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Introduction

Mariana Françozo1

This chapter introduces the main topic and the seven chapters of the edited 
volume Toward an Intercultural Natural History of Brazil: The Historia 
Naturalis Brasiliae Reconsidered. First, it situates the publication of Piso 
and Marcgraf’s treatise in the context of the Dutch Republic and its global 
economic ambitions in the mid-seventeenth century. It then briefly reviews 
its reception history and its impact on science in order to explain the need 
and importance of yet another scholarly publication about the Historia 
Naturalis Brasiliae. Each one of the seven chapters is thus briefly summa-
rized. This introductory chapter argues that a rich, multi-layered, and novel 
interpretation of this book can emerge from the interdisciplinary set of 
research questions and methodologies used in this volume’s reconsideration 
of the treatise.

In 1912, American ichthyologist Eugene Gudger published an article in 
Popular Science Monthly titled George Marcgrave, the First Student of 
American Natural History.2 The article is a biography of the naturalist, 
whom Gudger argues was the “… man who first of all essayed to make 
known to the old world the real natural history of the new.”3 The article 
presents a short reconstruction of Marcgraf’s training as a naturalist, a brief 
description of his activities in Brazil, a reflection on his ichthyologic contri-
butions, and much praise for his manuscript Historia Rerum Naturalium 
Brasiliae, published together with physician Willem Piso’s work on tropical 
medicine under the title Historia Naturalis Brasiliae (henceforth HNB) by 
Elzevier in Leiden and Amsterdam in 1648.4 Gudger claimed that practi-
cally all of the plant and animal species described and figured in this trea-
tise – about 600 and 400 of them, respectively – were “new to science.”5 It 
remains otherwise unexplained what the author precisely means by these 
terms, but one can assume with some degree of certainty that Gudger had 
modern, post-Linnean standards of zoological and botanical description 
in mind.

Despite Gudger’s rather anachronistic take on Marcgraf’s work, the HNB 
did indeed make an impact on “Old” World science. Yet, Marcgraf was not 
the first to write about “New” World nature nor was Gudger the first to 
write about him – so much so that, only two years later, he published a 
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postscript in Science lamenting the fact that he had missed the publication, 
in 1908, of Brazilian historian Alfredo de Carvalho’s article on Marcgraf, 
and adding some data and bibliographical reflections to his earlier text.6 
Carvalho, in turn, acknowledged the place of sixteenth-century French 
authors Jean de Léry and André Thevet as the first to describe Brazilian 
fauna and flora, and of Francisco Hernandez, commissioned by Phillip II, 
to have done so for Mexico. However, much like Gudger, Carvalho also 
firmly defended the point that Marcgraf was – almost one century later – 
the scholar who first started the “modern” study of Brazilian nature.7 Both 
articles are representative of the overly positive tone frequently found in 
the historiography of Dutch Brazil, placing the Dutch period as a formi-
dable alternative to the Portuguese colonization, or, as aptly put by Joan-
Pau Rubiés, “a philo-Dutch counter-myth centered on the figure of Johan 
Maurits” that reasserts Dutch exceptionalism and modernity in the early 
modern era.8 In this counter-myth, the HNB features as one of the finest 
material outcomes.

This is not to say that the HNB is not a remarkable product of Johan 
Maurits of Nassau-Siegen’s colonial endeavors and editorial sponsorship. 
An in-folio tome of about 400 pages, containing hundreds of animal and 
plant descriptions and their images, the HNB impressed the early modern 
reader with an abundance of well-organized information about Brazilian 
nature. However, its uniqueness does not rest on its supposed first place in 
an extemporaneous chronology of European scientific explorers of “New” 
World nature, but rather on a complex combination of internal and exter-
nal factors, including its physical qualities, its lavish illustrations, the care-
ful program of distribution carried out by its patron and its publisher, the 
dynamics of the Dutch printing market in the early modern period, and, 
of course, the sheer amount and variety of natural history descriptions 
presented therein. Additionally, in the HNB, the commercial and political 
interests of the Dutch in the Americas are clearly addressed, adding a layer 
of political pamphleteering to its many functions.

