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ABSTRACT 

In 1688 Swiss artist Gregor Brandmüller fit the known-to-Europeans world in 

a five- by six-foot rectangle by dividing it into four continents and painting each as an 

amalgamation of the human and the material. The continents frolic; they casually pose 

in a seemingly prelapsarian environment. As the Americas grew more familiar to 

Europeans over the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, many artists combined New 

World objects with elaborately dressed figures in ethnographic fantasies to craft 

aesthetic responses to global colonial expansion. These scenes frequently draw on 

allegorical formulas recorded and popularized by Italian iconographer Cesare Ripa in 

his influential illustrated treatise of 1603. These established ideas shaped 

Brandmüller’s work. However, his inclusion of a tomb (or ruinous sculpture), shipping 

bales and bundles, a lacquer box of pearls, a North American-made basket, a 

triangular shack, and the reconfigured allegory of Africa disrupt our reading. These 

additions and changes were strategic negotiations on the artist’s part. Rather than paint 

a pure fantasy, he staged a different sort of visual colonization, one that was grounded 

in the political realities of Basel, where Brandmüller was active from 1686 to his death 

in 1691. Brandmüller’s is a measured, considered response to broader European 

colonization projects. In the 1680s, the outcome of settler colonialism was far from 

certain and race as a concept was more fluid than cultural memory holds. Brandmüller 

participated in these conversations by proposing a future for colonialism based on 

exploiting non-white bodies and grounded in European’s visible, material possession 

of New World objects and landscapes. 
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You know that we are living in a material world 

And I am a material girl 

—Madonna, 1984 

 

Il y a quatre espèces ou races. 

—François Bernier, 1684 

 

Les Peuples d’Afrique … témoigner la joye qu’ils ressentent d’éprouver la clémence 

du Vainqueur [Louis XIV] & du joüir du repos qu’il leur a donné. 

— Philippe Quinault, 1685 

 

Look at my jewelry, I'm lethal  

These diamonds on me, they see-through  

I'm a Martian, they wishin' they equal 

—Beyoncé and Jay-Z, 2018 
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Chapter 1 

1984 TO 1688 

Introduction 

In 1984, Madonna told us that she was a “material girl” and that we were 

“living in a material world.”1 Surrounded by “expensive gifts” and “real diamonds?” 

in her dressing room (0.44–0.58), the filmed performance fades to Madonna as a 

stereotypical 1950s American cinema blonde bombshell. As she runs her pink-gloved 

hands over her body and through her hair, the red background of the scene 

chromatically counterparts Madonna’s creamy white skin. Twirling up and down the 

blood-red stairs, the whiteness of her skin glares at the twenty-first century viewer, 

especially when only white hands shoot from inky-black dinner jackets to offer her 

diamonds, cash, and furs (1.36 and 2.49). Exploiting her success enabled Madonna, as 

the voice of the song, to obtain material security via the “boy with the cold hard cash” 

while eliding the distinction between material and materialistic and transforming 

herself into an object for barter (“Experience has made me rich / And now they’re 

after me”). The performance attempts to rationalize the glut of nouveaux riches 

created by the booming capitalist economy of the conservative Reagan-Thatcher 

1980s. In the process, Madonna becomes a power ball of consuming whiteness. The 

 
 
1 Madonna, lead vocalist, “Material Girl,” by Peter Browns and Robert Rans, Spotify, 
track 1 on Like a Virgin, Warner Brothers, 1984; and Material Girl, directed by Mary 
Lambert (1985), film. 
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performance ends with Madonna luxuriating in jewels and cash, bodysurfing over her 

white male admirers. As the lyrics fade out, some of the white men hoist Madonna 

onto their shoulders while others kneel down, extending their hands toward her (Fig. 

1). The camera cuts away (4.15), a plainly-dressed (white) studio executive borrows 

an old truck, Madonna accepts his proposal, and a rainy windshield obscures their 

make-out session.  

Consumption, whiteness, and the afterlives of colonialism bubbled forth 

through many disparate venues in the 1980s, some popular and others more 

highbrow.2 Two years earlier in 1982, Michel Crépeau opened the musée du Nouveau 

Monde in La Rochelle, France. The museum turned a critical gaze toward historical 

trade and the town’s central role in the production of a French Atlantic world. La 

Rochelle was a major home port for ships that transported enslaved Africans to the 

New-to-Europeans World for sale and brought back jewels, indigo, hardwoods, 

feathers, lacquer, and countless other goods. The museum occupies an eighteenth-

century townhouse and is filled with images of the New World from the sixteenth to 

nineteenth centuries, the luxury goods it produced for Europeans, and numerous 

portrait sitters surrounded by exotic goods (early modern material girls). As a whole, 

since its founding the institution has acknowledged the town’s intimate relationship 

with the New World, but also simultaneously distanced residents from the cultural 

 
 
2 Indeed, it is worth noting that one of the earliest English-language scholarly 
publications on material culture and its theories was entitled Living in a Material 
World: Canadian and American Approaches to Material Culture. Gerald Pocius, ed., 
(St. John’s: Institute of Social and Economic Research at Memorial University of 
Newfoundland, 1991).  
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memory of European involvement in forcing a black Atlantic into being.3 By 

deliberately acquiring and displaying images that naturalized French colonies around 

the Americas, Caribbean, and Africa, the museum sought to absolve the French 

Empire of the slavery and exploitation (human and environmental) that produced the 

same images initially.4 However, assembling this monument to an historical French 

Empire created an historiographical French Empire, recolonizing the previously 

aestheticized colonies while supposedly absolving all involved.5  

French colonial trade and the objects and people it displaced occupied my 

thoughts one July morning as I walked the windy, shell-paved streets of La Rochelle. 

The Musée du Nouveau Monde is slightly shabby, a warren of gilt-encrusted rooms 

crammed with paintings, tapestries, and objets de vertu. On the first floor, tucked off 

to the side, hangs the surprisingly large painting (five by six feet) I had flown across 

the Atlantic to view: Gregor Brandmüller’s Les quatre parties du monde (Fig. 2). 

Signed by the Swiss artist and dated 1688 (after he completed his training with French 

 
 
3 I draw on Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness 
(Cambridge: Harvard Univ. Press, 1993), esp. 3-5. 

4 For a history of the museum, see Bill Marshall, The French Atlantic: Travels in 
Culture and History (Liverpool: Liverpool Univ. Press, 2009), 59–95, esp. 90–91. 
Marshall argues in particular for the museum’s attempts to absolve the town of its 
colonial past and present. For the ways museums broadly function in the formation of 
national and/or political agendas in western European and American contexts, see 
Carol Duncan, Civilizing Rituals: Inside Public Art Museums (London: Routledge, 
1995).  

