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Princely collectors in early modern Italy and in 
German-speaking lands took a close interest in objects 
from Asia and the New World. These rulers collected 
not only Hindu ‘idols’ but also Mexican codices, Ben-
gali textiles, Mixtec masks, rhinoceros horns, incised 
coconuts, feather paintings, and chests inlaid with 
mother-of-pearl. The inventories of the Habsburg 
Kunstkammern at the imperial palaces in Prague and 
Vienna as well as inventories of the Medici palaces in 
Florence reflect this princely enthusiasm for objects 
that originated across the Atlantic and Indian Oceans. 
In these collections New World and Asian artefacts 
mingled with other forms of exotica (Sapi ivory salt 
cellars, Turkish shoes, Persian rugs, and Japanese ar-
mour) that collectors imagined were emblematic of 
certain cultures. Objects from these diverse sources 
were all, at one time or another, called ‘Indian.’ For 
instance, in two inventories tracking the entry and exit 
of goods in Cardinal Ferdinando de’ Medici’s collec-
tion in Rome from 1571 to 1588, the terms Indiana, 
alla Indiana, and dell’Indie were used variously to de-
fine objects from the Americas, India, and Asia. A 
variant of these terms was also employed by inventory-
takers of German princely collections. In the 1607-11 
inventory of Emperor Rudolph II’s Kunstkammer in 
Prague, numerous entries describe objects from the 
New World, China, India, and Africa as Indianisch.

This study examines the functions and meanings of 
dell’indie, indianisch, and similar descriptive terms 
within a group of Medici and Habsburg inventories 
from the late sixteenth and the early seventeenth cen-
turies. Inventories recording the makeup and organ-
ization of these princely collections are peppered with 
references to objects that hailed from the ‘Indies,’ 
betrayed ‘Indian’ workmanship, or exhibited an iden-
tifiable ‘Indian’ style. Focusing on the inventories of 
the gifts and palaces of Medici Grand Dukes Cosimo 
(1519-74), Francesco (1541-87) and Ferdinando I 
(1549-1609), Emperors Rudolph II (1552-1611), 
Matthias I (1557-1619), and Empress Maria Theresa 
(1717-80) reveals that ‘Indian’ connoted objects not 
only from the Americas and India, but also Africa, 
China, Japan, the Levant, and even Europe. The fact 
that ‘Indian’ defined terms as diverse as Mexican 
featherwork, Sinhalese mother-of-pearl chests, African 
weapons, Hebrew manuscripts, Mughal miniatures, 
and Chinese porcelain highlights both the problems 
in relying on inventories for identifying objects and 
also the complexities of this early modern term. By 
way of two case-studies, one concerning the move-
ment of Mixtec masks in Medici inventories and the 
other about an Indo-Portuguese aspersorium that was 
recorded in three Habsburg inventories, this article 
suggests methodologies useful in deciphering the 
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terms used in describing objects that originated from 
beyond Europe, and offers new ways to approach the 
role of exotica in early modern princely collections. 
We also seek to combine knowledge of the objects and 
the inventories to show how those involved in the col-
lection of exotica made sense of ‘Indian’ objects and 
why the term was used. Before entering into these 
detailed investigations, however, it is first necessary 
to situate this study within the complex historiog-
raphy of early modern European collecting of exotic 
objects, to explain the concentration here on German 
and Italian collections from the late sixteenth and 
early seventeenth centuries, and to consider the term 
‘Indian’ itself.

Statement of the literature

‘Indian’ objects that were incorporated into early 
modern collections have received a great amount of 
scholarly attention, beginning at the close of the nine-
teenth century – with the establishment of many of 
Europe’s ethnographic museums – up to the present 
day. As the storerooms of European palaces were 
combed to fill the galleries of nascent ethnographic 
museums, curators discovered a treasure trove of re-
markable artefacts from around the world. Gem-
studded masks, feather mitres and ceremonial fans 
were brought out of obscurity and laid before curators 
anxious to build the reputation of their young institu-
tions. Convinced that many of the objects were Pre-
Columbian in origin, curators turned to sources 
documenting the earliest contacts between Europeans 
and Amerindians. In the case of the Habsburg collec-
tions in Vienna, curators and scholars went directly to 
Hernan Cortés’s (1485-1547) lists of the gifts sent by 
the Aztec ruler Montezuma (1466-1520) to King 
Charles i of Spain (1500-58), later Holy Roman 
Emperor Charles V.1 The number of New World 
objects found in Austrian Habsburg collections, their 
unmatched standards of craftsmanship and their  
supposed Mexican origin, together with a growing 
awareness that Charles V had presented a number of 
objects from New Spain to family members and close 
allies – all contributed to scholars’ preoccupations 
with connecting these artefacts to the Aztec ruler. 
The objects found in Vienna, along with many other 
New World artefacts in Italy and Spain, began to be 
seen as authentic exemplars of New World sover-

eignty, artisanal dexterity and abundant wealth.2 At 
the end of the nineteenth century, then, building an 
appreciation of the ‘Indian’ objects involved not only 
recovering their historical proximity to Montezuma 
but also discerning an inherent similarity to the 
applied arts of Renaissance Europe.3

With a low success-rate in wedding ‘Indian’ objects 
from princely collections to Cortés’s list, scholars 
began turning their attention to inventories of early 
modern Kunstkammern and studioli. Inventory en-
tries – such as ‘a white cover from the Indies embroi-
dered completely with a trim of white silk’ (a colcha 
discussed in Barbara Karl’s essay elsewhere in this 
journal) from Grand Duke Francesco’s inventory and 
‘an indian axe, whose handle is made from wood, the 
axe from stone, which was once used by a Moorish 
King, according to the label seen next to it’ from the 
1596 inventory of the archducal Kunstkammer at 
Ambras – called out to find their corresponding objects 
in the material world,4 and scholars strove to couple 
the two. On one side, then, were inventories, replete 
with vague and (to a modern reader) confused state-
ments; on the other side were the objects, in all their 
specificity and complexity. Scholars such as Karl 
Anton Nowotny and Christian Feest, who studied the 
Habsburg collections, and Detlef Heikamp, who fo-
cused on the Medici holdings, pored over hundreds of 
folios of inventories dating to the sixteenth, seven-
teenth, and eighteenth centuries and succeeded in bring-
ing many inventory entries and objects together in 
plausible relationships.5 The impetus behind this pairing 
was the hope of ascertaining the age of ‘Indian’ objects; 
the means by which they entered Europe; and the sig-
nificance the objects held for their princely collectors.

