawn between the Hapsburg empire and the 
Mexica was not wholly a sign of Charles’ imperial confidence, but anxiety, as well, about the growing 
reach and power of another empire, often at the expense of the Holy Roman Empire and its territories. 
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they performed in ritual ceremonies – gifts that embodied the reach of the empire, while 

symbolizing dynastic authority.66  The descriptions of the objects in the corresponding 

inventory make it clear that the assorted items were intended to evoke a “triumphal 

reading,” as creations and prized possessions of a mighty empire, now subjugated to the 

emperor-king and, more generally, the Hapsburgs.67  Of particular distinction were the 

plumed crowns or headdresses, which were acknowledged throughout much of Europe as 

symbolizing rule and royal authority.68  In light of their widely recognized significance, it 

is not surprising that a number of such objects remained in Hapsburg possession, to be 

displayed to prominent guests.  In what was a common contemporary practice, the 

Hapsburgs applied a familiar vocabulary and visual symbolism to foreign objects – in this 

case, objects that the ruler now claimed as part of his own empire – as a means of 

expressing a political message of dominance and possession.69 

																																																								
66 Johnson, “Aztec Regalia and the Reformation of Display,” 91. Johnson further notes that objects imbued 
with sacred connotations – such as the crown/headdress worn by Moctezuma, or the headdresses and 
mantles worn by elite priests – were both “more valuable and inalienable” than other items that lacked a 
regal or divine provenance  (Johnson, “Aztec Regalia and the Reformation of Display,” 87). Accordingly, 
such objects would have been not only more highly prized by European audiences, but would have 
resonated with great symbolic significance. 
67 Ibid., 91, citing Österreichische Nationalbibliothek (ÖNB) Codex 7871, ff. 196-99, and specifically 
referencing the quote, “that was lord Moctezuma’s and now is named New Spain” (“la yndia nueva mente 
fallada de que hera señor montezuma que agora se llama la nueva españa”). The translation is Johnson’s. 
68 Johnson, “Aztec Regalia and the Reformation of Display,” 91 and Gülru Necipoğlu, “Süleyman the 
Magnificent and the Representation of Power in the Context of Ottoman-Habsburg-Papal Rivalry,” Art 
Bulletin vol. 71, no. 3 (September 1989): 401-27, esp. 411-5. 
69 When Charles V sent his brother, Ferdinand, a selection of eleven Mexica objects on the occasion of the 
third imperial diet at Nuremberg (1524), he intentionally sent pieces that were understood to symbolize 
imperial authority. Upon entering Ferdinand’s collections, they were placed into a restricted category, one 
that held Ferdinand’s ornamentos; while this term literally translates to “adornments,” it was used to refer 
to regalia and other forms of ceremonial adornment. The inventories and other documents from the era 
confirm the intended reading of these treasures as sacred objects that that been relocated from a conquered 
kingdom and transferred to the new rightful owners, the Hapsburgs. As Johnson observes, four the objects 
(a cape, two tunics an a ritual instrument of some sort) were described in the inventory as not simply being 
used in religious ceremonies, but as worn and used by the Mexica priests during those sacred rituals when 
they “made sacrifice to the gods and idols” (“se pone el sacerdote quando quere sacrificar a los dioses o 
ydoles”). Other items in Ferdinand’s collection – and the same ornamentos category – included feather 
crowns or headdresses, which were viewed much in the same way as a “traditional” European gold and 
bejeweled crown.  See ÖNB Codex 7871, ff. 196-99 Johnson, “Aztec Regalia and the Reformation of 
Display,” 91-2.  The translation is Johnson’s. 
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Nearly every depiction of an indigenous person from the New World – regardless 

of the particular culture – included some form of feather ornamentation, as we saw even 

in Burgkmair’s watercolor “mash-up” of cultures.70  This association existed from the 

earliest days of the European exploration of the New World, and was disseminated and 

hardened through printed pamphlets across Europe.71  For centuries, feathers were 

intimately linked to the native inhabitants of the New World; nearly every depiction 

included some form of feather garment or ornamentation. Even well into the seventeenth 

century, most literary and visual sources suggested that featherwork was either a typically 

New World production (not limited to specific cultures or regions), or implied that 

featherwork was the best, most interesting, most worthy product of the New World.72  In 

fact, feathers became the single most recognizable attribute of New World alterity (along 

with cannibalism) during the Renaissance, eventually coming to function as shorthand for 

the exotic, regardless of location of origin.73  This association was almost certainly one 

reason why collectors, and those interested in exploration and the Americas, were so 

																																																								
70 William C. Sturtevant calls this phenomenon the “Tupinambization” of imagery, referring in that case to 
the Tupinambá culture of what is now Venezuela.  He first used this term in his essay “Le Tupinambisation 
des Indiens d’Amérique du Nord,” in Les figures de l’Indien, ed. Gilles Thérien (Cahiers du Département 
d’Études Littéraires 9. Ontario: Université du Québec à Montréal, 1988), 293-303. See also Sturtevant’s 
“First Visual Images of Native America,” in First Images of America: The Impact of the New World on the 
Old, vol. 1, ed. Fredi Chiappelli (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976), 417-454. 
71 Anthony Grafton, New Worlds, Ancient Texts: The Power of Tradition and the Shock of Discover 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1992). 
72 Butters, “Artecoloniale messicana,” 224 and Gallori, “Collecting Feathers,” 75.  
73 See Sturtevant, “First Visual Images of Native America,” 417-454; Mason, Infelicities, 16-41 and Isabel 
Yaya, “Wonders of America: The Curiosity Cabinet as a Site of Representation and Knowledge,” Journal 
of the History of Collections vol. 20, no. 2 (2008): 173-88, esp. 177.  Sturtevant refers to the European 
over- and mis-use of feathers the “Tupinambization of the world,” in reference to the Brazilian society who 
were also noted for their use of feathers in garments.  Jessica Keating and Lia Markey note that an element 
from one specific region of the New World was seen as representing the whole of the New World and, 
eventually, beyond. They point to Giovanni Stradano’s engravings, in which the artist “indiscriminately” 
attired numerous figures as wearing feather skirts, even though they were intended to represent not only the 
New World, but the indigenous peoples of Africa and Asia, as well. See Keating and Markey, “‘Indian’ 
Objects in Medici and Austrian-Habsburg Inventories,” 287 and Mason, Infelicities, 21-23; also see 
Keating and Markey, “‘Indian’ Objects in Medici and Austrian-Habsburg Inventories,” 283-300 for an 
analysis of how and why Europeans came to conflate the New World with the rest of the world outside of 
Europe. 
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intent on acquiring at least one piece whenever possible, and why, as art historian Tania 

Corinna Gallori noted, “featherwork became a must-have for those interested in the new 

lands.”74  For those collectors motivated by status or by the desire to create a 

comprehensive assemblage of novelties, the perception was that feather art was the most 

apt signifier of the New World.  As featherwork came to represent the Americas, any 

example was immediately recognizable as being from the New World, regardless of style, 

motif or type.   

In some cases, pieces were entirely redeployed by their new owners. In 1599 

Duke Friedrich of Württemberg organized a carnival, where he himself played the 

“Queen of America.”  As part of the festivities, celebrants were adorned in featherwork 

and carried weapons from his cabinet of curiosities.75  In his revelry, the duke seems to 

have disregarded the fact that there was no universal “America,” and that New Spain 

alone was home to dozens of different communities.  Instead, he conflated everything 

“Indian” into a single, if fictive, society whose geographic origin was indicated by the 

very prominent use of feathers.76  The notion of feathers as representing an entire 

continent, as well as the propensity to re-purpose works, speaks to a lack of interest or 

understanding in the cultural biography of the objects and the distinctive culture of origin. 

																																																								
74 Gallori, “Collecting Feathers,” 75. 
75 Elke Bujok, Neue Welten in europäischen Sammlungen: Africana und Americana in Kunstkammern bis 
1670 (Berlin: Reimer, 2004) and Yaya, “Wonders of America,” 177-8. 
76 Of course, some collectors were even less concerned with the cultural origins or artistic value of their 
ethnographic works: Archduke Ferdinand II, on the occasion of his second marriage, had feathers removed 
from their original works, and incorporated into his helmet.  See Elisabeth Scheicher, “The Collections of 
Archduke Ferdinand II at Schloss Ambras: Its Purpose, Composition and Evolution,” in The Origins of 
Museums: The Cabinet of Curiosities in Sixteenth- and Seventeenth-Century Europe, eds. Oliver Impey and 
Arthur MacGregor (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985), 29-38.  With regards to the tendency to conflate both 
different parts of the New World, and the New World with the Indies, Keating and Markey point out the 
long-standing tradition of the Indies as a “fantastical place of hybrids,” a concept that was particularly 
pervasive during the sixteenth century.  See Keating and Markey, “‘Indian’ Objects in Medici and 
Austrian-Habsburg Inventories,” 287. 
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What the early eager collectors in Europe did seem to recognize, however, was 

the esteem with which feathers and feather art were held by the Mexica.  There also 

appears to have been a degree of European awareness of the restrictions regarding the 

function and access of featherworks’ in pre-Conquest Mesoamerica.  The first shipment 

of treasure, sent by Cortés to Charles V in October 1519, included letters describing the 

native arts and practices; these would have been supplemented by the oral accounts of the 

conquistador’s procuradores, Puertocarrero and Montejo.  The Spaniards who entered 

Tenochtitlán would have quickly seen that important dignitaries were noted for having 

feather fan accessories and mantles. Numerous soldiers noted that high-ranking officers 

within the indigenous ranks could be clearly distinguished by their “magnificent ensigns 

of reeds [and] feathers … that towered above the shoulders.”77  The Spaniards were 

similarly aware of the role of feather in religious rituals and sacred and “imperial” 

regalia.  Even if feathers as raw material objects lacked a significant monetary worth in 

European society, as compared to the gold that was so important to Spain, knowledge of 

the feathers’ social and sacred value to the Mexica as communicated in early writings 

would have influenced their new value as desirable pieces for European 

Wunderkammern.   

 In fact, feathers’ very exclusivity among Mesoamerican, and specifically Mexica, 

societies contributed to their appeal in Europe.  Pre-Columbian Mexico had very clear 

rules and traditions regarding the use and wear of many types of feathers, with access 

strictly limited.  As they explored the region, the conquistadores quickly became aware 

of these restrictions.  Shortly after the Conquest, Diego Durán observed that “Common 

																																																								
77 Michael D. Coe, “The Aztec Empire: Realm of the Smoking Mirror,” in Circa 1492: Art in the Age of 
Exploration, ed. Jay A. Levenson (Washington, D.C.: National Gallery of Art and New Haven and London: 
Yale University Press, 1991), 499-505, esp. 505.  
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men were distinguished from the noble classes by their dress; while the latter were 

adorned with feathers from head to toe… for it had been ordered that feathers should not 

be used by anyone other than those whom the kings had designated, for feathers were 

called the shade of nobles and kings.”78  Most notably, quetzal feathers were restricted for 

the sole use of royalty and sacred deities, but most types of feathers denoted some 

restricted social or sacred status.  Certain, more accessible feathers that were not 

associated with pre-Columbian deities were used to decorate more common accessories 

for members of Mexica society who could afford them, regardless of social status, such 

as capes, buckles and fans. While these featherworks made their way across the ocean to 

Europe and were eagerly welcomed into collections as well, the greater focus was on 

higher-quality and more rare items, the ones that were more likely to be associated with 

the nobility and priests.  The new owner could then, through the displaced object, 

establish a connection with a high-ranking member of Mexica society. 

In many ways, feathers and feather objects’ association with power and status in 

the New World accompanied them to the Old.  The knowledge that both the materials and 

the works themselves were symbols of royal status, military elitism and divinity appealed 

to European collectors who, particularly in the first few decades of the century, were 

members of a similar population: emperors, kings, princes and popes. Displaying these 

featherwork items functioned as a way for the lucky collectors to boast about their status 

and their social or political connections.79  For these reasons, among others, exotica came 

																																																								
78 Fray Diego Durán, Historia de las Indias de la Nueva España e Islas de la Tierra Firme, vol. 2, ed. 
Ángel María Garibay (Mexico City: Porrúa, 1967), 206. 
79 Referring back to the limited access to the New World and its products, and the corresponding near-
impossibility for hopeful collectors to acquire works on their own.  The fact that all featherworks during the 
first half of the sixteenth century came from the Emperor-King Charles V, either directly or indirectly 
through his Hapsburg relations or other representatives, was additional evidence of the new owners’ social 
status and personal and/or political connections.   
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to be viewed as the most exclusive of luxury goods, incredibly expensive, rare and 

challenging to acquire, and reserved solely for those who had the princes who had the 

financial resources and connections to access them.80  

Ultimately, it was impossible to see a piece of feather art and not think of the 

overwhelming scope of the Spanish Empire and its ruling family, the Hapsburgs – and 

the Hapsburgs emphasized that association, using it to bolster their imperial identity.  By 

the time Cortés’ first shipment of Mexican treasure arrived in Seville, Charles had 

already been elected Holy Roman Emperor, in addition to his position as king of Spain.  

Now claiming to preside over an empire “on which the sun never set,”81 Charles aimed to 

distinguish the Holy Roman Empire from that of the growing Ottoman Empire at the 

doorstep of Hapsburg family lands to the east. Charles V, aided by his aunt, Margaret of 

Austria, and brother in Vienna, Ferdinand, promoted this status throughout the known 

world, and Mexica feather art was an essential component of constructing this identity, 

largely through Hapsburg display of select works, and the geographic re-dispersal of 

others.82 

Part of this association derives from the first pieces of featherwork presented to 

Cortés by the Mexica ruler Moctezuma, and his representatives, which included a number 

of important ceremonial costumes, including feather capes, headdresses and fans, used to 

impersonate four Mexica deities, as well as priestly vestments of Quetzalcóatl, one article 

																																																								
80 Pérez de Tudela and Gschwend, Luxury Goods for Royal Collectors, 8. 
81 See Chapter 2. 
82 It should also be noted, however, that the imperial significance of the New World and its representations 
does not preclude a personal interest.  Deanna MacDonald examines the collections of Margaret of Austria, 
noting a book about the discovery of the New World in the regent’s study, rather than the library, along 
with a (dead) bird of paradise and other objects, which were kept in her private rooms, rather than on public 
display.  See MacDonald, “Collecting a New World,” 649-63. 
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of which was a “tall crown full of precious, long, very beautiful feathers.”83  Bernal Díaz 

del Castillo’s documentation of the period, including the years preceding and including 

the Conquest, notes that on one occasion, Cortés received “crests of plumage, some with 

very rich green feathers, and gold and silver,”84 also a form of indigenous regalia, which 

would have subsequently been sent to the Emperor.  The Hapsburgs were well aware of 

the divine associations of such items, and retained a number of pieces from these sacred 

costumes within both the imperial and personal Hapsburg collections.85 

It is clear that there existed in Europe and elsewhere a tradition of objects, 

materials and iconography from foreign lands being used to represent international and 

imperial authority.  The Hapsburgs, as also the Ottoman Turks, were adept at the practice, 

using existing works of art to express such messages and commissioning new ones, 

whether in tapestry design, the enactment of triumphal processions, or in the 

appropriation of royal regalia.86  Even those feather-based gifts dispersed by Cortés, 

rather than Charles V, contributed to the recognition of Spain as a dominant power.  Both 

Charles and his head conquistador gifted feather shields to kings, princes and dukes, as 

well as to churches and religious officials.  These shields’ role in military conquests and 

ceremonies in the New World was well known, thanks in part to Cortés’ explanation of 

the feather armor-cum-status symbol in his famed Cartas de Relaciónes, where he 

																																																								
83 Nuttall, “Standard or Head-Dress?,” 42 and Sahagún, Florentine Codex, Book XXII, Chapter IV. 
84 Nuttall, “Standard or Head-Dress?,” 42, quoting Bernal Díaz 1632, 89. 
85 A number of such pieces, including silver leg guards, remained in Margaret of Austria’s collection. See 
MacDonald, “Collecting a New World,” 655. 
86 Perhaps the most notable contemporary Ottoman example of this practice of integrating multi-cultural 
traditions as a means of promoting one’s personal and dynastic status is the gold and jewel-studded helmet-
crown Venetian goldsmiths produced for the sultan, Süleyman the Magnificent (1494-1566), in 1532.  For 
more on the helmet-crown, and its symbolism, see Necipoğlu, “Süleyman the Magnificent and the 
Representation of Power” and Jerry Brotton and Lisa Jardine’s discussion in chapter 8 of Worldly Goods: A 
New History of the Renaissance (New York: Norton, 1998). 
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described the Mexica shields use by indigenous warriors.87  Spanish-Hapsburg military 

dominance over the New World would have been expressed through the scores of 

featherworks sent back to Spain, in particular those items like shields that were associated 

with indigenous military strength, functioning as visible proof of Spain’s success in 

defeating such a capable enemy and reinforcing the nation’s emergence onto the 

international stage as a power to be reckoned with.88  The subsequent dispersal of this 

form of military and cultural spolia in Europe then carried on the long-standing Castilian 

practice of displaying trophy shields in churches and other religious institutions.89     

 
 
 
 

																																																								
87 He described the use of the feather shields in his second letter to Charles V, written on 30 October 1520, 
shortly after the successful conquest of Tenochtitlán.  Information spread in other ways, as well, such as via 
descriptions – sometimes exaggerated – by the many soldiers and missionaries who made the voyage to the 
New World. Cortés, Cartas de Relación (1519-1526).  
88 On May 19, 1522, Cortés prepared three massive collections of Mexica treasure for shipment to Spain. 
Two were designated for the emperor; the third included more than two hundred feather objects – mostly 
military in origin, including shields, headdresses and capes – intended to be distributed among a number of 
churches, monasteries and high-ranking ecclesiastical and civic officials.  Many of the shields, headdresses 
and other pieces were gifted to dignitaries in cities including Seville, Toledo, Burgos, Ávila and 
Tordesillas. See Russo, “‘Everywhere in this New Spain:’ Extension and Articulation of an Artistic 
World,” Source: Notes in the History of Art vol. 29, no. 3 (Spring 2010): 12-17, esp. 14-5.  For a discussion 
of Cortés’ personal activities and motivations, see “Cortés’s Objects and the Idea of New Spain: 
Inventories as Spatial Narratives,” Journal of the History of Collections vol. 23, no. 2 (2011): 229-52 and 
“A Contemporary Art from New Spain,” in Images Take Flight: Feather Art in Mexico and Europe 1400-
1700, ed. Alessandra Russo, Gerhard Wolf and Diana Fane (Hirmer Publishers, 2016), 22-63, esp. 24-5, 
both by Alessandra Russo, and Johnson, Cultural Hierarchy in Sixteenth-Century Europe, 117-19; 
“Memoria de los plumajes y joyas que enviaba Hernán Cortés a iglesias, monasterios y personas de 
España” (1522) in Documentos cortesianos, vol. 1, ed. José Luis Martínez (Mexico City, Universidad 
Nacional Autónoma de México (UNAM)/Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1990), doc. 24 is one record of 
featherworks distributed by Cortés.   
89 Johnson, “Aztec Regalia and the Reformation of Display,” 89; Johnson, Cultural Hierarchy in Sixteenth-
Century Europe 118 and José Miguel Morán and Fernando Checa, El Coleccionismo en España: De la 
cámera de maravillas a la galería de pinturas (Madrid: Cátedra, 1985), 17.  For spolia, see Campbell, 
“Mantegna’s Triumph: The Cultural Politics of Imitation “all’antica” at the Court of Mantua, 1490-1530,” 
91-105; Esch, “On the Reuse of Antiquity,” 13-32; John Lomax, “Spolia as Property,” Res Publica 
Litterarum vol. 20 (1997): 83-94; Dale Kinney, “Rape or Restitution of the Past? Interpreting Spolia,” in 
The Art of Interpreting, ed. Susan Scott (University Park, PA: Penn State University Press, 1995): 52-67, 
“Spolia.  Damnatio and Renovatio Memoriae,” Memoirs of the American Academy in Rome vol. 42 (1997): 
117-148 and “The Concept of Spolia,” in A Companion to Medieval Art: Romanesque and Gothic in 
Northern Europe, ed. Conrad Rudolph (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 233-52.  
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The Place of the Exotic: Rarity, Fragility and Difference 

European audiences reacted enthusiastically to pre-Columbian featherwork, in all forms.  

The question, though, is why did feathers evoke such intense, even passionate, responses 

from enthusiastic audiences throughout Europe?  It is easy, if simplistic, to attribute their 

appeal solely to their exoticism to European eyes, though that must certainly have been a 

factor. “Exotic” and “exoticism” by their very definition refer to the process of 

decontextualizing an object, act or even idea, removing it from its culture or place of 

origin and transferring it elsewhere.90  Objects that could be categorized as “exotic” were 

particularly appealing to the voracious collectors in Europe, and feather works from the 

New World metonymically represented a new world in its abundance and difference. 

Ample documentation and scholarship on sixteenth-century European collections 

demonstrate the appeal and centrality of exotica alongside naturalia and artificialia.  The 

1545 inventory of Charles V’s palace in Brussels notes countless objects, curiosities, 

weapons, jewelry and apparel from the New World, Europe and Asia, ranging from a 

sculpted jade face that likely originated in Mexico, Amerindian featherwork, including a 

feather “portrait” of three pre-Columbian rulers, to a “tablecloth made from fish scales” 

and Ming porcelain.91  In Simancas, Charles assembled a collection particularly notable 

for its New World contents, such as Peruvian footwear, a feather headdress, jewelry and 

weapons simply identified as originating “from the Indies.”92  The Hapsburgs, with 

																																																								
90 Mason, Infelicities, esp. 3. 
91 Soenen, “Les Collections,” 198-9 and Pérez de Tudela and Gschwend, Luxury Goods for Royal 
Collectors, 6. 
92 For the inventory entry, see Archivo General de Simancas, Valladolid, Casa y Sitios Reales, leg. 134, leg. 
Antiguo 13, 352; also published in Checa Cremades et al, Los Inventarios de Carlos V y la familia 
imperial, vol. 1, 267-79.  See also Yaya, “Wonders of America,” 179.  Interestingly, for all of Charles V’s 
interest in patronage and collections, and his role as emperor-king of Spain, the Holy Roman Empire, the 
New World and other Hapsburg territories during the decades that encompassed the Conquest and the 
transmission of many shiploads of treasures from the Americas to Europe, it was his son, the future Philip 
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Charles V at the helm, were noted for their collecting activities, which were shaped by an 

appreciation for the technical and aesthetic qualities of a given object, and the value, 

which included recognition of novelty and rarity.  Numerous letters exchanged among the 

extensive Hapsburg family make it clear that, throughout the sixteenth century, the most 

requested and preferred gifts were exotica from foreign lands, and were subsequently the 

most frequent types of gifts exchanged.93  This seems to have been true among princes 

elsewhere, as well, including the Medici and the popes. 

It is also apparent that the fascination with exotic ethnographica was rooted in the 

objects’ appearance and function.  The stranger something looked and the further it 

deviated from European norms and traditions, the greater the perceived social value.  

Evidence of this appeal can be seen, in part, in the language used in the inventories.  

