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In the historiography of colonial Brazil, few books have travelled as far, and acquired as many after-
lives, as Willem Piso (1611-1678) and Georg Marcgraf’s (1610-1644) Historia Naturalis Brasiliae
(1648). But what was once treated as a set of novel descriptions of exotic specimens and tales of Eu-
ropean discovery has, over the last two decades, become something more analytically demanding: a
record of intercultural labour, a printed artefact shaped by Dutch commercial expansion, and a corpus
where natural knowledge was edited and made portable across the Atlantic. Mariana Frangozo’s edited
volume, Toward an Intercultural Natural History of Brazil, enters this crowded space by arguing that
“yet another” scholarly return to the Historia is justified only if we treat it simultaneously as text, ob-
ject, and social process, and if we follow its contents forward into present-day uses, rather than sealing
it within seventeenth-century intellectual history (pp. 1-6, esp. p. 1).

The most consequential shift that frames the book’s intervention is the move from celebratory
foundational narratives to histories of knowledge production. Over the past decades, historians of
Dutch Brazil working across Atlantic history and the history of science have argued that the colo-
ny’s cultural and scientific legacies cannot be disentangled from its political economy, nor from the
communicative infrastructures that made Brazil legible to European publics. That recalibration has
taken place in the scholarship and in other framings of Dutch Brazil, which increasingly foregrounds
the making of evidence: how news, commodities, images, and reputations were assembled for distant
readers, and how print operated as a technology that organised uncertainty and stabilised claims about
unfamiliar environments. And although the argument that historical objects are more complex than
previously analysed is hardly controversial, its value is shown by the quality of the evidence and argu-
ment. The upshot is a reframing of natural history away from stable content and toward a contested
assemblage, an outcome of selection, translation, omission, and visual mediation.

Taken as a whole, the analytical approach to the Historia Naturalis Brasiliae is approached less as
a static repository of claims about Brazilian nature, and more as a composite artefact, an object whose
meanings shift depending on the evidentiary regime one chooses to privilege. The framing makes
this explicit by insisting that global histories of knowledge-production can be written from a single,
materially concrete book, precisely because it can be decomposed into entangled parts and reassem-
bled through heterogeneous methods. In practice, the collection tests that proposition by staging con-
trolled frictions: modernity against tradition, guidebook utility against diplomatic display, eyewitness
authority against citations. The most persuasive chapters are those that convert these tensions into
tractable evidence.

Likewise, Toward an Intercultural Natural History of Brazil is at its best when it makes these his-
toriographical commitments operational. The introductory framing situates the 1648 publication
within Dutch economic ambitions and a reception and circulation history that alternates between
canonisation and supersession, while convincingly insisting that an interdisciplinary re-reading can
still yield genuinely new interpretations. The chapters then work as a set of methodological probes
into the book. Singh and Frangozo’s comparison between the Historia and the Hortus Malabaricus
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connects Brazil to a wider early modern geography of locating knowledge, inviting readers to treat
colonial natural history as an imperial genre, rather than a regional curiosity. Walker’s chapter ex-
tends the Lusophone comparative frame by reconstructing analogous efforts to codify Indigenous
medicinal knowledge across the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Alsemgeest and Bos provide
the book’s most distinctive empirical contribution with an extensive census of surviving copies, which
anchors interpretation in provenance, circulation, and collection history. Van Andel, Fran¢ozo, and
Alcantara-Rodriguez also clarify what an intercultural re-reading can do at the level of objects, when
it refuses to take a natural substance as already given and instead reconstructs how it was stabilised
across genres and media. Their chapter follows copaiba balsam through early modern description,
naming practices, and later identifications to show how editorial mediation and vernacular volatility
can compress multiple materials into a single authoritative printed entity. It is one of the volume’s most
persuasive interventions precisely because it turns a familiar commodity into a diagnostic case for how
knowledge is made durable, and how easily that durability can be mistaken for transparency.

The volume’s strongest claim to being up to date lies precisely in this triangulation. It speaks the
language of contemporary history of knowledge, it engages the postcolonial demand to reconstruct
intercultural labour, and it participates in the recent visual and material turn by treating copies, wood-
cuts, and paratexts as evidence with their own explanatory force.

A limitation of the book is one that often accompanies edited volumes that aim to be both inter-
pretive and programmatic. The intercultural frame can sometimes function more as a capacious um-
brella than as a shared analytic apparatus, and several case studies could have benefited from a clearer
set of common diagnostic questions. Nevertheless, the final chapter, which reconnects the Historia’s
lexicon back to Indigenous societies and contemporary cultural projects, points to a productive way
forward: it treats the Historia as a contested corpus.

In conclusion, this book offers a perspective that is not merely a commemoration of a canonical
natural history. It is a methodological intervention, one that tracks where the field has moved in the
last decade toward circulation, materiality, visual genealogy, and the ethically charged work of recon-
necting early modern texts to present-day knowledge holders.
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