The quincentennial celebration of Christopher 
Columbus’s voyage fostered a vast literature that 
attempted to reassess the impact wrought on the 
world by the Genoese navigator’s expedition.6 With a 
new emphasis on cross-cultural encounters, the early 
modern exchange of ideas between Europeans and 
Amerindians, and the formulation of cultural differ-
entiation, the positivistic drive in the scholarship 
directed to collecting the New World began to wane. 
Instead of scrutinizing inventories in an effort to 
anchor objects to a particular moment and place, 
scholars now looked directly to the artefacts in order 
to understand how they appealed to new sets of Euro-
pean cultural expectations and to a rapidly expanding 
world view.7
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According to researchers such as Elke Bujok, Adri-
ana Turpin, and Isabel Yaya, it was not the interest of 
princely collectors in understanding European cul-
ture as similar to or different from the unknown cul-
tures in the ‘Indies’ that kindled the princes’ collecting 
impulse but rather the novel and marvellous aspects 
of the plants, animals, and objects living among or 
produced by these foreign cultures.8 In this view, 
their collecting enterprise cannot be disentangled 
from the knowledge-producing capabilities of wonder. 
Persuaded by the notion that princely collecting prac-
tices register an early modern epistemic rupture, 
scholars often usefully compare the Medici and 
Habsburg collections of exotica to the collections  
of natural philosophers, such as Ulisse Aldrovandi 
(1522-1605) and Athanasius Kircher (1602-80), in 
order to demonstrate a courtly interest in the study of 
nature and foreign cultures.9

Sensitive to the differences between various collec-
tors and natural philosophers, Deanna MacDonald 
and Lia Markey (amongst others) have argued that 
knowledge produced by collecting New World objects 
was inextricably linked to the princely collector’s per-
sonal interests, whether it be a desire to document na-
ture or an ambition for imperial expansion. Through 
examination of specific case-studies, these scholars 
contend that the process of transfer and recontextu-
alization of objects from distant places and cultures 
was not simply a product of early modern curiosity, 
but could sometimes constitute a propagandistic 
claim on the places from which the objects hailed.10 
To put it another way, in the display of exotic objects, 
the collector could experience these other worlds vir-
tually or vicariously. In addition to ascribing consid-
erable metonymic power to New World objects, these 
studies have also pointed to the various ways in which 
objects brought back from exploratory expeditions 
allowed collectors who were not directly involved in 
the colonization of the ‘Indies’ to insinuate them-
selves into the expansion of European and specifically 
Christian power.

Still other writers have claimed that the decontextu-
alization and transfer of New World objects to Old 
World collections was crucial to the process of defining 
modern Europe. According to Peter Mason, Anthony 
Pagden, Stephen Greenblatt and others, objects from 
the New World helped to delineate European cul-
ture.11 Furthermore, the very presence of native arte-
facts in the space of the collection constitutes for them 

positive proof of Europe’s burgeoning colonial inter-
ests in the Americas and the East. Thus, in this view, 
the history of collecting forms the opening passage of a 
story of the subjugation of the East and West Indies.

As a result of their migration from South Asia and 
the Americas to the Medici and Habsburg collections, 
these objects took on distinct biographies that con-
tributed to the ways in which they were understood at 
their respective courts. By way of their recontextuali-
zation, these same objects entered a new system of value 
as circumscribed by German and Italian cultural 
expectations. In the words of Igor Kopytoff, ‘what is 
significant about the adoption of alien objects – as of 
alien ideas – is not the fact that they are adopted but 
the way they are culturally redefined and put to use.’12 
Be that as it may, it would be problematic in a short 
study of this type to use inventory entries document-
ing ethnographic artefacts and foreign luxury objects 
to make broader claims about what goods from  
the ‘Indies’ meant to early modern Europeans.13 
The individuals given responsibility for recording the 
objects were themselves products of a particular his-
torical setting, and therefore verbalized their thoughts 
about the objects according to its epistemes. To un-
cover what objects from Asia and the Americas meant 
to a broader swath of early modern Europeans would 
necessitate analysis of a wide spectrum of goods 
imported from Asia and the New World as well as 
travelogues, economic treatises, political texts, plays, 
poems, and novels. Our study is much more circum-
scribed, being concerned primarily with how in 
Medici and Habsburg inventories the term ‘Indian’ 
fixed a chaotic mix of visual and cultural information 
into one semantic statement. Accordingly, this essay 
sketches the history of the term; points to the assorted 
things it denoted and connoted; and reconsiders the 
complex relationship between the term and the un-
known and far-flung lands for which it stood. But why 
only examine these particular inventories?

Not coincidentally, the Austrian Habsburgs and 
the Medici possessed a similar relationship to the 
New World and to Asia as well as a comparable 
approach to collecting goods and artefacts from these 
regions.14 Both the Italian peninsula and the German 
city-states lacked the resources and the nautical power 
in relation to Spain and Portugal to conquer and 
colonize. The rulers of the German-speaking lands 
and of Tuscany instead cultivated mercantile rela-
tionships with the regions and peoples, forgoing any 
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clearly defined political claim over them. Despite the 
fact that these rulers were not directly engaged in 
the colonization of the ‘Indies’, they were no less 
interested in goods produced, grown, and manufac-
tured in these regions than the sovereigns of Spain 
and Portugal. Indeed both Christian Feest and 
Annemarie Jordan Gschwend have demonstrated 
that a large percentage of the objects from South 
Asia and the Americas that entered Europe in the 
sixteenth century were collected by European rulers 
who were not involved in colonization – namely the 
Austrian Habsburgs, and the Medici Grand Dukes.15 
Furthermore, these same princes were engaged in a 
circle of gift giving, meaning that they not only 
exchanged exotica with one another but also shared a 
language of collecting. It is for these political, cul-
tural and linguistic reasons that the inventories of 
Medici and Habsburg rulers provide a fertile ground 
for comprehending the meaning of ‘Indian’ in early 
modern inventories.

The meaning of ‘Indian’

The word ‘India’ comes from ancient Greek by way of 
Sanskrit and derives from a word that denoted the 
geographical area around the river Indus. The people 
of this region in turn became known as Indus (and 
Hindus) and then subsequently Indians. Citing 
Shakespeare’s Henry VIII, the Oxford English Dic-
tionary explains that in sixteenth-century English ‘In-
dies’ was ‘used allusively for a region or place yielding 
great wealth or to which profitable voyages may be 
made.’16 Curiously, the early seventeenth-century 
Italian dictionary of the Accademia della Crusca does 
not include an autonomous definition for ‘India’, 
‘Indie’, or ‘Indiano’, although it uses these terms in 
certain other definitions. By this time ‘India’ had 
come to refer to a nonspecific place of abundance and 
was equated with our modern notion of exoticism. 
This multifarious adjective which we find in early 
modern European inventories evolved over time and 
its meaning can best be understood through a chrono-
logical examination of its use.

