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PORTRAITS OF THE INCA: 

NOTES ON AN INFLUENTIAL EUROPEAN ENGRAVING 

Diana Fane 

From the sixteenth to the nineteenth century, 
a tradition of native pictorial representations 
of the Inca dynasty flourished in viceroyal 
Peru, serving various purposes, including 
documentation of preconquest imperial his 

tory, validation of claims to Inca descent, 
and nostalgic evocations of indigenous rule. 
The history of this genre, however, is greatly 
complicated by the absence of "originals." 
Two seminal works by native artists no longer 
exist: four panos (cloths) illustrating Inca 

history, commissioned by Viceroy Francisco 

de Toledo and sent to Spain in 1572; and a 

painting of the genealogy of the royal line of 
the Inca that the mestizo author Garcilaso de 
la Vega's relatives sent to him in Spain in 

1603. The Andean Guaman Poma de Ayala's 
manuscript with full-figure illustrations of 
Inca rulers also left Peru shortly after it was 
finished in the early seventeenth century, but 
remained unknown and unpublished until the 
twentieth century.1 We know that these early 
exports were part of an ongoing local tradi 

tion, but few of the actual images survived the 
iconoclasm following the Grand Rebellion of 

Tupac Amaru II in 1781, when the Indians 

were ordered to surrender all "paintings and 

likenesses of their Incas."2 
In this article, I will focus on the first 

European image of the Inca dynasty, an 

engraving uniquely positioned between a lost 

original and a common colonial type: the 

frontispiece of the fifth decade in Antonio de 
Herrera y Tordesillas's Historia general de 

los hechos de los Castellanos, published in 

Madrid in 1615 (Fig. 1). Herrera (1549— 
1625) was appointed major chronicler of the 
Indies in 1596 and by 1615 had completed 
his history of the Spanish Empire in America, 

organized by decade, beginning with the 

discovery of America and ending in 1554. 
Each decade was introduced by an engraved 
frontispiece with medallion portraits of the 
main protagonists and vignettes depicting 
battles or other noteworthy events. The 

frontispiece to the fifth decade is exceptional 
in that it has thirteen Inca portraits and no 

subsidiary scenes. 
As royal chronicler, Herrera had access to 

all materials sent to Spain from the Americas 
and freely drew on them for his history. 
Although he acknowledges many of his 

sources, he is silent on the subject of the Inca 

kings. Currently, the scholarly consensus is 
that the frontispiece was based on Toledo's 

panos, which Herrera would have seen on 

display in the Alcazar in Madrid. Toledo's 

secretary described the four cloths as 
"written" as well as "painted" with images of 
the busts of the Inca, their wives and kin 

groups, origin myths, and events from their 

reigns.3 To complement the panos, Toledo 

had commissioned Pedro Sarmiento de 

Gamboa, the royal cosmographer, to write a 

history of the Inca. Sarmiento's manuscript, 
Historia Indica, was sent to Spain with the 

patios but, like Guaman Poma's, disappeared 
and wasn't published until the twentieth 

century.4 

The pahos and Sarmiento s Historia Indica 
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Fig. 1 Frontispiece. From Antonio de Herrera y Tordesillas, Historia 

general de los hechos de los Castellanos en las islas y tierrafirme del mar 

oceano, Decada 5 (Madrid: Imprenta real, 1615) 
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were unprecedented collaborative projects in 
which Spanish administrators, descendants 
of the Inca, and native artists participated. 
While the Andeans hoped to establish their 

rights to special privileges by recording their 

origins and history, Toledo and Sarmiento 
shared a very different goal: to document 
what they perceived to be the "tyrannical" 
rule of the Inca in order to establish the 

legitimacy of the Spanish conquest. To 

preserve this "truth" in perpetuity, Toledo 

suggested that the patios be sent to Flanders 
to be made into tapestries.5 

These tapestries were never made, but 
Herrera's frontispiece presents the Inca in a 
format equally associated with history and 
"truth" in Europe: the engraved medallion 

portrait.6 There was no precedent for figural 
busts in Inca art. The portraits of the Inca on 
the panos were, as Thomas Cummins has 

noted, already a step toward Westernization.7 
The frontispiece took this process further by 
eliminating the supplementary pictorial and 
textual information and representing the Inca 
as a male dynastic sequence, starting with the 

legendary Manco Capac (Aiarmango) and 

ending with Huascar (Guascar), who 
Sarmiento had described as the "last of the 
Incas."8 The result was an engraving that 

closely resembled the frontispiece to Tor 
rentius's Commentary on Suetonius's "Lives 

of the Twelve Caesars," published in Antwerp 
in 1591 (Fig. 2). The similarity of the Inca 

portraits to Roman coin portraits visually 
reinforced the idea that the Inca belonged to 
a chapter in Peru's ancient history and had no 
relevance to contemporary Andean society.9 

