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Columbus’s 1493 Letter on his First Voyage, Teaching a Troubled
Treasure (December 9, 2021)

JULIE GOLIA: Welcome to Doc Chat. For those of you who have not attended a Doc Chat
before, I am Julie Golia. I'm the curator of history, social sciences, and government information,
and Doc Chat is a weekly program series from NYPL Center for the Research in Humanities
that digs deep into the stories behind the library's most interesting collections and highlights
ways that teachers can incorporate them into the classroom. So in this episode, we are joined
by two wonderful colleagues. Paloma Celis Carbajal, who is the curator for Latin American,
Iberian, and Latino Collections here at the New York Public Library, and Michael Inman, who is
our curator of rare books here at the New York Public Library. Paloma and Michael will discuss
the origins, content, distribution, and legacy of a 1493 letter from Christopher Columbus, the first
printed account of Columbus's initial voyage to the Americas, which is featured in the Library's
newly opened Polonsky exhibition of the New York Public Library's treasures. They will
incorporate ideas -- they'll discuss ideas on how to incorporate the document into teaching
about the origins of colonialism in the Americas. So our guests are going to speak for about 15
minutes before we open up the conversation. During the program, please feel free to use the
chat function to share general comments. Though make sure to change your chat mode to
Panelist and Attendee so that everyone is included. Once we begin the question and answer
segment, please use Zoom's question and answer function rather than the chat function to pose
your questions. And if you wish to remain anonymous, make sure you click that before
submitting. And we'd also like to know a little bit more about you. So I'm going to launch a poll
now, and I would love for you to fill it out. Let's see. Standby on that. We'll figure that one out. In
the meantime, I'm going to pass it over to Paloma.

PALOMA CELIS CARBAJAL: OK! Thank you so much, Julie. And welcome everybody who is
here with us today. In school, many of us learned about Christopher Columbus and his initial
voyage to what we now call the Americas. But how many of us have actually read what
Columbus himself wrote about this voyage? Moreover, how many of us know that copies of the
handwritten letter he wrote while sailing back to Spain circulated widely throughout Europe
shortly after his return? As we will see, this letter informed the Western world for the very first
time about what lay beyond the Atlantic Ocean. To make sure that we're all on the same page,
before diving into this letter, my colleague Michael Inman will start with a brief history of how it
came to be written and subsequently transmitted across Europe.