Many scholars have observed the vague nature of the identifications; in many cases, an 

object is simply marked as “Indian,” although that term could refer to anywhere in the 

Americas or Asia, or even elsewhere.94  At times, the term “Moorish” was used, also 

indiscriminately; the most famous use of this in reference to a featherwork from Mexico 

is the famous “Moctezuma Crown,” currently in Vienna, which for a time was recorded 

as “ain Mörischer huet” (a Moorish hat) in Hapsburg inventories.95 

																																																																																																																																																																					
II (1527-1598; r. 1554-1598), was to become the greatest collector of exotica from throughout the world, 
dividing much of his collections between El Escorial and the Alcazar Palace in Segovia.  See C. J. Julien, 
“History and Art in Translation: The Paños and Other Objects Collected by Francisco de Toledo,” Colonial 
Latin American Review vol. 8, no. 1 (1999): 61-89 and Yaya, “Wonders of America,” 179.  
93 Pérez de Tudela and Gschwend, Luxury Goods for Royal Collectors, 8. 
94 Elke Bujok, Jessica Keating and Lia Markey note that “Indian” was used as a general term to refer to 
objects that originated anywhere outside of Europe, and that it was the most frequently used descriptive 
term.  See Elke Bujok, “Ethnographica in Early Modern Kunstkammern and Their Perception,” 17-32, 
especially 17, and Keating and Markey, “‘Indian’ Objects in Medici and Austrian-Habsburg Inventories,” 
283-300. 
95 The complete description read as: “Mer ain Mörischer huet von langen/ schönen gleissenden grienlechten 
und guilden federn, oben hinauf mit weissen, rot und blawen federn, mit golden roslen und geflunder 
ausgeseczt, hat vorn auf der stirn ain ganz gulden schnabl.” See Ferdinand Anders, “Der Federkasten der 
Ambraser Kunstkammer,” Jahrbuch der Kunsthistorischen Sammlungen (Vienna) 61 (1965): 119-32, esp. 
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Feathers had no primary role in the arts of any European culture; their use in art 

was limited to depictions of angels’ wings and birds.  Seeing feathers suddenly in such a 

new way must have been shocking to European audiences, even to those who lived under 

the banner of the Holy Roman Empire, with its primary symbol of the double-headed 

imperial eagle.  While the eagle was well known throughout much of Europe, it was as a 

heraldic device, not as a central feature of art.  Everything about Mesoamerican 

featherworks was exotic, from the idea of using feathers as the medium of this 

extraordinary genre, to the strange and unfamiliar birds that provided the feathers, from 

the techniques involved in working with such unusual materials to the astonishing visual 

effects they created.  Even the idea that feathers and the featherworks were held in such 

high regard by indigenous societies, reflecting such high social, religious and economic 

value was antithetical to Old World norms.  Feather shields offer an interesting case in 

point.  Many feather shields bore abstract or geometric designs, like those currently in 

Württemberg (Figs. 5.12 and 5.13),96 and seemed to fit easily within a familiar realm of 

chivalric accoutrements that included armor and heraldry.  However, the use of base 

materials such as feathers on rattan, cotton and bark for ceremonial and functional 

shields, rather than metal, must have struck viewers as novel or unexpected, the 

shimmering luster of feathers replacing the hard steely sheen of metal.  While the actual 

motif depicted in a given work was usually a secondary concern to interested viewers and 

collectors of featherwork who were more focused on the rarity of the object and art form, 
																																																																																																																																																																					
124-128; Bujok, “Ethnographica in Early Modern Kunstkammern,” 30; Feest, “Vienna’s Mexican 
Treasures,” 3-12; Ferdinand von Hochstetter, Mexikanische Reliquien aus der Zeit Montezuma in der K. K. 
Ambraser Sammlung (Vienna: 1884), 6-9; Meadow, “The Aztecs at Ambras: Social Networks and the 
Transfer of Cultural Knowledge of the New World,” 349-68, esp. 356 and Nuttall, “Standard or Head-
Dress?,“ 6-9, among others. 
96 As with all such works, it is impossible to definitively date these two shields in the Württemberg 
Museum.  However, they have been definitively dated to pre-1521 – that is, before the official conquest of 
Mexico – and that they were in the collection of the Duke of Württemberg in the sixteenth century. 
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it could nevertheless reinforce a work’s exoticism, as was the case with works like one 

particular shield, currently in Vienna, featuring a fanged creature against a solid 

background (Fig. 5.14).97  Although the earliest certain citation for this work is the 1596 

Schloss Ambras inventory, where it was described for the first time as “a disc made of 

red feathers in which there is a blue dragon, made in coarse fashion… with golden 

sheets,”98  many scholars believe that it is the same shield described in a dispatch list 

from ca 1522 as “a shield with a red field, with in the middle a monster [“móstruo’] of 

gold and feathers.”99  This monstrous shield – perhaps seen as a Mexica translation of the 

Gorgon-headed shield of Perseus or recalling a medieval dragon quest – must have fed 

																																																								
97 The exact provenance of this shield has not been definitively confirmed. However, most scholars accept 
that it was one of the first items presented to Cortés – part of the divine regalia – and sent as part of the first 
shipment to Emperor Charles V.  The first certain reference to this work was in the 1596 inventory of Duke 
Ferdinand II of Tyrol’s collection at Schloss Ambras, in Innsbruck, Austria, where it was described in 
minute detail as part of his famous collection of arms and armor. It is theorized that this shield was one of 
several pieces Charles gifted to his brother, Duke (later Holy Roman Emperor) Ferdinand; the “crown” also 
in Vienna is thought to be another such work.  It was later brought to Vienna, along with many other works 
from the imperial Hapsburg collection.  Ferdinand devoted one case out of his extensive collection 
specifically to things made of feathers, identified in the inventory as “Neünte Casten, darinnen sachen von 
federn.” See Christian Feest, “The Collecting of American Indian Artifacts in Europe 1493-1750,” in 
America in European Consciousness 1493-1750, ed. Karen Ordahl Kupperman (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 1995), 324-60; Feest, “Das Erbe der Kunst- und Wunderkammern.  Mexicana des 16. 
Jahrhunderts in europäischen Museen,” in Glanz und Untergang des Alten Mexiko, vol. 1, ed. Arne 
Eggebrecht (Mainz: 1986), 185-88; Feest, “European Collecting,” 1-11; Feest, “Vienna’s Mexican 
Treasures,” 1-64; Meadow, “The Aztecs at Ambras: Social Networks and the Transfer of Cultural 
Knowledge of the New World,” 349-68; Nowotny, Mexikanische Kostbarreiten; Feest, “Mexico and South 
America in the European Wunderkammer,” 237-44 and Nuttall, “Ancient Mexican Feather Work,” 329-31, 
among other sources.  
98 “ain Rundell von Roten federn, darynnen ist gestück von grober Arbait, ain Plawer Drackh. Mit gulden 
Plech versetzt;” Vienna, Österreich Nationalbibliothek, Codex 22, fols. 401-403.  The shield’s presence in 
the Schloss Ambras collection and 1596 inventory has been addressed in a number of publications, most 
notably those by ethnologist and ethnohistorian Christian Feest, formerly curator of the North and Central 
American collections at the Museum für Völkerkunde/Weltmuseum Wien, Vienna (Museum of Ethnology) 
in Vienna, which houses this shield.  See, for example, “Das Erbe der Kunst- und Wunderkammern,” 185-
88; “Vienna’s Mexican Treasures,” 1-64; “Spanisch-Amerika in auβerspanischen Kunstkammern,” 
Kritische Berichte vol. 20, no. 1 (1992): 43-58 and “Mexican Featherwork in Austrian Habsburg 
Collections,” 290-97;    
99 For the ca 1522 dispatch list, see Torres de Mendoza, Colección de documentos inéditos relativos al 
descubrimiento, 325. See also Renée Riedler, “Materials and Technique of the Feather Shield Preserved in 
Vienna,” in Images Take Flight: Feather Art in Mexico and Europe 1400-1700, ed. Alessandra Russo, 
Gerhard Wolf and Diana Fane (Hirmer Publishers, 2016), 330-41 
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the fervor for exotic objects from foreign lands and further reinforced the cultural and 

religious differences between the two societies. 

At the same time, European responses to this fascinating new art form were 

perhaps influenced by the function and meanings associated with feathers and feather art 

in their indigenous societies, particularly when compared to the role feathers had in 

Europe.  Far from being an expression of a given artist’s aesthetic preferences, or 

fulfilling a purely decorative function, each feather – from the bird of origin to its 

particular shade – carried a far deeper, more substantial meaning.  Feather ornaments 

were marks of sacred, virtually godlike status, in large part because of the deity 

Quetzalcóatl, who was often referred to as “the Feathered Serpent,” and whose 

relationship to the bird made quetzal feathers highly prized and symbols of wealth and 

status.  Items made of feathers ranged from headdresses and mantles to fans and body 

ornamentation, and were indicators of social and military status, as well.  Feathers also 

played a crucial role in the adornment of sacrificial victims before their ritual sacrifice.  

In fact, some of the first Spaniards to enter Tenochtitlán and observe sacred rituals noted 

“a close relationship between sacrifice and decorative complexity,”100 that the priests 

“adorned the heads of the slaves who were to die with headdresses made of precious 

feathers,” and that “he who was about to die [was] very well-decorated with feathers 

from head to toe.”101  

																																																								
100 Alessandra Russo, “Plumes of Sacrifice: Transformations in Sixteenth-Century Mexican Feather Art,” 
RES 42 (Autumn 2002): 226-50, esp. 230. 
101 Ibid., 230, quoting "Lettera giunta a Siviglia dalla Nuova Spagna appena scoperta, (20 avril 1520)" by 
Didacus Lupi, a Spaniard who participated in the Cortés expedition.  The manuscript, conserved in the 
Biblioteca Marciana in Venice, has been published in Miscellanea Marciana di Studi Bessarionei (Padova: 
1976): 239-261.  The verses concerning human sacrifice can be found in lines 143-169. 



	 235	

The Mexica even adorned sculptural depictions of their deities with feathers, both 

as elements of their costume and as accessories.  Bernal Díaz del Castillo (1492/6-1584), 

one of Cortés’ conquistadores who is most famous for his The True History of the 

Conquest of New Spain, which he wrote approximately thirty years after the Conquest, 

described an idol of the god Tezcatlipoca, which he had seen in the Templo Mayor, that 

carried “a sort of fan made of precious feathers,”102 an indication of the ornamental and 

sacred nature of the feather works. 

All of this is in clear juxtaposition to the role of feathers in European culture.  

Certainly, feathers served a practical function, just as they did in the Americas, fulfilling 

a necessary purpose in war, in the design and production of arrows, and as writing 

implements.  Beyond these roles, however, their presence in European art, culture, 

religion and economy was limited.103  Clearly, the exotic nature of the art form appealed 

to collectors and fascinated individuals alike, who were driven by the desire to possess 

something rare and unusual, something that could not be found in any local workshop or 

studio, but the novelty of seeing something so common – a feather – was perhaps also an 

appeal to some, who were impressed by the skill of the amantecas in converting 

something so common and humble into something entirely new.  This appreciation would 

be in line with the newly revived interest in rhyparography, the ancient rhetorical practice 

of painting or describing the most base thing, and elevating it, making it remarkable.104  

																																																								
102 Zelia Nuttall, The Fundamental Principles of Old and New World Civilizations: A Comparative 
Research Based on a Study of the Ancient Mexican Religious, Sociological and Calendrical Systems 
(Salem, MA: The Salem Press Co., 1901), 80. 
103 In fact, Teresa de Maria y Campos contrasts pre-Columbian traditions and high regard for feathers with 
the European tradition of using feathers as a form of humiliation, as part of the practice commonly referred 
to as “tarring and feathering,” a punishment that was enacted both in medieval Europe and Viceregal 
Mexico, even through the seventeenth century. See Maria y Campos, “Rich Feathers, Fine Feathers,” 40. 
104 In Renaissance Europe, rhypography was most frequently associated with painting; this form of rhetoric 
was recognized in the work of Pieter Aertsen by sixteenth-century critics, for example, in his 1552 Christ in 
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Though this exercise generally refers to the subject depicted (or described), rather than 

the materials used, the commonality of elevating an ordinary, everyday item into 

something praiseworthy for its beauty and transformational properties would have been 

appreciated by contemporary humanists. 

At the same time, the European audience likely looked beyond the strange and 

exotic materials and techniques to the objects themselves, both in terms of the motifs and 

the functions of the objects.  Works like the Vienna “monster” shield were particularly 

appealing to European audiences, due to both the extraordinarily high degree of 

workmanship and the innate beauty of the feathers. The shield, whose “monster” with 

protruding fangs was in reality most likely a coyote, might have seemed thrilling to 

European audiences for all the ways that it deviated from what they considered to be the 

norm, both in terms of subject and stylistically.105  The monster/coyote would have 

corresponded perfectly with how many European minds perceived the Amerindians 

during this period: as a heathen community who sacrificed human victims to their 

pantheon of bloodthirsty deities, and consumed their victims’ flesh.  Such a shield could 
																																																																																																																																																																					
the House of Mary and Martha.  See Reindert Falkenburg, “Pieter Aertsen, Rhyparographer,” in Rhetoric-
Rhétoriqueurs-Rederijkers, eds. Jelle Koopmans, et al (Amsterdam: Nederlandse Akademie van 
Wetenschappen, 1995), 197-217 and Larry Silver, Peasant Scenes and Landscapes: The Rise of Pictorial 
Genres in the Antwerp Art Market (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006), 89. 
105 Certainly, the design and physical make up of the shield differed dramatically from the shields 
sixteenth-century European soldiers would have carried into battle. Other differences related to the 
monster/coyote: for starters, the basic subject would have not have been common to contemporary 
audiences, whether it be on shields, in paintings or illustrations or in its “true” form, alive in a private zoo, 
or taxidermied, in a Wunderkammer or comparable collection.  Another point of deviation related to style: 
as is typical in the art of the Mexica, and other pre-Columbian societies, the amantecas exhibited no real 
interest in naturalism in their depiction of the beast.  European audiences of the period, on the other hand, 
emphasized realism and accuracy in their representations of animals – not that they were always successful, 
as has been noted in numerous works, for example, the dolphins in Raphael’s fresco of Triumph of Galatea 
(ca 1514), in the Villa Farnesina, Rome.  Aside from the naturalism of the monster/coyote, the 
featherworkers demonstrated no interest in highlights, shadows, three-dimensionality, or other formal 
characteristics that were by then standard in European painting and drawing – a lack of interest that was, 
again, typical of the pre-Columbian Americas. However, the basic design – an animal – would have been 
familiar in its similarity to traditional European heraldic imagery, in which personal and family coats of 
arms often included lions and other animals. Such heraldic works were frequently carried into battle in the 
Middle Ages and early modern era, most notably on shields and standards. 
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easily have been worn into battle, carried by an elite warrior, but it would also have had 

ceremonial function; after a victory, it would have been carried during public gatherings, 

a symbol of the Mexicas’ overwhelming military success.106  In indigenous, pre-Conquest 

cultures, these events blurred the lines between the social-political celebrations that came 

with triumphs, and the all-encompassing devotion to the Mexica pantheon that permeated 

nearly every aspect of indigenous life.  Victories were often followed by public 

celebrations, along with ritual devotions to the gods. These activities often included, 

among other things, highly formalized human sacrifices, sometimes on a massive 

scale.107   Shields like the one depicting a monster/coyote, and other ceremonial and/or 

ritual objects, functioned like visual cues to European audiences, evoking practices that 

they found both titillating and horrifying.  

Just as the shield depicting the snarling coyote might have appealed to European 

audiences for its Otherness, there were those who might have just have easily found 

something in it that was familiar.  The subject is figural, rather than abstract, and could be 

easily understood by European eyes.  More importantly, the Vienna shield, and many 

																																																								
106 Many scholars have addressed the role of war in Mexica society, and their success.  Just a few of the 
sources include: Ross Hassig, Aztec Warfare: Imperial Expansion and Political Control. Civilization of the 
American Indian series, no. 188 (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1992) and Michael E. Smith, The 
Aztecs, 3rd Edition (West Sussex: Blackwell Publishing, 2012). 
107 Sacrifices were offered regularly throughout the Mexica calendar; some occurred on specified days in 
honor of a particular deity, while others were meant to please the gods and bring a much needed rain, or for 
some other reason.  Human sacrifices were also required for every re-consecration of the Templo Mayor.  
In each case, the number of victims could be in the dozens, or hundreds, or even thousands.  Although there 
are no confirmed numbers, up to 80,400 persons were offered to the gods at the re-dedication of the 
Templo Mayor in 1487.  There is great debate among contemporary scholars as to the precise number of 
annual sacrifices in the years leading up to the Conquest, with some suggesting there were 20,000 per 
annum (Victor Davis Hanson, Carnage and Culture (New York: Doubleday, 2001), 194-5), while others 
have claimed that the more accurate number was closer to 250,000 (Michael Harner, “The Enigma of Aztec 
Sacrifice,” Natural History vol. 86, no. 4 (April 1977): 46-51).  The conquistadores were faced with the 
prominence of the activity in indigenous life from the first days of their arrival in Mexico; audiences in 
Europe would have been similarly aware from very early on, as well, in part through Hernán Cortés’ Cartas 
de Relación.  Scores of scholars have focused on the act and meaning of the practice, including the various 
forms of sacrifice, and its significance within Mexica culture. 
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others that accompanied it to Europe, reflected a function that was comparable to that of 

European heraldic imagery.108   The prominent role of pageantry in both societies, with 

the emphasis on military triumph, ceremony and formalized rituals, would have created 

another potential connection for the new audiences who were seeking to find something 

recognizable in these otherwise new objects. This relationship would also allow the 

owner a sort of access to this strange and exotic world from a safe distance, while the 

differences between the two cultures would emphasize the shield’s exotic nature. 

Another side of exoticism and its appeal is the quality of rarity embodied so well 

in featherwork as an incredibly limited commodity circulating within courts across 

Europe.  Even in the Americas, there was a limited pool of works: the artists who worked 

in the amantecas were among the most select, highly-trained artists, and the artists 

themselves were limited in their access to various types of feathers, some of which were 

transported from thousands of miles away. Access to the various works was also 

extremely limited; comparisons could be made to European sumptuary laws, with regards 

to the extreme oversight as to who was permitted to hold or wear a specific type of object 

or feather.  

The rarity of these works was also due, in part, to the very essence of their 

material construction: that is, made of feathers, and other natural materials, they were 

incredibly fragile.  As the works were handled, aged, exposed to the elements, etc., the 

feathers would fade, become brittle, even detach from the larger object. As this happened, 

																																																								
108 Alessandra Russo notes that in the inventory accompanying the shipment from May 1522, Cortés 
employed heraldic language to identify and describe the feather objects.  For example, he use “campo” 
(“field”) instead of “surface:” “una rodela, el campo azul con tres plumas do oro e arriba unas flores de 
pluma e oro,” “otro plumaje como capilla, el campo de pluma verde con la orladura de unos lazos de oro.”  
In this instance, it is clear that not only was Cortés cognizant of the similarities between the Mexica feather 
shields and European heraldic imagery, but he specifically selected language with militaristic implications. 
See Russo, “‘Everywhere in this New Spain,’” 15 
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they lost value – at least, to European eyes.109   Works that were damaged during the 

Conquest, or at any point in the transportation or display of them thereafter, were 

generally discarded.  Beyond that, it was incredibly challenging, if not impossible, for 

hopeful collectors to access these works in Europe.  Charles V was quite possessive of his 

new territories in what became called New Spain, as well as of the peoples and goods that 

they produced, and ensured that anyone hoping to acquire any piece of featherwork – or 

anything else – needed to go through him, or one of his agents.  Essentially, one required 

excellent connections in order to have access to featherwork, reinforcing their rarity.  The 

challenges of acquiring even a single work had the reciprocal effect of making them even 

more enticing.  This is also why they were such valued objects for gift-giving circles and 

in that sense, existed almost entirely outside the realm of the open market entirely. 

 
 

European Descriptions of New World Featherwork:  

The Language of Similitude and Art Theory 

As important as patterns of collecting are to the study of New World featherworks, so, 

too, is the language used in sixteenth-century descriptive responses for indicating the 

nature of European interest, understanding and valuation of objects, both of foreign 

featherwork and as a reflection of their own priorities about European art.  The 

fascination with indigenous feather art was reflected in the demand for pieces among 

collectors and also in the specific terms used to describe the art form – especially after 

																																																								
109 In fact, European ownership likely sped up the deterioration of many featherworks, as these new owners 
would have wanted to show off such valuable and rare possessions to interested guests, even encouraging 
them to touch the objects, in order to prove that they really were made out of feathers, and not paint; this 
was especially true of the feather paintings made in the years after the Spanish Conquest.  Tania Corinna 
Gallori mentions an anecdote where Pope Sixtus V supposedly ran his fingers over one such work, in order 
to verify the medium.  See Gallori, “Collecting Feathers,” 78. 
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mid-century, once the initial (and at times mute) response of wonder, was able to be 

processed and language was assigned.110  How did sixteenth-century artists and 

collectors, princes and scholars, audiences of different backgrounds and agendas, 

contextualize these objects from far-off lands, whose materials and techniques were so 

foreign to European eyes?  How did they situate the works within their own concept and 

theory of culture and “art”?  What we shall find is that, faced with an entirely new art 

form, European audiences looked to familiar media, techniques and descriptive language 

as a lens for understanding the newly-introduced featherwork, rather than adopting 

indigenous language or attempting to develop a new vocabulary altogether for it.  The 

only way they could make sense of what they were seeing was by situating it against that 

which was familiar – a case of presenting old wine in new bottles.     