To minimize confusion, in this volume we have chosen to consistently 
refer to the HNB as a whole as a “treatise” or a “tome;” its original divi-
sion into two separately titled and paginated works by Piso and Marcgraf 
respectively is maintained by using the terms “part I” (Piso) and “part II” 
(Marcgraf); finally, the subsequent separation into “libri” are either trans-
lated literally as “books” or referred to by the more familiar “chapters.”

In 1658, Willem Piso published a treatise named De Indiae utriusque 
Re Naturali et Medica Libri Quatuordecim, which is often erroneously 
considered as a second edition of the HNB.9 In fact, Piso’s volume is a 
rearrangement of many sections of the HNB. De Indiae utriusque … is 
divided into two parts. The first one contains six chapters on tropical med-
icine alongside chapters on the plants and animals of Brazil. The former 
were authored by Piso and correspond to his work as published in part I of  
the HNB; the latter are taken from Marcgraf’s Historia Rerum … (part II 
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of the HNB), but not attributed to him thereby suggesting that these studies 
had also been carried out by Piso. The second part of De Indiae utriusque …  
is likewise composed by Marcgraf’s two chapters on topography, mete-
orology, and on the inhabitants of Brazil and Chile, corresponding to the 
HNB’s part II, chapter (“book”) eight. Finally, this volume also includes 
Jacobus Bontius’ natural history of Java in the East Indies, De Medicina 
Indorum,10 thereby uniting the Dutch West and East Indies in one treatise 
and giving the book a global range.

While a detailed comparison of these two versions of the HNB is outside 
the scope of this introduction, it is important to briefly address the political 
and economic context of the Dutch Republic (or the United Provinces of the 
Netherlands) in which these treatises were created. In the mid-seventeenth 
century, the Dutch East- and West India Companies, with the support of the 
central government (the Staten Generaal), were busy trying to expand and 
consolidate their colonies abroad and to strengthen their commercial activ-
ities all around the world. Yet, much changed in the 10 years that separated 
the publication of the HNB and of Piso’s De Indiae utriusque … By 1648, 
the United Provinces had just gained their independence from the Spanish 
Empire after the Eighty Years’ War and the HNB contains clear signs of 
attempts to confront and compare the Dutch overseas possessions and their 
economic potential to those of the Habsburgs. For instance, in the entries 
about sugar and manioc, Johannes de Laet, editor of the HNB and, impor-
tantly, also one of the directors of the West India Company (WIC), added an 
entire new chapter to compare Marcgraf’s reflections on sugar and manioc 
to the writings of Francisco Ximenes on the same plants in New Spain. Both 
crops were essential to the economy of Dutch Brazil. Sugar was a cash crop 
and the main reason why the WIC conquered Brazil; as for manioc, Johan 
Maurits had made it mandatory for sugar-planters to devote a percentage of 
their lands to growing manioc and, in doing so, tried to solve the problem of 
hunger in the colony. In highlighting the methods of and riches coming from 
sugar production, and in drawing attention to the governor-general’s solu-
tion to the food crisis in Brazil, De Laet also showed prospective colonists 
and the Staten Generaal how the colony was a viable source of profit. The 
HNB was therefore a guidebook to life in the colony just as much as a com-
parison between Dutch and Spanish overseas possessions; one that included 
a strong statement about the viability of Brazil for the Dutch.

