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1.1 Theodore Galle, Philippe Galle and Jan Collaert after Jan Van der Straet, Amerigo Vespucci Rediscovers
America, from Nova Reperta, 1580. Photo: Bridgeman Art Library-Giraudon/Art Resource, New York.
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Recent studies of cultural production in the early modern Atlantic world have
engaged in the analysis of what has been called ‘colonial discourse’, a body of
representations whose use of visual imagery and words trace the contours of the
complex and conflictive relationships between colonial power and that which
it sought to dominate.1 The study of colonial discourse has often focused upon
the rhetorical strategies employed in texts in which appeals to the conventions of
certain literary modes and genres reveal representation’s complicity in the exercise of colonial authority. Scholars have, for example, noted the deployment in
such texts of the conventions of medieval romances and travel accounts as well as
the use of the rhetorical figures of allegoresis and mimesis, all of which have been
seen as having the effect of situating the Americas and their inhabitants in positions of difference and/or similarity to the cultures of early modern Europe
in the late fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.2 Although analysis of colonial discourse has focused primarily on texts, visual imagery, with its similar dependence
upon genres and modes of pictorial rhetoric, also intervened forcefully in the
exercise of colonial power and domination in the Americas. This essay examines
the visual culture of colonialism by focusing on the representation of a trope that
is pervasive in early modern European images of the Americas – that of cannibalism. Previous studies of the textual and visual representation of that trope
have noted that the discourse of cannibalism emerged in the sixteenth century
as a differencing mechanism, a counterpoint to ideas about the ideal and individuated Christian subject of early modern Europe.3 But how, precisely, were
those associations and differences articulated within visual culture? In what
follows, I address this question by focusing on the well-known print derived from
Jan Van der Straet’s Amerigo Vespucci Discovers America (plates 1.1 and 1.2), so addressing not only the literature on the representation of the Americas and the
practice of cannibalism in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, but also the
ways in which visual representation intervened in complex ways in the conART HISTORY . ISSN 0141-6790 . VOL 28 NO 3 . JUNE 2005 pp 295–310
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struction and maintenance of relationships of colonial power and subordination
in the early modern Atlantic world.
A L L E G O R I E S A N D FA N TA S I E S O F C A N N I B A L I S M

Born in Bruges, the Flemish draftsman and painter Jan Van der Straet (1525–1605)
spent much of his career working in Italy, where his surname was transformed
into Stradano as well as della Strada and Stradanus.4 It may have been in Florence
that Van der Straet made his drawing of Amerigo Vespucci encountering an
allegorical figure of ‘America’ (plate 1.2), probably in the second half of the

1.2 Jan Van der Straet, Amerigo Vespucci Discovers America, late sixteenth century. Pen and bistre,
heightened with white, 19  26.5 cm. New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, Gift of the Estate
of James Hazen Hyde, 1959 (1974.205). Photo: Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.

sixteenth century.5 That drawing became widely known in early modern Europe,
for it was used by the Antwerp engravers Theodore and Philippe Galle in collaboration with Jan Collaert (plate 1.1) as one of the images in their Nova Reperta, or
New Discoveries, a portfolio of twenty prints first published in 1580.6 The prints
documented a series of discoveries and inventions, such as gunpowder, the
printing press, olive oil and eyeglasses. The print derived from Van der Straet’s
drawing of America, however, documented a different kind of discovery: that of
the New World, which it attributes to the Florentine navigator Amerigo Vespucci.7 The text that the publishers appended to the print states the nature of
296
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1.3 Titian, Danae, 1554. Oil on canvas, 128  178 cm. Madrid: Museo del Prado. Photo: Scala/Art
Resource, New York.

