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6 Marcgraf’s Fish in the Historia 
Naturalis Brasiliae and the 
Rhetorics of Autoptic Testimony1

Paul J. Smith

Of all those who described the natural history of distant lands in the  
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, [Marcgraf] was assuredly the most 
intelligent and the most exact, and the one who most contributed to the 
natural history of fishes.2

— Georges Cuvier, Historical Portrait of the Progress of Ichthyology 
(1995 [1828]), 47

Introduction

This chapter is about the zoological “books” (chapters) by Georg Marcgraf 
in Piso and Marcgraf’s Historia Naturalis Brasiliae (henceforth HNB) and 
more specifically his chapter on fish, with some occasional extrapolations 
to his chapters on other animal groups. Marcgraf’s ichthyological texts 
and illustrations will be addressed as well as their sources, their role in 
the transmission of knowledge, their editing performed by Johannes de 
Laet (1581–1649), and their transnational reception by some famous ich-
thyologists: the seventeenth-century English naturalists Francis Willughby 
(1635–1672) and John Ray (1627–1705), the German ichthyologist Marcus 
Elieser Bloch (1723–1799), and finally the French zoologist Georges Cuvier 
(1769–1832). Their reactions make us aware of what is new in Marcgraf’s 
ichthyological chapter.

This chapter will restrain from any further extrapolation to the botan-
ical portion of the treatise, because this portion is quite different from 
the zoological one. The botanical portion counts 140 pages, whereas the 
zoological portion covers no more than 120 pages. Marcgraf’s botanical 
descriptions are longer and much more detailed than the zoological ones. 
As for the illustrations, in his Preface to the Reader the editor De Laet 
informs us that the botanical illustrations were not made by Marcgraf but 
commissioned by De Laet on the basis of the specimens collected and dried 
by Marcgraf.3 The botanical woodcuts are larger than Marcgraf’s ones 
(no more than two per page, whereas the zoological pages often have three 
or four illustrations). Moreover, the botanical illustrations are technically 
more perfect and also more detailed.

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003362920-7
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The Two Paratexts: Practical Versus Scholarly

Our starting point will be the two paratexts of the HNB, namely Marcgraf’s 
Dedication to the Brazilian governor Johan Maurits of Nassau-Siegen 
(1604–1679) and De Laet’s Preface to the Reader. These paratexts give 
us essential information about the fabrication of Marcgraf’s text. In his 
Dedication, Marcgraf presents himself as a meticulous observer, who made 
his own descriptions and illustrations and himself collected the names 
the Indigenous Brazilians gave to the animals described. This is impor-
tant information, because, by doing so, Marcgraf positions himself as a 
“practical man” (as understood by Anthony Grafton),4 a man of direct 
observation, whose perspective is not biased by any scholarly knowledge. 
This directness, this “autoptic imagination,” has been recently addressed 
by Neil Safier in his article Beyond Brazilian Nature.5 It can be linked 
to one of the best known early modern texts on Brazil: namely Michel 
de Montaigne’s (1533–1592) chapter Des Cannibales in his Essais. In this 
chapter, Montaigne dwells upon the usefulness of the eyewitnesses of prac-
tical men, fulgurating against “those clever” cosmographers, who always 
have the tendency to embellish their reports. Montaigne eloquently exem-
plifies his argumentation by focusing on one particular person from his 
household who stayed for a long time in French Brazil: “I have long had 
a man with me who stayed some ten or twelve years in that other world 
which was discovered in our century when Villegaignon made his landfall 
and named it La France Antartique […] That man of mine was a simple, 
rough fellow – qualities which make for a good witness: those clever chaps 
notice more things more carefully but are always adding glosses; they can-
not help by changing their story a little in order to make their views tri-
umph and be more persuasive; they never show you anything purely as it is: 
they bend it and disguise it to fit in with their own views […] So you need 
either a very trustworthy man or else a man so simple that he has nothing 
in him on which to build such false discoveries or make them plausible; and 
he must be wedded to no cause. Such was my man; moreover on various 
occasions he showed me several seamen and merchants whom he knew on 
that voyage. So I am content what he told me, without inquiring what the 
cosmographers have to say about it. What we need is topographers who 
would make detailed accounts of the places which they had actually been 
to. But because they have the advantage of visiting Palestine, they want 
to enjoy the right of telling us tales about all the rest of the world! I wish 
everyone would write only about what he knows – not in this matter only 
but in all others.”6

This matter-of-fact perspective of the reliable eyewitness is visible every-
where in Marcgraf’s part of the treatise: in the vocabulary, syntax, and 
style of his Latin, the chaotic dispositio (composition and structure) of the 
different parts of his work, and the naive crudity of most of his wood-
cuts. While reading the tome, one has the impression that this omnipresent 
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reliability has been carefully cultivated – I will come back to this aspect in 
much more detail.