5 For the ability and tendency of works of art as objects acting independently of their 
makers to preconfigure their response by later spectators and historians, see Michael 
Ann Holly, Past Looking: Historical Imagination and the Rhetoric of the Image 
(Ithaca: Cornell Univ. Press, 1996). 
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artist Charles Le Brun), the image is arresting. In the warm, still gallery, Madonna’s 

iconic song and her bejeweled body that so self-consciously revels in its ability to 

haptically consume floated through my mind as I stood before Brandmüller’s painting. 

Like diminutive, would-be Madonnas, four white children (painted life size) 

awkwardly pose in a space overflowing with green and brown swirls of vegetation. 

They clamber over and around blocky grey forms that resolve themselves into bundles 

of hides, shipping bales, a ruined statue. A pale light shines on their clotted-cream skin 

and the thick white paint stands proud of the worked and washed background. Though 

barely visible in reproductions, traces of blue and white paint remain around the 

fringes of the sky in the upper right, a reminder of the events (and multiple cleanings) 

this painting has witnessed.  

Flashes of red pigments in the chromatic range from vermillion to brick draw 

our eye from the crown in the lower left corner to the red flags just above and then 

across to fluttering red feathers and a swath of fabric around the black woman’s 

midsection. The three children on the left side gesticulate; their arms (and the baton, 

perfume censer, and archery bow they fold) form a visual wave across the canvas that 

terminates suddenly at a clearing in the background foliage, demarcating and 

emphasizing the visual space between the three children at left and the woman and 

child at right. The physical disconnect formally underscores the important difference 

between the two groups of bodies and their place in an Atlantic world. The painting 

ends neatly at the innermost gilt fillet of the frame; within the frame, each of the 
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children turns and poses. Absorbed in their own drama(s), they seek to draw and hold 

our attention as active, embodied viewers.6 

But, these children are neither innocent nor neutral. They are the four 

continents, from left to right: Europe, Asia, America, and Africa. The objects they 

fondle and grasp—their very clothes and articles of adornment—have political stakes 

that are particularly evident for the black woman lying in the corner. Her body twists 

awkwardly into the space between the bottom edge of the canvas and the tree, her legs 

compressed and turned to fit her entirely within the canvas. The artist was going to 

have his way with her. Unlike the white children who gaze outward and confront us, 

her pose and her eyes remain within the picture plane. The painting plies a tension 

between the abstract generalization of these allegorical formulas for the continents and 

the granular specificity of the material objects proximate to each body. Horrifically, in 

this period of emergent Atlantic slave-trading based on newly proposed racial 

hierarchies, Brandmüller’s composition pulls the black woman into the liminal status 

of a non-human person. This visual strategy implicates the painting in the cultural 

work of naturalizing specific Franco-Swiss colonial ventures, particularly in the 

Mississippi valley. At a moment when the stakes of colonial expansion and race-based 

exploitation were becoming apparent to European audiences, Brandmüller articulated 

a vision of France’s empire as a space for white Europeans to control and exploit those 

who did not physically resemble them.7  

 
 
6 For the ways works of art can prefigure our presence, I draw primarily on Svetlana 
Alpers’s framework. The Art of Describing (Chicago: Univ. Chicago Press, 1983), i–
xxv.  

7 “Art, natural history, nascent anthropology, aesthetics, and colonial law converged 
around 1700 (1685–1745) to establish and then stabilize color as the main racial 



 6 

Recovering the processes by which Europeans and European-Americans  

justified and naturalized settler colonialism necessitates a decentralized approach to 

studying America and its representation. The historiography is diverse, encompassing 

political and economic history, art history, material culture, intellectual history, 

English, and French. The breadth of fields in the following brief historiography 

suggests the many disparate forces and media employed in the naturalization of 

colonialism for European audiences, particularly in its early moments. John Elliott’s 

The Old World and the New (Cambridge University Press, 1970) inaugurated a 

methodology that sought to understand how Europeans writ large incorporated the 

“New World” within their extant ideologies. Stephen Greenblatt complicated this line 

of inquiry with Marvelous Possessions: The Wonder of the New World (University of 

Chicago Press, 1992) that articulated the ways the New-to-Europeans World pushed 

European modes of representation to their limits. Karen Ordahl Kupperman edited 

America in European Consciousness (University of North Carolina Press for the 

Omohundro Institute, 1995), a collection of essays that suggested the many ways 

 
 
marker in the inventory of human diversity.” LaFont’s discussion centers on the 
French Académie primarily in the eighteenth century. Ann LaFont, “How Skin Color 
Became a Racial Marker: Art Historical Perspectives on Race,” Eighteenth-Century 
Studies 51, no. 1 (Fall 2017): 89–113. “The visibility of materials in the recreation of 
skin colour as a racial differentiator flickers in and out of early modern dramatic texts, 
but has a significant impact on representations of blackness in particular.” Carr’s 
discussion focuses on the central role of materials (i.e. pigments and binders) in 
transforming the race of actors in seventeenth-century English theater, thereby 
solidifying racial structures. Morwenna Carr, “Material / Blackness: Race and its 
Material Reconstructions on the Seventeenth-Century English Stage,” Early Theatre 
20, no. 1 (2017): 77–95. The construction of race through aesthetics in the seventeenth 
century is an area that needs further examination.  
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Europeans constructed and contested “America” as an intellectual ideal that then 

influenced on-the-ground colonialism.  

Art history progressed through a similar series of theoretical models, but with 

emphasis on the roles objects have played in the formation of America as an idea. 

Hugh Honour in his 1975 exhibition The European Vision of America (National 

Gallery, Washington; Cleveland Museum of Art; and Grand Palais, Paris) considered 

the role of America as trope, as allegory, and as novel subject matter for European 

artists. In 1996, Arjun Appadurai crystallized the intangible value of circulating 

objects into a “cultural economy of distance” (Modernity at Large, University of 

Minnesota Press, 1996) which Byron Ellsworth Hamann employed as a methodology 

to reread canonical artworks in terms of their implicit involvement in fashioning a 

New World for Europeans to exploit (“The Mirrors of Las Meninas,” The Art Bulletin 

92, 2010). Daniela Bleichmar and Peter Mancall (Collecting Across Cultures, 

University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013) and Lia Markey (Imaging the Americas in 

Medici Florence, Pennsylvania State University Press, 2016) have both indicated the 

ways that European collections of objects from the Americas (whether physical 

objects or representations of them) became implicated in naturalizing colonialism for 

Europeans.  