MICHAEL INMAN: Thanks, Paloma. So yes, just some brief background on Columbus and his
letter. As Columbus was returning from that initial voyage to the Americas, his few remaining
ships, the Niña and Pinta were caught in a storm, and fearing that both he and his account of
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his voyage would be lost, he composed a letter on parchment which set out the details of his
expedition. He wrapped the letter in wax cloth, and he placed it in a wooden barrel. And the
barrel was then cast into the sea with the instructions "bag if found" it be brought to the Spanish
sovereigns. This handwritten letter is lost. And has never been located at any rate. But I should
mention though, that Columbus's notes, his ship's log or journal, also did not survive except in
abstract form as it was set down by Bartolomé de las Casas, 16th-century Spanish friar and
historian. Columbus's ships didn't sink, however. He actually reached mainland Europe on
March 4th, 1493, arriving in Lisbon. And being very eager to get word of his travels back to the
Spanish monarchs, he sent overland at least two letters recounting the details of his voyage.
The first of these letters was sent to the Spanish monarchs, but a second letter was sent to Luis
de Santángel, who was the secretary of the Royal Treasury. Santángel, it should be mentioned,
had played an instrumental role in Columbus's expedition, hoping to convince the king and
queen, Ferdinand and Isabella, to fund the journey. When Santángel received the written letter
from Barcelona, probably in late March 1493, the printer named Pedro Posa, who printed
several hundred copies of it. Certainly this initial printing serves the topical purpose of
broadcasting the news about his voyage, but also importantly, it functioned as a propaganda
piece, helping assert and solidify Spain's claim on the newly-encountered lands and people.
Especially in the eyes of the Catholic church. I should mention here as well, none of the
handwritten copies of the letter survived. The Barcelona printing is the earliest version that
[inaudible] to exist. The first printing of the letter was in Spanish, however in short order, a copy
of the letter was brought to Italy, to Rome, where it was translated into Latin. And in time, it
would be translated into German and Italian as well. And in all, some 12 editions of the
Columbus letter were printed in 1493 in Rome, Paris, Basel, Antwerp. Additional editions were
printed the following years, the last occurring in 1497. And given its popularity at the time -- and
it was quite popular -- the letter is sometimes referred to as the first Spanish bestseller.
However, notwithstanding its popularity, today none of the printed letters survive, and more than
a handful of copies. The present letter, the Barcelona letter, is known but a single example,
which is housed here at the New York Public Library in the Rare Book Division. So without a
doubt, from a historic standpoint, from a bibliographic book collecting standpoint certainly, the
Columbus letter is a treasure. It's of immense cultural and historical importance. And yet,
Columbus's words, his descriptions, the ideas that he sets forth, the courses of action that he
proposes, and his overall attitude towards the Americas and their peoples are all troubling to
say the least auguring or foreshadowing as they do the exploration, abuse, subjugation, and
genocide of the Indigenous inhabitants that would unfold over the course of the ensuing
centuries. So there's a lot to unpack here today. And primarily, how do we deal with or teach
conflicted primary source materials in the classroom? And to get at this question, let's take a
look at and interrogate Columbus's own words. And to this end, I'm going to turn it back over to
my colleague, Paloma.

CELIS CARBAJAL: Thank you, Michael. So let's dive in. Due to time constraints, we will focus
on a few salient parts from the letter. We all start our messages with a greeting. In this case, we
have a one-word greeting, Señor, or "sir" in English, which is underscored in yellow on the slide.
Referring to Luis de Santángel. In the first sentence, Columbus mentions the great victory that
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his Atlantic voyage needs, what he has encountered, and what he did. And I quote first in
Spanish, which is highlighted in blue on the slide.

[ Speaking Spanish ]

It says in English, I found very many islands with inhabitants beyond number. And of them all, I
have taken possession for their Highnesses this proclamation and the royal standard displayed.
And I was not denied. He reports that he has taken possession with no objections, and that has
done so in the name of the Spanish crown. But how in the world could the Tainos, the people
who live on those islands, deny him anything if the symbolic logic of royal standard was
completely alien to them? How could they dispute a proclamation spoken in a language that
they had never heard before? One possible classroom exercise to try to understand this
disconnect would be to ask the students to try to explain complex concepts through gestures to
their classmates. For example, assign each student a concept like possession or monarchy or
religion, and have them try to communicate those concepts using only their hands. Keep track
of all the misinterpretations, and have students reflect on how these miscommunications could
be present in the letter. Columbus goes on to explain the names he has assigned these lands.
By the way, all the names are underscored in green on the slide. However, he says that there
are many towns with people here, which already had names. For example, Columbus mentions
that he renamed the island of Guanahani, that's underscored in pink in the slide, to San
Salvador, "holy savior" in English. Why would giving new names be important? Why would he
erase the names given by the Tainos? In other words, he discounts or ignores the fact that
these lands already have names. That they had a history before his arrival. Instead, he imposes
names on them. Which of course is itself a colonizing act. The names that he confers on the
islands are San Salvador, Santa Maria de Concepcion, Fernandina, Isabela, and Arena. He's
following the hierarchy of the time, mentioning God and the Virgin Mary first, who are then
followed by the names of the royal family. Discursively, you could say he's placing Spain and by
extension Europe, as the center of the universe. After placing his stamp on the landscape with
these names, Columbus moves to the description of places he has encountered, which Michael
will now talk about.