In his seminal article of 1942, ‘The Marvels of the 
East’, Rudolf Wittkower traced the idea of India from 
the fourth century bc through the medieval period. 
He concluded that during this longue durée India was 
construed as a ‘land of marvels’ replete with anthro-

pomorphic monsters and fantastical animals.17 It was 
Greeks, particularly the fourth-century bc author 
Ktesias of Knidos who first described the mythical 
hybrid creatures of India. Yet the precise location of 
‘India’, its topography, and the makeup of its popula-
tion remained uncertain in the West until Alexander 
the Great entered the region.18 Despite the informa-
tion produced by Alexander’s campaign, later Greek 
and Roman writers—such as Solinus and Pliny—
continued to believe that the land to the east was 
inhabited by dog-headed persons and monopeds.19

In the medieval period India was considered not 
only to be the land of monsters but was also, paradox-
ically, thought to be the location of paradise; India, 
according to medieval geographers, was Eden.20 After 
all, in the Book of Genesis God announced that he had 
created the garden in the east. Yet at the same time, as 
Partha Mitter has shown in his analysis of the travel 
accounts of Marco Polo and Odoric of Pordenone, 
‘classical monsters and gods, biblical demons and 
Indian gods were all indiscriminately lumped to-
gether’ in the fourteenth century.21 Marco Polo 
loosely defined the geographical boundaries of India, 
including in his description of the region not only 
modern day India but also large parts of East Asia and 
Africa.22 Even though Polo liberally circumscribed 
the borders of India and even though he, like his other 
contemporaries lumped together the fantastical beings 
of classical mythology, the Bible, and Hinduism, 
Polo’s text ushered in a novel proto-ethnographic 
approach to examining foreigness as well as a new 
definition for ‘India.’ When Polo wrote of India, he 
recorded the ‘beasts and birds’ and ‘idols,’ as well 
as the region’s people, commenting on the nudity of 
India’s inhabitants in the summer months, their use 
of various nuts and methods of harvesting pearls.23

Christopher Columbus studied Polo’s writings 
before embarking on his westward voyage to Asia.24 
It is no wonder, therefore, that on 2 June 1492, upon 
reaching the Caribbean the Genoese navigator wrote 
to the King and Queen of Spain informing them of 
their control over las tierras de India.25 He had landed, 
so he thought, on the shores of the land Polo explored. 
In the letter, Columbus described the area not just as 
the ‘lands of India’ but as ‘the Indies’, Las Indias, 
since he had found that the area was comprised of a 
series of islands. Just a few weeks later in his logbook, 
Columbus wrote of the ‘language of the Guanahaní 
Indians’ and like Marco Polo before him, Columbus 
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deployed the word ‘Indian’ and then went on to de-
scribe them as ‘naked people’.26 Here then already in 
Columbus’s first descriptions of the New World and 
its inhabitants the descriptive term ‘Indian’ entered 
the nomenclature used to define the people and things 
of the newly encountered lands and the word ‘Indies’ 
as a term for their location. News of the ‘Indies’ and of 
the ‘Indians’ was disseminated swiftly and soon oth-
ers, such Giacomo Trotti writing to the Duke of 
Ferrara in 1493, referred to the lands to the west as 
the ‘islands of India’.27

Subsequent navigations proved that the newly 
encountered lands were not part of Asia and explora-
tions and conquests provided a variety of names for 
the new territories. The Cantino map from 1502, 
made by an anonymous Portuguese cartographer, 
labels the Caribbean as ‘the Antilles of the King of 
Spain’ and a large portion of what is now South 
America with ‘all this land was discovered on behalf of 
the King of Spain’, demonstrating that the map, in 
part, functioned to delineate Spanish and Portuguese 
borders.28 Five years later the German cartographer 
Martin Waldseemüller labelled the continent 
‘America’ after Amerigo Vespucci. It was not until 
Magellan’s circumnavigation (1519-22) that the New 
World was definitively separated from Asia in the 
minds of many Europeans.29 By 1535, following the 
conquest of Mexico and Peru, these lands officially 
became known as the viceroyalty of New Spain and 
Peru. As knowledge of the territories across the At-
lantic grew, maps began to include more specific in-
formation and incorporated indigenous names of 
settlements and regions. In the frescoed map of the 
western hemisphere in the Terza Loggia of the 
Vatican from 1583, Egnazio Danti identified Mexican 
towns with their Náhuatl names, such as ‘Xalisco’ and 
‘Panuco’.

Though many other names were given to these 
lands encountered by Columbus, ‘the Indies’ 
remained the primary nomenclature for the Americas 
throughout the sixteenth century. In his study of 
‘New World Nomenclature’, Edward F. Tuttle has 
shown that in the sixteenth century the addition of 
‘from India’ was the most common way to define 
something as foreign.30 For instance, the name for a 
turkey in various tongues in the sixteenth century–
pavo de las Indias in Spanish, coq d’Inde in French, 
gallo d’india in Italian, and indianischer Hahn in 
German–translates as ‘hen from the Indies’ or ‘from 

India.’ Tuttle explains: ‘Inasmuch as India called up 
the East more than the West, it is not surprising that 
the folk were led to associate New World products, at 
least nominally, with the pre-existing Islamic sources 
of the exotic.’31 Yet it was more than just ‘pre-existing 
Islamic sources’ that were being connected to the 
New World but also longstanding beliefs associated 
with the idea of wonder and abundance derived from 
ancient sources.

Not surprisingly, there was a good deal of confu-
sion regarding the origin of many objects from the 
New World, and as late as the 1580s goods and people 
from the Americas, Asia, Africa, and the Middle East 
continued to be muddled. An example is found in sev-
eral of Giovanni Stradano’s engravings, designed in 
Italy and printed in Antwerp, that represent different 
hunting practices throughout the world. In them, the 
artist indiscriminately put feather skirts on figures 
representing indigenous people of India, Africa and 
the Americas;32 in the Dragon Hunt, natives of Egypt 
donning feather skirts decapitate enormous lizards 
that have crawled on to giant texts inscribed with 
faux-Hebrew, merging fantasy with an attempt at 
ethnographic representation. Because these feather 
accoutrements are most reminiscent of those worn by 
the Tupinamba tribe of Brazil, William Sturtevant 
has coined the term ‘Tupinambization’ to define the 
displaced and anachronistic nature of the skirt.33 
Stradano would have seen the feathers on Americans 
in prints produced in the early sixteenth century. In 
his engraving he chose to represent not only New 
World inhabitants, but all other ‘Indians,’ in feather 
skirts.