More recent exhibitions, such as Interwoven Globe (Metropolitan Museum of 

Art, 2013) or Made in the Americas (Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, 2015) have sought 

to disentangle the complicated networks that produced and circulated cultural objects 

(ranging from commodities like raw fabric to finished works of art) and people 

(ranging from enslaved laborers to exploring princes) around the globe, decentralizing 

our study of the early modern period. However, as Christina Sharpe’s In the Wake 
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(Duke University Press, 2016) articulates, these historically circulating things and 

people have not stopped moving. Sharpe notes the lasting effects and present-ness of 

colonialism, particularly the trans-Atlantic slave trade, through the multivalent 

afterlives of both stories and objects. As the work of these and other scholars suggest, 

to understand America, especially in the first centuries of its existence, we must move 

beyond the geo-political entity that is the present-day Americas for its earlier 

ideological construction by Western European colonial powers. Doing so enables us to 

better understand the long lives and lasting impact of the imperialism that laid the 

foundations for the United States of today. 

Much like the bull stock market of the 1980s which brought newfound wealth 

and a slew of luxury objects into new hands, seventeenth-century European 

exploration brought extraordinary wealth to a handful of western individuals and a 

wide variety of material goods to Europeans more broadly. Both moments of capitalist 

expansion sparked new ways of visually registering bodily performance in light of the 

influx of new goods and money. When Madonna told us she was living in a material 

world, she told us nothing new; Brandmüller had done the same some 300-odd years 

earlier.  

Painting Material Things from a Global World 

Brandmüller’s painting (Fig. 2) highlights material people; he depicts bodies 

enmeshed in a circulating world of humans, flora, fauna, and things. The growth of 

colonial capitalism had created this circulating world, but it also forced new, different 

relationships between humans, non-human people, things, and non-human things.8 
 

 
8 The destabilized relationship between humans and non-humans has been the subject 
of increasing scholarship in the past decades. My own thinking and the course of my 
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These relationships were not necessarily equivalent, but they suggested the ability for 

objects to surrogate for humans and vice versa, as Brandmüller’s painting and 

continental allegories more broadly indicate. Brandmüller destabilized and responded 

to these new sorts of fluid relationships between humans and things. He employed 

visual tropes that facilitated colonialism and defined whiteness in the 1680s. France 

was rapidly expanding its New World empire and philosophers debated the nature of 

race and racial hierarchies. Aesthetics were a playing ground for imaging the future, as 

Brandmüller does.9 

Nearly two centuries after Columbus had sailed to the New World, numerous 

ways of imaging European contact with the Americas developed. This multiplicity of 

aesthetic strategies reminds us that histories (both political and social) of settler 

colonialism were not set trajectories, and that images of European empires frequently 

grappled with novel subjects and political realities. These modes of representation 

were thus necessarily flexible but at the same time needed to be widely intelligible, 

 
 
argument has been principally shaped by Jane Bennett’s suggestion of “vibrant 
matter,” or the ability of matter to have a life or vitality of its own. I use this 
framework in conjunction with Bruno Latour’s notion that we, as humans, are closely 
entangled with non-human “actors” in our worlds. For the distinction between 
“object” and “thing,” I draw on Bill Brown’s framework that posits we only see the 
“thingness” of an “object” when it ceases to perform its culturally mandated function. 
I thus intentionally use “things” in my sentences here to signal that I wish to parse the 
intended, abstract functions that transform things into objects to thus examine how 
their painted surrogates create and define meaning. Bennet, “Edible Matter,” New Left 
Review 45 (May/June 2007): 133–45; Bruno Latour, Pandora’s Hope: Essays on the 
Realities of the Social Sciences (Cambridge: Harvard Univ. Press, 1999); and Bill 
Brown, “Thing Theory,” Critical Inquiry 28, no. 1 (Autumn 2001): 1–22. 

9 For an eighteenth-century perspective on the role aesthetics had in creating race, see 
LaFont, “How Skin Color Became a Racial Marker.” 
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and perhaps unsurprisingly, painted colonialism in its best light.  In his allegory of 

empire building, Brandmüller employed visual formulas recorded and published by 

Italian iconographer Cesare Ripa in his influential quarto treatise of 1603.10 Ripa had 

collected, organized, and then reproduced the growing number of circulating 

allegorical formulas and ciphers for depicting primarily abstract concepts (such as 

sorrow, logic, universities, earthquakes, or Africa) in the early modern world.11 As the 

project led by Wolfgang Schmale is documenting, these formulas created a widely-

intelligible language of signifiers that both Church and State used to visually articulate 

their authority to a largely non-literate populace.12 Despite adhering to the basic tenets 

of these allegorical formulas, Brandmüller made strategic additions, such as a 

Cherokee basket, Japanese lacquer, bright feathers, or Mediterranean coral, which 

disrupt the standardized tropes. Global trade and colonization when coupled with the 

 
 
10 For Ripa’s biography and a history of the numerous editions and translations, Hans-
Joachim Zimmermann, “English Translations and Adaptations of Cesare Ripa's 
Iconologia: From the 17th to the 19th Century,” De zeventiende eeuw 11 (1995): 17–
25. Ripa’s book was republished multiple times, and rather than inventing new 
pictorial representations of abstract concepts, his work drew on established Western 
traditions. 

11 Elizabeth McGrath, “Humanism, Allegorical Invention, and the Personification of 
the Continents,” Concept, Design and Execution in Flemish Painting (2000): 43–71. 
Many of these allegorical tropes derived from classical or antique motifs, but the 
European discovery of the Americas, along with technological advances, required the 
development of new formulas. Ripa did not necessarily invent the ways of seeing he 
recorded, but he did solidify the shifting nature of allegorical representation.  

12 The most recent publication from this project is Wolfgang Schmale, Marion 
Romberg, and Josef Köstlbauer, eds., The Language of Continent Allegories in 
Baroque Central Europe (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 2016). The website is 
continually updated as the project documents more allegorical scenes, with an 
interactive map database. Erdteilallegorien, < https://erdteilallegorien.univie.ac.at/>  



 11 

political particularities of Basel in the 1680s encouraged Brandmüller to adapt easily 

recognized and widely employed visual rhetorical strategies. Brandmüller’s ultimate 

composition, then, is one that offers a stake in conversations surrounding race, labor, 

and circulation. In as much as it responds to that moment’s political reality, it 

simultaneously offers a path forward. 