INMAN: Right. Thanks, Paloma. So yes, immediately following his proclamation in which he
claims possession of the islands and their inhabitants, and renames the islands, Columbus then
provides a description of the lands themselves and their inhabitants. And to begin, and we see
this portion of the text underlined in yellow, he gives an account of the flora and fauna that he's
observed, characterizing the islands' natural resources. The excellent harbor, the fertile lands
that are ripe for cultivation and grazing, the perfusion of plants and animals, flowers, fruit, honey,
trees, brightly plumed birds. This catalog is then followed by his mention of other notable riches.
Spiceries and spices as well as mines and rivers that are said to contain gold and other
precious metals in vast quantities. And we see this portion underlined in pink. And then --

CELIS CARBAJAL: We have to ask Julie to move to the next slide, because it's not shown.
There. Thanks.
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INMAN: Oh, thanks.

CELIS CARBAJAL: Sorry for the interruption.

INMAN: Oh, no worries. So then finally, underscored in green, he mentions the innumerable,
and that's the word he uses, "innumerable," people whom he has encountered. And Columbus
characterizes the Taino people as attractive, naked, timid, and importantly, without weapons to
defend themselves against, or resist the imposition of Spanish rule. So right up front, Columbus
provides this enticing catalog of wondrous riches. And he does so in a very carefully thought-out
way, painting a picture of an Edenic, unspoilt world, one which he seemingly proposes has no
history, and which has been essentially waiting for the Spanish to arrive and exploit. So
considering that the primary audience for his letters was the Spanish monarchy, a possible
question Paloma and I thought to ask your students at this point might be simply, why would
Columbus have structured his account in this order? Following the description of the islands'
resources by noting that their inhabitants were unarmed or at least that the weapons that they
did possess were of no match for Spanish armaments? And it's also worth noting at this point
too in conjunction with this question, that this calculatedly seductive description is given in just
the first page. There's a lot more to come here. So let's see what's in that second page, and I'm
going to hand it back over to you now, Paloma.

CELIS CARBAJAL: Thank you, Michael. So once Columbus lists these vast riches he has
found, he emphasizes the generous nature of the Tainos, who he says will not hesitate to give
the Europeans anything that they ask for. We can see in his writing the ambivalence between
greed and concern over taking advantage of the original inhabitants so they would stay
receptive to being converted to Christianity. Columbus goes to great lengths to note his
benevolence toward Taino people. When he sees that his men exchange trinkets or useless
things such as an old shoelace for pieces of gold, which is -- all this is underscored in yellow on
the slide -- he forbids this to take place. He sets an example by giving them a thousand good
things, underscored in red. He goes on to affirm in no uncertain terms that the Taino people
were well disposed for the Christian faith, because they had no religion. It's underscored in blue
on the slide. Again, how could both sides communicate complex concepts such as their faith
only using their hands and a few words that they might have learned by then? Let's remember
that Columbus's voyage through the Caribbean islands started on October 12th, and ended on
January 16th when he headed back to Spain. That's a total of only 96 days. Contradicting his
intent of being benevolent, Columbus mentions that from the moment he found the first island,
he took several people by force. So that they could tell him more about these lands. That's
underscored in pink on the slide. It's worth noting that he mentions that he does that more than
once. On this and the next page, which I'll just gloss over, Columbus acknowledges that the
Indians are great navigators, which is underscored in green, and canoe builders. According to
his report, he doesn't find much diversity in the way they look, their customs, or their language,
with the exception of the ferocious cannibals. He then describes the size of the islands he has
seen by comparing them to different European places. For example, the island La Española,

4



which is now Haiti and the Dominican Republic, he says is larger than Spain, a slight
exaggeration, of course. It's worth noting that a good portion of the account that precedes the
ending of his letter is based on what the natives have told him. Unfortunately we don't have time
to look at it now.