In the second paratext, the Preface, De Laet sketches the original state of 
Marcgraf’s manuscripts that Johan Maurits commissioned him to publish: 
according to De Laet, these manuscripts were “indigested and imperfect 
commentaries,”7 which for reasons not specified were written in a secret 
code that he had to decipher. Editing Marcgraf’s text was therefore a “labo-
rious and painstaking” enterprise.

De Laet presents himself as Marcgraf’s scholarly counterbalance. This 
is visible in the great number of annotations by De Laet himself – annota-
tions that give the tome the learned outlook that is expected of any serious 
publication in Latin.

General Structures

It is now time to turn to Marcgraf’s text itself. The general structure of 
the zoological portion of the treatise is atypical compared to the authorita-
tive zoological encyclopedias by Conrad Gessner (1516–1565) and Ulisse 
Aldrovandi (1522–1605). The order in four chapters – respectively (a) fish, 
(b) birds, (c) mammals and reptiles, and (d) insects – is indeed strange. This 
is not the order of animals in the traditional Great Chain of Being, with the 
insects, after the plants and the non-living material world, at the bottom 
of the Creation, and mankind at the top. For the first three animal groups, 
Marcgraf’s order follows the biblical order of Genesis I: after the plants fol-
low the creatures of the waters, the creatures of the air, and the terrestrial 
animals. But what about the insects as a final category? The only order 
which comes close to Marcgraf’s is the one of the four elements (water, air, 
earth, and fire) as it is thematized in the contemporary zoological work by 
Jan Jonston (1603–1675) as reedited by Frederik Ruysch (1638–1731) in 
1718.8 Jonston’s work follows the order of the elements, respectively: fish, 
birds, mammals, and a final category of insects and mollusks. This final 
category is also visible in the four emblematic albums on animals, grouped 
according to the four elements, by Joris Hoefnagel (1542–1601) at the end 
of the sixteenth century.9 The element of fire in Hoefnagel includes, very 
curiously, both the insects and mankind, thus closing the Chain of Being 
into one album by combining in the element of fire both the lowest and the 
highest living creatures. And from this perspective, it is not astonishing that 
Marcgraf, after his part on Brazilian insects, continues with the Indigenous 
Brazilians.

The internal order of these four chapters is also very atypical. There is 
no tendency to follow the classifications given by the ichthyological and 
ornithological works by Pierre Belon (1517–1564), Guillaume Rondelet 
(1507–1566), Gessner (not his alphabetically ordered Historia Animalium 
but his other naturalist works), or Aldrovandi. These orderings were grosso 
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modo tripartite: freshwater fish, saltwater fish, other aquatilia. By contrast, 
Marcgraf’s ordering of birds and fish seems to be simply arbitrary. This 
arbitrary character could have easily been corrected by De Laet, as it was 
done by Piso and several other readers of Marcgraf, such as Willughby and 
Ray, and Ruysch. But De Laet seems to favor the arbitrary and the incon-
gruous, probably in order to give the reader the impression of direct obser-
vation: all Marcgraf’s information is given “prout venerant ad manus,” 
as it falls into his hands, in the words of De Laet in his Preface. The same 
arbitrary order, regulated (or seemingly regulated) by sole coincidence, can 
be found in the naturalist chapters of the two most influential books on 
Brazil before Marcgraf, namely André Thevet’s (1516–1590) Singularités 
de la France Antarctique, and Jean de Léry’s (1536–1613) Histoire d’un 
Voyage Faict en la Terre du Bresil, autrement Dite Amerique.10 It reaffirms 
the autoptic character of the publication, highlighted in its paratexts.

Descriptive Rhetorics

Strangely enough, Marcgraf’s descriptions of the individual animal spe-
cies do not have an arbitrary structure. They implicitly follow a descriptive 
standard, which is an echo of the well-structured descriptions of Gessner 
and Aldrovandi. Marcgraf’s descriptions are mostly built up in three main 
parts: etymology, an often meticulous morphological description, and a 
brief part on the animal’s utility for man. Let us take a typical example: 
the description of the “Petimbuaba,” the Bluespotted Cornetfish (Fistularia 
tabacaria) (Figure 6.1).11

This is how the description begins: “PETIMBUABA for the Brazilians; 
in Dutch Tabac-pijpe, named after its form. The fish is three to four feet 
long, and the body resembles that of an eel. It has a sharp-toothed mouth, 
whose upper jaw is shorter than the lower one.” Then all measurements of 
the fish are given in very much detail: “the length of the beak measures six 
inches, and the maximum mouth opening measures up to only one inch. 
The head is nine inches long from the eyes down to the very tip of the beak, 
the width of the head behind the eyes is five inches, shrinking slowly to 
about three inches.” The description pauses for a moment at the fish’s eyes: 
“it has pretty big eyes, as big as a walnut, in the form of a bird feather, with 
a beautiful red-colored pupil, surrounded with a silver-colored dress, with 
small spots on the front and the back.”