The conflation of things from the Indies and from 
other parts of the world in images and text occurred 
for several reasons. First, as is evident from Stradano’s 
imagery, a long tradition of conceiving of the Indies as 
a fantastical place of hybrids flourished into the six-
teenth century; secondly, ‘Indian’ had a political con-
notation and could refer to all goods coming from 
lands under Iberian control, whether in Asia or the 
New World; thirdly, poor communication between 
indigenous people and Europeans meant that infor-
mation about objects was not always transferred. 
Daniela Bleichmar, writing primarily of botanical 
goods travelling from the New World explains that 
products lost their indigenous meanings en route and 
became ‘global goods’ ripe for interpretation in their 
new European context.34 The same can be said for 
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objects that travelled across the seas, whether they 
were mother-of-pearl, coconuts, featherwork, or 
paintings: no matter where these goods came from, 
they often became ‘Indian’. It was up to the collector 
and more often the compiler of the inventory to name 
them.

Maschere di legno alla indiana
Between 1553 and 1595, several ‘Indian’ masks were 
listed in Medici inventories compiled by court secre-
taries during the reign of three Grand Dukes in 
Florence. While art historians and anthropologists 
have endeavoured to link the citations in the inven-
tories to specific extant masks in the Museo Pigorini 
in Rome (Fig. 1) and the British Museum in London, 
no study has closely interpreted the language used in 
the inventories to describe these masks in their Italian 
context or compared these descriptions with other 
accounts of such objects from the period.35 The 
Indian masks in Florence, generally described in inven-
tories as being ‘composed of turquoise on wood’, are 
faces of Mesoamerican gods with intarsia-work in tur-
quoise and other precious stones on a wooden frame. 
Thought to have been worn by priests who served to 
represent gods in the religious rituals of the inhabit-
ants of Mexico in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth 
century, these objects took on new meanings in their 
European context. An examination of the Medici in-
ventories and the travels of these masks throughout 
the reign of three dukes and then into the collection of 
Ulisse Aldrovandi in Bologna reveals the complex 
afterlife of these ‘Indian’ objects. The descriptions of 
the masks change subtly over time as do their loca-
tions, possibly indicating differing responses to or 
conceptions of the masks under different collectors. 
This case-study makes clear that the term ‘Indian’ in 
Medici inventories acted as a generic signifier for 
something non-European and reveals the problems 
of relying on inventories to comprehend the motiva-
tions and knowledge of the collector. At the same 
time, our analysis of the changing description of 
these masks in the Medici inventories in comparison 
with the documents of Aldrovandi and Wittelsbach 
Duke Albrecht V (1528-79), paying particular attention 
to variations of the term ‘Indian’, provides critical 
insight into the significance of this one type of object 
and demonstrates that while the inventory entries 
might be general, knowledge of the specificity of the 

provenance and function of the masks was never 
lost.

Cosimo de’ Medici, who ruled first as Duke of 
Florence from 1537 until 1564 and then as Grand 
Duke of Tuscany until his death in 1574, acquired at 
least two Indian masks in the 1550s. In 1539 Cosimo 
married the Neapolitan-born Spanish princess, 
Eleonora da Toledo. Their wedding gifts no doubt 
included exotic goods from the New World, pre-
sented by Spanish and Habsburg family members, 
who in turn had received such goods from the court of 
Emperor Charles V (as discussed by Alessandra Russo 
in this volume). The Medici Mixtec masks are first 
listed in 1553 in the twelfth cabinet of Cosimo’s 
‘secret guardaroba’ or storeroom in the Palazzo Vecchio, 
amongst other small-scale items such as bronzes by 
Andrea Sansovino (1467-1529) and Baccio Bandinelli 
(1493-1560). Described vaguely as ‘masks that came 
from India composed of turquoise on wood’, there is 
no reference to their specific provenance, number, 
function or style and the fact that ‘India’ is used here 
rather than ‘Indies’ indicates that there might have 

Fig. 1. Mixtec mask, Museo Nazionale Preistorico ed Etnografico 
‘L. Pigorini’, with permission from the Soprintendenza al Museo 
Nazionale Preistorico ed Etnografico ‘L. Pigorini’.
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been uncertainty regarding from which India they 
derived.36 The masks were not the only ‘Indian’ things 
owned by the Medici from the New World. An inven-
tory from 1539 lists amongst other goods both Moorish 
and from India, two feather robes d’India under the 
heading abiti da maschera or ‘masquerade clothing’, 
objects subsequently identified with two Tupinamba 
robes surviving today in the Anthropological Museum 
of Florence.37 The 1553 inventory also includes 
Indiane animal heads made of precious stones that 
according to a marginal note in the inventory, were 
borrowed by Benvenuto Cellini.38 Clearly then these 
masks, like the animal heads, were accessible to mem-
bers of the court. Medici court architects might even 
have been inspired by Cosimo’s Indian masks when in 
the 1560s they designed decorative faces resembling 
the masks for the grotto at Castello, the same villa where 
Cosimo and Eleonora were growing maize acquired 
from the New World.39 It is clear from the presence of 
these Mixtec-style masks in the grotto, where they were 
interspersed with a design of Medici grand-ducal 
crowns, that these ‘Indian’ objects were admired  
by court artists and were associated with princely 
splendour.

In subsequent inventories from Cosimo’s reign, the 
masks moved locations within the collection and the 
number of masks changed from entry to entry. It is 
difficult to know whether this fluctuation in their cat-
egorization in the collection was haphazard, as has 
been proposed by Isabel Yaya, or deliberate as Adriana 
Turpin has suggested, since little evidence exists  
to direct us one way or the other.40 In the 1553-5 in-
ventory of goods (Fig. 2) entering and exiting the col-
lection two masks d’india are catalogued among 
jewellery including ‘eight Indian emeralds’ and ‘three 
Indian animals, one of amethyst and two of agate’, in-
dicating that perhaps the shared Indian provenance of 
these works, whether New World or South Asian, was 
significant to the cataloguer or collector.41 In a general 
inventory of the collection organized by object type 
and dating from 1560 to 1570, similar masks are listed 
on four separate occasions under different dates. In 
the first three entries, dating from 1560 and then 
1564, the ‘Indian’ descriptive is omitted completely: 
they are listed as ‘two wooden masks covered in tur-
quoise,’ and ultimately catalogued amidst the cose de 
maschere or ‘things for the masquerade’.42 A third 
entry dated 1567 lists ‘four Indian masks’ also with 
the cose de maschere,43 a term inferring that these 

masks, like the feather robes in a previous inventory, 
might have been used in court spectacles and may 
even have been worn at certain events. Then in 1570 
two masks are listed amongst silver-mounted glass-
ware as ‘two masks in wood covered in turquoise stone 
and other alla Indiana.’44 The descriptive has now 
changed from venuta d’India or from India and the 
simple Indiana to alla Indiana. In the same inventories 
we find similar descriptives such as alla Ungherescha 
and alla Turchescha which connote the style of the 
object. We have to assume that although the description 
has changed subtly these are the same Mixtec masks, 
only reconceived now as being in the ‘Indian style’.