Adding to the challenges – at least, for those Europeans who were interested in 

Mexica culture and language – was that Nahuatl did not contain anything equivalent to 

the expression or concept of “fine art.”111  Some authors writing in the mid-sixteenth 

century, such as the Spanish priest and chronicler Fray Bernardino de Sahagún simply 

referred to the genre as “arte plumaria,” or “feather art.”112  Perhaps most significant of 

all of the language used is the identification of featherwork as “feather painting,” where, 

linguistically at least, the medium is compared to the prevailing art form in contemporary 

																																																								
110 On the muteness as an effect of wonder, see Greenblatt, Marvelous Possessions, esp. 132-36. 
111 George Clapp Vaillant, Aztecs of Mexico: Origin, Rise and Fall of the Aztec Nation (Garden City, N.Y.: 
Doubleday, 1941, reprinted 1962), 191. Vaillant notes that neither did the Mexica seem to be concerned 
with questions relating to aesthetics, nor did they make works purely for aesthetic purposes; everything had 
a practical or ritual function. Also see Alberto Cue, “Featherwork Among the Mexica,” in The Art of 
Featherwork in Mexico, ed. Teresa Castelló Yturbide (Mexico City: Fomento Cultural Banamex, A.C., 
1993), 45-75.  
112 Fray Bernardino de Sahagún, Florentine Codex, specifically Book IX, which pays particular attention to 
all aspects of the art, from a discussion of the birds most prized by the Mexica due to their feathers to the 
merchants and officials responsible for overseeing their distribution and sale, including who was permitted 
to wear feathers, and under what circumstances. 
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Europe, especially for theorizing about art.  The first Spaniard to make this connection in 

writing was the humanist, art writer and patron Felipe de Guevara (d. 1563).  In his 

Comentarios de la pintura, written in 1560, though not published until 1788, de Guevara 

wrote: 

 
We must justly concede that the Indians brought something  
new and rare to art with bird-feather painting. Using the  
diversity of colored feathers created by nature, which they  
industriously plucked, divided, separated, and mixed, these  
indigenous artists modeled realistic [cria la naturaleza]  
clothing, flesh and objects.113 

 

In recognizing the similarities between painting, as Europeans were familiar with it, and 

the Mexicas’ own approach, and identifying the Mesoamerican version as “feather 

painting” (“la pintura de las plumas de las aves”),114 de Guevara helped to elevate 

feather art, and perhaps legitimize it as an art form equal to painting in the mental and 

manual skills required, and not simply an exotic product of a lesser society.115  Also 

significant, however, is the way that de Guevara situated indigenous feather painting 

within the arts.  He began by saying that the Mexica had “brought [or added] something 

new and rare to art” (“haber traido á la Pintura algo de nueve y raro”) with the 

introduction of this new art form.  In doing so, he spoke of the Mexicas’ contribution to 
																																																								
113 “Justo es tambien concederles haber traido á la Pintura algo de nueve y raro, como es la pintura de las 
plumas de las aves, variando ropas, encarnaciones y cosas semejantes, con diversidad de colores de plumas 
que por allá cria la naturaleza, y ellos con su industria escogen, dividen, apartan y mezclan.” This 
translation comes from Elena Isabel Estrada de Gerlero, “The Amantecayotl, Transfigured Light,” in 
Images Take Flight: Feather Art in Mexico and Europe 1400-1700, eds. Alessandra Russo, Gerhard Wolf 
and Diana Fane (Hirmer Publishers, 2016): 298-309, esp. 309, and can also be found in Donna Pierce, 
Rogelio Ruiz Gomar and Clara Bargellini, eds., Painting a New World: Mexican Art and Life 1521-1821 
(Denver: Denver Art Museum, distributed by University of Texas Press, 2004), 95.  The original quote can 
be found in de Guevara, Comentarios de la pintura, ed. Antonio Ponz (Madrid: Don Xerónimo de Ortega 
and Hijos de Ibarra, 1788), 237. 
114 This phrase has also been translated as “painting with bird feathers.” 
115 Of course, the fact that Comentarios… was not published until some two hundred years after de Guevara 
originally wrote it – and more than two hundred and fifty years after Cortés’ first shipment of treasure 
arrived in Spain, his words did not have the influence on his contemporaries as the author likely intended. 
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art and culture, offering an “invention” that did not previously exist, at least within the 

existing framework of art.   

Ultimately, de Guevara situated Mexica art – and, by extension, that from 

throughout the New World – within the European tradition of Apelles, Giotto and Titian. 

Significantly, de Guevara’s discussion of the Mexica feather painting was integrated into 

the chapter entitled “De Las Pinturas Egipcias”; at one point, he observed that the 

paintings and drawings of the New World appeared to imitate Egyptian hieroglyphics in 

the way that “by its form and style [it] clearly expresses ideas and concepts,” and 

questioned how the two societies came to be in contact.116  This provides further evidence 

of de Guevara situating at least one form of Mesoamerican art within the known canon of 

a history of ancient art.  In their analysis of early connections between Europe and the 

New World, Elizabeth Hill Boone and Thomas B. F. Cummins emphasized the different 

approaches to Mexica art in the writings of Albrecht Dürer and de Guevara.  While Dürer 

marveled at the wonders and prodigies, and emphasized the “strange[ness]” of their 

origins, de Guevara, while acknowledging that the Mexica had introduced “something 

new and rare,” still interpreted the works as part of the existing art historical tradition.117   

From another perspective, de Guevara’s articulation of a connection between 

Mesoamerican and ancient Egyptian art references the early modern belief that this sense 

of antiquity also established a closer connection between the viewer and some sort of 

divine or occult truth about the world – essentially, Greek and Roman artistic and cultural 

traditions were certainly effective, but Egyptian hieroglyphics – and earlier cuneiforms – 

																																																								
116 de Guevara, Comentarios de la pintura, 235-6. 
117 See Boone and Cummins, “Colonial Foundations: Points of Contact and Compatibility,” in The Arts in 
Latin America, 1492-1820 (Philadelphia: Philadelphia Museum of Art, 2006), 11-21, esp. 12. 
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were even better at striking some real “truth” through language and/or pictorial 

systems.118   

While the Spanish chronicler Bartolomé de Las Casas (ca 1484-1566) did not 

directly identify the Mesoamerican medium as a form of painting, he did note that the 

featherworkers had refined the art of “representing with real feathers… all the things that 

they and other excellent painters can paint with brushes,”119 thus linking the two forms of 

art.  Writing at the latter part of the sixteenth century, Fray Gerónimo de Mendieta (1525-

1604) used similar language, when he referred to “the native art of producing, by means 

of feathers, the same results obtained by the best painters with their brushes and 

colors.”120  This identification of featherwork with the (high) art of painting implies that 

European audiences understood the practice to be an art of representation, on par with 

painting and sculpting, and not simply a craft or strange foreign practice.  It also speaks 

to the need, or desire, to situate featherwork according to a language with which they 

were already familiar, rather than developing a wholly new terminology.  In this case, it 

seems that by identifying the works as examples of feather painting, speakers were 

specifying what type of painting a work happens to be, comparable to noting a painting is 

oil on canvas, or tempera on panel.  By extension, sixteenth-century viewers did not seem 

to be creating any sort of hierarchy, placing indigenous feather art as either greater or 

lesser than its European counterparts.  That being said, while statements such as the ones 

																																																								
118 For a deeper discussion of this belief in Renaissance Europe, see Brian A. Curran, The Egyptian 
Renaissance: The Afterlife of Ancient Egypt in Early Modern Italy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2007). 
119 Keen, The Aztec Image in Western Thought, 95-6 and Shelton, “Cabinets of Transgression,” 191. 
120 Gerónimo de Mendieta, Historia eclesiástica indiana: Obra escrita a fines del siglo XVI, ed. Joaquín 
García Icazbalceta (México: Editorial Porrúa, 1971), 405, and also quoted in Zelia Nuttall, “Ancient 
Mexican Feather Work at the Columbian Historical Exposition at Madrid,” in the Report of the United 
States Commission to the Columbian Historical Exposition at Madrid, 1892-1893 (Washington, D.C.: 
Government Printing Office, 1895), 329-37, esp. 332. 
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considered here do not overtly categorize featherwork as being lesser than European 

painting, a hierarchy is nonetheless implied through the comparison of the two art forms, 

and their corresponding cultures of origin.  By defining and contextualizing the 

indigenous Mexican art of working with feathers through the use of vocabulary and 

concepts associated with painting, critics and collectors were situating the feather art 

form within the European hierarchy of arts and media.121  

There are some exceptions to this treatment, though, as seen in José de Acosta’s 

(1540-1600) late sixteenth-century Historia natural y moral de las Indias, in which the 

author praises feather art’s “delicate work, whose surface can be so smooth, that it looks 

as [if] it was painted with brushes,” as well as their beauty and elegance that makes them 

so “vivacious and lively [vivaz y animado], that is enjoyable in a way the brush and the 

colours for painting cannot reproduce.”122   Not only does de Acosta clearly articulate a 

relationship between the two media, he elevates the New World art form above its 

European counterpart. This notion of “vivacious and lively” seems to develop from a 

kind of animation and movement de Acosta senses in the forms, figures and very medium 

itself – a sense of “breath infused,” perhaps perceived in that flickering moment when the 

color changes due to a shift in angle or light, or the wind ruffles the feathers.123  This 

vivacity and liveliness might also be interpreted as having its origins in the medium’s true 

source: the bird.  The bird, a living, breathing creature covered in vibrant colors that soars 

through the air, embodies the concepts de Acosta applied to the works themselves.  This 

																																																								
121 Sixteenth-century writers would almost certainly been aware of the implications of their linguistic 
decisions, and the resulting insertion of featherwork into the hierarchy of European artistic traditions, 
particularly in light of the contemporary on-going debate regarding the paragone, which argued for the 
supremacy of a given art form, such as painting or music, over others, such as sculpture or poetry. 
122 José de Acosta, Historia natural y moral de las Indias (Seville: Casa de Iuan de Leon, 1590), part IV, 
chapter XXXVII; English translation in Gallori, “Collecting Feathers,” 76. 
123 Dr. Ashley D. West, Private Communication, Spring 2018. 
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idea of animation is the ultimate foundation de Acosta’s appreciation for the indigenous 

art form and in all likelihood was an alluring factor for many other Europeans, as well.124  

European appreciation for the aesthetic qualities of featherwork was apparent in 

descriptions of individual pieces, and was based on the “fundamental categories” of the 

then-developing field of art criticism that had become formalized in the medieval era.125   

The emphasis placed on qualities like light, color, naturalism and the “correct positioning 

of each element of the composition”126 is evident in the praise offered by individuals such 

as Bartolomé de Las Casas, who commented on the artists’ ability to make the figures, 

animals and objects in the works “natural or lifelike,” noting that “if they represented a 

living thing the work seemed alive.”127  Such acclaim reflects the contemporary interest 

beyond mimesis to an artist’s success in not just physically representing a given subject 

but truly recreating it, imbuing the subject with a sense of lifelikeness.128   

One point that becomes evident in the sixteenth-century comparisons between 

Amerindian featherwork and more traditionally European media was the European 

																																																								
124 Much of Jessica Keating’s scholarship explores how early modern audiences privileged particular forms 
of mimetic representations, notably automata; other reasons for the machines popularity included technical 
virtuosity, and their artifice.  See Animating Empire: Automata, the Holy Roman Empire, and the Early 
Modern World (University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2018) and “The 
Machinations of German Court Culture: Early Modern Automata,” 2010.   
125 Shelton, “Cabinets of Transgression,” 191. 
126 Ibid., 191. 
127 This translation of the quotation originally in Las Casas’ Apologetica historica, comes from Keen, The 
Aztec Image in Western Thought, 95-5, and also appears in Shelton, “Cabinets of Transgression,” 191. 
128 Mimesis, which was first discussed by ancient Greek scholars, including Plato and Aristotle, is a 
complex and philosophical idea, one that carries a wide range of meanings, which include (but are by no 
means limited to) imitation, mimicry and imitatio.  For more on mimesis, particularly in relation to the 
visual arts, see Erich Auerbach, Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1953); Gunter Gebauer and Christoph Wulf, Mimesis: Culture – Art – Society, 
trans. Don Reneau (Berkeley and London: University of California Press, 1995); Göran Sörbom, Mimesis 
and Art (Uppsala 1996) and Elizabeth Mansfield, Too Beautiful to Picture: Zeuxis, Myth, and Mimesis 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2007). Other sources relevant to this particular discussion 
include David Freedberg, The Power of Images: Studies in the History and Theory of Response  (Chicago 
and London: Chicago University Press, 1989) and Fredrika Jacobs, The Living Image in Renaissance Art 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005). Jacobs makes the point that capturing, or creating, 
lifelikeness is one of the “most enduring themes” in the history of art, regardless of era (1); she goes on to 
discusses the significance of the concept, and related vocabulary, in the Renaissance (2-51). 
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appreciation for the mimetic possibilities of the exotic art form, even if those making the 

parallels rarely articulated the associations, or implications, quite so explicitly.  A 

concept that had its origins in classical antiquity, mimesis was a central concern of 

Renaissance artists, patrons and humanists.  The contemporary emphasis on accurate 

depictions of space, perspective and three-dimensionality in art, as well as illusionism 

and naturalism of expression and gesture, was part of a broader quest to achieve mimesis 

in art, with the ultimate goal of truly recreating reality, as well as making art more 

emotionally resonant.  In his second letter to Charles V, in which he enthused over the 

countless marvels to be found in Tenochtitlán and the unparalleled skills of the 

indigenous artists, Cortés wrote of the Mexica that their featherwork was “superior to the 

finest productions in wax [cera] or embroidery [bordado].”129   Cortés’ reference to wax 

in his letter to the Emperor is indicative of the widespread recognition of material as 

being, in the hands of a true master, the European medium with the most mimetic 

potential.130  A malleable material, wax did not limit the artist by texture, density, or 

fragility, as with many other mediums. The ability to complete a waxwork with pigment 

– either applied to the surface, as with a wax sculpture, or when heated and combined 

with pigments before being applied to a surface, as in encaustic – simply expanded the 

																																																								
129 From the Second Carta de la Relación, dated October 30, 1520, and printed (for wider publication) in 
1522. Cortés and Pagden 2001, 108-9.  For the complete quote, in which the conquistador attempts to 
impart a sense of the totality of the treasures to be found in Tenochtitlán and a sense of the Mexicas’ artistic 
abilities, see the Introduction.  Alternatively, “nature cannot be imitated so wonderfully, either in wax or 
embroidery.” As translated in Gallori,  “Collecting Feathers,” 62. 
130 For more on wax’s role in art – particularly with regards to realism – see The Color of Life: Polychromy 
in Sculpture from Antiquity to the Present Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2008) and Ephemeral 
Bodies: Wax Sculpture and the Human Figure (Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2008), both edited 
by Roberta Panzanelli, and David Freedberg, The Power of Images: Studies in the History and Theory of 
Response (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1989), esp. 192-245. 
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artistic possibilities, and the opportunities to recreate reality.131  Ultimately, the 

“expressive force” of the completed work allowed for an unparalleled degree of 

verisimilitude.132  Despite the seemingly inherent challenges of working with feathers – 

individual objects whose texture cannot be manipulated, pre-determined colors and hues, 

a two-dimensional art form – as compared to the more sculptural wax, educated and well-

cultured European audiences still deemed featherwork to be the superior art form.  

It also seems to have been common practice to consider featherwork within the 

framework of other traditional European materials and techniques. Leandro Alberti’s 

account of the indigenous American works presented to Pope Clement VII by Fray 

Domenico in 1533 states that among the gifts from the New World were “two coverlets 

made and woven from parrot feathers of different colours, that is, from blue, green, black 

and yellow feathers, so finely worked that they looked like velvet.”133  Although the 

sixteenth-century author does not specify where these coverlets originated, nor does he 

provide a detailed description of the objects in question, the entry is revealing.  The 

featherworks were clearly significant enough to be listed with some detail in the 

chronicle, speaking to the importance placed on the coverlets as exotica and luxurious 

diplomatic gifts. Alberti was so struck by what he saw that, rather than simply identify 

the gifts in his daily record, listing dimensions or motifs, he offered his own subjective 

																																																								
131	In fact, wax’s ability to maintain color, its intensity and durability, was a particular mark in its favor; it 
was certainly a major factor in the popularity of encaustic as a medium.	
132 Roberta Panzanelli describes how the “expressive force” of the completed wax work – usually an effigy 
– allowed for such a degree of verisimilitude that the ultimate effect was an “undeniable physical presence” 
(“Compelling Presence: Wax Effigies in Renaissance Florence,” in Ephemeral Bodies: Wax Sculpture and 
the Human Figure, ed. Roberta Panzanelli (Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2008), 17).  See also her 
discussion of how wax not only mimics the subject, but also “doubles” it, as well as the material’s 
associations with skin (30-1). Another relevant discussion can be found in Freedberg’s consideration of 
wax and the importance of verisimilitude (Freedberg, The Power of Images, 192-245). 
133 Laurencich-Minelli, “From the New World to Bologna, 1533,” 145-6, quoting from Alberti’s Historie di 
Bologna, vol. 2.  Laurencich-Minelli includes a transcription of the original Italian entry, as well as her 
English translation, which is what is quoted here. 
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response to the stimuli, likening their detailed visual effects and colors to the visual 

effects of velvet, choosing language and comparative materials that would have been 

widely recognized to his readers.  

Parallels were also frequently made between featherwork and embroidery, among 

other popular European art forms.  In fact, featherwork in the Munich Kunstkammer was 

displayed alongside textiles and embroideries, no doubt to encourage visual 

comparisons.134   In addition to Cortés evaluating featherwork alongside wax and 

embroidery in his letter to Charles V, Venetian ambassador Gasparo Contarini wrote 

“Never have I seen embroidery as lovely and as fine as some examples of this genre.”135  

By relating what he saw to the familiar technique of embroidery, rather than providing a 

precisely detailed description of a specific object, Contarini concisely expressed the fine 

precision and refinement of detail of which feather art was capable, allowing the recipient 

of the report to visualize the possibilities of an art form with which he was wholly 

unfamiliar.136  

Certainly, there are notable similarities between featherwork and embroidery, 

including the use of a material whose color cannot be manipulated in order to create 

different shades and tonalities; it is only through the careful placing of one color next to 

another that the skilled artist can create the effect of highlights, shadows, volume and 

mass.  The delicacy and precision required to execute a work of art is readily apparent, as 

																																																								
134 For more about the Munich collections, see the scholarship of Elke Bujok, especially “Ethnographica in 
der Münchner Kunstkammer,” in Die Münchner Kunstkammer, vol. 3, ed. Peter Diemer and Dorothea 
Diemer (Munich: Verlag der Bayerischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2008), 311-20; Neue Welten in 
europäischen Sammlungen and “Ethnographica in Early Modern Kunstkammern and Their Perception,” 17-
32. 
135 Gasparo Contarini, (”Relazione del Contarini ritornato ambasciatore dell imperatore Carlo V, l’anno 
1525,” Bologna University Library, ms.1321 III 732., f. 676v, translation from Rusoo, “Plumes of 
Sacrifice,” 236. 
136 Keen, The Aztec Image in Western Thought, 64-5. 
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is the manual skill and visual acuity. Both media impart to the work a particular texture, 

one inherent to the given material that cannot be changed or varied, and it has been noted 

that feather mosaics and embroidery offer “a refined balance between brightness and 

tactility, both for the eye and for the hand.”137  A major distinction, however, is that 

embroidery, in Europe, was more commonly used as a decorative element, rather than the 

work of art in its own right.  It should be noted that in comparing feather art to wax and, 

in particular, embroidery, it is possible to suggest something about not only the texture, 

but also the sheen and shifting visual effects enabled by this newly discovered art.  In 

using such vocabulary and drawing such parallels, those lucky few who were granted 

first-hand access to the exotic works were able to experience the inter-sensory delight of 

stimulating various senses of sight and touch, in particular. 

Mesoamerican featherwork was also appreciated for its mosaic-like qualities, 

which were most clearly seen in some of the techniques used to join the feathers together 

and in the localized sections of color, as visually defined by the relevant medium.  In the 

seventeenth century, the Italian philosopher, writer and diplomat Lorenzo Magalotti 

(1637-1712) made the association between featherwork and the pietre dure mosaics that 

were manufactured in the local workshops.138   As discussed in the previous chapter, 

mosaics and micro-mosaics were held in particularly high regard throughout Renaissance 

																																																								
137 Russo, Wolf and Fane, “Preface,” 18. 
138 “già si sa, che questa fu la manifattura piu celebre, piu fauorita e piu alla moda nella Corte di Messico: 
l’istesso appresso a poco che quella delle pietre commesse nella Corte di Toscana,” in Lorenzo Magalotti, 
Varie operette del conte Lorenzo Magalotti con giunta di otto lettere su le terre odorose d’Europa e 
d’America dette volgarmente buccheri ora pubblicate per la prima volta (Milan: Giovanni Silvestri, 1825), 
401.  For more on Magalotti and his ideas on Mexico, see Maria Matilde Benzoni, La cultura italiana e il 
Messico: storia di un’immagine da Temistitan all’indipendenza, 1519-1821 (Milan: Edizioni Unicopli, 
2004), esp. 199-203.  
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Europe, largely due to their origin in ancient Greco-Roman culture.139  The basic 

techniques were broadly comparable: individual pieces, be they feathers or polished 

fragments of stone, were placed next to one another in order to create the desired pattern 

or image; color was the primary factor in selecting each individual component.140  

Though Amerindian feather art lacked some of the benefits of mosaics, most notably with 

regards to durability of color and material, the similarities in the process of creation, 

combined with an esteemed ancient heritage, contributed to the acknowledged parallels 

between the two media, culminating in Magalotti’s observations.  

However, for all of the fascination with indigenous feather art, and the repeated 

comparisons with pietre dure, embroidery and other common European techniques, there 

was little scholarly investigation of the medium in the early modern era, as feather 

painting was virtually never included in artistic treatises. One of the few to acknowledge 

the medium, Gian Lorenzo d’Anania (1545-1609) incorporated featherwork into his 

descriptions of different regions of the world and their arts, praising the featherworkers’ 

patience and endurance – despite never actually seeing an example of their work.141   

Europeans frequently had a dramatic response to such works, astounded by their 

beauty and delicacy, as well as by the evident labor demanded in the making.  Whereas 

																																																								
139 Ancient mosaics, and later pietre dure, are discussed in more detail in Chapter 4.  Refer to that chapter 
for a comprehensive selection of sources on mosaics and pietre dure. 
140 Marita Martínez del Río de Redo notes that, unlike works created prior to the Conquest, the feather 
works based on Christian models were made exclusively of small feathers, primarily from hummingbirds.  
This characteristic thus made the relevant art works seem even closer to the mosaic style. See Martínez del 
Río de Redo, “Featherwork During the Viceroyalty,” in The Art of Featherwork in Mexico, ed. Teresa 
Castelló Yturbide (Mexico, D.F.: Formento Cultural Banamex, 1993), 103-39, esp. 120. 
141 Gian Lorenzo d’Anania, Cosmographia (Naples 1573), part IV, 7v and Gallori, “Collecting Feathers,” 
76.  Later, after seeing a post-Conquest feather painting of St. Jerome, d’Anania amended future editions of 
Cosmographia to reflect his impressions, praising the medium for its beauty, and acknowledging “the 
liveliness of its natural colours, so well and aptly arranged, that I think it is not possible to see a similar 
image, or a better one, between the ancient or the most skilled modern painters” (d’Anania, Cosmographia, 
369).  Though Guevara’s Comentarios… pre-dated d’Anania’s writings, the Spanish treatise wasn’t 
published for another two centuries, until 1788. 
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some struggled to find ways to translate the exotic medium into a descriptive language 

that was easily understood by European audiences, even more had trouble articulating the 

visual impact of the objects, and the corresponding emotional response they elicited.  