Then follows a very detailed description of the position, shape, size, and 
color of the different fins (i.e., pectoral, dorsal, ventral, and anal fins), with, 
of course, special attention for the fish’s characteristic tail, of which the 
middle caudal rays are extended as a long filament: “like that of a moray, 
thin, round and six inches long.” Then the skin is described: “the skin is 
as slippery as an eel’s skin, liver-colored, whitish on the ventral side, and 
reddish at some places.” Also the characteristic rows with blue, sometimes 
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greenish, spots over the body are mentioned. This long morphological 
description concludes with a short, laconic sentence: “edulis est piscis” [the 
fish is edible] followed by a brief reference to Conrad Gessner’s work on 
fish: “acus piscis vocari potest de quo vide Gesnerum.” [This fish can also 
be called acus piscis [thin fish]; on this, see Gessner.]

Figure 6.1  �Bluespotted Cornetfish in Historia Naturalis Brasiliae (Piso and Marcgraf, 
1648: part II, 148). Leiden University Libraries (copy THYSIA 2274).
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Marcgraf’s description is followed by De Laet’s scholarly annotatio: 
“ANNOTATIO. Aldrovandi, in his first book on fish, gives some illustra-
tions of the acus piscis, but none of them corresponds to the species metic-
ulously described by the author [Marcgraf], and whose colored drawing [of 
the fish] we have also seen – maybe except for Belon’s acus minor,12 but our 
species has no caudal fins such as Belon’s one has.”

Let us analyze this description in more detail because it is, in its rhetor-
ical disposition, information provision, and implied ideology, typical of 
Marcgraf’s other ichthyological descriptions. Like most of his zoological 
descriptions, it begins by giving the Indigenous Brazilian name. For the few 
descriptions where the Brazilian name is not given, this is explicitly stated 
(almost excused) by De Laet (“nomen Brasiliense ab Auctore non prodi-
tur”).13 In doing so, Marcgraf follows the examples of practical men, like 
the voyagers Thevet and Léry in their descriptions of Brazil, or Jacques 
Cartier (1491–1557), the French explorer of Canada, all of whom give the 
Indigenous names for the unknown plants and animals they encounter. This 
tendency can also be found in the works of the learned sixteenth-century 
zoologists like Rondelet, Gessner, and Belon, who, for the animals unknown 
to them, not only tried to forge a Latin name (or a French one, in the case 
of Belon) but were also interested, as true humanist scholars, in all aspects 
of zoological lexicology, ancient and modern, European and exotic. In the 
case of Marcgraf, the Indigenous name is often, but not always, followed by 
a Dutch name and/or a Portuguese name. In the case of the cornetfish, the 
Dutch name Tabac-pijpe appears to be a literal translation of the Tupi name, 
which Marcgraf probably picked up with the Dutch in Johan Maurits’ court. 
Occasionally, in the case of the birds, a German name is given.

Marcgraf’s name-giving can be interpreted diversely. First, name-giving 
can often be considered as an act of appropriation – and this is certainly 
the case here: common Dutch names, such as baars, harde, sprot (i.e., 
respectively: perch, gray mullet, sprat), imposed on exotic fish, contain an 
intended political message, that is, “these fish are Dutch,” just as Brazil was 
called Nederlands Brasilien (Dutch Brazil). One also thinks of the provoc-
ative “Brasilia qua parte paret Belgis” as was indicated on a hand-colored 
map, printed in 1647, on which several Brazilian animals are to be seen, all 
of them taken from Marcgraf’s illustrations.14

A second reason for giving Dutch and Portuguese names is because 
they are often explicative: they inform the reader on the essential phys-
ical aspects of the animals described.15 Here are some examples of 
Dutch and Portuguese explicative names, to which Marcgraf added his 
commentary:

•	 “Tabac-pijpe, à figura dictus.” [Stem of a pipe, so named after the fish’s 
form.]16