In Cosimo’s final inventory at the time of his death 
in 1574, the objects are described as ‘masks in wood, 
2 in number, all’indiana full of turquoise stones’ and 
located along with a variety of goods including fish-
teeth, leather drinking vessels, and gloves.45 The two 
masks are now located in the eleventh cabinet in 
Cosimo’s Guardaroba Nuova, a new collection space 
comprised of cabinets decorated with maps of differ-
ent parts of the world.46 Medici court artist and art 
historian Giorgio Vasari (1511-74), describing the 
Guardaroba Nuova, explained that Cosimo wished

.  .  . to put together once and for all these things both of 
heaven and earth, absolutely exact and without errors, so 
that it might be possible to see and measure them separately 
and all together, according to the pleasure of those who de-
light in this most beautiful profession and study it.47

Yet due to Cosimo’s illness at the end of his life, this 
ideal space for ‘study’ did not come to fruition. The 
objects were organized neither by provenance nor 
type. The Mixtec masks, now called all’indiana, were 
not placed in the cabinet decorated with the map of 
New Spain but remained amongst a hotchpotch of 
goods of different media in the eleventh cabinet. 
Yet Vasari’s words indicate that the provenance of 
objects like the Mesoamerican masks was significant 
to Cosimo, who sought to make sense of the world 
represented in his collection.

The masks remained in this same eleventh cabinet 
throughout the rule of Cosimo’s son, Grand Duke 
Francesco. The contents of the cabinet and the de-
scription of the mask changed only slightly in Franc-
esco’s 1587 death inventory where the masks were 
listed simply as ‘two masks in wood alla Indiana’.48 
There is no mention of the turquoise stones here, 
indicating that the inventory maker was copying and 
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abbreviating Cosimo’s 1574 inventory and/or was un-
interested in the turquoise. This is curious since one 
of Francesco’s primary interests as a collector was in 
precious stones. His studiolo in the Palazzo Vecchio, a 
collection space unfortunately without an extant in-
ventory, was comprised of cabinets to hold gold, 
silver, coral, bezoar stones, and other rich materials 
and most probably was organized by material.49 Fran
cesco’s casino (a building type examined by Lisa Tice 
in this volume), another collection space in a facility 
separate from the Medici palaces, included workshops 

for alchemical experiments and for the manipulation 
of different substances. The fact that the Indian masks 
remained in Cosimo’s guardaroba and were not trans-
ferred to Francesco’s casino, where he housed many 
‘Indian’ objects from the New World, Asia and India, 
including featherwork, furniture, nuts and bed-covers, 
suggests that the masks were of little interest to him.50 
Possessing, storing and inventorying an object did not 
necessarily mean that the collector was passionate 
about it. The fact that other objects in his casino are 
well described but that this inventory entry listing the 

Fig. 2. Inventory of goods entering 
and exiting the Medici collection, 
1553-4. Archivio di Stato di Firenze, 
Guardaroba medicea 30, fol. 19, 
with permission from the Ministero 
per i Beni e le Attività Culturale.
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mask in the Palazzo Vecchio is relatively simplistic 
suggests that Francesco may not have even known 
about the mask in the Medici collection.

Under the rule of Francesco’s brother, Grand 
Duke Ferdinando, inventory evidence demonstrates 
that one mask was manipulated and moved. The 1595 
inventory of the Palazzo Vecchio from Ferdinando’s 
reign lists one mask in poor condition in a cabinet in a 
different room in the palace, simply citing: ‘Mask in 
mosaic al’Indiana broken.’51 The fact that a mask is 
now listed as being damaged reveals that it must have 
been used or handled in some way. The notation 
regarding the transformation of the mask in the in-
ventory is unusual since the condition of objects in 
Medici inventories is rarely cited.52 It is possible that 
the destruction of this Mexican face of a god – an idol 
after all – was intentional and that its citation as ‘bro-
ken’ in the inventory was also purposeful. These types 
of indigenous objects were destroyed at the court of 
King Philip II, who called for an obliteration of the 
religious beliefs of Mexico and Peru. As Grand Duke 
of Tuscany, Ferdinando was a subject of the King and 
would have sought his favour. Yet contrary to Philip, 
Ferdinando actively (though perhaps covertly) pre-
served the history of New Spain. Besides collecting an 
abundance of featherwork pieces, both paintings 
and mitres, Ferdinando also owned at least one  
important Mexican book, the Florentine Codex, a 
proto-ethnographic study of New Spain written by 
Franciscan friar, Bernardino de Sahagún, and illus-
trated by indigenous artists. Sahagún’s book was 
banned by King Philip but made its way to Ferdi-
nando for safekeeping.53 Therefore it is unlikely that 
Ferdinando would have ordered that the mask be 
destroyed. He could have read about the Mexican gods 
portrayed in the mosaic masks in Sahagún’s illustrated 
manuscript, where they are illustrated and described 
in great detail in Book One. The masks’ meaning, per-
haps lost under Cosimo’s and Francesco’s reigns, 
could have been rediscovered at Ferdinando’s court 
thanks to this important source. Perhaps their fragility 
and their use at court either in masquerades or as 
objects of artistic analysis caused the evident damage. 
There is no evidence of these ‘Indian masks’ in Medici 
inventories following Ferdinando’s reign and interest 
in the New World waned following his death in 1609.

Ulisse Aldrovandi, a scientist and collector in Bol-
ogna in frequent correspondence first with Francesco 
and then with Ferdinando, was an avid collector of 

Fig. 3. Illustration of the Mixtec mask from U. Aldrovandi, 
Musaeum metallicum (1648).

