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Royal Compendium made for Juan II, 
King of Castile and Leon. 

Spain, c. 1425 

This manuscript was presented at last 
year’s TEFAF NY and is even more 
relevant today in the context of the 

spectacular Mexican manuscript 
described later in this presentation.
The compendium was made for the 

young King Juan II who was the father 
of Isabella of Castile  (1451-1504)

185 x 140 mm, 63 leaves, manuscript in Latin 
on vellum,7 full-page illuminated leaves, several 

ornamental initials. 



Isabella inherited the throne in 1474. 
If the young queen was educated with books in the royal library, she will have seen this 
intriguing map that shows the world as a circular disk: half land, half water. In Africa, 

knowledge stops below the Atlas mountains. 



The Canary Islands before 
the coast of Africa (far left) 
were first discovered by the 

Portuguese, but then 
conquered and colonized by 
Castile (1402-1496). No map 

before showed a southern 
hemisphere filled only with 

water.

The Indian Ocean is shown 
as open, with a torrid zone of 

lethal heat to bar the way.



Isabella of Castile and her husband 
Ferdinand were the first to support a 
voyage to the west to find a shorter 

route to the east.

In 1492, Columbus was encouraged 
to attempt sailing west as a result of 

seriously under-calculating the extent 
of sea he had to cross, on the basis of 

the disproportionate amounts of 
land depicted on early maps.

The discovery of the Americas was a 
fortunate accident, but the explorers 
believed they had landed on outlying 
islands of Asia, yet were uncertain of 
whether they had approached India, 

Cathay, Cipango, or the Spice 
Islands.



On his return from the newly discovered 
‘Indian’ isles in March 1493, he addressed 

letters to Ferdinand and Isabella as the first 
account of  the discovery of  the New World.

Columbus (d. 1506) describes the indigenous 
people as quite generous and naïve. He gave 

away gifts to make them well-disposed “so that 
they might be made Christians and incline 

full of love and service towards Our 
Highnesses and all the Castilian nation”. 

Christopher Columbus, Epistola de insulis nuper
inventis. (preceded by) Carolus Verardus. Historia
Baetica. Basel, Johannes Bergmann de Olpe, 1494. 

2nd Basel edition of  Columbus. 
209 x 150 mm, 36 leaves, 6 woodcuts by the Master of  

Haintz Narr



He also describes the rivers, 
woodlands, pastures, and fields as 

“very suitable for planting and 
cultivating, for raising all sorts of 
livestock herds and erecting towns 

and farms”. 

He claims that Hispaniola 
“abounds in many spices, and 
great mines of gold, and other 
metals” and compares the lush 

Hispaniola as more favourable to 
settlement than mountainous 

Cuba.

Christopher Columbus. Epistola
de insulis nuper inventis. 

(preceded by) Carolus Verardus.
Historia Baetica. Basel, Johannes 

Bergmann de Olpe, 1494. 2nd

Basel edition of Columbus.



Columbus characterizes the indigenous 
people as “primitive, innocent, without 

reason and unthreatening”. He describes 
“how they go about largely naked and they 

are, by nature, fearful and timid”.

Christopher Columbus. Epistola de insulis nuper
inventis. (preceded by) Carolus Verardus. Historia
Baetica. Basel, Basel, Johannes Bergmann de Olpe, 

1494. 
2nd Basel edition of Columbus.



In the first Basel edition (1493, only 5 
copies known world-wide) the Master of 

Haintz Narr portrayed the native people as 
they are described in the text. The 

woodcuts, re-used in this 2nd edition of 
1494, are spectacularly important as the first 

European depictions of the New World.

Christopher Columbus. Epistola de insulis
nuper inventis. (preceded by:) Carolus

Verardus. Historia Baetica. Basel, Johannes 
Bergmann de Olpe, 1494. 

2nd Basel edition of Columbus.



At TEFAF Maastricht 2013 the Rijksmuseum Amsterdam acquired a landscape painted by the 
Haarlem artist Jan Mostaert with an Episode from the Conquest of America dating c. 1535, which 

is considered “one of the earliest attempts by an artist to give an impression of the new 
continent”. 



To depict the indigenous people naked is said “to portray the contrast between the violent 
Spaniards and the peaceful, heavenly landscape with its ‘pure’ inhabitants”. The landscape was 

drawn “entirely from the artist’s imagination” 
(see http://hdl.handle.net/10934/RM0001.COLLECT.519997). 

However, working some 40 years after Columbus’s monumental journey, it seems likely that the 
painter was inspired by an illustrated printed account.



Hernan Cortés, Tertia Ferdinandi
Cortesii … in nova maris oceani Hyspania

generalis praefecti praeclara Narratio.
Nuremberg, 

Friedrich Peypus, 1524. 

