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conceptions of the llama by aligning it with certain 

wealth.53  

The llama’s close association with Andean 

prosperity has everything to do with the 

arrangement of Cieza de León’s textual account of 

these camelids, which immediately followed his 

report of mining activities at Potosí (in modern 

Bolivia). Critically, this account can be indirectly 

connected to Ovalle’s mapped depiction of a seated 

llama with bars of metal fastened to its back (Fig. 5).  

 

                                                           
53 Mason, Before Disenchantment, 177–78. 
54 Pedro de Cieza de León, Primer parte de la Crónica del Perú (Sevilla: Casa de Martín 
de Montesdoca, 1553), 204r. 

 

This is because Cieza de León bridged the 

aforementioned disparate sections of his text by 

informing his readers that “the greatest part (of the 

mined silver) was carried overland to Cusco, or 

given to the city of Arequipa…(by llamas).”54 His 

characterization of llamas as beasts of burden and 

purveyors of precious metal underscored for 

Spanish viewers the role of these animals in porting 

the king’s royal fifth to the coast for transatlantic 

shipment.55  

 

55 John Horace Parry, The Discovery of South America (New York: Taplinger 
Publishing, 1979), 203–205. 

Figure 5. Llama. Detail from Alonso de Ovalle, Tabula geographica regni Chile, fold-out engraved map at end of Histórica relación (Rome: Francesco Cavalli, 1646), map dimensions 57.4 

x 116.3 cm. Image in the public domain, photo courtesy of The John Carter Brown Library, Providence, Rhode Island.  
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Similarly, Jesuit naturalist José de Acosta would 

align the llama with Spanish mining endeavors by 

informing his readers that after silver was 

extracted from Cerro Rico at Potosí, it was carried 

out to refineries upon the backs of “Indian sheep.”56  

Much like Cieza de León and Acosta, Ovalle’s camel-

like conveyance of a llama gives weight to its role as 

a pack animal for porting ingot, thereby suggesting 

that Chile boasts mineral wealth to rival Potosí.  

 

                                                           
56 José de Acosta, The Natural & Moral History of the Indies (London: Hakluyt Society, 
1880), 1:209. 
57 Because Acosta lived in Peru from 1571 to 1587, his textual descriptions arguably 
set forth one of the most coherent and authoritative conveyances of the southern 
Andes in the sixteenth century. Carrillo Castillo, “’The World,’” 156. 

 

Ovalle’s mapped llama, characterized by an 

exaggerated serpentine neck, is derived from an 

illustration (Fig. 6) published in Book IX of De Bry’s 

Americas of llamas as Acosta reported them in his 

Historia natural y moral de las Indias (1590).57 This 

illustrative plate, titled “About the Indian Sheep 

that Carry Metals from the Mountains,” shows a 

caravan of porting llamas setting off from Cerro 

Rico; one of them lingers in the seated pose that 

likely informed Ovalle’s llama.58 This uncooperative 

beast illustrates the commentary by Acosta that 

58 For commentary on the ironic depiction within this plate of nearly-naked 
indigenous persons together with wool-producing llamas, see Van Groesen, “The De 
Bry Collection,” 21. 

Figure 6. Theodor de Bry, “Of Indian Sheep Carrying Ore from the Mountains” (The transport of ore in Peru), America Part 9 (German). Frankfurt am Main: Wolffgang Richter, 1601. 

Engraving. Image 14.8 x 19 cm. Image in the public domain, photo courtesy of The John Carter Brown Library, Providence, Rhode Island.   
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their herders took great care to not offend them, for 

if the overburdened llama lies down, “neither 

threats nor blows will make them rise and continue 

on.”59 It is no wonder that this llama appears 

reluctant to rise and join the caravan; De Bry’s 

German-language rendition of Acosta’s text 

conveys that these animals carried silver across the 

altiplano in massive trains of three to four hundred, 

completing an exhausting seventy-mile trek from 

Potosí to the port town of Arica.  

An important distinction between De Bry’s 

stubborn llama at Potosí and the seated llama of the 

Tabula geographica is their comparative demeanor, 

a point which is further elaborated in textual 

description. Beneath Ovalle’s cartographic llama, a 

Latin gloss reframes the kneeling pose to suggest 

patience and willingness; it relays that “sheep of 

this kind” will indeed carry burdens, and they wait 

on their knees as they are loaded with ingot (see 

Figure 5). In a related passage from his Histórica 

relación Ovalle shares a childhood memory of 

llamas porting water from the Mapocho River for 

the homes of Santiago, and the details of his 

anecdote convey their agreeable nature and dutiful 

spirit: “Their ears are pierced with a needle, and a 

cord is passed through the hole so that its owner 

can guide it, it kneels to receive cargo, and when it 

is received and adjusted they rise and continue at a 

leisurely pace.”60 Chile’s compliant llama doubles as 

imperial discourse, bolstering Ovalle’s argument 

before the Spanish Crown that “the mines of 

Chile…give abundantly all that is necessary….” and 

suggesting the facility of extracting the gold, 

copper, and lapis lazuli indicated on the Tabula 

geographica.61  

Ovalle also digressed from the llama to describe 

their close cousins, and in doing so he conveyed 

that some Andean camelids manifest an unusual 

form of wealth within their bodies called a bezoar. 