Americana and probably acquired one of the Medici 
mosaic Mexican masks in the late sixteenth or early 
seventeenth century, perhaps as a gift from one of the 
Grand Dukes. One mask is illustrated and described 
in Aldrovandi’s posthumous Musaeum metallicum 
(1648), which documents much of the naturalia and 
artificalia in his collection with text and image.54 
Though not an inventory per se, this text, like his Mon-
strorum historia (1642) discussed similarly by Touba 
Ghadessi in this volume, is organized much like an in-
ventory in that it catalogues each object by type. Here 
Aldrovandi illustrates (Fig. 3) and describes the mask 
within his discussion of mosaic:

The Greeks termed this type of work Asarotos [mosaic 
floor], so called, as some people think, because the remains 
of dinner used to be swept off such pavement; but for our 
discussion, lithostrota, which by our people are usually 
called tesselated works, that is, constructed from various 
shells and bits of stone, or rather pebbles of different colour, 
is more suitable, as was stated a little earlier. But it is amaz-
ing that in the Indian Histories Gomara recalls that masks 
were certainly made by Indians from wood, then decorated 
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with pebbles of divers colours in such a way that they rival 
tesselated work very beautifully. For which reason we show 
an image of this mask for the pleasure of the reader.55

The Indian mask here is appreciated for its aesthetic 
beauty and its skilful construction. Aldrovandi 
explains that he has learned about the mask from 
Francisco Lopez de Gomara’s History of the Indies, 
first published in Spanish in 1552 then translated into 
Italian and dedicated to Duke Cosimo in 1556. In a 
section on New Spain, Gomara explains that two 
conquistadors exchanged clothing and saddles with 
Indians for, among other things, ‘three masks of 
gilded wood with turquoise stones that appear to be 
works of mosaic.’56 While it is difficult to know, based 
on inventory entries, how the Medici conceived of 
such Mixtec masks, it is clear from Aldrovandi’s text 
that through research he knew the provenance of the 
object and the history of its production.

None of the descriptions of these Indian masks in 
Italy makes reference to their use in their original 
context. German inventory entries briefly describe 
the purpose of these masks. Johann Baptist Fickler’s 
1598 inventory of the collection of Duke Wilhelm V 
(1548-1626) of Bavaria describes: ‘An Indian man’s 
hat covered with red and white rings made of bones, 
two devil faces on top, a cover hangs from the back, it 
appears to have been worn by the pagan high priests.’57 
Then a later citation from the same inventory recalls 
more precisely the masks in the Italian collections: ‘A 
mask covered in turquoise and unidentifiable red 
stones, with two leather bands, like the one an Indian 
priest used to cover the face.’58 Here then the modi-
fier ‘Indian’ has shifted from the object itself to the 
man or priest who wore the mask. In the first entry 
Fickler indicates that the priest is pagan and the faces 
on the mask are devils: this additional information 
provides considerable evidence of the conception of 
Indians in the German context and is remarkably dif-
ferent from the more general descriptions in the 
Medici citations.

In May of 1572 Francesco de’ Medici sent eleven 
chests of various objects from around the world to 
Duke Wilhelm’s father, Albrecht V.59 An inventory 
of these goods was written up both in Italian upon 
their departure from Florence and in German at their 
arrival in Munich. The texts are extremely close. An 
example of one of the most detailed entries reads in 
Italian: ‘An idol in human shape composed of different 

chosen seeds made in Mexico, where people not only 
worship it, but also sacrifice human beings to it.’ The 
German entry, though also quite detailed, is slightly 
different in the description of the object’s material: 
‘On the inside an idol made from soft material / peo-
ple from Mexico, or a similar people, not only to pray 
to it, but also give to it human offerings.’60 The entries 
both describe the function of this idol and remark 
upon the inhuman acts of the indigenous people. 
The word ‘Indian’ is not used here. Instead the in-
ventory writer specifically cites Mexico as the place 
of origin of the object. Other objects listed within 
this gift package, such as a mother-of-pearl table, are 
described as being from ‘India’. Some of the parrots 
in the gift inventory, unspecified whether from India 
or Brazil, ‘speak Indian’. This inventory demon-
strates that in some cases specificity of the proven-
ance of the object was an important criterion for 
something listed in an inventory and some informa-
tion of the use and meaning of these objects was 
available to the Medici. Francesco’s inventory list-
ing the goods sent to Duke Albrecht demonstrates 
that the collector was cognizant of the origin and 
original use of these objects.

We can conclude then that though ‘Indian’ was 
used to describe the Mixtec masks in the Medici 
inventories, their Mexican origin, like the objects 
sent to Duke Albrecht which were described in 
much greater depth, might have been well known. 
The nature of the long palace inventory was obvi-
ously very different from the short inventory 
attached to this prestigious gift and obviously did 
not warrant as much information. Through this 
examination of the Mixtec masks’ movement and 
classification in the collections of various Medici 
dukes and then of Aldrovandi, paying close atten-
tion to the language used to define them and to 
their location amidst other similar or dissimilar 
objects, some insight can be gained regarding the 
value and categorization of the objects. The inven-
tories tell us that the masks might have been revered 
as much as sculpture and jewellery, that they may 
have been used in masquerade events at court, and 
that one was left broken. Though the masks changed 
ownership, functions, and locations over a century, 
knowledge of their origins remains unstated until 
Aldrovandi’s publication which linked these Mexican 
objects to antiquity and recognized both their artistic 
and historical value.
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Ein indianische Nuß

As mentioned briefly above, some of the so-called 
‘Indian’ objects that Francesco bestowed on Duke 
Albrecht V were not from the New World but from 
South Asia. For example the first trunk contained ‘a 
small vessel of an Indian nut [a coconut] on which a 
variety of things are carved’ and the tenth trunk 
enclosed ‘eight Indian nuts, on their shells sitting 
Indians find their sour juice to eat, and drink, and 
make.’61 Coconut vessels such as these, which were 
carved in Ceylon (present-day Sri Lanka) by indi-
genous artisans and mounted on European crafted 
mounts, were popular amongst European princely 
collectors. In the 1570 inventory of Cosimo de’ Medi-
ci’s belongings ‘a nut from India mounted in silver 
with its foot in silver’ is recorded, and a coconut 
drinking vessel in the shape of ship was listed in the 
1571-88 inventory of Ferdinando de’ Medici’s hold-
ings.62 Coconuts, however, were not the only objects 
from South Asia that were sought after and displayed. 
The 1598 inventory of the Munich Kunskammer, 
catalogues over twenty objects that came from South 
Asia, including a rosary made from ‘Indian beans’,63 
while a trunk adorned with intricate inlays of mother-
of-pearl that harboured a ‘small green idol’ was among 
the dozens of objects from South Asia owned by the 
Habsburg Archduke Ferdinand II (1529-95).64

Despite this documented princely interest in 
objects from South Asia, when scholarly attention has 
been drawn to ‘Indian’ objects in collections it has 
often been with the purpose of coming to grips with 
Europe’s relationship to the newly encountered lands 
across the Atlantic.65 Scholars infrequently entertain 
the notion that these linguistic signifiers of a distant 
and unfamiliar place might not refer to the New 
World at all, but to a region that Europeans had first 
alighted upon as early as the fifth century bc and 
repeatedly engaged with for a millennium—namely 
‘India’.66 For this reason, we chose to examine a South 
Asian object. It is also hybrid in nature, and scholar-
ship on collecting in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century 
courts rarely addresses the implications of such 
objects—objects that fused the labour, materials, and 
aesthetics of two or more cultures.67 In instances when 
discussions of hybridity are advanced, they are quickly 
dismissed. The logic behind this dismissal is as fol-
lows: inventories do not make note of objects that dis-
play cultural mixing, therefore early modern viewers 

of hybrid objects did not recognize them as such.68 Here 
we concern ourselves both with the extent to which 
these mixed objects were registered in inventories and 
the scholarly implications of relying on inventories in 
making large claims about the visibility or invisibility of 
hybrid objects in collections or other cultural contexts. 
How does the term ‘Indian’ encourage us to see these 
cultural mixtures in a skewed light? To begin to answer 
this question, the current section focuses on one Indo-
Portuguese object that was recorded variously in three 
inventories of the Habsburg imperial Kunstkammer 
over a period of roughly 140 years.