•	 “Belgis een Cruyshaye, à figura.” [Named in Dutch a cross shark after 
its form.]17
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•	 “Piscis ingens, quem vocant Jacob Evertsen.” [A red fish, which they 
[the Dutch] call Jacob Evertsen.]18

•	 “Lusitanis soldido (quia armatus).” [Named in Portuguese solid, 
because it is armatured.]19

•	 “Peixe viola Lusitanis, ob figuram quam cum cithara communem 
habet qua ludant Lusitani.” [Named violin fish in Portuguese, because 
its form resembles a cither played by the Portuguese.]20

This reason is also applicable to Marcgraf’s bird names: these are native 
Dutch names, to which sometimes Dutch neologisms are added, such as 
“Bloemen-Specht” (Flower-Woodpecker, applied to a hummingbird), 
“Menscheneter” (Man-eater, applied to the urubu, a carrion bird), and 
“Seurvogel” (a word of unknown meaning and etymology, applied to a jab-
iru).21 And, contrary to Marcgraf’s fish names (which is quite understand-
able, because of the fish’ muteness), several of his original bird names are 
onomatopoeias. One of them is Dutch: “Grietjebie,” recorded by Marcgraf 
(still used today in Suriname).22 In using (native-language) imitative bird 
names, Marcgraf places himself in a long tradition: beginning with the 
travelers Thevet and Léry, but also Belon, and later, in the eighteenth 
century, Georges-Louis Leclerc de Buffon (1707–1788), who was fond of 
native onomatopoetic name-giving – contrary, for instance, to the ornithol-
ogist Mathurin Jacques Brisson (1723–1806), who advocated a French and 
Latin descriptive nomenclature, i.e. name-giving that takes into account the 
bird’s distinctive physical characteristics.23

There is a third reason for Dutch name-giving: it enables the intended (Dutch) 
reader to connect the strange and the exotic to what is familiar to them. It is 
noteworthy that in Marcgraf’s bird chapter, Dutch is sometimes replaced by 
German,24 his native language, probably for lack of adequate Dutch ornitho-
logical terminology. This explicative, “familiarizing” function of Dutch and 
German nomenclature is related to the only rhetorical figure of the text, 
namely comparison. Thus, birds are regularly compared to birds mentioned in 
Dutch: “Lepelaer” (spoonbill), “Meeuwe” (gull), “Kerkuyle” (barn owl), and 
“Waterhoen” (moorhen).25 In the case of the “Petimbuaba,” the strange fish is 
compared two times with the eel (“instar Anguillae”), and one time with the 
murine, both fish species well-known to the European reader.

This brings us to the second and main section of Marcgraf’s texts, the 
description itself, of which we already noticed its meticulous and exhaus-
tive character. The descriptive section is written in a dry, matter-of-fact 
style without any stylistic embellishment – a style that fits the practical 
man. As we have already noticed, the only stylistic figure allowed is the 
comparison, not meant as embellishment but solely serving to inform  
the reader about the format and the form of the fish’s physical appearance: 
the fish is compared to an eel and a murine, and, almost poetically, its  
eye to a walnut and a bird feather.
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Marcgraf’s matter-of-fact style can also be seen in his vocabulary, and in the 
syntactic structure of his sentences as well. Most sentences open by mention-
ing the part of the body under discussion. In our example of the cornetfish: os, 
caput, oculos, post branchias, post has pedes, and cute. By this anteposition 
of the nouns, independent of their grammatical cases, the general structure 
of the description is made visible. In his zoological encyclopedia, Jan Jonston 
adopted this highlighting by syntactic anteposition and goes even further by 
italicizing the antepositioned elements.26 In one of the later zoological anthol-
ogies that incorporates Marcgraf’s text, namely the Theatrum Animalium 
by Frederik Ruysch, this double emphasis – anteposition and italicizing – is 
systematically used in the Marcgraf parts of Ruysch’s book.27

These antepositioned nouns visualize the order of the description, which 
goes from head to tail, mostly ending with some general remarks on the 
scales or skin, especially their colors. In most of Marcgraf’s ichthyological 
descriptions rather technical attention is given to the fins: their position 
(pectoral, ventral, dorsal, anal), number and form, and their constitutive 
rays. All this is essential for an adequate description of the anomalous 
fishes Marcgraf describes, such as our strangely formed cornetfish. It shows 
a good, practical, and up-to-date knowledge of the standards of contem-
porary ichthyological description, as they have been set out by Rondelet 
and Gessner. But it stays within the external morphology of the fish; no 
dissection is done, and there is almost no information given on the fish’s 
internal morphology.