I propose a reading that is in some ways based in iconography, but that looks 

more broadly at the systems of meaning embedded in the visual descriptions within 

the picture’s painted surface. Meaning becomes increasingly apparent when 

considered circumstantially and cumulatively. In its luscious depiction of luxury 

objects, the painting meditates on the stakes at play in transporting them from around 

the globe to the artist’s studio to then be reimagined into another form of luxury good 

(a painting).13 Brandmüller’s composition was grounded in existing trade relationships 

and the material circulation of luxury objects; he painted artifacts (and people) that 

could have physically arrived in Switzerland by the 1680s. He thus used trade to 

divide the globe into four continents as he visualized a Franco-Swiss empire by 

amalgamating white and black bodies with exotic materials from the respective 

continent. Brandmüller staged a visual colonization that was grounded in the 

economic realities of Basel, where he was active from 1686 to his death in 1691.14 

Though the result seems at first fantastical, it is less an artistic invention than a 

measured response to empire. The artist engaged the realities of Franco-Swiss 

colonialism that brought the extremities of the world to Europe. Brandmüller exploited 
 

 
13 Alpers, Art of Describing, i–xxv, 114-15.  

14 Carl Brun, ed., Schweizerisches Künstler-Lexikon, s.v. “Brandmüller,” (Fraunfeld: 
Verlag von Huber, 1905), 201. 
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his privileged perspective to bring the continents “home,” without his leaving 

metropolitan Europe once.15  

Brandmüller’s image fits within a long tradition of European representations of 

the material objects exploration brought to the Continent. As the non-Western world 

grew more familiar to Europeans, artists combined physical objects with elaborately 

dressed figures in ethnographic fantasies to invigorate aesthetic responses to global 

colonial expansion.16 Two distinct, but not mutually exclusive, genres emerged from 

this cultural moment: the collection painting and the continental allegory. Collection 

paintings ask us to look at specific, identifiable objects, valued because of the physical 

distance they had traversed.17 In these images, wonder is activated through the 

creativity of the collector for assembling these particular objects and through the 

agency of the artist for depicting them thusly. Novel objects from the New World lost 

their context but gained an imagined specificity in these collections housed in cabinets 

of curiosities, where intelligentsia attempted to know, understand, and categorize the 

 
 
15 Darcy Grimaldo Grigsby, Extremities: Painting Empire in Post-Revolutionary 
France (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 2002), 3. 

16 Lia Markey, Imagining the Americas in Medici Florence (University Park: Penn 
State Univ. Press, 2016), 79–80. 

17 For an overview of collection paintings, see Miya Tokumitsu, “The Currencies of 
Naturalism in Dutch ‘Pronk’ Still-Life Painting,” RACAR 41, no. 2 (2016): 30–43; for 
the commissioning of such images, see Christina Anderson, “The Early Modern 
Merchant as a Collector,” in Early Modern Merchants as Collectors, ed., Anderson 
(Oxford: Routledge, 2017), 1–16; for the ways distance traversed created value in a 
“cultural economy of distance,” see Arjun Appadurai, Modernity at Large: Cultural 
Dimensions of Globalization (Minneapolis: Univ. Minneapolis Press, 1996), 71ff; for 
the artistic stakes at play in painting new-to-Europeans objects, see Markey, Imaging 

the Americas, 87, 182–3n53. 
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world through naturalia and artificialia. Collectors juxtaposed paintings of objects in 

these collections with physical examples, creating visual drama and facilitating 

comparisons.18 Allegories of the four continents (Europe, Africa, Asia, and America, 

as Europeans erroneously understood the world in the early modern period) feature 

prominently both as cartouches that visually indicate geographic scope in the corners 

of maps and as stand-alone paintings that create an aesthetic space for imperial 

expansion.19 These genres could and did overlap and Brandmüller drew from each of 

them. However, he made significant departures.  

 
 
18 For the cabinet of curiosities (kunstundwunderkammer), see Daniela Bleichmar, 
“Seeing the World in a Room,” in Collecting Across Cultures, eds. Bleichmar and 
Peter C. Mancall (Philadelphia: Univ. Pennsylvania Press, 2011), 15–30, for 
installation of paintings in these cabinets see, Vincenzo Borghini to Giorgio Vasari, in 
Markey, Imagining the Americas, 67; and Elizabeth Alice Honig, “Making Sense of 
Things: On the Motives of Dutch Still Life,” RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, no. 
34 (Autumn 1998): 180–83. 

19 For the roles of continent allegories in maps, see Martin Brückner, “The ‘New 
England’ Cartouche: Tablets, Tableaux, and Theatricality in Eighteenth-Century 
Cartography,” in New Views of New England, eds. Martha McNamara and Georgia 
Barnhill (Boston: Colonial Society of Massachusetts, 2012), 215–43; Wolfgang 
Schmale has demonstrated the widespread presence of such continental allegorical 
decoration programs in village churches throughout Europe. Their substantial 
existence indicates the breadth of resonance for these systems of meaning. These 
decoration programs “also transport learned knowledge … that was separate from their 
genuine allegorical meanings.” Schmale, “Continental Allegories in the Baroque Age: 
An Introduction,” in The Language of Continent Allegories in Baroque Central 
Europe, 11–30; for an overview of continental allegories that is admittedly America-
centric, see Hugh Honour, The New Golden Land (New York: Pantheon, 1975), 84–
117; Honour, The European Vision of America (Cleveland: Cleveland Museum of Art, 
1975), 131–156; for the cultural work images of the Americas (both visual and 
textual) did in European cultural history, see America in the European Consciousness, 
ed., Karen Kupperman (Chapel Hill: Univ. North Carolina Press, 1995); for Western 
exploitation of these sorts of images (in both print and painted media) to reify 
European superiority, see Michael Wintle, “The Early Modern Iconography of 
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Johann Georg Hainz painted part of a cabinet of curiosities in 1664 (Fig. 3), 

with several subsequent versions.20 The neat linear perspective of the gridded wooden 

shelves isolates each object and pushes it forward to us in space. They are separate, 

distinct, and specific; the artist grants them a form of agency usually associated only 

with human subjects. Hainz gave the painted collection items the ability to return both 

our gaze and also the imagined potential gaze of other objects within the painting. 

Hainz seems to show us multiple physical sides of an object; each is positioned and 

painted so that the artist can capture much of its three-dimensionality within the flat 

picture plane. Though beads fall over edges of cups and boxes, the objects are static 

and still without a human referent (despite the miniature sculptures). The delicate 

precision of Hainz’s facture enables the painting to directly surrogate for the physical 

cabinet/collection it reproduces. Looking at the lusciously-painted object supposedly 

replaces looking at the physical thing, troubling which is real, and which is 

reproductive.21  Brandmüller, in contrast, references a possible cabinet or collection 

 
 
Europe: Visual Images and European Identity,” in Contesting Europe: Comparative 

Perspectives on Early Modern Discourse (Leiden: Brill, 2019), 54–76.  