this discovery in strongly allegorical terms: ‘America. Americus rediscovers
America – he called her but once and thenceforth she was always awake.’8
In the print, as in the drawing upon which it is based, Europe’s encounter
with America is portrayed as the meeting between a man, whose astrolabe,
standard and ships aid in his identification as Amerigo Vespucci, and a nude
woman, seated on a hammock, who represents the New World or America. Studies
of this image have emphasized its use of gender and sexuality as metaphors for the
exploration and conquest of territory, here cast in terms of a series of pictorial
oppositions including those of female/male, nude/clothed, reclining/standing and
nature/culture.9 The representation of cultural or territorial encounter as a kind
of sexual encounter is pervasive in early modern visual and textual culture,10 and
is aided in this image by the iconographic relationship between the figure of
America and a number of reclining nude women that appear in the canon of
Renaissance painting, including, for example, Titian’s Danae (plate 1.3), where an
imprisoned woman reclines as Jupiter’s shower of golden coins falls from above.
An even closer iconographic relationship, however, is that between the reclining woman in Van der Straet’s image and the similar allegorical figure of
& ASSOCIATION OF ART HISTORIANS 2005
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1.4 Title page with Four Parts
of the World from Abraham
Ortelius, Theatrum Orbis
Terrarum, 1570, Antwerp.
Photo: Virginia Historical
Society, Richmond,
Virginia. USA.

America on the title page to Abraham Ortelius’s Theatrum Orbis Terrarum (plate 1.4),
first published around 1570.11 In addition to the parallels in the positions of the
figures’ torsos, arms and legs, both wear comparable head and leg ornaments; the
club or spear that rests against the tree in Van der Straet’s image also resembles
the one held in the hand of the figure in the frontispiece, in which America is
depicted, nude, as a huntress of men, her identity indicated by her bow and arrow
and her grasp of the head of her victim in her hand.
In its depiction of America as a huntress and, potentially, a cannibal, the
frontispiece participates in an iconographic tradition that would endure beyond
the sixteenth century. Among the most influential of the images that followed
it in early modern European visual culture was one that appeared in early
seventeenth-century editions of Cesare Ripa’s Iconologia (see plate 1.8), an emblem
book that provided generations of artists with a standard pictorial vocabulary. In
298
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an image from an edition of the Iconologia published in Padua in 1611,12 the allegorical figure of America (see plate 1.8) appears as a partially clothed woman
who wears a feathered headdress and holds a bow and arrow.13 Between her bare
feet is a decapitated human head pierced with an
arrow that resembles the one held in her right
hand (plate 1.5). The emblem’s unorthodox juxtaposition of a severed human head with the figure’s
feet encourages the visually literate spectator to
contrast America’s intact body with the decapitated head at her feet, presented as a kind of macabre punch line to the composition. In a general
sense, this iconography for America echoes the
composition of a painting by Giorgione (plate 1.6),
in which the biblical Judith holds a sword in her 1.5 Detail of Cavalier d’Arpino
right hand as she rests her left foot on the decapi- (attr.), America, from Cesare Ripa’s
tated head of Holofernes.14 In the same way that Iconologia, c. 1603. Richmond,
that image operates through synecdoche, present- Virginia: Library of the Virginia
ing a single episode as emblematic of a larger nar- Museum of Fine Arts, Richmond,
Virginia, USA. Photo: Denise
rative, the images of America from the Iconologia
Lewis.
and Ortelius’s atlas, too, suggest a narrative, one in
which the allegorical figure is to be understood as having used the weapons that
are her attributes to acquire the head of her victim. In the image from the Iconologia, that narrative is reinforced in the accompanying text, which notes that,
The bow and arrow are her weapons, which the women of these provinces use as habitually
as the men. The human head at her feet plainly shows that it is the custom of many of these
barbarous people to eat human flesh.15

Underscoring the cannibalistic content of the emblem, the animal that rests at
America’s feet and which serves as a backdrop for the decapitated head is also
described in the text as a reference to the consumption of human flesh: ‘The
reptile, or alligator, is among the most notable of the animals in those nations,
for they are large, and fierce, and devour not only other animals, but men too.’16
These references to cannibalism in the representation of America from the
Iconologia partake of a broader phenomenon in early modernity in which that
practice is linked discursively with the inhabitants of the Americas. Peter Hulme
has noted that the appearance of the terms ‘cannibal’ and ‘cannibalism’ in
fifteenth- and sixteenth-century European texts is heralded by an entry in the
Journal of Christopher Columbus, where, on 23 November 1492, he reports having
heard of a group of man-eating people in the Antilles called ‘canibales’.17 Subsequent journals, letters and chronicles of European explorers in the Americas
consistently refer to the consumption of human flesh as a standard practice of
certain New World societies.
& ASSOCIATION OF ART HISTORIANS 2005

299

THE PICTORIAL RHETORIC OF CANNIBALISM IN EARLY MODERN CULTURE

1.6 Giorgione, Judith with the Head of Holofernes, c. 1504. Oil on
canvas, transferred from panel, 144  68 cm. St Petersburg,
Hermitage. Photo: Scala/Art Resource, New York.
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1.7 Detail of Galle, Galle and
Collaert after Van der Straet,
Amerigo Vespucci Rediscovers
America. Photo: Bridgeman
art Library – Giraudon/Art
Resource, New York.