The individual portraits, however, show 
traces of their derivation from a more 

complex pictorial program. Although the 

artist/engraver could have just copied the 
head and shoulders of the Inca, making them 

comparable to the portraits of Europeans, he 

included the whole bust and even, in the case 
of Huascar, a portion of the legs. There are 
variations in headdresses, garments, jewelry, 
gestures, and the artifacts that the Inca hold 
or are associated with. War helmets are 
introduced with the ninth king and shields 
with the tenth, suggesting a historical de 

velopment with an increased emphasis on 
warfare. Overall, the costumes and regalia are 
similar to those in Guaman Poma's manu 

script, but certain elements are unique to 
Herrera. These include the lionlike llama and 
bird staff associated with the first Inca; the 

elliptical staff carried by the second; and the 
furniture represented behind the eleventh and 
twelfth kings. Urco, as the ninth king—a 
place usually reserved for his half brother, 
Pachacuti, who was credited with initiating 
Inca expansion—also sets the frontispiece 
apart from all other visual representations of 
the dynasty.10 

A review of Sarmiento s Historica Indica, 
first published in 1906, suggests that some of 
these features may have been pictured or 
noted on the pafios. Sarmiento describes the 
first Inca as having a white llama as a symbol 
of royalty and a bird as his personal totem or 
"idol." His son's totem was "a fish-shaped 
stone idol," which could be the elliptical staff 
that the second king holds. Sarmiento's 
account of the elevation of Topa Inca 

Yupanqui to the status of Inca concludes with 
his "seating himself before the Sun on a small, 
low gold seat, which they call duho, 
embellished with many emeralds and other 

precious stones." The European equivalent of 
such a "seat" would be a throne. Huayna 
Capac, on the other hand, was placed in a rich 
litter after his investment with all the insignia 
of rule. The curved seat behind this king is 
similar to royal litters pictured in other 
Andean sources.11 

The point of calling attention to possible 
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Fig. 2 Frontispiece. From Laevinus Torrentius, C. Svetonii Tranqvilli XII 

Caesares [Commentary on Suetonius's "Lives of the Twelve Caesars"] 

(Antwerp: Plantin, 1591) 

This content downloaded from 128.103.149.52 on Tue, 26 May 2015 12:10:47 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


35 

connections between Sarmiento's text and 

Herrera's portraits is not to argue for a one 
to-one match, but to demonstrate that the 

possibility of such a reading is there. In this 
first European representation of the dynasty, 
the Inca were not reduced to a single type, 
whether exotic native or European-style king. 

Urco as the ninth king, however, does not 
come from Sarmiento, who writes: "Al 

though descendants of Inca Urcon say he 
was legitimate, everyone else says that he 
was a bastard."12 Urco owes his existence in 
the frontispiece to Pedro de Cieza de Leon, 
from whose then-unpublished manuscript 
(c. 1553) Herrera selectively copied. Cieza 
had written that all the natives laughed at the 
deeds of Inca Urco and did not include him 
in their accounts, but he would speak of 
him because Urco had, in fact, ruled for a 
few days.13 In Herrera's frontispiece, a 

generic frontal image of an Inca, labeled 

"Urco," appears as the ninth king, but 

Pachacuti, pictured in profile as a man of 

action with a shield, is clearly the 

dynamic ruler.14 
The 1615 edition of Herrera was translated 

into several languages and widely circulated, 
but the Inca portraits don't seem to have 
attracted much attention. In fact, in a second 
edition of the Historia in 1728, the Antwerp 
publisher J. B. Verdussen replaced all of 
Herrera's engravings with a selection of 

images taken from Theodore de Bry's 
America. Shortly afterward, however, the 
scholar Andres Gonzalez de Barcia Carbal 
lido y Zuniga faithfully reproduced the 

original engravings in a second Madrid 
edition of the Historia. Herrera's images, 
Barcia insisted, "conform to the Events 
related therein," whereas the Antwerp illus 
trations were "against History and Truth."15 
In Barcia's frontispiece to the fifth decade, 
the Incas' names are placed on top of the 
medallions rather than to one side (Fig. 3), 
but otherwise the portraits are practically 
identical to those in the 1615 frontispiece. 