Most of Marcgraf’s ichthyological descriptions (but not his description 
of the cornetfish) continue with a brief remark about the habitat, roughly 
divided into fresh water, salt water, coastal water near the rocks, and brack-
ish water. Sometimes a more precise location is mentioned.

Marcgraf’s descriptions end with a remark on the edibility of the fish 
described. Mostly this remark is brief – “edulis est piscis” – but regularly 
Marcgraf takes the opportunity to highlight the autoptic nature of his 
observations (“saepe commedi” [I have often eaten it]), or to give some 
further (literary) savoring, culinary, medical, and more spectacular details. 
Some examples:

•	 “The fish has to be roasted, because cooked he is not as good.”28

•	 “The fish is not edible. But, according to the fishermen,29 when eating 
it, one is paralyzed for three hours.”30

•	 About the piranha: “the fish is edible; its meat is white, a bit dry, and 
tastes good. I have eaten this quite often.” This information stands out, 
because in preceding it, Marcgraf brings up the danger of the piranha: 
“with a single bite the fish can rip off a piece of a man, as if it is cut off 
with a knife. Once you enter the water, even if only with a foot or hand, 
then you are immediately injured by this fish. The fish is fond of human 
blood, and loves human flesh.”31
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Generally speaking, however, the description is dry and neutral; the first 
person is not used, except for some rare uses of “commedi” and “vidi” 
[I saw,] meant to underline the autoptic mode of the description. There 
are some rare but interesting cases in which the author relates in the first 
person a personal experience with the fish under discussion, for instance 
the porcupine-fish: “I had a small specimen alive in February 1639, and 
two others in September […] The skin like substance remains constant as 
it swims in the water by itself. However, as soon as the fish is taken out of 
the water, it turns yellow. It can blow up, and then deflate itself. It makes 
a sound: Uch, uch. If you want it to inflate itself, pull one of the spines on 
its back.”32

Marcgraf also mentions the strange parasites he found on the Yellowtail 
Snapper (Ocyurus chrysurus). In fact, he finds these parasites so curious, 
that their description is almost as long as the description of the fish itself: 
Marcgraf even gives an illustration of these parasites. These amplifications 
and personal observations are rare in the fish chapter of the HNB; they are 
more frequent in the other zoological chapters of the treatise. This is quite 
understandable because birds, mammals, and insects can more easily be 
kept alive than fish.

Back now to our example of the cornetfish. At the end of the descrip-
tion, there is a brief reference to Gessner (“vide Gesnerum”). Gessner’s huge 
folio-editions are in fact the only authority Marcgraf regularly refers to, 
sometimes with precise indications of chapter and pages. This makes it 
possible to identify the Gessner-edition he consulted, namely the very first 
edition of 1558.33 In the fish chapter of his work, Marcgraf’s other refer-
ences, besides Gessner, are to Carolus Clusius (1526–1609) and to J.-C. 
Scaliger (1484–1558) – and in the bird chapter, the scarce moments when 
Marcgraf quotes some other sources especially concern the rather peculiar 
cases of the hummingbird and the bird of paradise (which does not belong 
to the Brazilian avifauna). I suspect these references are, at least partially, 
interpolations by De Laet.

De Laet’s Annotations

This remarkable lack of scholarly references of course fits very well with 
Marcgraf’s self-image as a practical man. It is in this context that the role 
of De Laet’s annotations becomes clear. They are numerous for the fish and 
the mammals – less numerous for the birds. Let us take a closer look at our 
example of the cornetfish. As can be seen, De Laet expands Marcgraf’s 
brief reference to Gessner, by adding the authorities of Aldrovandi and 
Belon, and referring to their illustrations, while explaining the differences 
between Marcgraf’s cornetfish and the already known European species. 
These annotations add a learned cachet to Marcgraf’s direct observations, 
made sur place, as the text wants us to believe. De Laet’s references are to 
the whole canon of natural history: Belon, Rondelet, Aldrovandi, Clusius, 
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J.-C. Scaliger, with very precise indications of chapter and pages, and of 
course Gessner. With his references to Gessner there is something strange: 
all of De Laet’s references to Gessner are without indication of pages. This 
is probably because he possessed a different Gessner edition than Marcgraf; 
indeed, Gessner’s first edition had been sold out since 1585 and therefore it 
was rare in the seventeenth century – De Laet did not want to confuse the 
reader by referring to two different Gessner editions.34 De Laet also quotes 
regularly from his own work, Novus Orbis, which is a commentated 
and illustrated anthology of the major authors on the Americas, among 
whom Thevet, Léry, and, very important for his annotations, Francisco 
Ximénez.35 This is of course a form of self-promotion, but it also suggests 
the possibility of extrapolation of Marcgraf’s work, as is explained in De 
Laet’s Preface: Marcgraf’s text should be a model to follow for new studies 
on other parts of America.36 I will come back to this.