20 An example from southern baroque traditions would be Antonio de Pereda, Still Life 
with Ebony Desk, 1652, oil on canvas, State Hermitage Museum, Moscow, inv. no. 
327. 

21 For the motives of collection paintings within the broader tradition of Northern still 
lives, see Honig, “Making Sense of Things,” 166–83; for seeing and the “faces” of an 
object that is conditioned by perspective-as-system, see Maurice Merleau-Ponty, 
Phenomenology of Perception 1945, trans., Colin Smith (London: Routledge, 2002), 
77–83; for perspective, distance, truth of representation, and access to objects in 
paintings (again with a seventeenth-century Netherlandish focus), see Hanneke 
Grootenboer, The Rhetoric of Perspective: Realism and Illusionism in Seventeenth-
Century Dutch Still-Life Painting (Chicago: Univ. Chicago Press, 2005), esp. 21–60. I 
am indebted to Grootenboer’s application of Merleau-Ponty to seeing still lives and 
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but leaves no uncertainty that the viewer encounters a painted image plane with 

reproduced objects. While his painted objects are specific enough to indicate the artist 

painted from life (and thus the accuracy of his verisimilitude), the fuzzy perspective 

(such as the left edge of the basket), overlap of boundaries (such as the interaction 

between the white baby boy, the black woman, and the coral they both hold), and 

above all the human referent of touch (such as Asia gently leaning on the jewel 

casket’s lid) prevent Brandmüller’s image from functioning solely as a painted 

surrogate for a collection. The overlapping objects and people who importantly gaze in 

different directions prevent the viewer from assuming a single viewing perspective, 

and rather than isolating the objects as Hainz’s clear recessive linear perspective does, 

Brandmüller’s mode importantly forces us to see the ways the object and the human 

interact. 

The decision to employ humans actively touching and wearing the exotic 

objects that mark them as continental allegories aligns Brandmüller’s work with 

another genre of Northern Baroque images that share a focus on the interactions 

between human and materials created through colonialism. These paintings define 

whiteness as the ability to manipulate proximate objects while returning the gaze of a 

prefigured viewer.22 Images that include humans in relation to imperialism (and its 

products) thus seem to be racialized at some level and create visual languages of 

 
 
her assertation that perspective has a rhetoric in images that (pre)conditions its 
reception.  

22 Martin Berger, Sight Unseen: Whiteness and American Visual Culture (Berkeley: 
Univ. California Press, 2005), 1–10. In my analysis, I attempt to follow Berger’s 
guidance that we examine not only the construction of Otherness, but also of 
whiteness in particular.  
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literally embodied exchange. Images such as Juriaen van Streeck’s Stillleben mit Mohr 

und Porzellangefäßen (Fig. 4) allude to a globally oriented colonialism that sent 

luxury goods through multi-directional networks of trade.23 A plateful of opened 

oysters almost slides off a reddish-brown platter (that might be mahogany or red 

earthenware from either Central America or Europe) on a piled Persian carpet. The 

platter rests on a gleaming nautilus shell that directs our attention to the covered ewer 

and vase that stand like sentinels at the table’s rear edge. Their blue Chinoiserie 

designs on a greenish ground immediately suggest Kraak porcelain made in 

Jingdezhen, China, for export to the west, but could also be early Dutch copies of the 

same technique.24 The figures on these vessels, with their greenish-white porcelain 

skin, draw our attention to the black human figure. The human, the painted figures, 

and the vases all stand similarly erect and frozen, drawing our attention to the 

potential, horrific similarities between the three as van Streeck articulated. The 

human’s dark skin is interrupted by brief highlights at their eyes, teeth, nose, and 

earring. The deep black-brown flesh becomes an artistic foil to conjure light, reflecting 

 
 
23 Exhibitions such as An Interwoven Globe (Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2013) or 
Made in the Americas: The New World Discovers Asia (Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, 
2015–2016) have attempted to expose and document not only complex and multi-
directional trade routes of the early modern period but also period response to them. 
For the cultural work that objects from “far away” can perform, see Appadurai, 
Modernity at Large, 71ff. 

24 For the trade in Asian luxury goods in the Netherlands and artistic responses to 
these objects, see Karina H. Corrigan, Jan van Campen, and Femke Diercks, eds., Asia 
in Amsterdam (New Haven: Yale Univ. press, 2015); for a history of Kraak porcelain 
and its Dutch reception, see C.J.A. Jörg, Porcelain and the Dutch China Trade (The 
Hague: M. Nijhoff, 1982); for an overview of sumptuous still lives with luxury goods 
from a Netherlandish tradition, see Sam Segal, A Prosperous Past (The Hague: SDU, 
1988).  
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off gleaming skin like the hard-glazed porcelain or the lustrously bumpy citrus. The 

gender of the person is ambiguous; the color of their skin and turban and robe à la 

Turquerie mark them as an exotic element, whose human presence signals the 

viewer’s own nearness, by proxy, to these luxury goods and the objects’ means of 

production and transport.25 However, as an actively present viewer, our gaze has an 

ability that theirs does not. 

By presenting an image of objects, in which the only human element is 

someone who could be considered an exotic object by virtue of the color of their skin 

(and nothing else) in this period, van Streeck’s painting argues that non-white viewers 

are nothing but objects to be consumed by a white elite. Standing erect but behind the 

table in a contrapposto pose and with their eyes cast to the side, the dark-colored 

figure has no more interiority or agency than the shells or carpet or ceramics. Holding 

 
 
25 For black figures in “exotic” clothing that served to double their otherness in 
Western European contexts, see David Bindman, Bruce Boucher, and Helen Weston, 
“The Theater of Court and Church: Blacks as Figures of Fantasy,” in The Image of the 
Black in Western Art, vol. 3, From the “Age of Discovery” to the Age of Abolition, pt. 
3, The Eighteenth Century (Cambridge: Harvard Univ. Press, 2010), 17–76; Beth 
Fowkes Tobin, Picturing Imperial Power (Chapel Hill: Duke Univ. Press, 1999), 27–
30; and Catharine Molineux, Faces of Perfect Ebony (Cambridge: Harvard Univ. 
Press, 2012), esp. 146–77. In many ways I follow Catharine Molineux’s arguments 
about the display and iconographical functions of black people in Western aesthetics, 
but in the opposite direction. She argues that black bodies increasingly stood as 
surrogates for both plantation labor and exotic commodities in advertisements, well 
before Abolitionist arguments explicitly linked slavery with goods such as sugar or 
tobacco that effectively distanced the (white) viewer. Rather than suggesting that 
images of black people served to dislocate the site of consumption of luxury goods 
from white people, I would argue that the presence of anonymous people of color in 
images such as this argue for proximity of the (white) viewer to un-ending 
consumption, though as my argument will progress, this un-ending consumption was 
not open to all potential viewers. Allegories could work against themselves to 
circumscribe the consumption they facilitate.  
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a Kraak ceramic platter piled with exotic citrus fruits, this painted person becomes 