Rapturous descriptions of Mexica feather art, such as the one recorded by Peter Martyr 

d’Anghiera  (1457-1526) upon seeing the treasure in 1520, shortly after its arrival in 

Spain, provide a glimpse into how individuals responded to the art form:  

 
Verily, I am not so much amazed at the gold and gems;  
what causes my astonishment is the painstaking  
skilfulness [sic] due to which the work transcends the  
material.  I have contemplated an infinite number of figures  
and faces, too many to describe; it seems to me I have never  
seen anything to match such beauty which dazzles the eye142  

 

Aside from the emotional response of wonder – one that seems to have been driven 

largely by the ingenuity and exotic nature of both the materials143 and the technique – 

how did Renaissance scholars, collectors and intellectuals understand the phenomenon 

and situate it into their cultural mindset?  Phrases like “beau” (beautiful), “fort bien fait” 

(very well made) and “bien ouvré” (well crafted) are used to characterize examples of 

indigenous featherwork in Margaret of Austria’s Mechelen inventory; the same 

descriptors were also applied to European paintings in her collection.144  For all the ways 

																																																								
142 The Spanish version, published in 1530, reads: “No me admiro en verdad del oro y de las pedras; lo que 
me causa estupor es la habilidad y el esfuerzo con que la obra aventaja a la materia. Infinitas figuras y 
rostros he contemplado, que no puedo describir; paréceme no haber visto jamás cosa alguna que por su 
hermosura pueda atraer a las miradas humanas.”  Martyr, Decades del Nuevo Mundo, vol. 1, 430; Isabel 
Yaya, “Wonders of America: The Curiosity Cabinet as a Site of Representation and Knowledge,” Journal 
of the History of Collections vol. 20, no. 2 (2008): 173-88, esp. 175 and George Kubler, “Aesthetics Since 
Amerindian Art before Columbus,” in Collecting the Pre-Columbian Past, ed. Elizabeth Hill Boone 
(Washington, D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, 1993): 35-48. 
143 The majority – if not all – of the birds whose feathers were used in indigenous pre-Columbian feather art 
would have been unknown to European audiences. 
144 For example, two European works are identified as “Item, delivré audit Garde-joyaulx depuis cest 
inventaire fait, la pourtraieture des nayn et nayne du roy de Dannemareque, faiete par Jehanin de 
Maubeuge, fort bien fait” and “Item, ung aultre tableaux de deux petitz enffans embrassant et baisant l’ung 
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these feather objects were so radically different from anything produced in local 

workshops, European viewers continued to return to existing vocabulary and standards to 

define and describe the materials, labor and visual effects of what were, for them, more 

familiar works.   

One word that was periodically invoked upon study of these works is “vaghezza,” 

an Italian term that lacks a clear parallel in English.  In sixteenth-century Italian, it was 

used to signify an indeterminate, beautiful object which sparks or inspires the 

imagination.145  The Venetian ambassador to Charles V’s Spanish court, Gasparo 

Contarini, first saw a selection of the treasure sent by Cortés to the monarch in November 

1522, at the urging of Peter Martyr who had organized a viewing for members of the 

diplomatic corps in Spain.  Like most viewers, the ambassador was particularly struck by 

the featherwork, describing them as “most marvelous” (“più meravigliosa”), and stating 

that “Never have I seen more exquisite and delicate embroidery (“ricamo”) than in 

certain examples of that work.” Contarini continues, describing the products of the Indian 

feather artists in a report to the Venetian Senate:  

 
 

																																																																																																																																																																					
l’aultre sur l’arbette, fort bien fait,” while objects from Mexico are identified as “Item, ung riche manteau 
beau et grant, garniz de III[e] LXVII besans d’or, de largeur d’ung sol de France pièce, bien ouvré, à ung 
bort de plume blanche, jointe d’ung bort noir” and “Item, ung aultre manteau de plumes, à ung bort blanc, 
ouvré de menuz ouvraiges à la mode due païs, fort bien fait” (entries on pages 58, 86, 63 and 64, 
accordingly).  See Michelant’s “Inventaire des vaisselles, joyaux, tapisseries, peintures, manuscrits, etc… 
de Marguerite d'Autriche, régente et gouvernante des Pays- Bas, dressé en son palais de Malines, le 9 juillet 
1523,” in Bulletin de la Commission Royale d'histoire, 3rd series, 12 (1871).  The same Mexican items can 
be found in Heinrich Zimmermann, ed.,  “Urkunden und Regesten aus dem k.u.k. Haus-, Hof-, und 
Staatsarchiv in Wien,” Jahrbuch der kunsthistorischen Sammlungen des allerhöchsten Kaiserhauses 
(Vienna), 3 (1885): cxix-cxx, esp. cxx, entries 927 and 936 (932 and 935 also use the relevant language).  
The original 1523-24 inventory of Margaret of Austria’s Mechelen collection is in Vienna (Österreichische 
Staatsarchiv, Vienna, Haus-, Hof- und Staatsarchiv, Habsburgische-Lothringisches Familienarchiv, 
Famlienurkunde, Nr., 1176); it has also been published in Fernando Checa Cremades, ed., Los Inventarios 
de Carlos V y la familia imperial, vol. 3, 2425-513.  
145 “cosa vaga, bella che accende l’ammirazione.” See Tristano Bolelli, Dizionario etimologico della lingua 
italiana (Milan: TEA, 1989). 
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They create works with the feathers of miraculous birds.   
Never have I seen any embroidery or handiwork that can  
rival the quality of some of their featherwork.  It possesses  
its own vaghezza due to the varying nature of its colors  
which, like the neck of a pigeon, change with the light.146  

 
 
In this case, art historian and historical anthropologist Alessandra Russo contends that 

“vaghezza” is not a vague term, nor was it intended to signify wonder according to its 

most basic definition.  Rather, she says, it was a precisely selected linguistic decision, 

which, in this context, “designates the aesthetic and sensory multiplicity associated with 

an artistic material whose versatility and variability Contarini had never seen before.”147  

In his report back to the Venetian Senate, Contarini was trying to express just what it was 

that made the Mexica feather art so highly regarded.  This was no easy feat when the 

recipients on the Italian peninsula had no access either to the objects themselves, or the 

birds that provided the feathers.148  By equating the objects positively not only to 

embroidery, but to all other forms of “handiwork,” he praises featherworks’ technical 

virtuosity, and provides some sense of comparative mediums. Contarini then goes on to 

explain what, exactly, made the art form so distinctive to his eyes, and the works so 

marvelous: qualities that are rooted in color but, unlike a painting where, once applied, 

the pigments remain static and unchanging, those of the feather objects were ever-

shifting, dependent on any number of factors, including the angle from which the viewer 

																																																								
146 “Lavorano poi lavori di penne d’uccelli miracolosi. Certamente non ho veduto in queste parti alcun 
ricamo né altro lavoro tanto sottile, como sono alcuni di quelli di penna, li quali hanno un’altra vaghezza 
perché paiono di diversi colori secondo ch’hanno il lume, come che vediamo fatti nel collo d’um columbo.” 
Gasparo Contarini, Relazione del Contarini ritornato ambasciatore dell’imperatore Carlo V, l’anno 1525, 
Bologna University Library, ms. 1321 III 732, f. 676v. Contarini’s quote can also be found in Russo, 
“Plumes of Sacrifice,” 236; it is also quoted in Sullivan, The Language of Objects, 8.  
147 Russo, “Plumes of Sacrifice,” 236. 
148 Contarini’s reports to the Senate consisted of some of the lengthier and more detailed ambassadorial 
descriptions of the New World in the sixteenth century. Elizabeth Horodowich, The Venetian Discovery of 
America: Geographic Imagination and Print Culture in the Age of Encounters (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2018), 206. 
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looked at it. The Mexica shields, headdresses and other items delighted the eye, but also 

feathers used in new and creative ways, demonstrating a new range of possibilities to 

European audiences. Even the “miraculous” birds that provided the feathers that made up 

such astounding works were largely unknown in Europe.  Taken as a whole, the 

featherworks appealed to the European imagination, functioning as a multi-sensory 

experience. The ambassador’s selection of “vaghezza” is indicative of the impact feather-

making had on European audiences, while also demonstrating the lack of appropriate 

existing terminology in Italian.  At the same time, through the use of “vaghezza,” as well 

as terms ranging from “beau” and “exquisite” to “miraculous” and “marvellous,” it is 

clear that European audiences regularly reached for superlatives in their attempts to 

adequately convey the appearance and effect of Mexica featherwork.  

Contarini was not alone in his dramatic response to feather art.  The eighteenth-

century French writer Voltaire (1694-1778) asserted that feathers “formed the most 

beautiful patterns with the variety of their colors and tones.”149  This admiration aligns 

with Contarini’s glowing description to the Venetian Senate, in which he noted the 

feathers’ natural cangiantismo, or shifts in hue, an innate quality that was further 

enhanced by the featherworkers’ integration of different types and colors of feathers into 

patterns.150  José de Acosta was another who emphasized the intrinsic cangiantismo of 

the feathers themselves, while also admiring the skill of the artists who arranged the 

feathers in such a way as to enhance the colors and their effects, noting that “the feathers 
																																																								
149 Voltaire, Essai sur les mœurs et l'esprit des nations (Essay on the Manners and Spirits of Nations) vol. 2 
(Geneva: 1756), 346-55. Also quoted in Cue, “Featherwork Among the Mexica,” 74, fn. 11, as well as 
Benjamin Keen, La imagen azteca en el pensamiento occidental, 74. 
150 Art historians Suzanne B. Butters and Tania Corinna Gallori suggest that, when responding to the 
featherworks, sixteenth-century audiences returned to the concept of cangiantismo not only because of the 
visual impact, but because the quality so corresponded to Mannerism, a style which reached its height 
during the same period.  See Butters, “Artecoloniale messicana,” 224 and Gallori, “Collecting Feathers,” 
76. 
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were so well arranged that a naked eye could not discern whether the colours were from 

natural feathers or painted with the brush.”151  The repeated use of terms such as 

vaghezza and cangiantismo in relation to works that were associated with the pagan and 

the exotic, and which were representative of a society that was seen in some ways as the 

antithesis to Christian Europe, is evidence of the visual, and even emotional, power 

Mexica featherwork held over those European audiences fortunate and privileged enough 

to see them directly.  

Bartolomé de Las Casas, the sixteenth-century Spanish historian and Dominican 

friar, was another writer who recorded his passionate response to the art form.  Along 

with Martyr and Contarini, Las Casas was one of the first Europeans to see – and write 

about – Mexica feather art, responding to both pre- and post-Conquest examples.  He first 

arrived in the New World in 1513, when he participated in the conquest of Cuba, and 

quickly came to admire the native inhabitants, eventually being appointed “Protector of 

the Indians,” often praising the peoples, the culture and their skills in his writings.  In his 

Apologética historia summaria de las gentes destas Indias (Apologetic Summary History 

of the People of These Indies) from 1522, Las Casas addressed the technical and creative 

skills of the indigenous peoples, using their abilities as proof of intellectual 

achievements.152  Like most of his contemporaries, he was in awe of the featherworkers 

and their talents, and placed particular emphasis on the works’ lifelikeness and 

cangiantismo: 
																																																								
151 Acosta, Historia natural y moral de las Indias, 90v, part IV, chapter XXXVII; English translation in 
Gallori, “Collecting Feathers,” 75.  In fact, by the late seventeenth century, opinions had changed; 
European audiences were no longer fascinated by featherwork, and reserved their admiration solely for the 
artists’ ability to work with the challenging and fragile material, and the patience the art form necessitated.  
Feather art was by then viewed as a popular, and not a high, art.  One such proponent of this opinion was 
Lorenzo Magalotti (Magalotti, Varie operette del conte Lorenzo Magalotti, 400-02). 
152 Bartolomé de Las Casas, Apologetica Historia Summaria vol. 7, Obras completas (Madrid: Alianza, 
1992) and Shelton, “Cabinets of Transgression,” 191. 
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The activity in which they seem to excel over all other  
intellects [intelectos]and which makes them appear unique  
among the nations of the earth is the craft they have perfected  
of representing with real feathers, in all their natural colours,  
all the things that they and other excellent painters can paint  
with brushes.  They used to make many things of feathers,  
including animals, birds, men, cloaks or mantles, apparel for  
the priests, crowns or mitres, shields and flyswatters, and a  
thousand other things… Before the coming of the Spaniards  
they used this art and craft to make marvellously [sic]  
[maravillosamente] perfect things… all so natural or lifelike  
[verosímil] that if they represented a living thing the work  
seemed alive, and if they represented an inanimate thing the  
copy seemed natural… One of the greatest beauties of their  
featherwork, especially in an object of large size, is the placing  
of the feathers in such a way that, viewed from one direction,  
the object looks golden though there is no gold in it; viewed  
from another direction it is iridescent, though green is not its  
principal colour, and so on, all with marvellous luster and grace.153 

 

The comparisons with the art of painting, the references to intellect and perfection and 

the repeated use of the term “marvellous” to describe the genre corresponds to countless 

other written discussions of New World featherworks from the sixteenth century.  Las 

Casas’ lengthy analysis demonstrates the enthusiasm European audiences had for the 

medium, while articulating some of the reasons for that appreciation, as well as the 

tendency to conflate characteristics of the art form with the society that produced it. This 

evaluation speaks to Las Casas’ admiration for the technical virtuosity involved in 

creating such extraordinary works, an appreciation that seems to have been shared by 

many Europeans during this period.154  The technical ability he seems to have placed the 

																																																								
153 This translation from Keen, The Aztec Image in Western Thought, 95-6; also appears in Shelton, 
“Cabinets of Transgression,” 191.  
154 The reciprocal relationship between art and nature Las Casas alluded to is reflective of the artificialia 
that were included in contemporary Wunderkammern, the same gallery space where works from the New 
World would be displayed. Isabel Yaya references this relationship and the connection to artificialia in 
“Wonders of America,” 175. 
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greatest weight on was the way in which the skill the artist “lay in taking advantage of the 

form and the irregularities of the material” in such a way as to “create an original work 

where the hand of the craftsman merged with the hand of nature.”155   The repeated 

acknowledgment of the skill of the artist, of the apparent ingegno, indicates a greater 

respect for the featherworkers than for artists of any other medium in the New World and 

will ultimately have far greater implications beyond technical or aesthetic appreciation. 

Indeed, European audiences reserved perhaps the greatest astonishment for the 

indigenous artists themselves and their abilities. We saw how the artist Albrecht Dürer 

was immediately struck by the extraordinary craftsmanship demonstrated in the 

featherwork, writing in his diary that he “saw among [the treasure] wonderful works of 

art and marvelled at the subtle ingenuity of people in strange lands.”156  Authors such as 

d’Anania and de Acosta considered the inherent challenges of the medium and were more 

specific in the cause for their admiration, noting the extreme skill of the artists who 

“transformed” the feathers in such a way as to deny the size, shape and texture of the 

feathers, making the surface appear smooth and consistent.157   Peter Martyr, upon seeing 

the treasure in Spain, was overwhelmed by what he saw, enthusing in De Orbe Novo that 

he was “at a loss to describe the aigrettes, the plumes, and the feather fans. If ever artists 

of this kind of work have touched genius, then surely these natives are they.”158  Even 

more than the gold or precious gems, he was “dazzled” by the “cleverness of the artist 

																																																								
155 Yaya, “Wonders of America,” 175. 
156 Hans Rupprich, ed., Schriftlicher Nachlass (3 volumes, Berlin 1956-69), vol. 1, 146-202.  A translation 
of this quote can be found in several sources, including Jantz, “Images of America,” 94 and Jean Michel 
Massing, “Early European Images of America,” 515. 
157 Gallori, “Collecting Feathers,” 76. 
158 Martyr, De Orbe Novo, Fourth Decade, Book X, 46. 
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and the workmanship” which were so striking that “the work transcends the material.”159  

Martyr’s praise, along with Dürer’s, speaks to another reason these works were highly 

coveted: the human involvement and knowledge that lay behind the transformation and 

manipulation of materials.  This appreciation for the technical virtuosity required to 

create the shields, headdresses and other forms of feather art underlies much of the 

sixteenth-century fascination with and admiration for the genre. The repeated discussions 

of the cangiantismo and ingegno speak to a recognition for the agency and judgment of 

the artist and the manual and intellectual skills required not only to work with such a 

challenging material, but to devise the patterns and motifs, in creating such “marvelous” 

works out of the raw materials, as beautiful as they admittedly were on their own.  

Fray Gerónimo de Mendieta was another who wondered over the artists behind 

the works, when he wrote of examples of featherwork that he saw: 

 
  

																																																								
159 See the English translation in Keen, The Aztec Image in Western Thought 59, and De rebus oceanicis et 
orbe novo decades, Fourth Decade, from the translation found in Kubler, “Aesthetics Since Amerindian Art 
before Columbus,” 35-48 and Yaya, “Wonders of America,” 175. The full quote (in English) reads: 
“Verily, I am not so much amazed at the gold and gems; what causes my astonishment is the painstaking 
skilfulness due to which the work transcends the material.  I have contemplated an infinite number of 
figures and faces, too many to describe; it seems to me I have never seen anything to match such beauty 
which dazzles the eye.” Another translation, which can be found in Vandenbroeck, “Amerindian Art and 
Ornamental Objects,” 99, reads that the “artists’ cleverness and skill…surpass[es] the value of the 
materials…”  
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What seems to surpass the genius of man  
[todo ingenio humano] was the native art of producing,  
by means of feathers, the same results obtained by the  
best painters with their brushes and colors…. it is a  
marvel [cosa maravillosa] with what perfection  
[con cuánta perfección] [the artists] exercised their  
art, so entirely new to us, and produced images and  
pictures worthy of being presented to princes, kings  
and sovereign pontiffs.160   

 

Based on the praise of Dürer, Peter Martyr and de Mendieta, it is apparent that the skill 

and creative intellect of the artists were at the very least one of the motivating factors for 

the interested collectors who eagerly sought out pre-Conquest featherworks.  

Perhaps the most significant quality of pre-Columbian featherwork recognized by 

contemporary European audiences is that of ingegno, with broader social, cultural, legal 

and religious implications.  While the literal translation is “intelligence,” sixteenth-

century usage of the term in an artistic context encompassed skill, intellect, talent, 

ingenuity and even the capacity for creation.  It also related to the role of genius and 

creativity in the design and execution of a work of art, going back to the idea that 

initiated the work itself.161  The appreciation for, and acknowledgment of, the ingegno 

																																																								
160 de Mendieta, Historia eclesiástica indiana, 68; Gerónimo de Mendieta, Historia eclesiástica indiana 
(México: Editorial Porrúa, 1980 [1596]), 170 and Nuttall, “Ancient Mexican Feather Work,” 332. The 
Spanish-born Franciscan missionary and historian spent much of his adult life in New Spain, living there 
between 1554 and 1570, and then from 1573 until his death in 1604.  It is unclear when, exactly, he first 
had the opportunity to see Mexican feather art, nor do we know how many examples of pre-Conquest 
featherworks – if any – he had firsthand knowledge of.  De Mendieta’s most famous work, Historia 
eclesiástica indiana, a chronicle of the early evangelization history of the New World, was prohibited by 
the authorities, and not published until almost 270 years after its completion, in 1870.  As such, much like 
Felipe de Guevara’s treatise, Historia eclesiástica indiana was not read by the author’s contemporaries.  
161 Salvatore Battaglia and Giorgio Barberi Squarotti. eds., Grande dizionario della lingua italiana, vol. 7 
(21 vols.) (Turin: Unione Tipografico-Editrice Torinese, 1961-2004), 1019-23.  For a discussion of the role 
of ingegno in art during the Renaissance, see Patricia A. Emison’s Creating the “Divine” Artist: From 
Dante to Michelangelo (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2004), particularly the Appendix section, “The 
Historiography of Ingegno.”  David Summers, in his Michelangelo and the Language of Art, discusses 
ingegno, specifically in relation to Renaissance theory.  Ultimately, Summers interprets ingegno as 
“striving,” as more an indication of the artist’s efforts, or as something accomplished by the artist – a form 
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involved in Mexica artistic practices is particularly momentous during this period for its 

spiritual and legal implications.  From the time the conquistadores, accompanied by 

Catholic missionaries, came into contact with the native inhabitants of the New World, 

Europeans questioned how the people fit into their existing religious, social and legal 

framework.  This complex issue resulted in questions that preoccupied many theologians 

of the time, as they struggled to resolve whether or not the indigenous peoples possessed 

souls, if they were capable of salvation and what social and legal rights they were entitled 

to.  Several leading scholars of the time, including Peter Martyr and Francesco Corner, 

who saw the treasure in Valladolid in March of 1520, recognized the ingegno of the 

artists and their works.  Martyr, upon viewing the featherworks, praised the ingegno, and 

observed that, in his opinion, the artists’ “cleverness and skilfulness… surpasses the 

value of the materials,”162 while Corner commented that the examples that he saw “truly 

demonstrated” that the artists were “persons of ingegno.”163   This recognition of the 

faculty of ingegno became a central argument in support of the indigenous populations as 

indeed fully human, because if the native peoples of the Americas were sub-human, as 

some believed, they would have been incapable of such demonstrations of ingegno.   

The acknowledged ingegno of the featherworks thus proved indigenous peoples’ 

intellectual and spiritual capacity, helping to clarify the debate that was only resolved by 

																																																																																																																																																																					
of technical accomplishment – rather than in the sense of “lifelikeness,” or something that goes beyond the 
artist’s skill. 
162 Peter Martyr, Décades del Nuevo Mundo; also included in Maria Matilde Benzoni’s La cultura italiana 
e il Messico: storia di un’immagine da Temistitan all’indipendenza, 1519-1821 (Milan: Edizioni Unicopli, 
2004).  In “Appendix: The Historiography of Ingegno,” from 2004’s Creating the “Divine” Artist: From 
Dante to Michelangelo, Patricia A. Emison considers ideas, understandings and interpretations of the 
concept of ingegno, with regards to both literature (especially poetry) and the visual arts (321-48).  
163 “…che in vero dimostra in quelle parti esser persone d’ingegno”  See Guglielmo Berchet, ed., Raccolta 
di documenti e studi pubblicati dalla R. Commissione Colombiana pel quarto centenario della scoperta 
dell’America, III, Fonte italiane per la scoperta del nuovo mondo, I, Carteggi diplomatici (Rome: 
Ministero della pubblica istruzione, 1892), esp.100; Benzoni La cultura italiana e il Messico, 11; Markey, 
The New World in Renaissance Italy, vol. 1, 53-4 and Gallori, “Collecting Feathers,” 63. 
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decree in June 1537, when Pope Paul III Farnese (r. 1534-49) granted the Indios the 

status of rational beings with souls, meaning that they were now able to receive the 

sacraments of baptism and communion, and be fully welcomed into the Church, with all 

accompanying social, religious and legal rights.164  From a European Christian 

perspective, “ingegno” was among the highest praise one could offer to a New World 

inhabitant, referring to the cognitive capacity to conceive of the work, going back to the 

artist’s initial idea, as well as the skill of the artist to conjure that idea into form, and the 

impact a given work had on the viewer.  More than that, though, it extended to the 

artist(s) and the amantecas, and even the community as a whole. 