De Laet’s annotations mostly serve to specify Marcgraf’s observations, 
and sometimes to discuss and correct them. They also allow De Laet to 
enlarge the attractiveness of the treatise by giving further intriguing details 
on the animals under discussion. This is especially the case with some of 
Marcgraf’s descriptions of birds and mammals, like the toucan, the hum-
mingbird, and the peccary. In his annotation on the toucan, De Laet men-
tions a strange enormous bill of an unknown bird that he possesses in his 
Wunderkammer (which was probably of a hornbill from the East Indies). 
Marcgraf’s description of the hummingbird leads him to discuss the pre-
sumed six-month hibernation of the bird during the rainy season. And the 
alleged navel on the back of the peccary makes him dissect a peccary that 
he received in the Low Countries.

The Illustrations

The zoological illustrations are by Marcgraf himself, and made ad vivum, 
as is explicitly said in his Dedication to Johan Maurits and repeated in De 
Laet’s Preface to the Reader. These illustrations were colored in accordance 
with the very precise color-indications in Marcgraf’s descriptions, as can  
be concluded from the brief remark made by De Laet in his annotation on 
the cornetfish (“we have seen Marcgraf’s colored drawing of the fish”).

Marcgraf’s bird illustrations are in a very atypical style. In the cases 
where his bird illustrations are reproduced and put together with other 
illustrations, such as in the books by Jonston and by Willughby and Ray, 
Marcgraf’s illustrations are immediately recognizable: his birds have a stiff 
attitude, staring eyes, and disproportionally small feet. Sometimes they are 
confusingly clumsy, as is the case with the Brazilian nightjar: the curious 
representation of the bird’s beak is only understandable when the reader- 
spectator notices that the bird has its mouth wide open.37

By their naive crudity, the bird illustrations are the umpteenth sign of 
the author’s autoptic perspective. However, the illustrations of the other 
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animals (fish, mammals, reptiles, mollusks, and insects) are much less 
naive; in the case of the fish, they are even of high quality, as was correctly 
noticed by Georges Cuvier, as we shall see.

The origin of the illustrations is a complicated affaire. Marcgraf claims 
that he made them himself, but De Laet admits that he inserted some illus-
trations of his own. To be more specific, of the 86 fish illustrations, four 
are not made by Marcgraf: two of them are new (Mucu and Abacatuaia), 
the two others (Guaperua and Guaracapema) came from De Laet’s Novus 
Orbis.38 These four illustrations replace Marcgraf’s own drawings, prob-
ably not for financial reasons (although reusing De Laet’s two woodcuts 
is indeed much cheaper), but because De Laet’s illustrations were simply 
superior. As far as I can see, in the other zoological chapters there are no 
other illustrations coming from De Laet’s work.

A more important question is whether the watercolor drawings, con-
served in the so-called Libri Principis (now in Kraków), often ascribed 
to Marcgraf, are indeed by him and were used by De Laet for the illus-
trations of the HNB. My provisional answer is twice “no,” and by this I 
go against a generally accepted opinion, recently reformulated by Rebecca 
Parker Brienen.39 For my argumentation it is necessary to turn to the bird 
illustrations and to focus on an (at first glance) insignificant detail in the 
description of the trogon (Trogon spec.).40 Marcgraf emphasizes that the 
bird’s feet resemble the feet of a parrot, i.e. with two toes in front and two 
toes behind. This observation is zoologically correct and is properly ren-
dered in the bird’s illustration (Figures 6.2 and 6.3).

However, this disposition of the toes does not correspond to the one found 
in the Libri Principis.41 Here, the trogon’s toes are clearly disposed in the 
“normal” but wrong way: three toes in front, one behind (see Figure 6.4).

It is noticeable that this error reoccurs at least three other times in the 
Libri Principis, namely in the case of an indefinable woodpecker, an inde-
finable owl, and a Spot-backed Puffbird (Nystalus maculatus).42 Correctly 
depicted in the HNB,43 these birds’ toes are wrongly rendered in the Libri 
Principis. Moreover, in the watercolor, the trogon (which is a tree-bird and 
seldom sits on the ground) has been placed in such a way that its tail must 
hinder him.