The object in question is now considered to be an 
aspersorium (Fig. 4) – a vessel holding holy water 
used in ritual sprinkling – crafted in South Asia by 
indigenous and Portuguese craftsmen in the middle of 
the sixteenth century.69 Typically, Indo-Portuguese 
manufactured objects fall into four broad categories: 
objects produced in India that display Portuguese in-
fluence over the choice of subject matter (such as the 
colchas discussed by Barbara Karl in this volume); 
objects crafted in Portuguese territories of South Asia 
by indigenous craftsmen (furniture and liturgical items 
in silver and ivory); objects that were crafted both by 
indigenous and Portuguese craftsmen either in South 
Asia or in Portugal (such as the aspersorium discussed 
here); and objects manufactured by Portuguese crafts-
men who relied upon South Asian prototypes (such as 
mother-of-pearl chests and game boards).70

A telltale sign of the aspersorium’s Indo-Portuguese 
manufacture is the unadorned lip of its silver mount, 
which bears an inscription from the book of Psalms. 
It reads SITIVIT ANIMA MEA AD DEU[M] 
FONTE[M] VIVU[M] QUANDO VENIAM ET 
PAREBO ANTE FACIEM DEI (My soul thirsteth 
for God, for the living fount: When shall I come and 
appear before God?).71 Deeply incised vertical and 
horizontal ornamental bands with vegetal motifs form 
an irregular grid on the coconut. The lattice serves to 
organize and hem in a variety of painstakingly carved 
fantastical beasts, fish, plants, and birds standing in 
profile. Interrupting this framework are two gilt-
silver bands engraved with concentric circles that 
hug the vessel and extend from the plain circular 
foot to the lip. A black rhinoceros-horn handle is 
also fitted to the lip and crowned with a suspension-
ring mounted on a rectangular base. Polished to a 
shine, the smoothness of the horn distinguishes the 
tactile quality of this container. We can imagine its 
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user grasping either the handle with one hand or 
cupping the textured coconut with two. In addition 
to the ornamentation on the outside of the vessel, a 
bezoar stone is fixed to the bottom of the container, 
whose medicinal or apotropaic properties may have 
rendered doubly potent the holy water this object was 
supposedly intended to hold.

The earliest inventory entry recording the object 
did not explicitly address the manner in which cultur-
ally and aesthetically distinct elements were, literally, 
melded together in the aspersorium. The entry in 

question appears in the 1607-11 inventory of Rudolph 
II’s Kunstkammer, which was housed in Hradčany 
palace in Prague. Compiled during Rudolph’s lifetime, 
the inventory is organized systematically according to 
three divisions: naturalia, artificalia, and scientifica. 
Unlike other sixteenth-century inventories of German 
princely Kunstkammern–such as the 1596 inventory 
of the archducal palace at Ambras and the 1598 
inventory of the Kunstkammer at the ducal residence 
in Munich–the 1607-11 inventory of the imperial Kun-
stkammer often does not indicate the precise locations 

Fig. 4. Aspersorium with 
bezoar stone within, KK 913, 
Kunsthistorisches Museum mit 
MVK und ÖTM.
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of the objects in the chamber.72 Instead the objects 
are, for the most part, grouped according to function 
and material, with the exception of what we now refer 
to as ethnographic artefacts which were both given a 
designated category and appear under headings from 
‘Silk painted with needles’ to ‘all types of peculiar 
four footed animals, fish, and bird bones.’73 The asper-
sorium under consideration here was recorded under 
the heading ‘Indian nut vessels’ (Indianische Nussge-
schirr) and ‘Maldivian nuts’ (cocci di maldivia), along 
with eighteen other mounted and unmounted coconut 
objects including a coconut ornamented with the rais-
ing of Lazarus, fitted with a tall silver mount.74

Daniel Fröschl (1563-1613) artist, antiquary, per-
sonal adviser to Rudolph II, and primary author of the 
1607-11 inventory of the imperial Kunstkammer in 
Prague, recorded the aspersorium as ‘1 Indian nut in 
the shape of a small pot, the kernel mounted on gilt 
silver.’75 Here, as in the heading under which the ob-
ject was placed, the descriptive term ‘Indian’ identi-
fies the type of nut the object is crafted from and it 
discloses the object’s origin from a place outside of 
Europe. Additionally, the entry draws attention to the 
aspersorium’s form as well as the raw material of its 
mount. Neither the ornamentation of the coconut, 
nor the rhinoceros-horn handle, nor the bezoar stone 
inside the vessel (all of which were already incorpo-
rated into the object) are mentioned. There also 
appears to be no suggestion that the object was 
intended to serve a religious or liturgical function, nor 
does the entry convey that the object’s particular cul-
tural heterogeneity was in any way remarkable.

We who are confronted with this immense inven-
tory today can sympathize with Fröschl’s brevity. In 
order to write a more lengthy description of the object 
that accounts for its composite character, it is neces-
sary first to recognize its culturally heterogeneous 
elements and then to organize a fluid description. 
Does one discuss its function first? Should the de-
scription begin with the bezoar stone inside the vessel, 
the inscription on the lip, the ornamentation of the 
coconut, or the unique handle? Confounding such 
effort is an unshakable uncertainty about the relation-
ship between the biblical passage on the lip of the ves-
sel and the imagery carved into the coconut. Were 
these elements of the object randomly paired to-
gether? Could there have been a connection between 
this particular Psalm and the variety of anomalous 
and hybrid forms covering the coconut? And what do 

we make of the rhinoceros horn and bezoar stone? 
Was their inclusion motivated by a desire to benefit 
from their assumed properties? In all likelihood, in-
ventory entries of objects such as this are so vague 
partly because their authors balked at the strenuous 
process of describing them.