1st Latin edition, 286 x 194 mm, 56 leaves, 
portrait on title, coat of arms, 

printer’s device.

About thirty years after Columbus’ 
description was first printed, the 

adventurer Hernando Cortés (1485-1547) 
conquered what is now central and 

southern Mexico (1519-21). He sent five 
extended letters to Emperor Charles V in 
which he described his exploits, placing
himself and his actions in a favourable 

light. 

His book counts as one of the 
monumental descriptions of early 

American discovery and exploration.



Cortés’ expedition ranks as one of the more dramatic and improbable chapters in American 
history.

He was officially recognized as the captain and superior justice of Yucatan, later called New Spain of 
the Ocean Sea – as in the title of this book. This ‘Third Dispatch’ is a dramatic military document. 

Yet, in capturing Mexico, Cortés destroyed much of the Aztec civilization. 

Hernan Cortés, Tertia
Ferdinandi Cortesii … in 

nova maris oceani Hyspania
generalis praefecti praeclara

Narratio. Nuremberg, 
Friedrich Peypus, 1524. 

1st Latin edition, 
286 x 194 mm, 56 leaves, 

portrait on title, coat of  arms, 
printer’s device.



Only few indigenous manuscripts from 
Mexico are preserved (5 known in public 

institutions) dating from those early years of 
exploration and settlement. The San 

Salvador Huejotzingo manuscript is written 
in Spanish and some Nàhuatl and 

illustrated with Huejotzingo pictographs on 
paper by at least two hands, in the 

Huejotzingo region in Central Mexico in 
1571.

This manuscript adds to the visual 
vocabulary of the region with pictorial 

representations not found elsewhere. Also 
included are two names of local artists, 

perhaps those who drew the pictographs. 

Manuscript on paper, c. 317 x c. 221 mm. 
48 leaves. 6 drawings with pictographs in a 

Huejotzinca style



The document contains two pleitos (lawsuits) 
brought about by the indigenous people of 
San Salvador, a village near Puebla, against 

their vicar, canónigo Alonso Jiménez.

It was made in 1571 upon the request of the 
governor and mayors of Huejotzingo, the 
administrative capital responsible for San 

Salvador.

The pleitos arose when a visiting inspector 
discovered the exploitation to which the 

indigenous people were subjected.

c. 317 x c. 221 mm. 48 leaves. 6 drawings with 
pictographs in a Huejotzinca style



Dated in 1571, the texts are soundly 
attributable to the Huejotzingo region, based 
on its pictographic tradition (use of numerals, 
representation of people, place glyphs) and the 

signatures of indigenous authorities, which 
correspond to the same signatures on other 

documents. 

Many, but not all of the historical figures 
named are also mentioned in the Chavero

Codex of 1578.



San Salvador
Huejotzingo
manuscript

Matrícula of  
Huexotzinco

[f. 865r]

Chavero
Codex of  
Huexotzingo

Matrícula of  
Huexotzinco

[f. 865r]

San Salvador
Huejotzingo
manuscript

Human figures are represented in profile, as seen in comparison with other 
codices of the Huejotzinca region



The inhabitants levelled accusations against 
the canon about mistreating and harassing 
various persons of this district, requesting 

work from various artisans without paying for 
their services or only paying half of what was 
owed, taking more than to which the church 
was entitled, profiting from the indigenous 

products, not paying his cooks, etc.

The text ends with the verdict declaring the 
canon guilty of some of the charges and 
ordering him to pay some amounts to be 

shared out among the people and indigenous 
workers who had served him. However, he 

was acquitted of the majority of the 
accusations.

c. 317 x c. 221 mm. 48 leaves. 6 drawings with 
pictographs in a Huejotzinca style



Given the importance and unique character of the Huexotzinca numerals, 
here a few of them are explained.

Numerals 1 to 19 were represented in various ways: by painting the desired 
product the desired number of times, for example: 1, 2, and 3 shirts; 3 

blankets; or 4 pesos. The glyphs used to represent the units of money (pesos) 
in most cases were done by painting circles filled with black or just 

delineating them.  



Examples of numerals are quite interesting. Here the number tzontli or 400 is represented 
by a bundle of herbs tied with a ribbon, to which can be added in the upper part the 
product to be counted. If a quarter of glyph’s structure is removed,  it represents the 

number 300 and the number 200 is represented by eliminating half of the glyph.

xiquipilli or 8000 is represented with a square ‘bag’, with a 
valance around it. If the centre bears a tie or truss, 

possibly this means 8000 tributaries. The product to be 
counted was also painted at the centre of the bag, for 
example: 8000 chilies, 8000 turkeys, and 8000 eggs.
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