There is a second argument that confirms my hypothesis. The trogon 
depicted in the Libri Principis has a white collar: this suggests that the 
species depicted is a Collared Trogon (Trogon collaris). But the distinctive 
white collar, so characteristic for this bird, is not mentioned in Marcgraf’s 
accurate description. This implies that Marcgraf’s trogon probably is 
another (closely related) species, namely the Blue-capped Trogon (Trogon 
curucui). This identification is supported by the trogon painted by Albert 
Eckhout (1610–1665) in one of his oil studies, collected in the Theatrum 
Rerum Naturalium Brasiliae (now also in Kraków),44 which is unmistak-
ably a blue-capped trogon,45 depicted, by the way, with a correct position 
of the toes. Eckhout’s watercolor bears the inscription “Curucua;” this 
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corresponds to Marcgraf’s naming of the bird: “curucui.” Moreover, it 
appears that not only the blue-capped trogon is known to Eckhout, but 
also the collared trogon. Indeed, Eckhout, or someone from his direct 
entourage, depicted a collared trogon on one of the ceilings of the Lusthaus 
Hoflössnitz at Radebeul. This bird is not called “Curucua” but bears 
another name: “guirapotiapirangaiupar.” This means that the depiction of 

Figure 6.2  �Trogon in Historia Naturalis Brasiliae (Piso and Marcgraf, 1648: part II,  
211). Leiden University Libraries (copy THYSIA 2274).
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the trogon in the Libri Principis is doubly erroneous: not only does it have 
a wrong position of the toes but also a wrong name. This double mistake 
could not have been produced by the accurate observer Marcgraf.46

The erroneous identification is a fruitful one: it has been repeated in at 
least two hand-colored copies of the HNB, one of which is in the Leiden 
University Libraries (see Figure 6.5).

Figure 6.3  �Trogon, detail of feet, in Historia Naturalis Brasiliae (Piso and Marcgraf, 
1648: part II, 211). Leiden University Libraries (copy THYSIA 2274).

Figure 6.4  �Trogon, watercolor, in Libri Principis (Libri Picturati A 36: f. 204). 
Jagiellonian Library (NDIGGRAF001151).
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This implies that the hand-coloring of these copies was not based on 
Marcgraf’s watercolor drawings (which are now lost), but on the Libri 
Principis. This corresponds with the mention of a colored copy of the 
tome in the auction catalogue (1668) of the colorist and “kaartafzetter” 
Frans Koerten (1600–1668). According to this catalogue, the coloring 
of this copy was modeled upon the original copy of the Prince (“volgens  

Figure 6.5  �Trogon, colored, in Historia Naturalis Brasiliae (Piso and Marcgraf, 
1648: part II, 211). Leiden University Libraries (copy 1407 B 3).
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’t Princelijck Originael curieus afgeset”) – by which undoubtedly the Libri 
Principis were meant.47

A third and final argument for my hypothesis is the style of the water-
colors. Their coloring and uniform style do not correspond to the style of 
naturalist sketches, made on the spot. Nor are these watercolors meant 
for the engraver. Rather, they seem to be meant to be put and bound into 
an album on animal motifs, especially made for Johan Maurits. In this 
respect, this album belongs to the genre of the animal-albums, a genre 
that flourished since the 1560s, of which the so-called bestiary of emperor 
Rudolf II (1552–1612) is one of the best-known examples.48

A Well-Orchestrated Strategy

These illustrations make us aware of the role of the HNB in the well- 
orchestrated strategy of personal, political publicity, meant to confirm 
the merits and the achievements of the Dutch governor of Brazil, Johan 
Maurits, upon his return to the Netherlands. Johan Maurits could indeed 
easily be blamed for the rather unsuccessful Dutch colonial adventure in 
Brazil. In order to organize his defense, Johan Maurits made use of the 
most respected intellectuals. He thus appealed to the learned neo-Latin 
poet Casparus Barlaeus (1584–1648), who wrote a Brazilian cosmography, 
printed by the prestigious publishing house Blaeu.49 Furthermore, as we 
noted before, a huge, hand-colored map of Brazil was printed under the 
title Brasilia qua Parte Paret Belgis (1647) by the same Blaeu. The two 
above-mentioned albums, the Libri Principis and Eckhout’s Theatrum, 
were composed and Frans Post’s (1612–1680) first Brazilian paintings were 
ordered. In their book-historical contribution to this present volume, Alex 
Alsemgeest and Jeroen Bos demonstrate that Marcgraf’s work was pub-
lished with the utmost care, without printing errors, beautifully illustrated, 
laid out, and printed. Addressing the tome’s distribution, they demonstrate 
that the treatise was clearly not meant for the free market: its first pos-
sessors were highly placed persons in Johan Maurits’ network, as well as 
important scientific institutes. The more important they were, the more 
they were entitled to receive a hand-colored copy – this explains the pres-
ence of such a copy in the Leiden University Libraries.