INMAN: Right. It is a shame we don't have time to investigate it a little bit more, because each
sentence of the letter, it bears scrutiny. But certainly as was mentioned previously, Columbus
took great care in crafting this letter, calibrating its tight structure and its enticing descriptions to
the greatest effect, with an eye toward arousing the interest of the Spanish monarchs, hoping to
convince them to fund a return voyage, and certainly to appoint him -- to follow through with
their promise to appoint him as ruler of the newly colonized lands. And in just over 2300 words,
his narrative builds to the point we see here, which we've underscored in green. And at this
point, we see a colon, which he follows by saying "in conclusion." This is the point in the letter
where Columbus really gets down to business and comes to the point of his missive. He goes
on then to give a list of everything he can provide the monarchs, provided they lend him
additional support, enabling him to return. He states that he can offer the monarchs as much
gold as they may need, as much in the way of spices and cotton as the monarchs wish, as
much mastic gum as is wanted, as much aloe wood as requested, and very sadly, as many
slaves as the monarchs will order shipped. So in essence, right here at the outset of this very
first moment of contact between Western Europe and the Americas, Columbus has
commodified the Americas. He presents the lands and their peoples as commodities available
for exploitation. And then he goes on to close the letter by stating that quote, "Christendom
should take gladness and give solemn thanks for the exaltation they shall have by the
conversion of so many peoples to our holy faith, as well as for the benefit which will bring hither
refreshment and profit, not only to Spain, but also for all Christians."

CELIS CARBAJAL: And here we would want to question that last portion. What does he mean
with "all Christians"? Who are all these Christians he's talking about? At the time, geographically
speaking, where was the Christian world? In other words, who are the ones Columbus is
promising will benefit?

INMAN: Right. It's an interesting question, and as we said, there are so many other questions
we could be, you know, posing right now, but given the time constraints, where we unfortunately
I think are at our time on this. We do have to wrap up. But we do have a couple of concluding
thoughts. The first is that we wanted to mention that in writing this letter, Columbus did achieve
some of his immediate goals. The monarchs did support three additional voyages, voyages
back to the Americas in 1493, that same year as the letter, 1498, and 1502, and for a time, he
was appointed the Vice Royal Governor of the newly colonized lands.

CELIS CARBAJAL: It is also important to keep in mind that the Indigenous peoples have
resisted the invasion of their lands from the beginning and are still resisting now. Examples of
their struggle have been documented since the early Colonial period. For instance, we have
Bartolomé de las Casas' account of the Taino Chief Hatuey. In Las Casas' short account of the
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destruction of the Indies, we can learn about Hatuey's fight against the European invaders. I
also recommend watching in addition to reading that portion of Las Casas speaking about
Hatuey, I would recommend watching the film, Even The Rain, that features precisely the story
of Hatuey while showing the contemporary Indigenous struggle against the privatization of water
in Bolivia by a multinational corporation. This historic event took place in the year 2000, and is
known as the Cochabamba Water War. A possible exercise that Michael and I thought of for this
section, and the ending of the letter, is to have students find current examples in the press of
instances of natural resources and/or Indigenous peoples in the Americas being exploited. For
example, Amazonian rainforest being cleared for cultivation or a pipeline being built over sacred
lands. So now, while we wait for your questions, we'll drop the links to several of the resources
that we've just mentioned. We'll drop them in the chat. Thank you.

INMAN: Thank you.

GOLIA: Paloma, Michael, that was such a remarkable model of document analysis. Thank you
so much. And I'm sure all of you were sort of as wowed by this beautiful PowerPoint which we
will share, we will share with you when we send this out to you. So let's get into some questions.
I think the first question is just how on Earth did we get this remarkable document into our
collections here at the New York Public Library?