But while the visual references to cannibalism are fused with the human
figures in the Iconologia and the Ortelius frontispiece, the association between the
consumption of flesh and the allegorical figure is asserted less forcefully in Van
der Straet’s image, and it is the nature of that association which, I want to suggest, is revealing with respect to the representation of cannibalism and, ultimately, relationships of colonial power in early modern images of the Americas.
Echoing the disposition of the figure of America in Ortelius’s frontispiece, the
scene of cannibalism depicted in the background in Van der Straet’s image is
curiously juxtaposed to the female figure’s hand. This vignette depicts several
figures seated around a fire, where they cook a human leg on a spit (plate 1.7). Its
place near the centre of the composition is, I believe, crucial to the operation of
the image; it is as if Van der Straet, in appropriating the image from the atlas,
removes the sign of cannibalistic activity from America’s grasp, leaving her
empty-handed as she addresses Vespucci. Relegated to the background of the
pictorial space, the reference to cannibalism in the Van der Straet image – the
cooking scene – is thus initially indistinct. To begin with, therefore, the relationship between Vespucci and America, positioned in the foreground of the
pictorial space, overwrites the relationship between America and her surroundings. In this way Van der Straet’s composition incites in the spectator a predictable response: one in which he or she performs a double-take, asking, ‘Is that a
scene of cannibalism I see?’18
Rather than appealing, as many of its predecessors did, to the genres of the
map, the letter, the journal, or the chronicle, Van der Straet’s visual representa& ASSOCIATION OF ART HISTORIANS 2005
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tion of the Americas – with its initially indistinct representation of cannibalism –
thus resonates with what Tzvetan Todorov identified as ‘the fantastic’, a literary
mode characterized by its emphasis on, in his words, ‘that hesitation experienced
by a person who knows only the laws of nature, confronting a supernatural
event’.19 Here that hesitation, marked by the spectator’s predictably interrogative
response to the image, encourages a closer examination of its iconography and
composition, in which a series of dismembered limbs ultimately present themselves as signs of cannibalistic activity. The way that the engraving elicits this
response is not an isolated instance within sixteenth-century representation,
for European chroniclers in the ‘age of discovery’ similarly evoked the world of
dreams, uncertainty and hesitation in their descriptions of the Americas. For
example, in an often-cited passage from his memoir, the Spaniard Bernal Dı́az del
Castillo describes his first glimpse of the Aztec capital of Tenochtitlan, the city
that the Spaniards would ultimately conquer and transform into an imperial
administrative centre. He writes,
When we saw all those cities and villages built in the water, and other great towns on dry land,
and that straight and level causeway leading to [the city], we were astounded. These great towns
and temples and buildings rising from the water, all made of stone, seemed like an enchanted
vision from the tale of Amadis. Indeed, some of our soldiers asked whether it was not all a dream.20

