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The first chapter of a series called The Age of Discovery, these paintings explore the 
New World. Not so much its topography as the iconography that the Conquista 
inspired. 
 
Let us start by agreeing that the discovery of America is but an invention. That is to 
say, a fiction – Roman law says of someone who discovers a treasure in his garden 
that he invents it. The chronicles, however, opposing and complementing one 
another, increase as landing after landing hits the coast of what was then named the 
New World. Undoubtedly, from the point of view of the witnesses, this spectacle is 
literally fabulous – and even mythological, assure the Aztecs, Incas or Maya 
sorcerers, whose premonitory visions had presaged the return of the gods. Yet the 
marvellous soon turns disastrous, the gods prove to be devils and the primitive scene 
promises a lasting trauma. In other words, from the point of view of the spectators, 
the rather baroque entrance soon develops into a tragedy. 
 
Anyway, what is at play in this scene, re-enacted several times, although not without 
sophisticated alterations and diverse narratives, it is a conquest. But before 
despoiling his host, the visitor arrives laden. The import is as varied as it is unknown: 
draft and combat animals, firearms, epidemics and fantasies. While smallpox 
decimated nine-tenths of the indigenous population (yellow fever will be their 
revenge), other contributions, adopted at a lower cost and ingeniously acclimated, 
increased Spanish domination in a more subterranean way through a process of 
hybridization and acculturation. 
 
A similar method operates when the Indian is depicted. Harvesting amongst multiple 
reports, heterogeneous sources are compiled to draw, if not an allegorical figure, at 
least a type. The Indian is the cousin of the Oriental. But a paradox throwing 
philosophers into disarray characterizes the former: her/his beautiful complexion and 
irenic society portray her/him as having walked out the Garden of Eden unbothered 
by the apple, while her/his cannibalistic habits expel her/him out of humanity. Noble 
and immaculate, she/he is also bestial and degenerate. That being so, the 
iconographic exercise intends to temper this trouble through domestication. Thus, 
framed in the page, confined to an aesthetic norm, disfigured by dint of conformity to 
a standardized model, the representation of her/his body enunciates order and 
subjugation. 
 
Nevertheless, to the allegory of America correspond those of Asia, Africa and 
Europe, who are the companions of the cartographers of the Renaissance. They 
reveal their attire in the margins of maps, embosom some cartouches and illuminate 
these atlases that reach modernity at the end of the 16th century. Cartography is a 
subtle art, a discipline producing sumptuous images that give shape, contain and 
unfold knowledge, and consequently power. With a clearly Eurocentric compass, the 
maps distribute a vision of the world (ordonnancement du monde) and the 
hierarchies that its authors suppose. An ideology illustrated in the title page of these 
atlases, namely in their frontispiece, programmatic and introductory image – with 
which we shall conclude here.  
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