INMAN: Thank you, Julie. That's a great question. The first printing, the Barcelona printing, of
the Columbus letter has been with the library since its inception. Books collectors had known of
the existence or the printing of the Barcelona letter, the 1493 printing, for quite some time, but it
took until 1889 for a copy to surface. One was eventually found in the stock of a Parisian
bookseller, Maisonneuve, in 1889, and was shortly thereafter sold to Bernard Quaritch of
London, a venerable book dealer, actually still in business. But Quaritch bought the letter from
Maisonneuve. They had it in their stock for a short while. Actually made a facsimile of it, a
translation of it, and then in 1892 it was then sold to the Lenox Library, which in 1895, the Lenox
Library merged with the Astor Library here in New York, and also a portion of the estate of
Samuel J. Tilden, the one-time governor of New York, to form the New York Public Library. And
so it's been with us in the Rare Book Division since that time, since 1895. And it certainly stands
as the cornerstone of our printed Americana collections.

GOLIA: It's so interesting to think about sort of the motivation for collectors seeking to get their
hands on something like this in the 19th century, and then the way that you guys are proposing
interpreting it today. So I think it's just an important way to think about how these collections are
living things that are always growing and changing in the way that we analyze them. Michelle
asks, is the text of this letter accessible anywhere within NYPL in English? Actually that's a
great question.

CELIS CARBAJAL: Yes.

GOLIA: Great, Paloma. Tell us.
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CELIS CARBAJAL: No, it's in the links that we just dropped in the chat box. One of them is a
search result for the different editions that we have of the letter. Oh no, wait. That was for
Bartolomé de las Casas -- the short account. But I would be happy to do the same. Yes, we do
have it in several languages.

GOLIA: That's terrific. And again, everybody who's registered for this will get an email when the
blog post for this is up and we can include that in the blog post. But it actually prompts a great
question, which is that some teachers may be intimidated potentially by teaching a document
that is not in English to students. Do you guys have any tips on how to get over that?

CELIS CARBAJAL: One thing that we have -- that for me, it was fascinating now that we have
been looking at it very carefully and very closely, was the materiality of the letter by itself. How
it's printed. It doesn't matter -- that's why we tried to highlight, underscore, and show where we
were at when talking about it. It's very interesting to see strategically how what's at the very front
of his letter, the mention of gold and spices, for example. It's there. And in the printed letter, it
makes it to that first page. And we know how important first pages are, always. We don't know if
it happened just by pure chance when they were setting it at the printer that it made it. But I
have a certain suspicion that it might have been done on purpose, because we know it was
used as propaganda, the letter, right? As Michael mentioned at the beginning. So that, noticing
those little details is an important part of understanding the document.

INMAN: Right. Whether or not, you know, the printer had some role in where that information fell
in the printed version, certainly Columbus himself thought it important enough to put it at the
beginning of his handwritten letter. So yes, it definitely was foregrounded, and you know,
foremost in his mind at that time.

CELIS CARBAJAL: Another part that might jump at the very beginning is also that one-word
greeting that you see, like, "Señor." Why "Sir"? Who's the sir he's talking about, right? That's so
important when you're looking at a document, at letters, right? Who are the people that are in
that conversation? Who's their audience, right?

GOLIA: A couple people in the questions are mentioning that they know very little about the
history of South America, and I would expand this likely also to include the Caribbean and
Central America. Are there good starting points? A good place to start to learn that history?

CELIS CARBAJAL: Well, there's many in English, I would say that the "Cambridge History Of --"
like, all those series. The Rutledge Readers also would be -- like the Cambridge History of Latin
America, the Rutledge Reader for Latin America. I can't remember now, like, the exact titles.
The ones that I, for example, that informed me a lot, and I read since I was at college, for
example, that I find very useful for those that read Spanish, there's a very good book called
Crónicas de Indias, which has -- which focuses on that first part of the history of the Americas.
Another one that I use, that I have consulted heavily is -- again, it's in Spanish. I'm sorry. And it's
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focused only a monographic study on the four voyages of -- the Columbus voyages. And it has
-- the author has made timelines that make it so much easier also to follow through what's going
on, and to prepare a class also. So she has made these different timelines for each of the -- not
only for each of the voyages, but for what happened before, what happens after, and the
documents that inform you of that, that give you the context.