another object in a still life that directs our attention toward Dutch trade with the near 

and far East. This painted person’s gaze is directed at something within the picture 

plane that we cannot see, rather than out of the picture plane at us. Despite the human-

ness of the form, we are directed to consider the human body as an equivalent to one 

of the other exotic objects—none can directly confront us. The artist thus makes us the 

possessor of the objects we see, including the fantasy of owning the painted servant 

who attends us, the viewer. In so doing, van Streeck neutralized the humanity of this 

human, and they have no more power or autonomy than the platter they hold. This 

person’s gaze has no more power than the gaze of the platter they hold.26  

The skin colors of the figures in Brandmüller’s painting are significant in light 

of paintings like van Streeck’s. Brandmüller gives us an image where white bodies can 

return the white viewer’s gaze. Indeed, the white children stare aggressively out of the 

picture plane while the black woman remains in an object-like state akin to van 

Streeck’s figure.27 The presence of the white children and the black woman touching 

and interacting with objects enables the artist to suggest the recursive relationship 

between object, subject, and figure needed to make the allegories without suggesting 
 

 
26 For the ability of objects to gaze at each other, but not necessarily to return our 
gaze, see Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 77–83. 

27 Saidiya Hartman, “Venus in Two Acts,” Small Axe 26 (June 2008): 1–14. Much 
post-colonialist scholarship has sought to return voice and agency those oppressed, 
enslaved, tortured, and murdered by white Western Europeans creating global empires 
in the early modern Atlantic world. This desire to create complete histories with 
closure by replacing archival holes and violence with the author’s words to restore 
supposedly lost agency actually furthers colonist agendas and effaces the violence of 
the archive. The woman, as she was painted, has no voice and it is important to 
acknowledge this, as unsettling as this may be to a twenty-first century viewer. 
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that black people have the same personhood as white people in this racialized image. 

Brandmüller’s rhetoric exploits the ability of non-white people to function as non-

human objects while maintaining human aspects, like touch, in seventeenth-century 

European discourses. He utilizes the presence of many disparate animate and 

inanimate parts (both in the sense of their geographic origins and in terms of the sheer 

variety of painted subjects), and if one (or more) is lost, the image ceases to function 

as an allegory of the four continents. In images like van Streeck’s, all of the human 

figures are non-white, and the artist suggests their interchangeability with the other 

objects. One of them could easily be consumed by the viewer without changing the 

image’s meaning.  

This ease of consumption is not a universal feature of modes of depicting 

objects and people from outside Europe in the 1680s. Continental allegories frequently 

rely on specific combinations of people and things; if one element of the formula is 

absent, the meaning of the visual assemblages changes significantly. Allegories of the 

four continents frequently feature four groups of women playing with various material 

attributes of their respective continent. These visual tropes ask the viewer to compare 

themselves with the depicted (though totalized) cultures and thus model an 

aspirational ideal.28 Cesare Ripa’s Iconologia provided a readily intelligible formula 

for depicting each of the four continents (Figs. 5–8). Per his manual, artists created 

numerous images of fairly generic adult women (occasionally putti) staring blankly 

and gesturing toward their attributes without seeming to comprehend them. A ceiling 

 
 
28 Heather Hughes, “The Four Continents in Seventeenth-Century Embroidery and the 
Making of English Femininity,” Personification, Intersections, 41 (Leiden: Brill, 
2016): 716–49.  



 20 

from the Augartenpalais (formerly, Palais Leeb) in Vienna (Fig. 9) exemplifies this 

tendency.29 Personifications of the four continents string along the lower periphery of 

the ceiling, centering allegories of faith, justice, charity, and fortune. Though the artist 

Jonas Drentwett designed America with a male attendant and Africa with two male 

attendants, the 1695 ceiling’s allegorical message otherwise follows Ripa’s 

prescription precisely. The adult women gesture with batons, swing censers, wear 

feathers, and grasp scorpions without seeming to understand their actions. Following 

this visual model created a readily understandable, if non-specific, rhetoric of 

encompassing the world within a structure and within the purview of the religious or 

political organization that inhabited the space.30  

Brandmüller acknowledges the outlines of Ripa’s formulas, particularly Asia. 

Asia’s appearance as a white woman in flowing robes with a crown of flowers and 

holding a perfume censer resonates between both visual works (compare fig. 2 with 

fig. 7). Ripa’s depiction of Europe (Fig. 8) as a white woman with crowns, spears, and 

the attributes of learning (the dividers and square) appears as a white man with armor 

sitting adjacent to the tools of war, diplomacy, and education. America, in Ripa’s 

construction wears feathers and carries archery tools (Fig. 5) but America loses the 

alligator in Brandmüller’s work. Ripa described Africa as a black woman with snakes, 

 
 
29 For a history of the palace and its decoration, see Wilhelm Georg Rizzi, “Das 
Augarten-Palais in Wien: zur Baugeschichte des Augarten-Palais,” Österreichische 

Zeitschrift für Kunst und Denkmalpflege 37 (1983): 12–27. 

30 These decoration programs “also transport learned knowledge … that was separate 
from their genuine allegorical meanings.” Schmale, “Continental Allegories in the 
Baroque Age: An Introduction,” in The Language of Continent Allegories in Baroque 

Central Europe, 11–30. 
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an elephant’s head, and a cornucopia (Fig. 6). Brandmüller departs most significantly 

from Ripa’s prescriptions in this allegory. Furthermore, Brandmüller departs from 

generic attributes (i.e. Ripa’s non-specific feathers, clouds of perfume, or stacked 

angular crowns) to paint objects from specific trade routes and colonies with each of 

his four continents: trademarked shipping bales, Japanese lacquer, Cherokee basketry, 

or Tupinambá featherwork, for instance. The painting thus has a distinct specificity 

that leads credence to the vision it creates of white figures in control of globally 

sourced goods in a colonial landscape. One of the most significant differences is 

Brandmüller’s unusual choice to depict one black adult woman and four white 

children. One child is an infant in arms and the other three are on the brink of puberty. 