Dı́az, writing in the late sixteenth century, some time after the events of
1519–1521 that he describes, remembers this vision of Aztec Tenochtitlan as
similar to both dreams and to imaginative passages from a medieval romance.
With his references to ‘seeming’ and ‘dreaming’ and his infusion of visible reality
with the aura of the imaginary, Dı́az’s rhetoric evokes the fantastic. As Stephen
Greenblatt has argued, this rhetoric of enchantment and wonder is a recurring
mode of discourse in early modernity, one in which references to the familiar –
here the world of dreams and medieval literature – are deployed in the explanation of difference.21 At the same time this strategy renders the unfamiliar
more legible; its dependence upon that which is not real keeps the object of description at a distance, thus preserving its essential difference from the world of
the describing subject. And by problematizing the distinction between fact and
fiction, between the real and the imaginary, descriptions like that by Dı́az position themselves within a discourse on colonial power and domination. In the case
of Dı́az’s description, the text participates in that discourse in two interrelated
ways: first, it presents the vision of the Aztec capital as a memory – an abstraction
that no longer exists in its materiality – and, secondly, it suspends that memory
between reality and the world of dreams, thus casting it as an indeterminate
object that could be, and ultimately was, conquered.
Van der Straet’s placing of the scene of cannibalism in the background of the
pictorial space, and the spectatorial uncertainty and hesitation that this generates, is one way in which the image of Vespucci and ‘America’ appeals to the
302
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representational mode of the fantastic. A further appeal to that mode occurs
in the foreground, where the figure of America is presented iconographically
and textually as awakening from sleep, a state intimately associated with disorientation, dreams and the imagination. Here, as the engraving’s publishers
make clear in their accompanying caption (‘thenceforth she was always awake’),
awakening is a metaphor for discovery, and serves as a revealing psychological
counterpoint to the structure of Diaz’s chronicle. In that text, it was the conquerors who wondered if they were dreaming, while in the print it is the figure
of America who is presented at the liminal moment between sleep and full
consciousness.
These iconographic and compositional choices evoke the phenomenology
and mood of the fantastic, but that representational mode surfaces in the image
in other ways as well. Louis Montrose has noted that the cannibalism scene is
compositionally linked to the allegorical figure of America. It is partially encircled
by America’s head and left arm; her posture – with her prominently bent right leg
– resonates with that of the women seated near the fire in the distance; and both
the dismembered human leg on the spit and the one near America’s pointing
finger are inverted and reversed versions of her own limb.22 For Montrose, these
formal interrelationships attested to a discursive link in early modernity between
woman and the cruel incivility of the inhabitants of the Americas.23 Indeed, the
imagery, like that of Ripa’s emblem and the figure of America in the Ortelius
frontispiece, implies a narrative. The cooking scene in Van der Straet’s image is
thus presented as having been preceded by a scene of killing and dismemberment, indicated pictorially by the human leg pierced with a spear near America’s
extended hand, which, in turn, is preceded by America’s awakening from her
hammock and preparation for the kill, an act she may accomplish with the use of
the weapon that rests against the tree next to her. In a comparison with the
images from the Iconologia and the Ortelius atlas, however, Van der Straet’s image
intimates that the act of consuming human flesh is potentially separable from
the bodies and beings of the inhabitants of the Americas.
This pictorial distinction between the figure of ‘America’ and the cooking
scene of cannibalism is further emphasized by the apparent juxtaposition in the
image of two or more distinct modes of visual rhetoric. The problematic nature of
the representation of America in this image has been the subject of some analysis:
José Rabasa noted the coexistence of both literal and figurative meanings in the
scene of Vespucci’s encounter with America,24 and, more generally, Peter Mason
problematized the notion of allegorical representations of America as allegories
per se.25 But I want to emphasize here that the representation of the adjacent
cooking scene, too, intervenes forcefully in this rhetorical complexity and interpretive uncertainty. In its overt construction of a narrative of cannibalistic practices as well as in its appeal to the literary tradition through which those
practices were linked to the inhabitants of the Americas, the scene exists within
the discursive framework of the letter or chronicle. By contrast, the figure of
& ASSOCIATION OF ART HISTORIANS 2005
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America is presented through its caption as an unequivocal allegory. This generic
and rhetorical complexity in the image amounts to a blurring of the line between
the allegedly factual nature of the chronicle and the conventional symbolism of
allegory, a deft mixing of the pictorial language of genre in its evocation of the
fantastic.
Van der Straet’s pictorial placement of the visual reference to cannibalism is
not, however, unique, for a similar spatial composition is at work in other contemporary images.26 In its deconstruction of the allegory of America, by placing
the signs of cannibalism in a space distinct from that which she occupies, this
composition can be seen as indicative of anxiety about the practice of cannibalism as well as of the ambivalence and instability of early modern discourses of
colonial power. Indeed, European texts reveal that although the practice of cannibalism was always suspected of American cultures, it was almost never witnessed. Such anxiety is evident, for example, in Amerigo Vespucci’s so-called ‘First
Letter’, written in 1500 to Lorenzo di Pierfrancesco de’Medici in Florence, in
which the author describes the people he saw on his arrival at the island of Trinidad: ‘We discovered that they were of a race called Cannibals, for almost the
majority of this race, if not all, live off human flesh: and of this fact Your Magnificence can be certain.’27 Vespucci’s emphasis on the certainty of the practice in
the absence of real evidence masks his uncertainty and partakes of a broader,
colonial rhetorical practice in which the establishment of truth is always a
complex and contested act.28 This anxiety about truth and believability in the
text pervades sixteenth-century literature on European exploration in the New
World, and anticipates similar, modern-day anxieties about cannibalism and the
question of whether or not it occurred, or continues to occur, in certain parts of
the world.29 This rhetoric is similarly deployed in the text accompanying the
figure of America in Ripa’s Iconologia (plate 1.8), where the author’s statement that
‘the human head at her feet plainly shows that it is the custom of many of these
barbarous people to eat human flesh’ is problematic in terms of its logic. Rather
than ‘plainly’ indicating the consumption of human beings, the picture might be
read, for example, as a sign that people in the Americas collect (or collected)
human heads as trophies.30
In its suggestion that the act of consuming human flesh is potentially separable from the bodies and beings of the inhabitants of the Americas, Van
der Straet’s image also gestures towards a transformation in European conceptualizations of the Americas and, more generally, of early modern colonialism, in which the notion of ‘America’ as a consumer of human flesh is minimized
and subsequently recast as the object of European consumption. This transformation is suggested in Van der Straet’s drawing, but it is also evident in a
comparison of the images of America and Europe in the Iconologia (plates 1.8 and
1.9). In contrast to the image of America, in which much of the pictorial field is
empty, the image of Europe features the allegorical figure surrounded by an
abundance of objects and attributes that nearly fill that space. Europe is com304
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1.8 (left) Cavalier d’Arpino (attr.), America, from Cesare Ripa’s Iconologia, c. 1603. Ink on paper,
11  9 cm. Richmond, Virginia: Library of the Virginia Museum of Fine Arts, Richmond, Virginia,
USA. Photo: Denise Lewis.
1.9 (right) Cavalier d’Arpino (attr.), Europe, from Cesare Ripa’s Iconologia, c. 1603. Ink on paper,
11  9 cm. Richmond, Virginia: Library of the Virginia Museum of Fine Arts, Richmond, Virginia,
USA. Photo: Denise Lewis.

