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Natural Designs
Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo and 
the Invention of New World Nature

Elizabeth Gansen
Natural Designs chronicles the life and 
work of the earliest and most influ-
ential Spanish historian of the New 
World, Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo 
(1478–1557). Through a combination 
of biography and visual and textual 
analysis, Elizabeth Gansen explores 
how Oviedo, in his writings, brought 
the European Renaissance to bear 
on his understanding of New World 
nature. Fascinated by the Caribbean 
flora and fauna he encountered on his arrival to the Caribbean in 1514, 
Oviedo made them the protagonists of his writings on the Indies. From 
his consumption of the prickly pear cactus, which led him to believe his 
death was imminent, to the behavior of the iguana, which defied his ef-
forts to determine if the lizard was fish or flesh, Oviedo’s works reveal the 
challenges at the heart of Spain’s encounter with the biological wonders of 
the Americas.
The Early Modern Americas | 33 illus. | Hardcover $55.00
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