The loss of Dutch Brazil in 1654 put a definite end to the public debate on 
Brazil and the Atlantic, which had peaked in the 1640s,11 and by the time 
Piso’s volume came out there was no reason to invest in propaganda for the 
WIC nor to praise the riches of Brazil. Therefore, in republishing (parts of) 
the HNB, Piso chose a different title (and different ensuing title page): one 
that reinforced Dutch commercial possibilities all over the globe, but par-
ticularly in the East Indies where the profits of international trade were to 
be found. In this sense, both treatises, while being extremely similar in tex-
tual terms, represent very different political projects of the Dutch Republic.
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Despite Piso’s effort to replicate the success of the HNB, it was the orig-
inal edition that made history, partially due to the patronage of Johan 
Maurits and the strategic editorship and distribution by De Laet and the 
Elzevier publishing house. Similarly, as Neil Safier has pointed out, “part of 
this wide appeal had to do quite simply with the fact that the HNB was the 
sole natural historical text printed in the seventeenth century that focused 
primarily, if not exclusively, on South America.”12 Immediately after its 
publication, it became a much-cited, authoritative source on the fauna 
and flora of South America, so much so that the Swedish naturalist Carl 
Linnaeus used its names and descriptions of species to create part of his 
taxonomic system and received lavish praise in Diderot and d’Alembert’s 
Encyclopédie.13 Throughout the eighteenth century, scholars continued to 
refer to Piso and Marcgraf’s work as the leading authority on the natural 
history of Brazil, providing material for contrast and comparison to nature 
elsewhere in the “New” World.14 In fact, its impact – and physical pres-
ence – went beyond Europe and the Americas: a number of copies of the 
HNB were taken by James Cook and his crew for consultation during their 
voyages on board the Endeavour,15 and its physical presence in historical 
libraries around the world proves the extent of its dissemination.16 It is gen-
erally agreed that, at least in terms of the breadth and scope of identifica-
tion and description of botanical species, the treatise was only superseded 
two centuries later by the Flora Brasiliensis of Johann Baptiste von Spix 
and Carl von Martius.17

Up until the present day, scholars continue to discuss the HNB from 
diverse disciplinary angles. From the perspective of life sciences, scholars 
have been using the treatise as a source of information on the biodiversity 
of Brazil, with recent scholarly literature using it for taxonomic identifica-
tion and comparative studies between the presence, the naming, and the 
use of plants in colonial era and present-day Brazil.18 Similarly, the HNB 
has been studied from a historical perspective as an object of inquiry in 
itself. In this sense, many are the publications praising its contributions to 
“New” World botany and zoology,19 as well as those critically discussing 
the treatise from the perspectives of the history of science and medicine, 
and art history.20 Marcgraf and Piso have each received due attention in 
biographical works.21 Furthermore, there have been new studies on the 
astronomical section of the HNB, as well as on the expeditions and car-
tographical work of Georg Marcgraf.22

One may wonder, what else is there to be said about such a well-known 
tome? The aim of this edited volume is to reconsider the HNB as a multi- 
layered, complex compilation of experiences and knowledge, one that is 
better understood if looked at from multiple, sometimes contradictory, 
interdisciplinary viewpoints. Instead of considering the HNB as a master-
piece of Western science, the chapters in this volume interpret it as the 
product of global intercultural encounters in the early modern era. As such, 
chapters attempt to contextualize the treatise vis-à-vis its predecessors and 
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contemporaneous works of natural history and to test its botanical, zoolog-
ical, and linguistic accuracy and usefulness in the present day. Moreover, 
this volume hopes to suggest a model for scholarship on the history and 
historiography of knowledge, arguing that it is possible to write global his-
tories of knowledge-production by concentrating on one individual, physi-
cally concrete object of study, which in turn can be deconstructed into a set 
of entangled parts or multiplied into various interdisciplinary questions. In 
this sense, and in order to reframe the HNB as a point of reference rather 
than a starting point, this edited volume contains seven chapters by schol-
ars representing different fields of knowledge, including anthropology, bot-
any, linguistics, book history, early modern and medieval history, and art 
history. Therefore, the chapters reflect the types of scholarly questions and 
methodologies typical of their authors’ respective disciplinary trainings.