Writing on animals, Miguel de Asúa and Roger 

French note that seventeenth-century Jesuits in 

Europe and the Americas were highly concerned 

                                                           
59 Theodore de Bry, Conquistadores: Aztecs and Incas, unpaginated facsimile edition 
with engravings by Th. De Bry (Amsterdam: Van Hoeve, 1980); George, 1969, 65–66; 
Parry, The Discovery, 201. 
60 Ovalle, Histórica relación, 52–53. 

with hidden properties and occult powers, and the 

wonderous lumps found within Andean camelids 

certainly fell within this category.62 The Tabula 

geographica includes a promising key for locating 

such treasure, as a mapped herd and its 

accompanying Latin caption divulge enticing news: 

“They are called guanacos and they make bezoars.” 

These mineral accretions formed in the stomachs of 

camelids were not only a source of wonder and 

wealth in the early modern world but were also 

believed in Ovalle’s day to bear medicinal and 

antidotal properties. Our disbelief of such a claim 

dissipates, to some degree, under Ovalle’s 

explanation that bezoars are comprised of the 

excess materials that accumulate from the healthful 

Chilean herbs upon which guanacos graze.63 This 

Jesuit further enriched his explanation of the 

bezoar stone by offering instructions for its use; 

their medicinal properties can be accessed by 

soaking an entire stone or its gratings in water or 

wine, which is then imbibed. 

 

Conclusions 

This study has explored a selection of Chilean 

faunal images from the three geographic regions 

that comprise the Tabula geographica map– the 

armadillo of the Cuyo plains, the Magellanic 

penguin, and the llama of the Andean cordillera– as 

archaisms that mark the end of the pictorial era of 

cartography. Despite their late appearance in 1646, 

these pictured beasts were useful in supporting 

Alonso de Ovalle’s claim of a wealthy, yet peripheral 

Spanish territory. Ovalle’s retention of an outdated 

cartographic mode which leaned upon images is 

attributed here in large part to the languid flow of 

early modern information from Chile to Spain. In 

other words, challenges to collecting knowledge 

regarding Chilean nature and peoples paved the 

way for Ovalle’s belated pictorial map, bringing 

Spanish knowledge of this region up to date with 

that of its other South American territories via 

61 “…estas minas en Chile…dan abundantísimamente todo lo necesario….” Ovalle, 
Histórica relación, 9. 
62 Asúa and French, A New World, 51, 104, 106, 142. 
63 Ovalle, Histórica relación, 52–54. 
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cartographic images. Furthermore, in adapting 

pictured fauna from well-known sources in print, 

and particularly from documents based upon 

celebrated voyages to South America, the Tabula 

geographica derived veracity and authority from 

first-hand encounters and reliable experts. Perhaps 

we might view these cartographic beasts as part of 

a larger iconographic gesture, on the part of Ovalle, 

that expresses a longing for reconciliation between 

his own world in the Chilean capital, and an 

imperial force that laid claim to Chile, yet knew 

little of it and tended to it even less. 

Ovalle’s images, or rather his descriptions which 

round them out, filled the epistemological gap that 

existed for his second or third-hand prototypes. 

While the source materials available to an artist 

dictate the degree of accuracy in her or his images, 

this notion can be extended to include the textual 

descriptions that accompany them. First-hand 

information emerges in mapped glosses and within 

the natural history chapters of Ovalle’s text, where 

we learn that he found the flavor of armadillo to 

approximate that of pork, that he had witnessed the 

penguin in its natural habitat, and that in his youth 

he observed the llama at work. For these details 

drawn from life experience there is a sense in which 

the Tabula geographica not only closes a gap, but 

also completes a circuit by merging European 

iconography of South American fauna with truly 

local data.  

To be treated in a future study is the role of 

materiality in cartography, or more specifically, the 

physical specimens which were brought back to 

Europe from South America at an early date.64 It is 

accepted that a penguin was shipped to Europe in 

1619 by the Spanish Nodal expedition, and 

armadillos and llamas were also early arrivals to 

early modern courts, cabinets and bestiaries. Ovalle 

himself clearly understood the compelling power of 

physical specimens, as when he disembarked in 

Cádiz in 1642 he carried with him numerous 

specimens from Chile to back his claims, including 

a bezoar stone weighing thirty-two ounces.65 

                                                           
64 The theme of early modern European collections of Chilean materials will be 
treated in a subsequent project to be presented at the conference XI Jornadas de 
Historia Colonial to be held 16-19 October, 2018 in Santiago, Chile. 

Samples of American nature in European 

collections, including living and stuffed animals, are 

understood to have served as exemplars for many 

engravings and pictorial maps, yet little is known 

about the details of this artistic process. It stands, 

then, that actual animals together with their parts 

and biproducts were silent sources, unrecognized 

in comparison with the voyages under which they 

were procured, yet important all the same, and 

future research should attempt to bring them to 

light. 
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