Fig. 3 Detail of the frontis 

piece. From Antonio de Herrera 

y Tordesillas, Historia general 
de los hechos de los Castellanos 

en las islas y tierra firme del 

mar oceano, Decada 5 (1726 

1730; repr. Asuncion: Editorial 

guaranfa, 1944—1947) 
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The influence of Barcia's endorsement and 

precise reproduction of Herrera's engravings 
was long-lasting and far-reaching. It played 
a role in Frederic De Peyster's evaluation of 
the fourteen paintings of individual Inca 

kings that he donated to the New-York 
Historical Society in 1873. De Peyster had 
been told that the Cuzco-school paintings 
were the originals that had inspired Herrera's 
1615 frontispiece. "A comparison with Her 
rera's engraving," De Peyster wrote, 
"warrants the belief that they were indeed 
used by Herrera, and the learned Barcia who 

reproduced them more than a century later 

recognizes their value as illustrations of the 
work."16 Subsequent study of the paintings, 
now in the collection of the Brooklyn Mu 

seum, proved that the relationship was the 
reverse—Barcia's 1730 frontispiece was the 
model for the Cuzco paintings. 

In a sense, Barcia's second edition brought 
the Inca portraits back to their place of origin. 
In the intervening century, Cuzco painters 
had thrived in response to an increasingly 
diverse market's demand for Andean sub 

jects. As a print source for portraits of the 

Inca, the Herrera engraving was not without 

competition. Five years earlier, Alonso de la 
Cueva (1684-1754), a prominent Lima cleric 
and intellectual, had circulated a print repre 

senting Christ as King of Kings presiding 
over orderly rows of busts of the Inca, 
followed by the Spanish kings, all this 

emphasizing peaceful continuity of rule. 

Urco is omitted; but the ninth king, Pachacuti, 
is followed by a king, Yupanqui, whom 

Garcilaso de la Vega had introduced into the 

dynasty, and both Huascar and Atalhualpa, 
rival contenders for the throne at the time of 
the conquest, are included.17 All fourteen 
Inca wear identical costumes and a distinctive 
turbanlike headdress, ornamented by a jewel 
topped by two feathers.18 

Three Cuzco-style paintings, based on the 
Cueva print, show that the artists copied 
Cueva's composition and dynastic sequence 
but changed the headdresses to match the 
colonial type represented in seventeenth 

century paintings visible in public spaces in 

Cuzco and worn by the colonial Andean 

nobility in performances.19 We might expect 
similar adjustments to suit a local audience in 
the paintings based on Herrera's engraving, 
but, to judge from Brooklyn's set, the artists 
avoided such anachronisms. Nor were they 
interested in an archaeological approach. 
Although they carefully followed the outlines 
of the medallion portraits, including the 
animated profiles of the garments—a flourish 
more appropriate to the graphic medium than 
to painting—in representing the details of 
Inca costumes and ornaments, they followed 
the eighteenth-century Cuzco school's 

predilection for dense decorative patterning 
with gilded highlights. Surprisingly, Urco, 
who was a European addition to the dynasty, 
remains as the ninth king, with gold trim 

enhancing his floral tunic and war helmet 

(Fig. 4).20 
The Brooklyn Museum s set is the only 

extant series "after Herrera," but these works 
were clearly not a unique production. Travel 

ing in Peru in 1852, Clements R. Markham 
described the house of an Inca descendant as 

"hung round with portraits of the Inca." He 

recognized the early kings as having derived 

"from Herrera's frontispiece" but described 
the later ones as "original and interesting."21 
Markham's belief that Herrera was the source 

suggests that he had seen other sets. An 

illustrated manuscript, written in 1836 by the 
Cuzco canon Justo Sahuaraura, who claimed 
Inca descent, also provides evidence of the 

continued, if selective, use of Herrera as a 
model in the nineteenth century. Sahuaraura's 
Inca dynasty begins with Manco Capac and, 
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Fig. 4 Urco, Peru. Mid-eighteenth century. Oil on canvas. Brooklyn 

Museum, New York, 1995.29.9 
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Fig. 5 Justo Apu Sahuaraura Inca, Pacha Cutic Inca. c. 1836. Manuscript 
illumination. Biblioteca Guita y Jose Mindlin, Sao Paulo, Brazil 

omitting Atalhualpa, ends with the colonial 
Inca Tupac Amaru I, who was executed in 
1572. The illustrations of the first eight kings 
are after Herrera, but the ninth and tenth kings 
are renamed in accordance with Cueva's 

dynasty: Urco becomes Pachacuti (Pacha 
cutic) (Fig. 5), and Pachacuti becomes 

Yupanqui. Also, beginning with the ninth 

king, Herrera's war helmets are replaced by 

the Cueva-style turban headdress.22 
Whether inspired by scholarly or political 

motives, these "corrections" show the extent 
to which Herrera's Inca had become as inter 

changeable as Cueva's identically dressed 

kings. The iconographic significance of the 

original portrait of Pachacuti as a turning 
point in Inca history was ignored, as were the 
associations of the throne and litter with the 
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inauguration ceremonies of particular kings. 
Through continuous reproduction and re 

arrangement in different media and contexts, 
Herrera's portraits gained familiarity but lost 

specificity. Ultimately, the images proved to 
be more effective in preserving the memory 
of an important European engraving than of 
the individual Inca it documented. 