positionally linked with those objects; she holds a small temple in her right hand
and points with her left hand to the cornucopia that flank her as well as to the
crowns, sceptres and other symbols that rest on the ground below her. The figure
of a horse appears next to her, echoing the disposition of her own head and body.
In sum, the image displays elements of social and cultural consumption, for it
articulates in visual terms ideas of abundance and the totality of an ensemble, a
seamless continuity between the allegorical figure and the objects and ideas that
surround her.
These ideas are emphasized in the accompanying text as well, where they are
presented as symbols of ‘kingdom’ and of the monarch as a ‘body politic’ rather
than as a flesh-and-blood mortal body.31 Ripa writes, for example, that, ‘[Europe]
shows with her index finger . . . the kingdoms, crowns, scepters, garlands, and
other similar things, being that in Europe there are the best and strongest princes
of the world . . . .’32 In contrast to the social and cultural integrity and totality
emphasized in the emblem of Europe, America is instead represented in terms of
distinct and sometimes dismembered parts. Indeed, while Europe is characterized
by an ensemble of objects and attributes that constitute the body politic, America
is presented instead as an ensemble of anatomical units that constitute the fleshand-blood body. Her dress or cloak leaves her breasts and legs exposed, and the
& ASSOCIATION OF ART HISTORIANS 2005
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human head resting between her feet has been separated from the body of which
it was once part. The sense of the figure as a conglomeration of parts is also
suggested in the text, which describes her as having a ‘terrible face’ (‘volto terribile’), and notes that her clothing ‘covers her shameful parts’ (‘le copri le parti
vergongnose’).33
These representations of Europe and America, in which the former is represented in terms of totality and wholeness, and the latter is cast in terms of
parts and fragmentation, can be read as symbolic of an imperialist view of the
social and political make-up of both Europe and the Americas. If the image
of Europe is one of social and political integrity, cohesion and organization,
the representation of America is one of social and political chaos. It is not
surprising, then, that the text that accompanies the image of Europe presents her
as a kind of solution or correction to the fragmented social and political structures that are ‘natural’ to America. As noted above, Ripa writes that ‘in Europe
there are the best and strongest princes of the World’, and he follows that observation with a comment on the way in which that quality and strength has
impacted on the global social order. Noting that the ‘Roman Pope’ is one of those
princes, he praises the way in which the Pope’s ‘authority extends to all who have
the Holy and Catholic Christian Faith, which thanks to the Lord God, today has
reached at last to the New World’.34 As such, these emblems of Europe and
America come to be seen as constructing a narrative of a colonial process in which
the savage and disorderly Americas will ultimately be civilized as well as governed
by European powers.
COUNTERING CANNIBALISM