But inventory entries that account for the objects in 
a vast collection like Rudolph II’s are, according to 
modern standards, imprecise for yet another reason. 
These lists were compiled primarily for accounting 
for the moveable property of a ruler. Typically, en-
tries are composed of no more than two sentences that 
register, through their economical use of words the 
object’s form and material, and occasionally its per-
ceived origin.76 Over time, different aspects receded 
into the background or stood out in the minds of dif-
ferent authors. For instance, the 1619 inventory of the 
Kunstkammer of Rudolph II’s successor and brother 
Emperor Matthias I, which was penned by the Saxon 
envoy Friedrich Lebzelter, lists the aspersorium as ‘A 
pot, mounted in silver, a mixture.’77 Remarkably, the 
most salient feature of the object that was mentioned 
in the previous entry – the fact that it was an ‘Indian 
nut’ – is absent in the entry that post-dates it by only 
eight years. A coconut, apparently, is not once and 
forever ‘Indian.’ Additionally, there is no mention of 
gilding. Instead the entry highlights the composite 
character of the object, but it does not explicitly 
convey that the aspersorium is a product of cultural 
mixing. This ‘mixture’ may be referring to the 
fusion of animal (bezoar stone), plant (coconut shell), 
and mineral (silver) elements in the object, instead of 
the way it brings together culturally distinct materi-
als and craftsmanship. What this entry does tell us is 
that the object, by way of its ‘mixture,’ stood out from 
the norm, and this required acknowledgement but 
no explanation.

Remarkably, our Indo-Portuguese aspersorium 
was not mentioned in a Habsburg inventory there-
after for over 120 years. By 1750, when the object is 
recorded in the imperial Schatzkammer in Vienna, we 
encounter yet another set of characteristics that ena-
bled it to be identified and located. The eighteenth-
century compiler recorded it as ‘a large coconut, 
formed into a vessel for holy water carved in the old 
way (auf alte arth) with flying and running animals, 
inside a bezoar, with a handle, the mount of silver and 
inscription on the lid.’78 In this entry, like that of 
1619, the object’s South Asian origin is not addressed. 
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But unlike the 1619 and 1607-11 entries, specific 
characteristics of the object are highlighted. In 1750 
the object’s liturgical function is brought to the fore. 
The carved animal motifs on the coconut’s surface are 
noted, as well as the bezoar stone, the handle, and the 
inscription. What is most surprising about the 1750 
entry, however, is the way in which the style of the 
coconut’s ornamentation is read as outdated. Here, it 
is the object’s age that is remarkable not its ‘Indian’ 
provenance nor its exotic material. Furthermore, the 
entry implies that the manufacture of the object was 
not undertaken in a distant land, but that it was exe-
cuted relatively locally – whether that be in the 
German-speaking world or Christendom as a whole is 
unclear – at an earlier date. This entry raises several 
crucial questions. Had the Indo-Portuguese asperso-
rium’s exotic and hybrid features become naturalized 
over the course of its life in the Imperial Kunstkam-
mer? Were the signs of cultural heterogeneity no 
longer visually potent? Were they ever? Are we, as art 
historians, recognizing cultural mixing where early 
modern viewers did not?

Although there appears little to suggest that the 
particular cultural heterogeneity of the aspersorium 
was remarkable to the compilers of the Habsburg in-
ventories, this does not necessarily mean that the ob-
ject, and other objects like it, did not signal the mixing 
of cultures to early modern viewers. In each entry a 
number of the aspersorium’s visible characteristics 
were omitted. Writing inventory entries called for 
interpretative decisions at every point in the process. 
Compilers had to determine – most likely very quickly –  
where the essential content of each object began and 
ended. As a result each entry is several degrees 
removed from how the object was actually experi-
enced and perceived.

We must also keep in mind that early modern 
princely collections were inherently heterogeneous; 
the trade, travel, and gift economy that fostered 
princely collections ensured that the mixing and 
interaction of objects from diverse cultures was the 
norm.79 We also must consider that many collectors 
in early modern Europe found items such as the 
aspersorium collectible precisely because they brought 
together elements of different cultures into one  
object. Finally, we must not forget the purpose of 
inventories. They were created quickly and effi-
ciently to account for and, at times, to locate an ob-
ject in a vast space that might be filled with thousands 

of unique art objects and artefacts. Hence, just be-
cause the cultural mixing the aspersorium evidences 
did not prompt a comment by compilers of inventories 
does not mean that it was not significant to its audi-
ence, or its collector. Nor does it mean that we cannot 
comment upon it. But in order to do so, it is necessary 
to understand the ways in which the archival traces of 
collections and the terms employed therein – such as 
‘Indian’ – encourage us to view the contents of collec-
tions in limited and circumscribed ways.

Inventories, as this case-study has attempted to 
show, can be deceptive. The textual traces of collec-
tions have continued to exert considerable authority 
over how we understand collections and collecting 
practices, and their structure as a seemingly straight-
forward list and their sparse and ambiguous language 
encourages us to paper over not only the presence of 
hybrid objects of diverse origins but also the ways in 
which these objects signalled the mixing of cultures. 
As a result, the various nuances of the role of hybrid 
and colonial manufactured objects have not been 
addressed in full by scholarship.

In calling attention to the ways in which inven-
tories obscure the complexities of cultural mixing in 
early modern collections, we do not suggest that  
inventories tell us nothing about the role of exotica 
in early modern collections; rather, we are raising a 
methodological and interpretative dilemma. Admit-
tedly, taking seriously the role of hybrid or colonial 
manufactured objects in princely collections takes us 
down a path that we have been unable to explore here 
at length. For in order to understand how objects like 
the aspersorium were recognized we need better 
methods of investigation, more searching for archival 
documents and more attentive analysis of extant 
objects. Because, as Christina Normore points out 
elsewhere in this volume, ‘despite scholarly hopes 
to the contrary, paper inventories are not identical 
with the material inventory they record.’

This essay has presented two case-studies that 
analyze the language of several inventory entries de-
scribing particular ‘Indian’ objects over time and in 
different locations. In focusing on the differences 
between the entries that recorded Mixtec masks and 
an Indo-Portuguese aspersorium, we have shed 
light on how remarkable characteristics of exotica 
changed over time. We have also shown that the 
shifts and nuances in the ways these objects were 
described and where they were housed provides 
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some insight into their use. More importantly, 
however, we have demonstrated that these entries 
present examples of the way in which compilers of 
inventories dealt with objects of remote and some-
times obscure manufacture: they dealt with them by 
distilling a good deal of visual and cultural informa-
tion into a single term – ‘Indian’. Taken for granted 
in previous scholarship, ‘Indian’ is both a complex 
descriptive that could denote abundance, wealth, 
and the exotic, while at the same time remaining a 
term that might suggest an object’s presumed prov-
enance (not from Europe), use (in rituals) and style 
(non-European). Ultimately, we have demonstrated 
that in early modern inventories the term ‘Indian’ is 
an opaque signifier that reflects the difficulties in 
defining new and unusual things in an ever-expanding 
early modern world.
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