Comments such as Martyr’s, who used the terms “persons of ingenio” in the same 

remarks in which he also refers to them as “savages,” suggests that Europeans found it 

difficult to reconcile their perception of a society that was unsophisticated, pagan, and 

involved in certain horrifying, uncivilized activities with admiration for their abilities to 

create mesmerizing works of such delicacy and refinement.165  Martyr was not alone in 

this struggle, and the corresponding debate would rage on for many years.166  Ultimately, 

																																																								
164 On June 2, 1537, Pope Paul III issues the papal bull “Sublimus Deus,” which forbade the enslavement of 
the indigenous Americans – identified in the bull as “Indians of the West and the South” – and formally 
recognized them as rational beings with souls, calling for their evangelization and granting rights relating to 
property and freedoms. See Charles Gibson, The Aztecs under Spanish Rule: A History of the Indians of the 
Valley of Mexico, 1519-1810 (Stanford: Stanford University Press 1964) and Patrick Thornberry, 
Indigenous Peoples and Human Rights (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2005). 
165 Almost every literary or artistic depiction of the indigenous peoples of the New World emphasized the 
savage nature of the natives in a caricature-like manner, representing them as devil-worshipping, 
cannibalistic heathens with no sense of human decency. One particularly popular woodcut, designed for the 
1509 German translation of Amerigo Vespucci’s letters, published by Johannes Grüninger in Strassberg, 
depicts a man urinating in public, a woman touching herself and another man butchering a human body. 
Images like this both informed and illustrated the typical European perception of the indigenous peoples, 
regardless of actual culture or traditions.  Such perceptions made the seemingly contradictory beauty and 
refinement of the featherwork even more fascinating to European audiences. 
166 As theologians, humanists and others debated over the status of the Amerindians, they looked back to 
Aristotle, who distinguished between two types of enslavement: one type referring to those who were 
enslaved through capture, while the other existed in the form of creatures born “slaves by nature,” who are 
“constitutionally incapable of fully human powers of reasoning.” See Farago, “On the Peripatetic Life of 
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however, it is clear that it was the indigenous featherwork, more than any other form of 

creative endeavor, activity or even statement, that allowed European audiences to see the 

Mexica as being, if not Christian, then at least part of the same human race (and therefore 

capable of being converted). More importantly, in terms of formalizing their place within 

the European newly-expanded Christian world, such abilities proved that the Mexica 

were endowed with the “nature and faculties” necessary to receive the Christian faith 

through their own understanding and acceptance, and were thus protected from 

enslavement.167  In no small part through the recognition of their ingegno, the indigenous 

peoples of the New World were thus understood to possess not only intellect and 

humanity, but also souls.  

 
 

Transforming of the Pagan: Post-Conquest Featherwork as Symbol 

 of the New World and Spiritual Conquest 

An immediate challenge for those collectors eager to acquire featherworks for their own 

collections was the (perhaps unconscious) need to reconcile their admiration for ingegno, 

vaghezza and other qualities of featherwork with the medium’s less desirable associations 

with a pagan society most famed in Europe for warfare, an extensive divine pantheon, 

human sacrifice and cannibalism.  While there might have been some debate with regards 

to the appropriate means of assessing the man-made creations of the New World and how 

																																																																																																																																																																					
Objects in the Era of Globalisation,” 25-6; Farago refers to Aristotle’s Poetics, particularly 1254b15-
1255b40. 
167 As confirmed in the bull Sublimis Deus, issued by Pope Paul III on 9 June 1537.  Among other things, 
this bull protected the Mexica, and other indigenous peoples of New Spain, from enslavement and having 
their property seized, as they were capable of conversion through education and hearing the word of God, 
and choosing baptism on their own. The bull ensured the Indios’ protections, confirming that the penalty 
for those who violated imperial law would be excommunication – the most severe punishment one could 
face.  Though this penalty would be nullified by another papal bull just two years later, the indigenous 
peoples’ status – both legally and spiritually – was confirmed.   
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they should be judged in the context of European art, there was no question that the 

acquisition of feathers and feather art functioned as proof to Europeans of their own 

spiritual conquest and the superiority of the Catholic Church over all other religions.  

The locations where these feather objects were often stored and displayed in 

Hapsburg courts played a role in the messages that were sent and received through the 

works when they were first transferred to Europe: the Schatzkammer.  The ideal medieval 

model of the Schatzkammer, or treasure room, contained documents, insignia and other 

contents that otherwise symbolized, supported or visibly displayed dynastic claims.168  

The Hapsburg collections included regalia, which encompassed the Archduke’s hat (the 

Erzherzogenhut, a kind of crown), family crowns, diadems, scepters and orbs belonging 

to various members of the house, and other symbols of legally- and divinely-appointed 

power.  A significant portion of the initial treasure presented by Moctezuma to Cortés, 

who functioned as the official representative of Charles V in the eyes of the Mexica 

should be viewed in this context and included headdresses, shields, mantles – in short, 

divine and imperial regalia.169   More than simply exotica, or symbols of a pagan society, 

more than exquisite examples of a fascinating new medium and technique, much of this 

featherwork was understood as regalia that embodied social, political and religious forces 

of a foreign empire, and as such were visual evidence of Spain’s successful conquest of 

																																																								
168 Thomas DaCosta Kaufmann, “From Treasury to Museum: The Collections of the Austrian Habsburgs,” 
in The Cultures of Collecting, ed. John Elsner and Roger Cardinal (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1994), 137-54, esp. 138.  
169 One of Cortés’ inventories, detailing the contents of his first shipment to Spain in 1519, lists “a mitre of 
blue stone mosaic-work,” “a scepter of red stone mosaic-work” and “a piece of colored feather-work which 
the lords of this land are wont to put on their heads;” these items are representative of some of the types of 
regalia acquired from the New World. (See Saville, Turquois Mosaic Art in Ancient Mexico, 8-10). It 
should be noted that the majority of the works – feather and otherwise – that could be considered “regalia” 
remained in Hapsburg possession, and were rarely among the pieces dispersed to non-relations. 
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this empire and Charles V’s position of absolute ruler.170   It would have been to the 

Hapsburgs’ benefit to promote this reading of the works, which included Moctezuma’s 

“crown” (Fig. 5.1), both through their display in the imperial context of a Schatzkammer 

and through the works’ dispersal to allies – particularly during a time when Charles had 

only recently been elected Holy Roman Emperor and would have wished to emphasize 

that status.  In their new context, works such as the “crown” formed tangible proof of the 

success of the Conquest to the New World within the new world order and of the divine 

righteousness of Charles’ authority. 

As Schatzkammern often incorporated items of a sacral nature as well as political, 

the regalia associated with deities like Quetzalcóatl and Huitzilopochtli, and their priests, 

would fit quite logically into the imperial collections, especially those of the proclaimed 

																																																								
170 Rather, “Empire” according to European understanding.  In reality, what has become known as the 
“Mexica (or, more colloquially, “Aztec”) Empire” was initially an alliance between three Nahua city-states: 
Mexico-Tenochtitlán, Texcoco and Tlacopan. Together, they formed the Triple Alliance, which ruled the 
Valley of Mexico from 1428 until the Spanish Conquest in 1521. Tenochtitlán quickly gained prominence 
over the other two city-states, and – largely through military dominance – controlled the Alliance.  After 
the group’s formation in 1428 – and even more so after Tenochtitlán took control – the Triple Alliance 
began to wage war over other cities, conquering them.  However, instead of absorbing the conquered areas 
into a single empire and imposing their own political system upon them, the rulers of these cities were 
permitted to remain in control, as long as they paid tribute to, and acknowledged the authority of, 
Tenochtitlán and its ruler. Another point of distinction as compared to Old World kingdoms and empires: 
Mexica rulers were not determined though a system of direct inheritance. Though the given ruler, or 
tlatoani (which translates to “one who speaks”), of each city-state often belonged to the same family as his 
predecessor, it was still an elected position, and would not automatically go to the late ruler’s eldest son. 
Additionally, each tlatoani was not only political leader of their city-state, but also military commander and 
high priest. Though the political structure did not correspond precisely to the European concept of 
“empire,” or to European examples of the same, there were enough similarities and that, combined with the 
convenience of applying a familiar socio-political blueprint and similarly familiar vocabulary, resulted in 
Spanish conquistadores describing what they saw as an “empire,” ruled by an “emperor.” Ultimately, this 
traditionally European terminology has become the standard when discussing the pre-Columbian world.  
For more thorough discussions of Mexican political systems, see Aztec Thought and Culture: A Study of 
Ancient Náhuatl Mind (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1963) and Aztec Image of Self and Society: 
An Introduction to Nahua Culture, ed. and with an Introduction by J. Jorge Klor de Alva (Salt Lake City: 
University of Utah Press, 1992), both by Miguel León-Portilla; Ross Hassig 1988; Frances F. Berdan, 
Richard E. Blanton, Elizabeth Hill Boone, Mary G. Hodge, Michael E. Smith and Emily Umberger, Aztec 
Imperial Strategies (Washington, D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, 1996), among 
other sources. 
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Holy Roman Emperor.171  Featherwork functioned as a form of visual evidence not only 

of the Spanish Conquest of the New World, but also of the spiritual conquest and the 

mission of the Catholic Church to dominate all cultures and religions.  Featherwork, 

along with masks and certain forms of micro-mosaics,172 were the most visible symbols 

of indigenous religion, including their ritual practices, the most dramatic of which was 

human sacrifice.  Shortly after Cortés and his conquistadores arrived in Mexico in 1518, 

they would have observed firsthand that featherwork was used to adorn pagan priests and 

the human sacrifices, as well as depictions of the indigenous gods. The removal of such 

works from that setting, and their transmission and containment in the collections of 

princes and popes in Europe, demonstrated the ordained success and domination of the 

Catholic Church, and justified further eradication of heathen religion and rituals.  It is 

notable that featherworks seem to have survived the conquistadores’ and missionaries’ 

deliberate destruction of nearly every other religious idol, ritual object, monument, and 

temple, a highly formalized destruction that was both a political act of domination and 

the first step in the all evangelization of what was now New Spain.  It was presumed that 

the forced removal of featherworks and other pre-Conquest Mesoamerican art, from their 

original settings would sever them from the context that was so abhorrent to the Catholic 

Church and the European population as a whole – taking them away from any ritualistic 

function and sacred meaning, separating them from the peoples who valued them and 

from the gods the works and the society honored, disarming them of their power to 

perform.  Ultimately, the destruction, export and eventual hybridization of new types of 

Mexica art and architecture were expressions of Christian dominance over Mexica 
																																																								
171 DaCosta Kaufmann, “From Treasury to Museum,” 138. 
172 Such as the blades decorated with turquoise and other moasic pieces used as part of the ritual human 
sacrifices, as discussed in Chapter 4. 
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paganism, but also of the persistence of Mexica traditions and innovations in negotiating 

these transformative periods of contact. 

With the arrival of the Spaniards, the long-standing, intrinsic relationship between 

feathers, featherwork and Mexica religion became radically altered.  The conquistadores 

– particularly the missionaries who arrived in later waves of encounters during the mid-

sixteenth century – wished to eradicate any trace of the so-called pagan religion and its 

practices.  This was the primary factor behind the immediate destruction of temples, 

idols, monuments and other references to the gods.  Accordingly, all Mexica artists and 

artisans who worked on such projects were prevented from continuing these traditions.  A 

central concern was that the continued production of feather art would encourage pagan 

culture, evoke nostalgia for the old traditions and deities and perhaps even inspire some 

to rebel against Charles V.  After all, many examples of pre-Conquest featherwork were 

ritual in nature, such as the capes, shields and fans were worn and wielded by priests and 

warriors, and so the continued production of these kinds of objects could be seen to 

promote traditionally indigenous belief systems.  Many Europeans, including 

missionaries, were therefore reluctant to promote the continuation of any pre-Conquest – 

pre-Christian – ways.  For these reason the aviaries and amantecas were shut down after 

the fall of Tenochtitlán in 1521. 

With the widespread and multifaceted appeal of Amerindian featherwork in 

Europe, and the fact that featherwork studios had been shut down shortly after the 

Conquest, it is not surprising that the number of interested collectors quickly out-stripped 

the number of pre-Conquest featherworks available.  Even those with the financial 

resources and political connections that would provide access to feather art were 



	 267	

unsuccessful in accessing this coveted art form.  Within just a short period after the 

Conquest, there was nothing left available. 

Considering the religious, political and social motivations behind these 

restrictions, the subsequent decision to re-open the amantecas under Franciscan 

supervision almost immediately after the Conquest took on great significance, risk and 

potential for creative synergy, conversion and commerce.  Post-Conquest featherwork 

under these distinctive conditions and pressures combined traditional techniques and 

materials (to a degree) with liturgical objects and Catholic iconography, epitomizing a 

dynamic syncretism of two distinct cultures and religions, resulting in the emergence of 

something altogether new.    

Although the basic lack of existing featherworks was a significant impediment to 

those who hoped to ensure the continuation of the art form, it was not insurmountable.  

After all, the artisans survived, as did their tools, and they had access to many, if not all, 

of the same birds whose feathers were used before the Spaniards first set foot on Mexican 

land.  The ultimate challenges involved the necessity of reconciling some seemingly 

incompatible ideologies and belief systems.  Within a short time, the Franciscan 

missionaries hired the same workers just a few years later to work in their own feather 

workshops, with the intent of producing Christian liturgical vestments and imagery, 

attempting to match new content with old forms and materials.173   Ultimately, the 

																																																								
173 Franciscans were the first Christian order in the New World, with several accompanying Christopher 
Columbus on his second voyage, in 1493, in response to instructions from the Spanish Crown to convert 
the indigenous peoples of the New World to Christianity; others accompanied Cortés.  Twelve 
missionaries, selected by the pope, arrived in Mexico in 1524 with the express direction of initiating a 
systematic conversion of the population.  The Franciscans were responsible for not only the religious 
education of the natives, but also for providing schools where male children would learn to read and write 
Spanish; they were also granted oversight over the amantecas, when the decision was made to re-open the 
work spaces.  See Ursula Lamb, “Religious Conflicts in the Conquest of Mexico,” Journal of the History of 
Ideas vol. 17, no. 4 (October 1956): 526-39; Robert Ricard, The Spiritual Conquest of Mexico: An Essay on 
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Spaniards were reluctant to lose this group of highly skilled artisans and their highly 

profitable product and, as such, many of the amantecas were incorporated as members of 

the studio of San José de los Naturales, founded in Mexico City (as Tenochtitlán was 

known, post-Conquest), by the Franciscans at the church of San Francisco el Grande.174  

This decision not only to continue a pre-Hispanic art form, one with inextricable links to 

indigenous culture and religion, but also to integrate the practice with European 

functions, iconography and style is unusual in the history of European conquests.  There 

seems to have been little corresponding interest when it came to other artistic media, such 

as mosaics or pottery; the hybridization that resulted is specific to the developing imagery 

that would appear in Mexica feather art.175 

Fray Pedro de Gante (1479? –1572), a Franciscan missionary, was the moving 

force behind the Christianization and promotion of this new development in the history of 

this form of feather art, which, thanks to his efforts, continued to thrive through the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and, on a diminished basis, even into the eighteenth 

century.176  A number of Franciscan friars, influenced by Fray Bernardino de Sahagún 

																																																																																																																																																																					
the Apostolate and the Evangelizing Methods of the Mendicant Orders in New Spain, 1523-1572, trans. 
Lesley Byrd Simpson (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1966) and Inga Clendinnen, “Disciplining 
the Indians: Franciscan Ideology and Missionary Violence in Sixteenth-Century Yucatán,” Past and 
Present: A Journal of Historical Studies vol. 94, no. 1 (1982): 27-48, among others. 
174 Manuel Cortina Portillo notes that at least some priests sought to keep the art of featherwork alive as 
“part of their commitment to education,” and ensured that the curricula in some schools founded for 
students who were Mexica and Purépecha by birth included time dedicated to this activity.  See Portillo, 
“Introduction,” 21.  
175 When I say there was a limited amount of syncretism between media, I refer specifically to pre-
Columbian media, and not to the painting, retablos, ex-votos, or other traditions that developed in New 
Spain under Spanish supervision and control. 
176 A Franciscan missionary of Flemish descent, Fray Pedro de Gante arrived in Mexico by 1523, before the 
arrival of the “official” group of twelve who arrived in June of the following year.  For more on the history 
and development of featherwork, see Mexican feather art, see María Concepción García Sáiz, “Nuevos 
materiales para nuevas expresiones,” in Los siglos de oro en los virreinatos de América, 1550-1700, eds. 
José Berchez and Luisa Elena Alcalá (Madrid: Museo de América, 1999); Teresa Castelló Yturbide, ed., 
The Art of Featherwork in Mexico (Mexico City: Banamex, 1993); and Serge Gruzinski, Painting the 
Conquest: The Mexican Indians and the European Conquest, trans. Deke Dusinberre (Paris: Flammarion, 
1992). 
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and Fray Pedro de Gante, wanted to preserve a tradition that impressed the Europeans 

with its exoticism, sophistication and visual appeal.  Based on their initial appeal to 

collectors abroad, these friars recognized the social and economic benefits to continuing 

production of these objects.  Their hopes were justified, as the next generations of the 

great European families like the Medici and Hapsburgs remained active collectors, 

purchasing featherworks as soon as they arrived in Europe.  Consequently, most of the 

finest examples are now located in places like the Pitti Palace in Florence and the 

Kunsthistorisches Museum in Vienna.177   Recognition of their quality and artistic value 

was not limited to Europe; even the Chinese emperor Wan Li (r. 1573-1619) was pleased 

to receive four New Spanish feather paintings as gifts from Franciscan missionaries, 

apparently preferring this delicate art to the “crude” oil paintings most Westerners 

brought to China.178  

Other exemplars of this technique and the development of new cultural hybrids 

appear on a regular basis in the inventories of European collections, supporting the 

understanding that these feather paintings continued to be among the most admired and 

sought-after artifacts of the New World.  Orazio della Rena, a sixteenth-century secretary 

in the service of the Medici, reports on this in his “Descrizione della America,” which he 

																																																								
177 The Medici were particularly prolific collectors of both pre- and post-Conquest Mexican featherwork.  
See Butters, “Artecoloniale messicana;” Gallori, “Collecting Feathers;” Heikamp, Mexico and the Medici; 
Keating and Markey, “‘Indian’ Objects in Medici and Austrian-Habsburg Inventories” and Markey, The 
New World in Renaissance Italy, along with Jacqueline Marie Musacchio, “Objects and Identity: Antonio 
de’Medici and the Casino at San Marco in Florence,” in The Renaissance World, ed. John Jeffries Martin 
(New York and London: Routledge, 2007), 481-500, among others.  There is one notable example of Post-
Conquest feather art that remained in New Spain/Mexico: the mid-sixteenth century Salvator Mundi 
currently in Tepozotlán – one of the rare examples not to have been sent to Europe. Alessandra Russo 
theorizes that this work would have been found in a New Spanish convent, and was must likely used as a 
devotional (Russo, “Plumes of Sacrifice,” 227). 
178 Bailey, Art of Colonial Latin America, 103; Martínez del Río de Redo, “Featherwork During the 
Viceroyalty,” 103-4 and Serge Gruzinski, “Mexican Feathers for the Emperor of China: Towards a Global 
History of the Arts,” in Images Take Flight: Feather Art in Mexico and Europe 1400-1700, eds, Alessandra 
Russo, Gerhard Wolf and Diana Fane (Hirmer Publishers, 2016), 190-99. 
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dedicated to Ferdinand de’Medici (1549-1609), Cardinal and later Grand Duke of 

Tuscany.  He vividly describes the quality of these works in feathers: “America… has a 

great abundance of diverse birds and [Indians], and of different colors of feathers, of 

which they make in New Spain images with such artifice that they seem illuminated with 

a brush, and with gold highlighted over velvet.”179  Ferdinand apparently agreed, as he 

sent two feather pictures “provenienti dalle Indie” to Bianca Cappello, the second wife of 

his brother Francesco, from Rome.  A letter, written by a nobleman of Ferdinand’s 

entourage in Rome, explains that Bianca was interested in learning more about sea routes 

to the two Indies and that she wished to purchase curios from overseas countries for her 

collections.180   Ferdinand himself collected examples of Mexica feather art.  Among his 

possessions while Cardinal were parrot feathers fans and two feather mosaic bishop’s 

mitres (Fig. 5.15).181 Ferdinand clearly prized these elite examples of both pre- and post-

Conquest featherwork.  When   he inherited the position of Grand Duke in 1587, he 

arranged to have the pieces sent to Florence, where they were integrated into the Medici 

family’s art collection.  Unfortunately, despite his best efforts, by 1597 just one of the 

mitres remained in existence.  Ferdinand’s appreciation for the piece, and presumably for 

the genre as a whole, is demonstrated by the fact that he had a protective red velvet case 

constructed for the surviving featherwork mitre in an attempt to protect and preserve it. 

The vast majority of the relatively few surviving featherworks date to the post-

Conquest period and reflect this newly established Christian liturgical function, serving 

																																																								
179 “America…ha grande abbondanza d’uccelli vaghi et pellegrini, et di diversi color di penne, d’esse fanno 
in Nuova Spagna l’immagini con tale artifitio che paiono miniate col penello, et lumeggiate d’oro sopra il 
velluto.”  Heikamp, Mexico and the Medici, 15, cited from G. Guarnieri, Il principato mediceo nella 
scienza del Mare (Pisa 1963), 364.   
180 Heikamp, Mexico and the Medici, 16. 
181 Mitre and Infulae (16th century) Feather mosaic on agave, textile and metal embroidery, Museo degli 
Argenti, Palazzo Pitti, Florence 
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as an indication of their popularity.182  In addition to the remaining Medici mitre and 

infulae, several other sets survive, including two that are nearly identical to the Florence 

example.   In all three examples, we see a complex iconographical scheme, depicting 

different episodes from the New Testament, as well as miracles associated with revered 

saints. The fact that these three works correspond almost exactly in their iconography 

indicates that the amantecas adhered to certain iconographical plans and visual sources in 

European prints, rather than devising original motifs for each work.183  Although it is 

unlikely that these liturgical garments would have been worn – the fragility of the 

medium, and the emphasis on displaying one’s rare and exotic possessions would likely 

have precluded such use – the multiple examples are indicative of the on-going desire to 

translate the autochthonous Mexica art form into something Christian, the persistent 

yearning on the part of the collectors to possess the medium in multiple forms, and the 

Mexica ability to meet these demands by providing variations based on workshop 

designs.   