GOLIA: That's fantastic. And I will point people to a very unsung thing that we offer, which is our
articles and databases have enormous encyclopedic and bibliographic resources there that can
just give you a basic start without having to, you know, comb through many, many different
monographs. Great question here --

CELIS CARBAJAL: One thing --

GOLIA: Yes, go ahead [inaudible].

CELIS CARBAJAL: One thing I just wanted to say is that if you read other languages, try to read
and find the studies in those other languages too. Because that also changes perspectives,
gives you a different perspective and many times those scholars have been undervalued in this
country, I'm talking about. So --

INMAN: Right.

CELIS CARBAJAL: If you read other languages, just try and see -- give those a try.

INMAN: And that sort of brings up something that Paloma and I actually had discussed over the
course as we were thinking about this presentation, it's just the letter itself, you know, in the
original Spanish versus the English translation. Or you know -- that would be a whole separate,
you know, program for us to do.

CELIS CARBAJAL: It's super interesting to see side by side.

INMAN: Yes. To think about. And the implications of translation.

GOLIA: Great point. Great idea for people teaching Spanish, actually. To really get into the
meaning and the nuance of language. That's wonderful. I want to make sure we get to this
question: in Columbus's account of Native people, does he describe their physical features, skin
color, stature, et cetera?

CELIS CARBAJAL: I mean, in this document? To a certain degree. So he does say that they're
beautiful. That they have -- the color of their skin, he says something like they are not in the sun
-- he used a very funny construction. Saying that they're tanned. Mainly referring to the tan
color. But not completely dark. So he says that way. Oh, and he says that they don't look like
monsters [laughs]. Because that's something that many people were expecting, that on the
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other side of the Atlantic, there were monsters, right? What lived on the other side were
monsters.

INMAN: He also at one point as I recall, makes the point that they look essentially physically fit.
The implication being that they would be good laborers.

CELIS CARBAJAL: Yes.

INMAN: Potentially.

CELIS CARBAJAL: And also that they were very good navigating throughout the islands. So
that is again talking about the strength of the people. He also mentions, in the part that we had
to skip, that we had to gloss over, he also mentions the difference between men and women. He
says that it seems that women work more than men, but all this, as I said, you have to keep in
mind that first they could really not communicate among each other. And he was there for a very
short period of time. And he was jumping from one place to another. It's not that he stayed with
one group only. Despite him saying that they were not diverse, of course, that's a
misrepresentation.

GOLIA: Yes. I mean, it seems like this document is such a great one for understanding bias and
motivation behind the creator of a document. So thank you both so much. And as always, this
audience, amazing questions and comments. Everybody make sure to check that out, including
a number of book recommendations in the chat. So thank you as always for bringing your
wonderful ideas to Doc Chat. So links to the collection item we looked at today and other
resources, along with a video and transcript of today's episode will be published shortly in a post
on the NYPL blog, which we will send out to all registrants. All previous episodes can be found
there as well, and the easiest way to find blog posts is by subscribing to the Doc Chat channel
of the NYPL blog. I'm popping a bunch of stuff in the chat. And Doc Chats are held every
Thursday at 3:30. And our last episode of the season is next week. We're closing out this
wonderful Fall season with a bang. NYPL's Lyudmila Sholokhova and Vladimir Lenin, who is the
Director of the Center for Jewish Art at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem will explore the
photographs of Morris Huberland, a passionate photographer of New York City, with particular
interest in the Jewish Lower East Side. And they are going to be focusing specifically on
synagogue architecture and discussing the photographer's role in documenting these
institutions from their heyday to their decline in the 1960s and 1970s. You can register and join
us at the link in the chat, and look for future Doc Chat event pages on NYPL's calendar,
research newsletter, and on our social media. Paloma, Michael, thank you so much.

CELIS CARBAJAL: You're welcome. Thank you.

INMAN: Thank you.
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