The volume starts with a chapter that introduces the making of the HNB 
from a comparative perspective. Singh and Françozo explore how both the 
HNB, on the natural history of Brazil, and the Hortus Malabaricus, on 
Indian botany, are products of Dutch colonial engagements with Indigenous 
knowledge-systems. By doing so, the chapter proposes that the HNB can be 
better understood when read alongside other such treatises of natural his-
tory produced in the seventeenth century Netherlands, following a specific 
pattern of information acquisition and later publication.

Chapter 2 moves from the Dutch to the Portuguese Empire and likewise 
reads the HNB comparatively, this time alongside Portuguese medical texts 
of the seventeenth- and eighteenth-centuries. Walker researches how each 
of them codified Indigenous knowledge and, although the author defends 
the superiority of the HNB vis-à-vis its Iberian counterparts, he also points 
out and explores the essential role of works such as Da Orta’s in providing 
Piso and Marcgraf with a framework and a basis from which they could 
prepare for and imagine what they would find in the “New” World.

Chapter 3, by Alsemgeest and Bos, presents the first complete census of 
the existing copies of the HNB in public libraries worldwide, locating for 
the first time more than 300 copies of the treatise, including the identifica-
tion of another 8 colored copies in addition to the 6 that were previously 
known. Based on data from the census, the chapter analyzes the patterns 
and particularities of the trajectory of this tome, making important points 
about its initial distribution and the distinction it later received. The  
chapter is accompanied by the census itself, published as an appendix 
towards the end of this volume.

In Chapter 4, Van Andel, Françozo, and Alcántara Rodríguez delve into 
one particular, important plant product of the tropics – the copaiba balsam 
– and review a series of early reports on this species and its medicinal prop-
erties. By exploring accounts from the sixteenth- and seventeenth-centuries, 
as well as contemporaneous pharmacopeia, the authors show the confusion 
that arose in the taxonomy, uses, and names for this plant, thereby highlight-
ing how the careful study of the original historical documents associated 
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with the HNB, such as the images in the Libri Picturati in Kraków, can 
greatly assist in the identification of plants and thus solidifying the useful-
ness of such colonial natural histories for present-day botanists.

Chapter 5, by Willemsen, refers to the medieval tradition of bestiaries to 
explore changes and continuities in the format and content of the HNB vis-à-
vis the description of animals. The chapter defends the point that the treatise 
is as much rooted in tradition as it is modern, and, furthermore, adds evi-
dence to the central role played by De Laet in the composition of the tome.

In Chapter 6, Smith offers an autoptic reading of the HNB focusing on 
the chapters about fish and birds. The chapter explores how, in his descrip-
tions, Marcgraf sometimes closely follows, while at other times completely 
diverges from, the sixteenth-century naturalist tradition, thereby placing 
Marcgraf in conversation with Aldrovandi, Gessner, Belon, and Rondelet – 
and later on also comparing him to Willughby and Ray.

Finally, in Chapter 7, Cruz and Praça explore the Indigenous terminol-
ogy used in the HNB as an entry point by which to expand an ongoing 
project of language documentation among speakers of languages of the 
Tupi-stock in contemporary Brazil. The chapter revisits the history of  
the use of Tupi as língua-geral in Portuguese America. It then presents the 
results of research carried out with three distinct Indigenous peoples in 
Brazil: the Apyãwa, Baré, and Tapeba. In doing so, the chapter proposes a 
present-day use for this centuries-old tome, aligning one of the material leg-
acies of Dutch Brazil with contemporary efforts for language revitalization.

The main questions that cut across all contributions address the tensions 
between the treatise’s modernity versus tradition; its practical usefulness as 
a guidebook versus its character as a diplomatic gift or a collectible tome; 
the co-existence of Marcgraf and Piso’s eyewitness observations versus the 
recurring references to classic and earlier naturalist accounts, among others. 
Put together, the seven chapters of this volume present a kaleidoscope of 
possibilities of how to interpret the HNB within the dynamic context of 
knowledge production about the “New” World in the early modern era, 
while also suggesting approaches to continue profiting from its subject mat-
ter in the present day.
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