																																																								
182 While the extant works are almost exclusively Christian in subject matter and function, there is a very 
rare exception: a fan in the Peabody Essex Museum (Salem, MA), which on the front depicts a number of 
soldiers, some on horseback, some on foot, all wielding weapons interspersed with overly-large flowers, 
while the back shows flowers on vines and birds.  Despite entering the Museum’s collection in 1947 (after 
having been in private hands for some time) – when it was catalogued as “Fan, Persian?” – it was only 
recognized as being Colonial Mexican in 2004, when Thomas DeLeo of the Fan Association of North 
America happened to notice it.  A similar fan, this one containing mythological imagery, is located in the 
Braemore House Collection, Hampshire, England.  See Paula Bradstreet Richter, Mimi Leveque and 
Kathryn Myatt Carey, “The Feather Fan in the Peabody Essex Museum,” in Images Take Flight: Feather 
Art in Mexico and Europe 1400-1700, eds. Alessandra Russo, Gerhard Wolf and Diana Fane (Hirmer 
Publishers, 2016), 343-9. 
183  Of the other two sets, one is preserved in the Musée Historique des Tissus at Lyons, and other in the 
Escorial. See Suzanne B. Butters “Ferdinando de’Medici and the Art of the Possible,” in Michelangelo: 
Renaissance Art in Florence from Cosimo I to Cosimo II de’Medici, ed. A. Darr and A. Bjoström (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2002), 66-75 and “Contrasting Priorities: Ferdinando I de’Medici, Cardinal 
and Grand Duke,” in The Possessions of a Cardinal: Politics, Piety and Art 1450-1700, ed. Mary 
Hollingsworth and Carol M. Richardson (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2009), 
185-225; Heikamp, Mexico and the Medici, 16 and P. Junguera, Ornamento sagrados y relicarios del Real 
Monasterio de San Lorenzo, in Goya 56/57 (1963): 185. 
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More common than the mitres and infulae, however, are the feather “paintings,” 

designed to mimic the subject and style of existing altarpieces and devotionals.  Under 

these new demands and collectors’ markets we see the development of a new style of 

featherwork art, a style that served as a transition between the traditional, Mexica style 

and the Catholic subject matter and format.  This new category of figural works on 

rectangular panels is often referred to as “feather painting” in order to distinguish it from 

the earlier pre-Conquest examples of the technique, which was more often applied to 

capes, fans, shields, banners and other decorative elements.  The new feather paintings 

were executed in the traditional Mexica manner, but always depicted Christian subject 

matter.  It was first based on extremely detailed copies of Flemish engravings reimagined 

in brilliant colors and had the “breathtaking beauty and delicacy” of their pre-Hispanic 

predecessors.184  They were made without a backing and were then attached to a cotton 

cloth lined with fine palm or rush mats tied together with twine.  Some of the smaller 

paintings were pasted on to a hard backing, such as wood, leather, or copper, in order to 

provide better support.  These Post-Conquest feather works, which were almost 

exclusively made by native workers under the supervision of European missionaries, 

served an export market and were sent abroad to Europe, most frequently to ecclesiastical 

institutions or royal collections, and, as a result, many of the earliest surviving pieces are 

located outside of Mexico. 

The Franciscans living in New Spain wanted to redirect this native tradition of 

feather art in the service of a Christian agenda and imagery, also perhaps hoping it would 

aid them in their goals to convert the natives to Christianity, and accrue similar prestige 

enjoyed by such featherwork in the pre-Hispanic era.  Although the liturgical vestments 
																																																								
184 Bailey, Art of Colonial Latin America, 105. 
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and religious paintings coming out of the amantecas were frequently made for export to 

Europe, some did remain in New Spain; regardless, the mere act of creation was believed 

to aid in conversion, if only for the artists, if not for the population as a whole.185   In pre-

Conquest Mexico and elsewhere in Central and South America, where feathers and 

feather art frequently had a sacred function and symbolism distinctive to local traditions, 

in the post-Conquest and Colonial era, feathers were used to adorn Catholic vestments 

and create feather paintings and “altarpieces” in a deliberate and savvy manipulation – 

and cultural appropriation – of the material and its original meanings.186  The “paintings” 

frequently depicted Christ, the Virgin Mary, occasionally a saint, and in some cases, 

more complex imagery of Christian figures, narratives or rituals.  In all cases, the works 

that correspond to this new genre are Christian – generally Catholic – in subject matter 

and function.  

One such example of an object that was both old and new in its integration and 

reinterpretation of indigenous Mexican media and techniques with Catholic themes and 

iconography is The Mass of St. Gregory (Fig. 5.16), dated to 1539 and commissioned 

from the feather artisans of the Franciscan college of San José de Belén de los Naturales 

in Mexico City.187  This work has been associated with Diego de Alvarado Huanitzin,188 

																																																								
185 See Alessandra Russo’s “Inventory of Extant Featherwork from Mesoamerica and New Spain,” in 
Images Take Flight: Feather Art in Mexico and Europe 1400-1700, ed. Alessandra Russo, Gerhard Wolf 
and Diana Fane (Hirmer Publishers, 2016), 435-55, esp. 438-46, for a list of Post-Conquest feather 
paintings currently in Mexico.  This inventory includes both pre- and post-Conquest featherworks, and 
works that have since entered public and private collections; however, in some cases, the Colonial feather 
paintings remain in their original ecclesiastical settings. 
186 Alessandra Russo examines the religious symbolism of the feather, rather than the techniques used to 
create the works, or the ornamental dimension, in “Plumes of Sacrifice.” 
187 This feather painting replicates a 15th century German engraving by Israhael van Meckenem; this 
engraving had also been copied in black and white in the mission church in Tepeapulco.  This piece is 
discussed in both Gallori “Collecting Feathers” and Alessandra Russo, “L’incontro di due mondi artistici 
l’immagine come strumento della rieducazione missionaria e l’arte plumaria messicana del XVI secolo,” 
Miscellanea di Storia delle Esplorazioni 22 (1997): 57-100; Gallori notes that the 1539 Mass of St. 
Gregory, currently in Auch, France, is the earliest surviving post-Conquest featherwork.  
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the first colonial governor of Tenochtitlán, who is believed to have commissioned it as a 

gift for Pope Paul III (r. 1534-49), two years after he issued the bull of Sublimus Deus.  

That bull decreed against the enslavement of the indigenous peoples, confirmed that they 

had souls and generally confirmed their status within the world, and was a response to a 

very complex, on-going debate regarding the status of the native inhabitants of the New 

World.189  This patronage by a member of the aristocracy for a noble recipient 

corresponded with the Mexica tradition, where featherworking was an elite craft, 

commissioned by and for only the upper echelons of society.  

The feather painting is a colorful re-interpretation of Israhel van Meckenem’s (ca 

1445-1503) fifteenth-century engraving of the same subject (Fig. 5.17) and integrates 

iconic characteristics of both cultures.190  In the engraving and feather painting, we see a 

																																																																																																																																																																					
188 Diego de Alvarado Huanitzin was a native of Mexico, who was installed to serve as a puppet ruler for 
the Spanish between 1539 and 1541.  He had been baptized into the Christian faith and given this Spanish 
name by Cortés.  Little else is known of him, or of the circumstances surrounding this commission. 
189 Much of the known information regarding the origins of this work come from the lengthy inscription 
running along the feather mosaic’s border, which reads: “PAULO III PONTIFICI MAXIMA / EN 
MAGNA INDIARU[M] URBE MEXICO / CO[M]POSITA D[OMI]NO DIDACO / GUBERNA / TORE 
CURA FR[ATR]IS PETRI A GANTE MINORITAE AD 1539” (“Here is for Pope Paul III the composition 
made under the governorship of Don Diego in the great city of the Indies, Mexico, under the supervision of 
Fray Pedro de Gante of the Friars Minor, AD 1539”). Additionally, a letter written by the Italian Franciscan 
Francesco Allé tells us that two feather paintings were sent to Pope Paul III at this time; the Auch (Musée 
des Jacobins) Mass is believed to be one of these two works.  Alessandra Russo was the first to associate 
the letter and the work (Russo 1997, 97).  One major reason for the Mass of St. Gregory’s significance 
relates to the context of the commission, rather than the medium, design or function.  As the “inscription” 
worked into the feather painting’s border tells us, this work was made in 1539, and was intended for Pope 
Paul III (in reality, it likely never reached the intended recipient).  Although the pope signed the bull on 9 
June 1537, news of the decision did not reach New Spain until 1539, explaining why a work made, in part, 
to honor a legal decision confirmed in 1537 was not created until two years later. 
190 van Meckenem created at least ten versions of this subject in print form.  The feather painting is most 
frequently discussed in relation to an engraving from ca 1490-1500 (National Gallery of Art, Washington, 
D.C., Rosenwald Collection, 1954.12.91 (B-21489)).  Although this pairing – the feather painting and the 
European print source – is the most famous example of this hybridization, it is by no means the only such 
example of a post-Conquest/Colonial Mexican feather painting based on a European religious print.  For 
example, the seventeenth-century feather painting St. Ildefonsus Receiving the Chasuble from the Virgin 
(currently in the Museo de América, Madrid) was made in the Franciscan-supervised amantecas, and is a 
near-exact replica of Alonso de Molina’s 1571 woodcut of the same title.  This pairing, and other works, is 
discussed in Luisa Elena Alcalá’s “Reinventing the Devotional Image: Seventeenth-Century Feather 
Paintings,” in Images Take Flight: Feather Art in Mexico and Europe 1400-1700, eds. Alessandra Russo, 
Gerhard Wolf and Diana Fane (Hirmer Publishers, 2016), 386-405. 
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group of priests and deacons gathered around an altar, kneeling and in prayer, while 

Christ miraculously appears to rise out of his tomb/altar.  Whereas van Meckenem’s 

depiction is set inside a church – complete with meticulously defined ribbed groin vaults, 

altarpiece and additional details – the Mexican version has been greatly simplified.  The 

most obvious ways in which this has occurred can be seen in the drastically reduced 

number of worshippers (three, as compared to two dozen or more), and the events have 

been redefined as a nondescript setting against a blue background, perhaps suggestive of 

an outdoor as much as otherworldly setting.  Perhaps more dramatically, symbols relating 

to the Passion float around Christ, as if released from their prescribed altarpiece where 

they are contained in the engraving.  On the one hand, these changes are practical; it 

would be difficult to execute the same degree of detail and precision with feathers.  

However, these changes – particularly those relating to location and the symbols – are 

indicative of the hybridization of the disparate cultures and art forms embodied in this 

work.191  

By simplifying the composition, the impact of the miraculous presence of Christ 

and the symbols of his Passion becomes even more dramatic, and more easily read.  

Although this project was intended for the Pope, for whom the story would already be 

																																																								
191 Beyond that, the motif honored Gregory the Great, the sixth-century pope and one of the four Fathers of 
the Church, while also being a statement as to the importance of indulgences within Catholic worship and 
ritual.  For discussions on the various political and religious meanings behind Mass of St. Gregory, see 
sources including Elena Isabel Estrada de Gerlero, “The Amantecayotl, Transfigured Light,” in Images 
Take Flight: Feather Art in Mexico and Europe 1400-1700, eds. Alessandra Russo, Gerhard Wolf and 
Diana Fane (Hirmer Publishers, 2016), 301-3; Claire Farago, “Mass of St. Gregory,” in Painting a New 
World: Mexican Art and Life 1521-1821, eds. Donna Pierce, Rogelio Ruiz Gomar and Clara Bargellini 
(Denver: Denver Art Museum, distributed by University of Texas Press, 2004), 98-101; Farago, “On the 
Peripatetic Life of Objects,” 23-32; Gallori, “Collecting Feathers,” 65-74; Alessandra Russo, 
“Recomposing the Image: Presents and Absents in the Mass of St. Gregory, Mexico-Tenochtitlán, 1539,” in 
Synergies in Visual Culture – Bildkulturen im Dialog: Festschrift für Gerhard Wolf, eds. Annette 
Hoffmann, Manuela de Giorgi and Nicola Suther (Munich: Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 2013), 465-81 and 
Gerhard Wolf, “Incarnations of Light: Picturing Feathers in Europe/Mexico, ca. 1400-1600,” in Images 
Take Flight: Feather Art in Mexico and Europe 1400-1700, eds. Alessandra Russo, Gerhard Wolf and 
Diana Fane (Hirmer Publishers, 2016), 78-86. 
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familiar, images like this were also used to educate and convert the indigenous peoples, 

and are typical of the prints and drawings being created and imported for their benefit.  

Additionally, the newly situated event calls to mind the outdoor setting of so many 

Mexica religious rituals, which took place in the open air, in sight of the gods.  The 

Spaniards built a number of outdoor chapels, as part of a program of translating 

traditional practices to Christianity.  On a stylistic level, the lack of architectural setting 

and the solid blue of the background serve to flatten the composition and decontextualize 

the setting, making the scene appear more like a mystical vision and less like actual 

events, grounded here on Earth.  This design approach is more in line with indigenous 

imagery, which tended to be minimal, simplified and flat, with no interest in highlights, 

shadows or definitions of spatial constructions.  Unlike pre-Conquest works, this feather 

painting incorporates some interest in creating a sense of three-dimensionality, via the 

perspective used in depicting the altar and subtle attempts at shadows, resulting in a 

greater sense of depth and naturalism than seen in earlier works.  

One essential difference that distinguishes the feather interpretation from van 

Meckenem’s engraved source is scale. Van Meckenem executed ten different engravings 

of the subject, with the print that appears to have acted as the greatest source of 

inspiration standing at 18¼ x 11⅗ in. (46.4 x 29.5 cm).  The Post-Conquest feather 

painting, however, measures at 26¾ x 22 in. (68 x 56 cm), significantly larger than its 

apparent prototype.  This differential in scale has implications with regards to display and 

function, and helps to differentiate it from its source material, despite the similarities in 

composition. The most dramatic change between the two versions, however, is the 

inclusion of color – intense, powerful, vibrant colors that seem to glow, and shift in the 
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light, demonstrating the possibilities inherent to the medium. Ultimately, the various 

changes required by the featherwork – the solid background, the rich color palette – only 

enhance the clarity of the narrative elements, as well as the message.  The almost 

ultramarine blue of the setting aids the viewer “perceptually by isolating each sign 

against a brilliantly colored ground,” making it easier to recognize and remember the 

images, and adhering to the recommendations of those European treatises devoted to 

training memory.192  Unfortunately, there is much we do not know about this work, 

including its intended function.  Based on the intended recipient and the scale, it was 

presumably created for private appreciation, perhaps as a devotional item for an altar or 

private chapel.  However, the possibility remains that it was meant to be a decorative 

luxury item, a way of presenting an honored individual with a work of art that 

represented a particularly desirable medium, while also acknowledging the pope’s recent 

decrees regarding the indigenous peoples.  Ultimately, the Mass of St. Gregory 

epitomizes this new hybridized genre: it combines traditional materials and technique 

with Christian subject matter and European stylistic preferences and visual sources.  

These feather “paintings” varied in complexity of design, from the relatively 

pared down Salvator Mundi (Fig. 5.18) and Weeping Virgin (Fig. 5.19) to the more 

compositionally complex Our Lady of the Rosary with St. Dominic and St. Francis (Fig. 

5.20).193  The variance in complexity and scale – Salvator Mundi is almost surprisingly 

large, at 85 x 70 cm (42 by 35 in.), while the Weeping Virgin is much smaller, at 25 x 18 
																																																								
192 Farago, “On the Peripatetic Life of Objects,” 32. 
193 The Weeping Virgin, currently in Vienna’s Schatzkammer, is unusual in that it has been attributed to a 
specific artist: Juan (Bautista ?) Cuiris.  We know very little about Cuiris, beyond the fact that he was a 
Spaniard who was active in Michoacán, Mexico in the 1590s.  It seems likely that he is responsible for the 
composition of the panel, though not the actual execution of the feather painting.  Regardless of the 
authorship, many of these feather paintings are reminiscent of the Spanish and Colonial Mexican retablos, 
with their emphasis on sacred figures, either on their own, in a pair or a small group, with minimal 
emphasis on depth or complex compositions. 
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cm (10 by 7 in.) – suggests a deliberate effort on the part of the missionaries in charge of 

the amantecas to produce a range of different works – albeit all Christian in subject and 

form.194  Despite the demand of the collectors to acquire such works, there remains little 

to no documentation regarding their actual display or use.  Presumably, at least some of 

these feather works were used as a form of private devotional – the sheer number of these 

images of the Virgin and saints, as well as several small-scale feather altarpieces – 

suggests that such a use is likely.  But equally, the focus could simply have been the 

acquisition of feather art, regardless of the format or subject.  Corinna Tania Gallori 

refers us back to Ferdinand de’Medici who, as early as 1567 wrote to the Florentine 

envoy in Spain, Giovanni Battista Ugoccioni, requesting that the Italian ambassador 

purchase “a picture half an arm[‘s length,] painted of feathers that come from Peru.”195  

The request centers on a painting of feathers – not a specific subject, suggesting that the 

																																																								
194 Although a number of these works ended up in the collections of high ranking Church officials – a Pietà 
appears in the posthumous inventory of Pope Paul IV (r. 1555-1559), as do a number of other post-
Conquest feather paintings, while the mitre and infulae currently located in the Duomo of Milan was 
originally sent as a gift to his successor, Pope Pius IV (r. 1559-1564).  Simultaneously, a number of 
cardinals counted New Spanish featherwork among their possessions, such as Cardinal Roberto Strozzi, 
who owned a pre-Conquest shield. See Gallori, “Collecting Feathers,” 66 and 71, who also cites Lia 
Markey, “The New World in Renaissance Italy.”  
195 “…un quadro di mezzo braccio di pittura di penne che vengono dal Perù…” Gallori, “Collecting 
Feathers,” 72, citing Archivo di Stato Firenze [ASF], Mediceo del Principato 5121, I, fols. 64v-66r; also, 
Sylvie Deswarte-Rosa “Le cardinal Giovanni Ricci de Montepulciano,” in La Villa Médicis, eds. Andrè 
Chastel and Philippe Morel (Rome: Scuola Tipografica S. Pio X/École Française, 1991), 164; Butters, 
“Artecoloniale messicana,” 224; Markey, “The New World in Renaissance Italy,” vol. 1, 176 note 29.  
Gallori also cites a twentieth-century publication, which excerpts a letter the then-Cardinal Ferdinand 
de’Medici wrote to his sister-in-law, Bianca Cappello.  In this letter, Ferdinand mentions a post-Conquest 
feather image of the Virgin Mary he had had sent to her, for her “camerino,” adding that if the featherwork 
was not worthy of her attention, it should be gifted to her maid Lena, who could keep it “in capo a letto.”  
As of the time of publication, Gallori had been unable to find the original letter, and I am unaware of any 
scholar having discovered it in the meantime.  However, she does note that, if it is authentic, then 
Ferdinand’s letter confirms that post-Conquest feather paintings could be, and were, experienced like 
traditional devotional paintings.  Gallori cites Loredana [Anna Zacchia-Rondinini], Bianca Cappello: 
patrizia veneta, granduchessa di Tuscana (Roma: Cosmopoli, 1936) esp. 232; see also Butters, 
“Artecoloniale messicana,” 222 nn. 46-7; Heikamp, Mexico and the Medici, 16; Martínez del Rio de Redo, 
“Featherwork During the Viceroyalty,” 114-15 and Musacchio, “Objects and Identity,” 487. 
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European collectors were less concerned with specifics of iconography, and more focused 

on the material novelty. 

Despite the potential social, political and economic benefits of these post-

Conquest feather paintings, and in light of the initial destruction of pre-Columbian 

temples and religious imagery that characterized the military and spiritual conquest of the 

indigenous peoples, one might still question why the missionaries, the representatives of 

the Catholic Church in the New World, were so willing to advocate the continuation of an 

art form that was so intimately linked to pre-Conquest culture and religion, the 

subsequent incorporation of feathers in Christian ritual and liturgical paraphernalia.196  

Alessandra Russo has proposed several possible motivations, ones that are rooted in 

spirituality and aesthetic power.  She notes the “feeling of wonder” that is evoked by the 

“precision and versatility of the technique,” and the brilliant colors that are reminiscent of 

European enamels, miniatures and the stained glass windows that stud Medieval churches 

and cathedrals throughout Europe.197   Russo also points out that, due to its prominence in 

both pre-Columbian and Christian cosmologies, “brilliance,” that is, a kind of luminosity, 

was one of the “most exploited aesthetic qualities” the missionaries used to convert 

indigenous populations.198  Thus, by allowing, even encouraging, the amantecas to 

continue working in their sacred medium, only now combining the practice with their 

																																																								
196 Alessandra Russo notes that a number of notable missionaries, including Bernardino de Sahagún, 
Bartolomé de Las Casas, Juan de Torquemada and Toribio de Benavente Motolinía, all attested to and 
praised the use of feather works in Catholic ceremonies. See Russo, “Plumes of Sacrifice,” 227. 
197 Stained glass, first incorporated into religious architecture in the Early Gothic era, was central to the 
concept of “Lux nova” proposed by Abbot Suger (ca 1081-1151), who believed that the windows, with the 
vibrantly colored glass that formed decorative and didactic imagery, and the effects of the light shining 
through the windows elevated the soul, bringing one closer to God.  The vibrancy of the feathers, similarly 
being used for religious instruction, might have evoked a similar response from worshippers.   
198 Russo, “Plumes of Sacrifice,” 227-29. 
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(required) Catholic education and the pre-determined Christian iconography, the 

Franciscan missionaries were able to supplement their wider conversion practices.199   

The development of this new type of featherwork is evidence of the on-going, 

enthusiastic response exhibited towards pre-Conquest featherwork, and proof of the elite 

collecting public’s appetite for additional examples, either to expand existing collection 

or to acquire a first piece.  These goals served as an impetus for the evolution of the 

existing amantecas, with their traditional techniques, motifs and types (e.g. shields, 

crowns, mantles, etc.), into something new that existed in neither the pre-Cortesian 

Americas nor in Europe. The integration of the highly revered indigenous art form with 

Christian subject matter resulted in the emergence of a new form, one that brought 

together the traditional pre-Hispanic feather art most appealing to European audiences 

and exquisite technical skills with subject matter that reflected the new audiences’ 

cultural and religious preferences.  While the inherent sacred significance of the pre-

Conquest featherwork might not have been fully recognized by sixteenth-century 

Europeans, the incorporation of Christian iconography increased the art form’s 

acceptability and appropriateness, and ensured the continuation of a long-standing, 

traditional art form, the only pre-Hispanic artistic tradition to survive and thrive in the 

post-Conquest era. 

By redirecting an art form that was associated with a pagan religion and heathen 

rituals to Christian contexts and subject matter, the Franciscan missionaries who oversaw 

the amantecas and the European collectors who eagerly acquired the creations 

transformed pre-Conquest featherwork into something new that was both contained and 

disciplined, while the already-existing pre-Conquest works alongside them could gain 
																																																								
199 Ibid., 227-9. 
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“new desacralized roles” in European Wunderkammern as exemplars of Mexican 

ingenuity and craftsmanship.200  This new art form potentially even “cleansed” 

featherwork of its pagan associations.  One scholar has suggested that it is possible that 

“the intention of incorporating featherwork in Christian ritual was to exorcise the material 

of its diabolical or pagan references.”201  In other words, patrons and collectors could 

continue to collect an intriguing and exotic product without being concerned by any 

potential pagan dangers.  It is also possible that the post-Conquest feather paintings were 

even more desirable to sixteenth-century patrons and collectors due to the convergence of 

the two disparate cultures and religions, as it is conceivable that “their Christian content 

and European-derived artistic conventions made them more acceptable pieces for the 

average collector than items which could be suspected of having to do with heathen 

idolatry.”202 

Ultimately, the featherworks from the post-Conquest/Colonial period permitted European 

audiences to possess a product that was eagerly sought-after, largely due to their inherent 

exoticism and rarity, without transgressing Christian sensibilities; it allowed for the best 

of both worlds.  