A later stage in this genealogy of images and ideas effects yet another transformation, intervening in the established iconography for America and presenting an alternative view of the political structures and futures of early modern
colonialism. In 1666 the theologian Isidro Sariñana y Cuenca published a
pamphlet commemorating the ceremonies practised in Mexico City – then part of
the Spanish Habsburgs’ ‘universal monarchy’ – to commemorate the death of
King Philip IV of Spain.35 In addition to describing the funerary rituals that took
place inside the royal palace and the city’s cathedral, the publication also contains a series of sixteen emblematic images which, in various ways, address the
death of the king and the reaction of his loyal subjects to it. Reproducing
paintings that were publicly displayed as part of the royal funeral in 1666,36 the
images as they appear in the publication are accompanied by poems and commentary by the author which elaborate on their complex iconography and aid in
their interpretation. Among them is one in particular that appeals to the conventional representation of the parts of the world as they appeared in Ripa’s
Iconologia and in the frontispiece to the Ortelius atlas. The image (plate 1.10) is
symmetrical, its pictorial space bisected by a sailing ship and the undulating lines
of the sea which separate the two halves of an architectural structure. The split
306
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1.10 America and Europe, from Isidro Sariñana y Cuenca, Llanto del Occidente en el más claro Sol de las
Españas, 1666. Mexico City: Viuda de Bernardo Calderon. Photo: Duke University, Rare Book,
Manuscript, and Special Collections Library.

structure consists of a dome supported by eight columns atop a stepped platform,
and is flanked by the figures of two women.
The accompanying commentary by Sariñana explains the emblem:
This hieroglyphic depicts Europe and America, each one dedicating half a tomb to His
greatness, as two worlds were necessary to form one worthy of his memory; so that in the
funeral rites that Spain celebrated, half of it was erected, to which New Spain had to add its
complement . . . .37

In keeping with the conventions of seventeenth-century European iconography,
the emblem depicts the two parts of the world as women whose clothing and
attributes distinguish them from one another. The figure on the right is shown
with a crown on her head and holding a sceptre in her hand, thus corresponding
in general to the conventional representation of Europe as a queen in both the
Ripa and the Ortelius publications. The figure on the left, however, departs from
the traditional iconography. In the words of Jaime Cuadriello, she appears
‘dressed as a matron chieftan, with a quexquemitl, a large fan with feathers, and
a copilli, or royal diadem on her head’.38
In contrast to the figures of America in Ripa’s Iconologia, the Ortelius frontispiece, and the print after Van der Straet’s drawing, the image in the Llanto del
Occidente portrays America, like Europe, as a clothed queen or empress. In trans& ASSOCIATION OF ART HISTORIANS 2005
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forming America’s status in this way, the emblem’s artist challenges the visual
hegemony of the Iconologia and, simultaneously, presents a complex and conflictive message about the present and future of early modern colonialism. The
architectural structure that positioned Europe atop the reclining America in the
Ortelius frontispiece has been turned on its side, and the allegorical figures for
both continents are now dressed in royal garments and stand on an equal footing.
Is this image indicative of Europe’s consumption of the savage America and
subsequent reconstruction of her in her own civilized image? Or is this imagery,
with its pictorial emphasis on movement from right to left and from Europe to
America, a foreshadowing of America’s movement from colony to nation?
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su complemento la Nueva España . . . .’
38 Jaime Cuadriello, ‘Los jeroglı̀ficos de la Nueva
España’, in his Juegos de ingenio y agudeza: La pintura embemática de la Nueva España, Mexico City,
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