In contrast to the woman’s pronounced bare breasts and pierced ears (signals of 

fertility and sexual availability) and the infant’s visible penis, the older children are 

ambiguously gendered.31 The white painted children may be portraits given their 

varying physiognomies, blonde and brunette hair colors and brown (Europe, Asia, and 

the woman) and blue eyes (America and the infant). That potential is heightened by 

the fact that the painted figures gaze directly at us, in the matter of a portrait, rather 

than obliquely into the distance or at each other as those figures in the Augartenpalais 

or van Streeck’s do (see Figs. 9 and 4). Brandmüller’s figures (in combination with the 

objects they wear and hold) are not just simply geographic signifiers; their pose within 

the painting forces us to see the intimate relationship between the person and the 

object that creates abstract meaning beyond mere possession. Painting continental 

 
 
31 For ear piercings, sexuality, and fertility, see Marcia Pointon, Brilliant Effects (New 
Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 2010), 90–97.  
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allegories this way moves beyond recreating the cardinal directions (as in the 

Augartenpalais) to depict personified and embodied trade. 

Learning an Aesthetics of French Empire  

The artist himself was directly involved in this circulation as he moved 

between Basel and Paris. Brandmüller’s training (1680–84) at the French Académie 

royale de peinture et de sculpture (hence, the Académie) and his work with Charles Le 

Brun influenced his aesthetic choices and provided a model for the sorts of departures 

from Ripa’s allegories that he makes. Brandmüller was born in Basel in 1661 and first 

apprenticed with local artist Johann Caspar Meyer. He worked with Le Brun at 

Versailles from 1678 to 1680 or 1681 (accounts differ). Afterward, he trained at the 

Académie until 1684, when he won the Prix de Rome for Kampf Davids mit Goliath 

(now lost) and gold medal for drawing a portrait of Louis XIV (now lost as well). 

With the 1685 revocation of the Edict of Nantes, Brandmüller was forced to return to 

Protestant Basel, where he worked until his early death in 1691. Like many artists 

active in seventeenth-century Europe (outside major artistic and political centers such 

as Paris, Antwerp, or Rome, for instance) he does not have a cohesive archive and his 

biography is scattered throughout seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth century 

texts. Aside from this allegorical painting, the Kunstmuseum Basel holds four 

portraits. Galerie Pierre-Yves Gabus in Geneva sold an unlocated and unphotographed 
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self-portrait in 1990.32  The altarpiece Brandmüller supposedly painted for the 

Arlesheim Dom in Dornach, Switzerland, no longer exists in situ.33 

The Swiss artist had extensive training and exposure to French modes for 

representing empire (especially at Versailles), modes that resonate with the visual 

rhetoric of Les quatre parties du monde. One decoration cycle from the French palace 

particularly indicates the ways France’s expanding geographic reach could be imaged. 

In 1674, Le Brun began preparatory sketches for the Escalier des Ambassadeurs 

(destroyed 1752) and other decorative cycles at Versailles. The staircase hall, executed 

largely in marble and colored hardstone, took visitors from the ground floor to the 

central royal apartments. The decoration was part of a palace-wide visual strategy that 

incorporated numerous historical and invented diplomats, evoking France’s wide 

reach in the 1670s and 1680s. The paintings, marble architecture, and tapestries were 

completely destroyed during Louis XV’s renovations in 1752. Surviving textual 

accounts and maquettes provide an indication of Le Brun’s intentions. During special 

occasions, especially receptions, the king descended the marble stairs originating 

adjacent to four painted balconies between tapestries and marble and bronze doré 

columns. Each of the four painted balconies represented one of the continents. 
 

 
32 See Yvonne Boerlin-Brodbeck, “Gregor Brandmüller,” Dictionnaire historique de 
la Suisse, last updated 16.12.2002. <http://www.hls-dhs-dss.ch/textes/f/F43586.php>; 
Allgemeines Künstlerlexikononline, s.v. "Gregor Brandmüller,” (Berlin: de Gruyter, 
1996), accessed 05.01.2020; Jean-Baptiste Descamps, La Vie des Peintres Flamands, 
Allemands et Hollandois (Paris, 1764), 4 :31–33; Brun, "Brandmüller," 201; Archives 
de l'art français: recueil de documents inédits relatifs à l'histoire des arts en France 
(Paris, 1857), 279; Johann Caspar Füssli, Geschichte der besten Künstler in der 

Schweitz (Zürich, 1769), 2:235–43. 

33 Parishioners remodeled the seventeenth-century cathedral into a 1750s high Rococo 
mode as I discovered during fieldwork in summer 2019. 
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Between the balconies hung scenes of recent French military victories at 

Valenciennes, Cambrai, Saint-Omer, and Cassel by Adam Frans van der Meulen. 

Viewers would climb the stairs to the level of either America or Europe, facing Africa 

and Asia across the hall and surrounded by scenes of Louis XIV’s military prowess. 

Engravings of the hall from 1725 indicate the placement of each continent (Figs. 10–

11; Europe, NE; America, NW; Africa, SE; Asia, SW creating a novel cartography). 

In each associated corner of the ceiling (i.e. Europe in the NE corner), a sculpture 

allegory of each continent followed Ripa’s guide closely, perhaps facilitating 

identification by period viewers.  

Surviving drawings and maquettes provide greater detail of Le Brun’s designs 

for the four tapestries.34 A group of men populated each balcony (Figs. 12–15). Their 

expressions, clothes, and statures vary widely; puns on vision abound, such as the man 

in Europe’s balcony using a lorgnette to better see across the hall. Despite the variety 

of costumes and faces painted, a contemporary eye requires significant looking to 

adequately see these groups of men as differing continents. A man in the rear left of 

Europe turns his back toward us, revealing his cardinal vestments of the Catholic 

church (Fig. 12). The shirtless muscular man wearing a feathered head-dress signals 

his balcony is America (Fig. 13), while Asia’s balcony becomes only apparent the 

longer one sees the fur-trimmed robe and turbans (Fig. 14). In both cases, period 

viewers linked these sartorial attributes with the respective continent.35 The dark-

 
 
34 These studies are largely recorded and reproduced in Charles Le Brun 1619–1690: 
Le décor de l’escalier des Ambassadeurs à Versailles (Paris: Réunion des musées 
nationaux, 1990), esp. 74–86.  

35 For the association of feathers with the New World, see Amy Buono, “’The 
Treasures Are the Feathers of Birds’: Tupinambá Featherwork and the Image of 
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tinged skin and close, curly black hair of the three figures to the far left of balcony 

distinguish it as Africa (Fig. 15). As these painted men peered around at both other 

depicted bodies and physical visitors, the balconies’ populations both mimicked and 

condoned colonial voyeurism. Significantly, though all the men were depicted actively 

looking across the four balconies, only a member of Europe’s balcony had an optical 

device for enhancing visual acuity. Though everyone is entitled to look in Le Brun’s 

space, only Europe was allowed to closely scrutinize. In their attention to exclusively 

other male bodies (especially the nearly-naked man in America’s), they also 

homoeroticized the colonial gaze.  