Colonial featherwork also expanded into the realm of European popular culture 

and spectacle in what came to be known as “arte plumario.”  Longstanding European 

traditions of military pomp merged readily with associations of feathers as signifiers of 

																																																								
200 Johnson, “Aztec Regalia and Reformation of Display,” 97; also discussed in Johnson, Cultural 
Hierarchy. 
201 Russo, “Plumes of Sacrifice,” 229. 
202 Feest, “Mexico and South America in the European Wunderkammer,” 238 and Markey, “The New 
World in Renaissance Italy,” I, 176. 
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the generically “exotic,” to be included into local artistic traditions.203   Ballets performed 

at the royal courts and other theatrical performances frequently portrayed soldiers and 

Indians with enormous plumes of feathers (Fig. 5.21) and provided another access point 

to indigenous featherwork among a broader public, while also promoting and endorsing 

long-standing visual language in which feathers formed a shorthand for “exotic” and “the 

Other.”204   Although not everybody would be able to own a piece of feather art, they 

would at least be able to see it in a range of public spaces, such as at church, the theater 

or ballet, printed books and pamphlets, and in mass-produced images advertising 

theatrical productions.205   

One early example of this absorption of New World elements into European art 

and culture is Archduke Ferdinand II of Tyrol’s inclusion of some feathers from one of 

the pre-Columbian feather headdresses inherited from his father in the helmet that he 

wore on the occasion of his second marriage in 1582.206  In addition to incorporating 

quetzal feathers into his headdress and that of his horse, he ordered a shield to be covered 

with feathers to be carried by an attendant.207  As the duke’s Wunderkammer contained a 

number of examples of both pre- and post-Conquest featherwork, including several 

shields, it is reasonable to assume that this ceremonial shield, designed for such a 

momentous occasion, was influenced by its Mexican counterparts.  

Featherwork, too, infiltrated traditions of European portraiture well into the 

seventeenth century, appearing as rarefied props and high-class accessories.  A portrait of 
																																																								
203 Paul Vandenbroeck argues that the interest in this art form originated in the European military tradition: 
“the 16th and 17th centuries saw the enormous success of plumes of feathers on helmets, partly inspired by 
the revival of the traditions of Antiquity. “ Vandenbroeck, “Amerindian Art and Ornamental Objects,” 108. 
204 There are multiple examples of screens depicting scenes from Mexican life, currently in Madrid. See 
Robertson, “Mexican Indian Art and the Atlantic Filter,” 488. 
205 Examples of bishops’ mitres and ecclesiastical garments survive in Austria, Spain and Italy. 
206 Scheicher, “The Collections of Archduke Ferdinand II at Schloss Ambras,” 114. 
207 Martínez del Río de Redo 1993, 114. 
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Sophia, Princess Palatine,208 painted by her sister, Louise Hollandine, Princess Palatine, 

reveals such incorporation of New World elements (Fig. 5.22). The princess, who is 

shown as a young woman of about twenty to twenty-five years of age, is dressed in a 

wide-sleeved, open-necked satin gown and profusely elaborated with precious jewels.  

On her head and over her shoulders she wears a cape of feathers à la brésilienne, and in 

her left arm she holds what looks like a feather fan, while her right hand grasps a staff, 

which resembles a barbed lance or arrow.  The background is full of tropical foliage, 

likely designed to correspond to the princess’ “Brazilian” dress, as a way of emphasizing 

the exotic foreign setting.  Significantly, her feather cape, only partly visible and lightly 

attached to her head like a halo, gives the impression of being authentically modeled after 

a real feather cape, rather than having been copied from an engraving.  As such, it is 

plausible that the cape depicted here was one of the artifacts brought back to Europe by 

the Count Johan Maurits van Nassau-Siegen, governor-general of the Dutch colony in 

Brazil from 1637 to 1644,209 suggesting the continued prominence and productive reuse 

of featherworks in princely collections.   

Although the featherwork depicted in this portrait has roots in Brazil, a region not 

associated with either the Mexica or Spain, it was still understand to represent the New 

World as a whole. Here, a century and a half after the Europeans first glimpsed feather art 

from the New World, we see artists from all over Europe – England, the Netherlands, 

Germany – incorporating feathers into their portraits.  Where feather adornments were 

																																																								
208 Princess Sophie (1630-1714), daughter of the Elector of the Palatine, Fredrich V, is perhaps better 
known as the Electress of Hanover, mother of the future King George I of England. 
209 Rüdiger Joppien, “The Dutch Vision of Brazil: Johan Maurits and His Artists,” in Johan Maurits van 
Nassau-Siegen 1604-1679: A Humanist Prince in Europe on the Tercenterary of His Death, eds.  E. Van de 
Boogaard, H. R. Hoetink and P. J. P. Whitehead (The Hague: Johan Maurits van Nassau Stichting; 
Distributed by the Govt. Pub. Office, 1979): 348. 
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once a sign of status among the Mexica and other Amerindian societies, ownership of 

featherworks remained a sign of social and economic status among European collectors, 

and continued to be indicators of nobility in such visual representations. The inclusion of 

feathers and feather paraphernalia in arts and pageantry indicates that featherworks 

continued to be present in private collections and, even into the seventeenth century, 

audiences were aware of the pre-Conquest featherworks, and of their range of 

associations.  Even as the immediacy, novelty and high religious stakes of the conquest of 

the New World softened with time from the European perspective, feathers remained the 

most prominent visual cue of a distant encountered world, and continued to represent 

exoticism, status and wealth.   

 
 

Conclusion 

From the moment the conquistadores first set foot on Mexican soil, they were 

drawn to the indigenous featherwork, intrigued by this wholly unfamiliar art form and 

struck by its unparalleled beauty and array of colors.  From the beginning, the feather 

shields, mantles, headdresses, fans and the like, transferred from Mexico to Europe, 

served as a certain proof of the military and cultural conquest of a lesser society. Even 

those items that had been offered to the Spaniards voluntarily, diplomatic presents from 

one ruler to another, functioned as proof of European dominance over these strange new 

lands. As the Franciscans took over the amantecas, and the works transitioned into 

Christian themes and liturgical vestments, they served even more to demonstrate the 

spiritual conquest. Regardless of when a given work was executed, pre- or Post-

Conquest, feather artworks, more than any other art form, were spoils of war.  In fact, the 
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continued production of feather art under Christian supervision only served to reinforce 

the new social order.  There is no way of knowing how many pieces of pre-Cortesian 

feather art were destroyed during the Conquest or in the looting after.  What is clear is 

that, for all the scores of works that were sent over in the months and years immediately 

after the Conquest, only a few featherworks from this period remain today.  At least some 

of that is presumably due to owners’ decisions to throw away objects after the feathers 

had faded or become brittle, after the constant handling inflicted more damage than 

dozens of pieces could withstand, or even because there was simply less appreciation for 

the art form, or interest in the exotic.  More than anything, though, their existence in 

some key extant pieces speaks to the persistent fascination and appreciation for the genre 

and the highly specialized skill of the artists, as well as the passionate response from an 

ever-growing pool of hopeful collectors.  Although feather art was not the only pre-

Hispanic art form to make its way to Europe into princely collections that functioned as 

symbols of wealth and status, it was the only genre to continue to evolve.  It proved to be 

highly adaptable for Christian content and incorporation into European pageants and 

portraits, becoming in some ways a new art form altogether, one that was made for export 

and that combined the most striking aspects of both Amerindian and Christian cultures.  

As Alessandra Russo has noted, no other aspects of pre-Hispanic art or culture have 

exhibited the endurance of featherwork.210  Surviving examples and contemporary 

documentation serve as evidence of the art form’s multi-faceted appeal to audiences of 

myriad religious and cultural backgrounds, and its ever-shifting nature.   

																																																								
210 Russo, “Plumes of Sacrifice,” 227. 
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CHAPTER 6 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
 
From the time Christopher Columbus first set foot in the present-day Bahamas (or 

possibly Turks and Caicos), Europeans were fascinated by the inhabitants of this New 

World; as we have seen, this fascination only increased with access to indigenous art.1  

This dissertation thus examined the initial European interactions with and response to the 

Mexica and their works of art, focusing on those treasures of gold, stonework and 

feathers sent from the New World to Europe by Hernán Cortés to his patron, Holy Roman 

Emperor – and King of Spain – Charles V Hapsburg.  This dissertation, above all, sought 

to understand how the new owners situated these transported possessions within their 

newly expanded worldview, as well as the impact the works – and interactions – had on 

the people who used, viewed and collected them. 

With access to the objects, at the Emperor-King Charles V Hapsburg’s pleasure, 

each work, regardless of subject or medium, was a reminder of the empire’s strength, 

power and expansiveness. Imperial identity was articulated in large part by the Hapsburg 

collections and exhibitions of New World artifacts, and their dispersal throughout 

Hapsburg collections and those of their allies.  These objects, acquired through gift-

giving, exchange, forcible acquisition and commission over an extended period, were 

vital in establishing European perceptions of the Hapsburg Empire, especially Spain, as 

well as of the New World.  Hapsburg identity was cleverly manipulated by public 

displays of imperial power, including collections of art and exotica.  

																																																								
1 While Columbus named this island San Salvador, the indigenous inhabitants called it Guanahani.  
However, we are unsure of which island, specifically, Columbus actually landed on. Candidates include 
Grand Turk, Cat Island and San Salvador Island (formerly Watlings Island, renamed in 1925 in the belief 
that it was Columbus’ San Salvador Island). 
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It was not just the imperial identity of the Hapsburgs that was so shaped by these 

treasures.  Mexica identity, and in a larger sense, an understanding of the indigenous 

peoples of the New World, regardless of specific point of origin, was also inextricably 

linked to these works. Just as it was impossible to separate the contents of the exhibits 

from the imperial family that now owned them, and just as these works would play a role 

in the further shaping and promotion of a newly-expanded imperial identity, so too would 

the European audience help construct an identity for the indigenous peoples of the New 

World, through a European vision and understanding (and at times misunderstanding) of 

pre-Columbian and early post-Conquest art and artifacts.  European audiences frequently 

used these objects to shape and reinforce their perceptions – and, at times, pre-

conceptions – about the Mesoamericans.  For instance, masks, with their “demonic” 

faces, knives, with their sacrificial functions and other objects with ritualistic purposes all 

served to fortify European theories regarding indigenous religions and religious practices, 

and the corresponding superiority of Christianity and their own sophistication.  

However, those privileged Europeans who were able to view and even interact 

with objects from the New World – soldiers, nobility, missionaries, antiquarians, 

merchants and artists – must have been faced with questions of difference and also of 

similarity between themselves and the indigenous Amerindians who made these 

impressive works before them.  Gold, stonework and feathers intersected with current 

discourses in Europe, prompting vital questions about military might and the possibility 

of empires and cultures existing without the complete dismantling of one culture by 

another; about the potentially idolatrous ability of materials to become animated or 

transform the user or wearer; and about the capacity of other societies to master natural 
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materials and possess the shared human faculty of ingegno to which even European 

artists aspired. 
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Fig. 2.1 
Mexica/Mixtec, Turquoise Mask of Tláloc, 1400-1521,  

Cedrela wood, turquoise, conch shell, gold (?), pine resin, beeswax,  
Height: 18.2 cm; Width: 16.5 cm; Depth: 12.5 cm,  

British Museum, London 
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Fig. 2.2 
Hernán Cortés, Map of Tenochtitlán, in Praeclara Ferdinādi Cortesii  

de Noua maris Oceani Hyspania narratio [...], 1524,  
printed in Nuremberg, Germany by Friedrich Peypus,  

Newberry Library, Chicago 
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Fig. 2.3 
Hans Burgkmair, “The People of Calicut,” from The Triumph of Maximilian,  

1516-18, Woodcut on paper, 27.3 cm x 37.5 cm,  
Graphische Sammlung Staatgalerie, Stuttgart 
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Fig. 2.4 
Hans Burgkmair, “The People of Calicut,” from The Triumph of Maximilian,  

1516-18, Woodcut on paper, 27.3 cm x 37.5 cm, British Museum, London 
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Fig. 3.1 
Mexica, Atl-atl (Spear-thrower), 1400-1521,  

Wood, shell, thread (cotton),  
Length: 30.6 cm; Width: 10.2 cm; Depth: 2.6 cm, 

 British Museum, London 
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Fig. 3.2 
Mexica, Detail of Atl-atl (Spear-thrower), 1400-1521,  

Wood, shell, thread (cotton),  
Length: 30.6 cm; Width: 10.2 cm; Depth: 2.6 cm,  

 British Museum, London 
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Fig. 3.3 
Mexica, Serpent Labret with Articulated Tongue, 1300-1521,  

Gold, Length: 6.66 cm; Width: 4.45 cm; Depth: 6.67 cm,  
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 
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Fig. 3.4 
Mexica or Mixtec, Pair of Ear Ornaments, 15th-16th century,  

Gold, 6 cm x 2.1 cm, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 
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Fig. 3.5 
Mexica, Sun Stone, before 1521, Basalt,  
Diameter: 358.14 cm; Width: 99.06 cm,  

National Anthropology Museum, Mexico City 
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Fig. 3.6 
Spanish, Frog Pendant (front), 16th century,  

Enameled and jeweled gold with pendant pearls, Height: 8.2 cm,  
Formerly in the Melvin Gutman Collection, New York;  

Current collection unknown 
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Fig. 3.7 
Spanish, Frog Pendant (back), 16th century,  

Enameled and jeweled gold with pendant pearls, Height: 8.2 cm,  
Formerly in the Melvin Gutman Collection, New York;  

Current collection unknown 
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Fig. 3.9 
Mexica or Mixtec, Frog Necklace Ornaments, 15th-Early 16th century,  
Gold, Height: 2.1 cm each, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 
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Fig. 3.9 
Mexica, Figure of a Warrior, 1325-1500, Gold-silver-copper alloy, 

Height: 11.2 cm, Cleveland Museum of Art, Cleveland 
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Fig. 4.1 
Mexica, Mosaic Mask of Tezcatlipoca (aka “Skull Mask”),  

1350-1521, Turquoise, pyrite, pine, lignite, human bone, deer skin (?),  
conch shell and agave, 19 cm x 13.9 cm x 12.2 cm,  

British Museum, London 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	 402	

 
 

 
 

Fig. 4.2 
Mexica, Side view, Mosaic Mask of Tezcatlipoca (aka “Skull Mask”),  
1350-1521, Turquoise, pyrite, pine, lignite, human bone, deer skin (?),  

conch shell and agave, 19 cm x 13.9 cm x 12.2 cm,  
British Museum, London 

 
 



	 403	

 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 4.3 
Mexica, Mosaic Mask of Xiuhtecuhtli or Nanahuatzh  

(aka the “Warty Mask”), 1350-1521, Cedrela odorata, turquoise,  
turquoise cabochons, mother-of-pearl, conch shell and gilding,  

16.8 cm x 15.2 cm x 13.5 cm, British Museum, London 
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Fig. 4.4 
Mexica, Sacrificial Knife with Crouching Eagle Warrior  

and Flint Blade, 1350-1521, Handle: Cedrela odorata,  
turquoise, malachite, white conch shell, thorny oyster shell,  

mother-of-pearl shell, pine resin and maguey fiber,  
10.3 cm x 32.3 cm x 6.1 cm, British Museum, London 
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Fig. 4.5 
Mexica, Double-Headed Serpent Pectoral, 1350-1521,  

Cedrela odorata, turquoise, oyster shell, hematite, copal and pine resin,  
20.5 cm x 43.3 cm x 6.5 cm, British Museum, London 
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Fig. 4.6 
Mexica, Detail, Double-Headed Serpent Pectoral,  

1350-1521, Cedrela odorata, turquoise, oyster shell, hematite,  
copal and pine resin, 20.5 cm x 43.3 cm x 6.5 cm,  

British Museum, London 
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Fig. 4.7 
Mexica, Side view of Mosaic Mask of Quetzalcóatl or Tláloc,  

with close-up view of intertwined serpents and a rattle,  
1350-1521, Cedrela wood, turquoise, conch shell, gold (?),  

pine resin and beeswax, 18.2 cm x 16.5 cm x 12.5 cm,  
British Museum, London 
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Fig. 4.8 
Mexica, Seated Animal (believed to be a jaguar), 1350-1521,  

Cedrela wood, turquoise, malachite, pyrite, mother-of-pearl and pine resin,  
17 cm x 9 cm x 14.6 cm, British Museum, London 
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Fig. 4.9 
Mexica, Turquoise Mosaic Chīmalli (Shield), ca 1520,  

Wood base with turquoise, conch shell, thorny oyster shell,  
mother-of-pearl and resin; likely originally included feathers  

along the perimeter, and would have had a leather strap on the reverse,  
31.6 cm diameter, Museum für Völkerkunde, Vienna 
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Fig. 4.10 
Mexica or Mixtec, Turquoise Mosaic Chīmalli (Shield),  

1400-1500, Wood base with turquoise, conch shell,  
thorny oyster shell, mother-of-pearl and resin;  

likely originally included feathers along the perimeter  
and would have had a leather strap on the reverse,  

32.5 cm x 32.3cm, Smithsonian Institution,  
National Museum of the American Indian, Washington, D.C. 
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Fig. 4.11 
Hans Burgkmair the Elder, African Youth Wearing  

Brazilian Clothing and Holding a Mexica Chīmalli (Shield),  
ca 1520, Pen and black ink, with brown, black and grey wash,  

23.5 cm x 16 cm, British Museum, London 
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          Fig. 4.12  
Niccolò Tribolo (designed) and Giorgio Vasari (created), Grotto of the 

    Animals, 1540-74, Villa di Castello, Florence 
 
 
 



	 413	

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Fig. 4.13 
Niccolò Tribolo (designed) and Giorgio Vasari (created),  

detail of Ceiling with possibly Mexica-inspired grotteschi,  
Grotto of the Animals, 1540-74,  

Villa di Castello, Florence 
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Fig. 4.14 
Niccolò Tribolo (designed) and Giorgio Vasari (created),  

Detail of Ceiling, Grotto of the Animals,  
1540-74, Villa di Castello, Florence 
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Fig. 4.15 
Possibly Mexica (?), Set in an early 17th century mount,  

Green stone mask with gilded copper support  
and frame and enamel, 9.7 cm x 4.9 cm,  

Museo degli Argenti, Palazzo Pitti, Florence 
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Fig. 4.16 
Mexica-Nahua, Mirror Frame as Animal Head,  

Early 16th century, Cedrela wood, turquoise, shells,  
greenstone, glass carbon, leather, glass and iron,  

Museum für Völkerkunde, Vienna 
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Fig. 4.17 
Mexica, Animal Head Pendant, before 1520,  

Coral wood, turquoise, malachite, pyrite, white and yellow  
striped conch shell and pine resin, garnet, beryl, emerald,  

spinel, zircon, sharks teeth (possibly later additions),  
7.3 cm x 10 cm, British Museum, London 
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Fig. 5.1 
Mexica, Headdress (aka “Moctezuma’s Crown”),  

Early 16th century, Quetzal, cotinga, roseate spoonbill,  
squirrel cuckoo and kingfisher feathers with wood, paper,  

cotton, leather, gold and gilded bronze,  
116 cm x 175 cm, Museum für Völkerkunde, Vienna 
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Fig. 5.2 
Fray Bernardino de Sahagún, Illustrations of Mexica Feather Workers,  

from The Florentine Codex: The Universal History of the  
Things of New Spain, Book IX, fol. 62r, 1540-90, Watercolor,  

paper and contemporary vellum Spanish binding,  
Biblioteca Medicea-Laurenziana, Florence 
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Fig. 5.3 
Fray Bernardino de Sahagún, Illustrations of Mexica Feather Workers  

Constructing a Headdress, from The Florentine Codex:  
The Universal History of the Things of New Spain, Book IX, fol. 62r,  

1540-90, Watercolor, paper and contemporary vellum Spanish binding,  
Biblioteca Medicea-Laurenziana, Florence 
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Fig. 5.4 
Mexica, Chīmalli (Shield), Early 16th century, Duck, thrush, macaw, 

blue cotinga feathers, cotton and beeswax adhesive, 
60 cm diameter, National History Museum, Chapultepec Castle, 

CONACULTA–INAH, Mexico City 
This Chīmalli is said to have been a gift of Hernán Cortés to 
Emperor Charles V, and was returned to Mexico in 1865 at the 

           behest of short-reigned Emperor Maximilian (1832-1867, r. 1864-67). 
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Fig. 5.5 
Modern reconstruction of Chapultepec Chīmalli, 

Museum of the Templo Mayor, Mexico City 
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Fig. 5.6 
Mexica, Headdress of Cuauhtémoc, before 1521, 

Diameter: 28 cm, Quai Branly Museum, Paris 
 

     Scholars believe this headdress was brought to Europe around  
          the time of the Conquest, then taken back to Mexico by  

             Emperor Maximilian in the 19th century, before being stolen after his        
        execution in 1867. It was recently rediscovered, and is considered to be the      
                  (possibly) eighth pre-Conquest featherwork known to survive. 
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Fig. 5.7 
Fray Bernardino de Sahagún, Mexica Warriors (Eagle Warrior  

at the left and Jaguar Warrior at the right) brandishing a  
macuahuitl (a wooden club with sharp obsidian blades),  

from The Florentine Codex: The Universal History of the  
Things of New Spain, Book IX, 1540-90, Watercolor, paper and  

contemporary vellum Spanish binding,  
Biblioteca Medicea-Laurenziana, Florence 
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Fig. 5.8 
Mexica, Pochteca (Merchant) Fan, Early 16th century/ca 1540 (?),  

Feathers, cane and pigment, Height: 119 cm; Diameter: 68 cm,  
Museum für Völkerkunde, Vienna 
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Fig. 5.9 
Mexica, Detail, Pochteca (Merchant) Fan, Early 16th century/ca 1540 (?),  

Feathers, cane and pigment, Height: 119 cm; Diameter: 68 cm,  
Museum für Völkerkunde, Vienna 
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Fig. 5.10 
Mexica, Illustration of Four Mexica Warriors with  

Feather Shields and Spears, from the Codex Mendoza, fol. 67,  
1529-1541/53, Bodleian Library, Oxford University, Oxford 
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Fig. 5.11 
Hans Burgkmair the Elder, Standing African Youth  

in a Feather Skirt, Cape and Headdress, Holding an Axe  
with a Shrunken Human Head, ca 1520,  

Pen and black ink, with grey, brown and green wash,  
24 cm x 16.1 cm, British Museum, London 
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Fig. 5.12 
Mexica, Xicalcoliuhqui Chīmalli  

(Shield with stepped fret), ca 1519,  
Feathers, leather and fiber, 71 cm diameter,  

Landesmuseum Württemberg, Stuttgart 
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Fig. 5.13 
Mexica, Xicalcoliuhqui Chīmalli  

(Shield with stepped fret), ca 1519,  
Feathers, leather and fiber, 75 cm diameter,  

Landesmuseum Württemberg, Stuttgart 
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Fig. 5.14 
Mexica, Chīmalli (Shield), Early 16th century,  

Feathers, gold leaf, cotton fibers, leather and reed,  
70 cm diameter, Museum für Völkerkunde, Vienna 
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Fig. 5.15 
Unknown amanteca from the School of San José de los Naturales  

under the supervision of Pedro de Gante (Post-Conquest),  
Mitre (front), Mid-16th century, Feather mosaic on agave,  

cloth and metal thread, Museo degli Argenti, Palazzo Pitti, Florence 
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Fig. 5.16 
School of San José de los Naturales (Post-Conquest amanteca),  

The Mass of St. Gregory, 1539, Feathers on wood  
with touches of paint, 68 cm x 56 cm,  

Musée des Jacobins, Auch 
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Fig. 5.17 
Israhel van Meckenem, Mass of St. Gregory,  

ca 1490/1500, Engraving,  
National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. 
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Fig. 5.18 
Salvator Mundi, 16th century, Feather mosaic  

with silver plaques, 85 cm x 70 cm,  
Museo Nacional del Virreinato, INAH, Tepotzotlán 
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Fig. 5.19 
Juan (Bautista?) Cuiris, Portrait of the Weeping Virgin,  

1590s (?), Hummingbird feathers on copper support,  
25 cm x 18 cm, Schatzkammer, Hofburg, Vienna 
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Fig. 5.20 
Our Lady of the Rosary with St. Dominic and St. Francis,  

17th century, Feather mosaic on copper,  
51 cm x 39 cm, Museo Franz Mayer, Mexico City 
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Fig. 5.21 
Giovanni Tommaso Borgonio, “Gli Hiermini,”  

from La Fenice ritrovata, 1644,  
Biblioteca Nazionale, Turin 
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Fig. 5.22 
Louise Hollandine, Princess Palatine,  

Portrait of Sophia, Princess Palatine, n.d.,  
Oil on canvas, Museum Wasserburg, Anholt 
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APPENDIX A: 
SIGNIFICANT DATES OF GLOBAL ENCOUNTERS  

FOR SPAIN, HAPSBURG EUROPE, AND THE NEW WORLD 
 

 
 
1492  Amerigo Vespucci arrives in Spain. 
 

Martin Behaim completes his globe (Erdapfel, or “earth 
apple”), the oldest surviving in the world; among other 
improvements on earlier models, it includes meridians and 
an equatorial line. 