NOTES 

1. For a comprehensive illustrated history of this tra 

dition, see Thomas B. F. Cummins et al„ Los incas, 

reyes del Peru (Lima: Banco de Credito, 2005). 
2. Jose Antonio de Areche, "All Must Die!" in The 

Peru Reader: History, Culture, Politics, ed. Orin Starn, 
Carlos Ivan Degregori, and Robin Kirk, 2nd ed. 

(Durham: Duke University Press, 2005), p. 159. 

3. For the history of the panos, see Enrique Marco 

Dorta, "Las Pinturas que envio y trajo a Espana Don 

Francisco de Toledo," Historia y cultura (Lima) 9 

(1975):67—78. 
4. Brian S. Bauer and Jean-Jacques Decoster, "In 

troduction: Pedro Sarmiento de Gamboa and the His 

tory of the Incas," in Pedro Sarmiento de Gamboa, 

History of the Incas, ed. and trans. Brian S. Bauer and 

Vania Smith (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2007), 

pp. 1-34. 

5. Dorta, 69. 

6. See Francis Haskell, History and Its Images: Art 

and the Interpretation of the Past (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 1993), pp. 26-36. 

7. Thomas B. F. Cummins, Toasts with the Inca: An 

dean Abstraction and Colonial Images on Quero Ves 

sels (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2002), 

p. 164 n. 81. For an argument regarding an Inca proto 

type for the portraits, see Catherine J. Julien, "History 
and Art in Translation: The Panos and Other Objects 
Collected by Francisco de Toledo," Colonial Latin 

American Review 8, no. 1 (June 1999):61—89. 
8. Sarmiento de Gamboa, p. 186. 

9. As Cummins observes: "The colonial figure of the 

Inca makes manifest the dynasty which had been sup 

planted by the Spaniards"; Toasts, p. 283. 

10. On Urcon (Urco) as a king "written out of his 

tory," see Susan A. Niles, The Shape of Inca History: 
Narrative and Architecture in an Andean Empire (Iowa 

City: University of Iowa Press, 1999), pp. 22-24. 

11. Sarmiento de Gamboa. pp. 74, 78, 144, 172. 

12. Ibid., p. 101. Note that Sarmiento calls this king 
Urcon rather than Urco, as in the engraving. 

13. Pedro de Cieza de Leon, Cronica del Peru: El 

Senorio de los Incas, ed. Franklin Pease G.Y. (Caracas: 
Fundacion Biblioteca Ayacucho, 2005), p. 395. 

14. Pachacuti's original name was Yupanqui. He 

was given the name Pachacuti, meaning "returner of the 

land," in recognition of his victories in battles with the 

Chancas; Sarmiento de Gamboa, p. 110. 

15. Jonathan Earl Carlyon, Andres Gonzalez de Bar 

cia and the Creation of the Colonial Spanish American 

Library (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2005), 

pp. 178-180, 182. 

16. Frederic De Peyster to George H. Moore, Esq., 
librarian, 31 Mar. 1873. Letter files of the New-York 

Historical Society. 
17. See n. 14, above. Maria Rostworowski de Diez 

Canseco considers Garcilaso's motives in listing Yu 

panqui as a separate king an example of Andean parti 

sanship; see Maria Rostworowski de Diez Canseco, 

History of the lnca Realm, trans. Harry B. Iceland 

(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999), pp. 
33-34. 

18. For an illustration of Cueva's print, see Cum 

mins et al., p. 233. 

19. For the Cuzco colonial headdress, see ibid., pp. 
236-237. 

20. Atalhualpa was added to the series but clearly la 

beled "El Tirano Bastardo" (the bastard tyrant), ex 

pressing a Cuzcocentric view that Huascar was the last 

legitimate lnca. For illustrations of all fourteen portraits, 
see Sotheby's Americana and Decorative Arts: The 

Property of the New-York Historical Society, sale 6661, 
29 Jan. 1995, New York. pp. 97-105. 

21. Clements R. Markham, Markham in Peru: The 

Travels of Clements R. Markham, 1852-1853, ed. Pe 

ter Blanchard (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1991), 

p. 106. 
22. Justo Apu Sahuaraura lnca, illustrated manu 

script, c. 1836, Bilioteca Guita y Jose Mindlin, Sao 

Paulo, Brazil. The three colonial lnca wear the Cuzco 

colonial headdress. 
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