Legacy and Evaluations

The reception of Marcgraf’s work is so widespread and long-lasting that it is 
not possible to do justice to it in the limits of this brief chapter.50 I want to limit 
myself to some of its zoological aspects addressed above, in order to see how 
they have been evaluated by some of his most famous readers. Some of these 
readers literally copied the individual descriptions in Latin, and in the case 
of the Ornithology (1678) by Francis Willughby and John Ray, all the bird 
descriptions are literally translated into English.51 Marcgraf’s readers remain 
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silent on his atypical dispositio and his lack of classification. Frederik Ruysch, 
in his Theatrum, follows the general structure he found in both Jonston and 
Marcgraf, based on the four elements, but he tries to bring in some order in 
the classification of the individual Brazilian species described by Marcgraf. 
Willem Piso, who was primarily interested in the medicinal and alimentary 
aspects of the animals, makes a selection of Marcgraf’s animals and he also 
tries to order them according to a logical disposition.52 Willughby and Ray 
in their books on birds and fish try to incorporate Marcgraf’s fish and birds 
into their own sophisticated classifications.53 From Willughby and Ray on, 
Marcgraf’s findings were extrapolated to other parts of Latin America and 
beyond. In Willughby and Ray’s section on the fish of the Far East, based on 
the findings of Johan Nieuhof, explicit references were given to Marcgraf’s 
descriptions. In the eighteenth century, after Ruysch’s Theatrum, Marcgraf’s 
part of the HNB was no longer literally quoted, but incidentally incorporated 
in a (very) condensed form (Artedi (1705–1735) and Linnaeus (1707–1778)), 
or in (critical) paraphrases as did the German ichthyologist Bloch, or with 
stylistic embellishments as did Buffon.

More problematic were Marcgraf’s zoological illustrations. Jonston, 
Willughby and Ray, and Ruysch were the last to produce them automati-
cally without changes; their successors tried to find solutions for the scien-
tific and esthetic shortcomings of the illustrations. In eighteenth-century 
France, in any case for the birds and mammals, they were not needed any-
more, because most of Marcgraf’s birds and mammals were to be seen 
in the enormous collection of the scientist René Antoine Ferchauld de 
Réaumur (1683–1757), which was later confiscated and entered into the 
Royal Collection. This collection found its way through the lavishly illus-
trated natural histories on mammals and birds by Brisson and Buffon. 
Marcgraf’s fish illustrations remained problematic. For example, Bloch was 
heavily disappointed by both the technical and the ichthyological qualities 
of Marcgraf’s woodcuts. He compared these woodcuts to the watercolors of 
the Libri Principis, which he consulted in the Royal Library at Berlin (and 
which, by the way, he ascribed to Johan Maurits himself). Consultation of 
the watercolors made him decide to turn to these albums for his descrip-
tion and illustration of Marcgraf’s above-mentioned yellowtail snapper.54 
And he blames the bad quality of both Marcgraf’s description and illus-
tration for the fact that Artedi and Linnaeus did not incorporate the yel-
lowtail snapper in their systems.55 But for the cornetfish, he found not 
only Marcgraf’s description and the woodcut insufficient,56 but also Johan 
Maurits’ watercolor. He therefore based himself for his illustration on three 
specimens of the fish he found in a collection in Leipzig.57

Georges Cuvier did not agree with Bloch on the scientific qualities of 
Marcgraf’s woodcuts. In his authoritative Tableau Historique des Progrès de 
l’Ichthyologie, depuis Son Origine jusqu’à Nos Jours, he wrote: “the draw-
ings are quite recognizable, despite the fact that they are simple wood engrav-
ings.”58 Because he felt skeptical about Bloch’s interpretation of Marcgraf’s 
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illustrations, he sent his assistant and later successor Achille Valenciennes 
(1794–1865) to Berlin in order to copy the fishes from the Libri Principis, 
and with success. Cuvier wrote: “Valenciennes obtained permission from the 
conservators of the library to copy these collections, and we are today able 
to compare them with Bloch’s copies and with nature and definitely fix the 
genera and species to which each fish should be referred.”

With Cuvier, the zoologist turns into a comparative art historian, who 
is not afraid to cross national boundaries. Cuvier’s interdisciplinary and 
transnational approach to Marcgraf can serve as a shining example for the 
actual historian of science – even if, in this present case, Cuvier was una-
ware of the unreliability of the Libri Principis.
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