 
3 August 1492 Christopher Columbus sails for the Bahamas, Cuba and 

Hispaniola, claiming them for Spain, under the dominion of 
Isabel of Castile and Ferdinand of Aragon. 

 
13 January 1493 Columbus makes the final stop on this first expedition to 

the New World, landing on the Samaná Peninsula.  Here, 
he has his first violent encounter with the indigenous 
peoples, when the Ciguayos refuse to trade the amount of 
goods desired by the explorer.  During the encounter, in 
which two men were stabbed to death, Columbus took 
somewhere between 10 and 25 Ciguayos captive, with the 
intention of bringing them back to Spain. (Of this initial 
group, only 7 or 8 survive the voyage.) 

 
5 March 1493 Columbus lands at Palos (Spain), bringing the first news of 

the New World. 
 
4 May 1493 Pope Alexander VI Borgia ratifies a Bull giving Spain 

control over all territory not already held by a Christian 
prince, lying west of a line drawn 100 leagues beyond the 
Azores or Cape Verde Islands.  Portugal is granted all lands 
to the east of this line. 

 
24/5 September 1493 Columbus sets sail on his second voyage, departing from 

the port of Cadiz, with 17 ships, 1,200 men and the 
necessary supplies to establish a permanent colony in the 
New World.  Unlike the first expedition, Columbus is now 
accompanied by missionaries, farmers and soldiers, 
reflecting the Catholic monarchs’ goals with regards to this 
new land. 
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1493-4 Columbus continues on his expedition, sailing to the Lesser 
Antille and Puerto Rico, founds a colony at Isabella, 
Hispaniola and returns to Spain with gold, spices and 
slaves. 

 
7 June 1494   Pope Alexander VI Borgia ratifies the Treaty of Tordesillas  

between the naval powers Spain and Portugal, moving the 
line from the 1493 Bull to 370 leagues west of the Azores.  
Portugal is now entitled to much of Brazil, as well as parts 
of Newfoundland and Labrador, while Spain is awarded 
almost all of North and South America. 

 
1496 Columbus returns from his second voyage to the New 

World. 
 
5 March 1496 King Henry VII Tudor gives letters of patent to John Cabot 

and his sons, with the directive to “seeke out discover and 
finde” lands unknown to Christians, wherever they might 
be. 

 
1497 John Cabot reaches Newfoundland, claiming it for 

England. 
 
30 May 1498 Columbus sets sail, with six ships, on his third voyage to 

the New World. 
 
1498    Vasco da Gama reaches India, establishing a sea-route for  

Portugal. 
 
1499-1502   At the invitation of King Manuel I of Portugal, Italian  

explorer, navigator and cartographer Vespucci participates 
in several voyages exploring the eastern coast of South 
America. 

  
1500    Pedro Alvares Cabral claims Brazil for Portugal. 
 
24 February 1500 Charles Hapsburg, future King of Spain and Holy Roman 

Emperor, is born.  
 
October 1500 Columbus returns from his third voyage to the New World 

(in shackles, having been arrested after he displeased both 
the colonists in newly-established Spanish colonies and the 
Catholic Monarchs).  

 
11 May 1502 Columbus sets sail from Cadíz, on his fourth and final 

voyage to the New World. 



	 442	

 
1502-04 Publication of the journals of Amerigo Vespucci (1454-

1512), in which he speculates that these lands were truly a 
new land, and not part of Asia, as Columbus continued to 
believe.  German cartographer Martin Waldseemüller (ca 
1470-1520) concurred, as in 1507 he published a new 
world map, identifying the new continent as America, after 
Vespucci. 

 
5 February 1504 Establishment of the Quinto Royal (or, Royal Fifth), 

mandating that one-fifth of all metals mined or otherwise 
“recovered” (rescatados) belongs to the Spanish Crown. 

 
7 November 1504 Columbus returns to Spain from his fourth and final voyage 

to the New World. 
 
26 November 1504 Death of Isabel of Castile.  Isabel’s death leads to some 

tensions regarding her kingdom, particularly between her 
widower, Ferdinand of Aragon, and her son-in-law, Philip 
the Fair, husband of Isabel’s eldest surviving daughter, 
Juana. 

 
25 September 1506 Philip the Fair dies.  As the only son of Maximilian I 

Hapsburg, Holy Roman Emperor, and the late Mary of 
Burgundy, Philip had already inherited his mother’s 
extensive territories and wealth, which now passed on to 
his eldest surviving son, Charles. 

 
1515   Charles inherits the Low Countries. 
 
23 January 1516 Ferdinand of Aragon dies; his eldest surviving child, Juana, 

inherits his kingdom.  However, for all practical purposes, 
due to Juana’s (supposed) mental instability, his eldest 
grandson Charles inherits Aragon and Ferdinand’s other 
territories.  This effectively unites the numerous territories 
on the Iberian Peninsula into a single kingdom: Spain.  

 
17 July 1516 The first inventory of the collections of Margaret of Austria 

– daughter of Holy Roman Emperor Maximilian I, aunt to 
the soon-to-be Emperor-King Charles V, and future regent 
of the Netherlands – is completed, particularly notable due 
to the inclusion of several pre-Columbian objects, all of 
which were acquired before Hernán Cortés’ first shipment 
of treasure from the New World. 
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1517  Charles travels to Spain, visiting it for the first time. 
 

Francisco Hernández de Córdoba granted permission from 
Spanish authorities to sail from Cuba along the Yucatán 
coast, most likely on a slave-hunting expedition.  De 
Córdoba and a number of his men ultimately died on the 
expedition.   

 
April 1518 Juan de Grijalva leads an expedition from Cuba, tasked 

with exploring the shores of what will become known as 
New Spain and, eventually, Mexico.  He also begins to 
acquire through various means some of the gold, feather, 
stonework, weaponry and other objects that will eventually 
be sent back to Spain as evidence of the riches of the New 
World, and the dominance of Spain. 

 
Early Summer 1518 De Grijalva sends a representative back to Cuba with select 

items of the riches that his expedition had acquired, to 
inform the governor of the events and provide visual 
evidence of their discoveries. 

 
15 January 1519 Holy Roman Emperor Maximilian I Hapsburg dies.  His 

territories are inherited by his grandson Charles, the eldest 
son of Maximilian’s late son, Philip the Fair.  With this, 
Charles unites the Hapsburg, Burgundian, Castilian and 
Aragonese territories, including those lands in the New 
World. 

 
Early 1519   In light of concrete discoveries, and inspired by rumors of  

gold, unfathomable wealth and large, sophisticated cities in  
the interior, the decision is made to recall Grijalva, and 
send another expedition to explore father inland; Hernán 
Cortés is appointed leader of this new expedition. 

 
Spring 1519   Hernán Cortés and crew land at Veracruz. 
 
28 June 1519   King Charles I of Spain is elected Holy Roman Emperor by  

unanimous decision, and becomes known as Charles V 
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July 1519 The first so-called Cortés Letter, one of a series addressed 
to the Emperor-King Charles, is written (officially titled the 
“Primera Carta de Relación de la justicia y regimiento de 
la Rica Villa de la Vera Cruz a la reina doña Juana y al 
emperador Carlos V, su hijo”).  It has since been lost, and 
the one from the municipality of Vera Cruz (written and 
sent in the same month, under the title) has essentially 
taken its place in many modern publications. 

 
6 July 1519 Hernán Cortés and the municipal council of the Rica Villa 

de Vera Cruz compile a list of approximately 180 precious 
objects to be sent to Queen Juana and her son, the Holy 
Roman Emperor Charles V; the treasure is guarded by the 
procuradores Francisco de Montejo and Alonso Hernández 
de Puertocarrero, who were also charged with promoting 
and defending Cortés and his reputation before the 
Emperor. 

 
10 July 1519 A second letter is written by the council of the Rica Villa 

de Vera Cruz to accompany Cortés’, under the title “Carta 
de la justicia y regimiento de la Rica Villa de la Veracruz.”  
It describes the earlier expeditions under Francisco 
Hernández de Córdoba and Juan de Grijalva, as well as 
more recent events under Cortés’ leadership and 
interactions with indigenous peoples.  As Cortés’ First 
Letter has since been lost, and this is believed to address 
much of the same information, this letter by the council has 
essentially taken the place of the official Cortés Letter in 
many modern publications, since it was first published in 
1842. 

 
26 July 1519 The treasure, under the protection of the procuradores 

Montejo and Puertocarrero, leaves the New World for 
Spain. 

 
Early October 1519 The first shipment of New World treasure arrives in 

Sanlúcar, Spain. This shipment, which includes objects 
acquired by Cortés’ predecessor, Juan de Grijalva, brings 
together items accumulated through a variety of means, 
including trade, as gifts and possibly force or manipulation, 
even at this early stage. 

 
26 October 1519  Charles V’s German coronation takes place. 
 



	 445	

Late October 1519 The treasure reaches to Seville, where it is publicly 
displayed in the Casa de la Contratación, before traveling to 
Valladolid. 

 
5 November 1519  The contents of the shipment are recorded in the Casa de  

Contratación in a new document entitled Lo que envió de la 
Nueva España el Capitán Hernando Cortés (or, “What 
Captain Hernando Cortés sent from the New Spain”).  

 
8 November 1519 Cortés and men arrive at Tenochtitlán, the Mexica capital, 

where the conquistador is formally introduced to 
Moctezuma. 

 
7 February 1520 Treasure sent to Charles V, who was visiting his mother, 

Queen Juana, in the palace at Tordesillas. 
 
Early March 1520 A portion of the shipment of Mexica treasure is placed on 

public display in Toledo. 
 
Spring 1520 Treasure is displayed in Valladolid, before following 

Charles to Flanders. 
 
Summer 1520   Shipment sent to the Hapsburg court at Brussels, and was  

displayed in Coudenberg Palace, possibly in the Town Hall. 
 
30 June – 1 July  La Noche Triste: The infamous “Night of Sorrows,” which 
1520 occurs following the death of the Mexica ruler Moctezuma, 

who had been held prisoner by the Spaniards.  The battle 
results in the death of numerous Spaniards and indigenous 
warriors – both Mexica, and those allied with the 
conquistadores.   A significant amount of indigenous 
treasure is also lost, much of it in Lake Texcoco. 

 
26 August –    Albrecht Dürer visits the treasure display in Brussels at the   
3 September 1520 Coudenberg Palace, and subsequently records his response 

and describes some of the items in his diary  
[Entry dated 27 August]. 

 
30 October 1520 Cortés writes his Second Letter to Emperor Charles V 

(“Segunda Carta de Relación de Hernán Cortés al 
emperador Carlos V”) (though it would not be made public 
for another two years). 

 
25 May 1521 Edict of Worms issued by Charles V, forbidding any 

support or defense of Martin Luther. 
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13 August 1521 The Spanish conquistadores, under the command of 
Hernán Cortés, take Tenochtitlán after the final defeat of 
the Mexica, formalized by the surrender of the last Mexica 
ruler, Cuauhtémoc, following a three-month siege. 

 
1519-22 Ferdinand Magellan, a Portuguese sailor and explorer in the 

employ of King Charles of Spain, circumnavigates the 
globe while searching for a route to Cathay. 

 
15 May 1522 Hernán Cortés writes the Third Letter to Emperor Charles 

V (“Tercera Carta de Relación de Hernán Cortés al 
emperador Carlos V”). 

 
19 May 1522 Cortés prepares three large shipments of objects for 

transmission to Spain; the first two were directed to Charles 
V, forming part of the Quinto Real, while the third was 
directed to thirteen churches and monasteries and twenty-
three high-ranking ecclesiastical and civic dignitaries.  
These shipments were comprised in large part of treasure 
taken from Tenochtitlán in the aftermath of his final victory 
over the Mexica on 13 August 1521. Unfortunately, the 
majority of the contents are “liberated” by French pirate 
Jean Florin, and never make it to their intended recipients 
(Peter Martyr d’Anghiera makes the first official claim in 
his Eighth Decade, Book VI).  However, a portion of the 
shipment – including more than 200 feather items – does 
make it to the intended recipient(s). 

 
1522 Members of the diplomatic corps in Spain invited by Peter 

Martyr d’Anghiera to view a second collection of Mexica 
objects sent by Cortés to the Emperor. 

 
November 1522 Hernán Cortés’ Second Letter, written to the emperor in 

October 1520, is printed in Seville, and publicly 
distributed, along with news from the preceding April that 
Tenochtitlán had been conquered. 

 
1523 Cortés’ Third Letter is printed in Seville and publicly 

distributed. 
 
Spring 1523 Charles learns of Moctezuma’s capitulation to Hapsburg 

authority, and the conquest of Tenochtitlán (and, by 
extension, of Mexico). 
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Summer/Fall 1523 Charles sends treasures from the New World to his aunt, 
Margaret of Austria, regent in the Low Countries, and his 
brother, Ferdinand, his archducal representative in Austria 
(and, eventually, the Holy Roman Empire). 

 
23 August 1523 A large selection of “Indian objects” is presented to 

Margaret of Austria by Monsignor de la Chaulx, on behalf 
of her nephew, Emperor Charles V. 

 
October 1524 Cortés prepares two more shipments of treasure for 

Emperor Charles V. 
 
15/20 October 1524 Cortés writes his Fourth Letter to the Emperor (“Cuarta 

Carta de Relación de Hernán Cortés al emperador Carlos 
V”). 

 
1525 Cortés’ Fourth Letter is printed in Toledo for public 

distribution. 
 
15 November 1525 Venetian ambassador Gasparo Contarini submits a report of 

the treasure from the New World, based on his visit nearly 
three years earlier, to the Venetian Senate, in which he 
famously praises the Mexica featherwork. 

 
1526 Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo y Valdés publishes De la 

natural hystoria de las Indias in Toledo. 
 
3 September 1526 Cortés writes his Fifth (and final) Letter to the Emperor 

(“Quinta Carta de Relación de Hernán Cortés al 
emperador Carlos V”). 

 
September 1526 Cortés sends another shipment of treasure to Charles V, 

including a quantity of Christian crucifixes, medallions and 
other works, which had been made by indigenous artists at 
the conquistador’s request. 

 
22/4 February 1530 Charles of Spain is officially crowned Holy Roman 

Emperor, by Pope Clement VII de’Medici in Bologna. 
 
May 1535 Charles V issues an official order, stating that all gold and 

silver from the New World is to be melted down into coins. 
 
2 December 1547  Hernán Cortés dies, at Castilleja de la Cuesta, Spain. 
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20 October 1555 Charles V, King of Spain and Holy Roman Emperor, 
abdicates, splitting his vast empire between his son, Philip 
II, and brother, Ferdinand I, before retiring to the 
monastery in Yuste, Spain. 

 
1558    Charles dies in Yuste. 
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APPENDIX B: 
SELECT IMPORTANT CONTEMPORARY EUROPEAN WRITINGS THAT REFER 

TO  
MEXICA ART AND ARTISTIC ABILITIES 

 
 
 
5 November 1519 The contents of the first shipment of Mexica treasure sent 

by Hernán Cortés arrived in Spain late the previous month, 
and are recorded in the Casa de Contratación in a new 
document entitled Lo que envió de la Nueva España el 
Capitán Hernando Cortés (or, “What Captain Hernando 
Cortés sent from the New Spain”). 

 
27 August 1520  Albrecht Dürer sees the initial shipment of Mexica treasure  

during its public display in Brussels, and records his 
response in his diary, remarking on the “wonderful works” 
and “subtle ingenia of people in foreign lands.” 

 
30 Ocbober 1520 Cortés writes his Second Letter to Emperor Charles V 

(“Segunda Carta de Relación de Hernán Cortés al 
emperador Carlos V”).  Among the many events he covers 
in this Letter, the conquistador describes Tenochtitlán, the 
Mexica people, the culture, the lifestyle and more.  This 
Letter is particularly famous for the section in which Cortés 
enthuses over the treasures to be found in Tenochtitlán, 
especially the gold and featherwork, and particularly 
praises the abilities of the artists who work in those media. 

 
1521 Peter Martyr d’Anghiera publishes the Fourth Decade of 

De Orbe Novo  (“On the New World”), which includes the 
discovery and conquest of the Mexica, and descriptions of 
their art.  Martyr also emphasizes the quality of the 
craftsmanship and “cleverness” of the artists. 

 
November 1522  Hernán Cortés’ Second Letter, written to the emperor in  

October 1520, is printed in Seville, and publicly 
distributed, along with news from the preceding April that 
Tenochtitlán had been conquered. 

 
1524 Inventory of Margaret of Austria’s collection in Mechelen 

reveals four fans, twelve shields and several cloaks that 
would have originated in the 1519 Cortés shipment.  The 
inventory also includes marginal notes, indicating the 
intended disbursement of select Mexica pieces among 
favored political connections as indications of favor. 
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1524-68 Franciscan missionary Fray Toribio de Motolinía, who 
arrived in New Spain in May 1524 as one of the famous 
“Twelve Apostles of Mexico,” praised the Mexica 
goldsmiths’ abilities, particularly with moveable parts.  
However, his writings were not published and made widely 
accessible (as Historia de los Indios de la Nueva España) 
until 1858. 

 
15 November 1525 Venetian ambassador Gasparo Contarini submits a report of 

the treasure from the New World, based on his visit nearly 
three years earlier, to the Venetian Senate, in which he 
famously praises the Mexica featherwork, using the term 
“vaghezza” to describe the beauty that resulted from the 
ever shifting hues. 

 
1526 Spanish historian and writer Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo 

y Valdés publishes De la natural hystoria de las Indias in 
Toledo. 

 
1527-61 Dominican friar, historia, social reformer and “Protector of 

the Indians” Bartolomé de las Casas begins his three-
volume Historia de las Indias in 1527, but only completes 
it, in its final form, some three and a half decades later.  
Although he comments on the monetary value of the goods, 
he equally emphasizes the value of the craftsmanship. 

 
1541-48 Dominican friar Leandro Alberti compiles Historie di 

Bologna, in which he includes an account of an event in 
March 1533, when another Dominican friar returned from 
the New World and presented a selection of Mexican 
mosaic-adorned, ceremonial knives, codices and feather 
“coverlets,” among other objects, to Pope Clement VII 
de’Medici.  Alberti, who was present at the time and was 
the recipient of two items,  

 
1545-90 Fray Bernardino de Sahagún writes, with the assistance of 

scores of indigenous helpers, the Historia general de las 
Cosas de Nueva España, in English The General History of 
the Things of New Spain. This ethnographic study was 
completed in both Spanish and Nahuatl, and documents 
every aspect of Mexica life, religion, warfare, medicine, 
economics and more, all accompanied by illustrations.   
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1553 Francisco López de Gómara’s La istoria de las Indias y 
conquista de Mexico (“The History of the Indies and 
Conquest of Mexico”) is published.  In it, he describes 
some of the treasure that had been sent from the New 
World, particularly praising the quality of the goldwork.  

 
1560 Felipe de Guevara, Spanish humanist, art writer and patron, 

writes Comentarios de la pintura (although it will not be 
published until 1788), a treatise on painting.  In it, he 
includes a discussion on the arts of the New World, 
specifically focusing on Mexica featherwork, and praising 
it as something “new and rare.” 

 
1573 Neapolitan geographer and theologian Gian Lorenzo 

d’Anania incorporates Mexica featherwork into his 
descriptions of different regions of the world and their arts 
when he writes Cosmographia, admiring the artists’ 
patience and endurance. 

 
1576 Bernal Díaz del Castillo publishes Historia verdadera de la 

conquista de la Nueva España (“The True History of the 
Conquest of New Spain”), a first-person narrative based on 
his experiences in the expeditions of Francisco Hernández 
de Córdoba, Juan de Grijalva and Hernán Cortés.  The 
memoir includes his accounts of his interactions with the 
Mexica, and his responses to some of what he saw in 
Tenochtitlán.   

 
1590 In Historia natural y moral de las Indias, Jesuit missionary 

and naturalist José de Acosta articulates specific qualities 
associated with indigenous art, rather than providing a 
more objective description or identifying type, as was more 
common.  He extols feather art, for example, as “vivacious 
and lively [vivaz y animado].” 

 
1596    Following the death of Archduke Ferdinand II Hapsburg, a  

detailed inventory is undertaken at Schloss Ambras in 
Innsbruck (present-day Austria).  This inventory is the first 
to (fairly) definitively identify the so-called Moctezuma 
Headdress, currently in Vienna.  This is also the earliest 
certain citation for the feather shield, also in Vienna. 
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1597-1604 Franciscan missionary and historian Fray Gerónimo de 
Mendieta spends his final years writing Historia 
eclesiástica indiana, which focuses on the evangelization 
history of the New World.  However, he does describe, and 
praise, Mexica feather art and note the parallels to 
European painting, as do many of his contemporaries. 

 
1598 Johann Baptist Fickler prepares an inventory for the 

Munich collection of Duke Wilhelm V (1548-1626) of 
Bavaria, which lists items from the New World, including 
an “Indian man’s hat.”  

 
1646 Bolognese collector Ulisse Aldrovandi is particularly 

notable for being one of the early collectors who was not a 
member of an imperial, royal, grand ducal or aristocratic 
family.  Unlike many of his earlier writings, the one 
referenced in this dissertation, Musaeum metallicum, was 
not published until some decades after Aldrovandi’s death. 

 
 
 
 