Only minute sartorial and physical differences between the men mark the four 

balconies as the different places, folding the world within French(man’s) expansive 

domain.36  And yet, period viewers were enamored of the variety of nationalities they 

 
 
America,” in Images Take Flight (Munich: Hirmer Verlag, 2015), 179–89; the fur-
trimmed robe and turbans at this point in fashion history cast these men as “Turkish,” 
or part of the “Orient” in period totalizing constructions. Scholars have largely 
discussed this aspect of western Orientalism in eighteenth-century contexts. For an 
overview of images reflecting this interest in the Ottoman Empire (Turquerie), see 
Haydn Williams, Turquerie: An Eighteenth-Century European Fantasy (London: 
Thames and Hudson, 2014); for an overview of earlier objects in a similar rhetoric, see 
"Turquerie," The Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin 26, no. 5 (1968): 225-39; for 
the transition from actively fearing the Ottoman Empire to appropriating their clothing 
and culture, see Alexander Bevilacqua and Helen Pfeifer, “Turquerie: Culture in 
Motion, 1650–1750,” Past & Present 221, no. 1 (November 2013): 75–118. 

36 For a history of the design, construction, and demolition of the stair hall, see 
Charles Le Brun 1619–1690, 29–41; for an overview of the political stakes at play in 
Louis XIV’s staircase, see Gérard Sabatier, Versailles, ou la figure du roi (Paris: 
Éditions Albin Michel, 1990), 146–91; for Le Brun’s involvement with royal projects 
see Alain Mérot, French Painting in the Seventeenth Century, trans. Caroline Beamish 
(New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1995), 257–65; for an overview of the cultural history 
of Versailles and the reception of visitors there, see Daniëlle Kisluk-Grosheide and 
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saw represented within Le Brun’s stair hall, indicating that difference could be 

communicated through minute changes in accessories.37 C. Nivelon wrote in his 1700 

guidebook that “these double galleries appear filled with figures who represent all 

sorts of nations from the two Indies, East and West, Persians, Greeks, Armenians, 

Muscovites, Germans, Italians, Dutch, Africans.”38 In his 1681 guidebook to 

Versailles, Laurent Morellet gave a typical account of the vivacity of Le Brun’s 

designs as  

the Nations of the four Parts of the World, who admire the beauties of 
Versailles, and the heroic exploits of our Grand Monarch, and attract in 
turn admiration from all the Curious and Wise as they are beautiful and 
natural.39  

 
 
Bertrand Rondot, “The Incomparable Versailles,” in Visitors to Versailles, eds. 
Kisluk-Grosheide and Rondot (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2018), 2–28. 

37 For the ability of sartorial accessories to signal difference and geographic distance, 
see Joseph Roach, “The Global Parasol: Accessorizing the Four Corners of the 
Globe,” in The Global Eighteenth Century, ed., Felicity Nussbaum (Baltimore: The 
Johns Hopkins Univ. Press, 2005), 93–106.  

38 "Ces doubles galeries paroissent remplies de figures qui représentent toutes sortes 
de nations des deux Indes orientales et occidentales, perses, grecs, arméniens, 
moscovites, allemands, italiens, hollandois, africains." (Translated by author), C. 
Nivelon, Vie de Charles le Brun et description détaillée de tous ses ouvrages, ca. 
1700, p. 295, Bibliothèque nationale de France manuscript 12.987. 

39 “les Nations de quatre Parties du Monde, qui admirent les beautez de Versailles, & 
les exploits heroïques de nôtre Grand Monarque, & s’attirent leur tour l’admiration de 
tous les Curieux & Sçavans [sic.], tant elles font belles & naturelles." (Translated by 
author), Laurent Morellet, Explication historique de ce qu'il y a de plus remarquable 

dans la maison royale de Versailles (Paris, 1681), 45. 
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Morellet’s period description animates the figures within the balconies, granting the 

painted bodies the agency of the human diplomats they ostensibly reproduce. Nivelon 

continued his account, noting that when Louis XIV  

descend[ed] this stair surrounded and followed by all the Princes and 
Princesses, this [made] a spectacle so grand and superb that one would 
believe that all these peoples crowd in this place to honor his passage 
and see the prettiest court in the world.40  

Period written reactions to the hall reveal its success at incorporating the expansion of 

the French colonial machine into the aesthetic, and thus political, program at 

Versailles.  

By departing from more generic formulas for the continents, Le Brun created a 

visual space that late seventeenth-century viewers perceived as responding directly to 

the contemporaneous political moment. The variety of poses and figures suggested the 

painted bodies were real, a reproduction of previous diplomatic visits, and their 

juxtaposition with the scenes of recent military conquest gave added verisimilitude to 

the suggestion that the “Nations of the four Parts of the World” were indeed gathered 

at Versailles. Movement in and around the hall (which served as a liminal space 

between the outside world and the royal apartments) positioned the white viewer and 

the French court as someone who could freely move about a global world that 

remained in a comfortably fixed position vis-à-vis the stationary painted visitors, 

facilitating control and observation. Blending real events with allegorical conventions 

 
 
40 “On peut dire lorsque ce grand Roi descend par cet escalier au milieu et suivi de 
tous les Princes et Princesses, cela fait un spectacle si grand et superbe que l’on 
croiroit que tous les peuples se rendent en foule dans ce lieu pour honorer son passage 
et voir la plus belle cour du monde." (Translated by author), C. Nivelon, Vie de 

Charles le Brun, 295. 
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and pure invention created a theatrical space in which Louis XIV enacted a French 

global empire on a smaller scale that viewers easily perceived. Brandmüller, by 

combining an assortment of figures and objects that acknowledged, but also departed 

from Ripa’s formulas, painted with a similar compositional strategy. Le Brun offered a 

pictorial solution to incorporating “new” people into an established mode of depicting 

the French king’s power that influenced Brandmüller.  

Basel, Switzerland, France, and Historicizing Colonialism 

Trade of all sorts was strong between Basel in particular, Switzerland more 

broadly, France, and the world. Mutual interest and investment in New World 

colonialism, beginning particularly in the last quarter of the seventeenth century, 

reinforced cultural ties between Basel and Paris. Brandmüller, by virtue of his training, 

was explicitly part of this circulation. He images the global trade that brought products 

into Basel by painting the world within one canvas. He also, however, renders the 

parts of the world distinct; each has its own human embodiment and set of objects. 

Simultaneously, physical distance between Brandmüller and the actual New World 

gave him critical distance to imagine outcome(s) of colonialism as well as the products 

(and inhabitants) of the rest of the world.41 His aesthetic project enabled commentary 

on the ways settler colonialism forced changes in conception of the world, the self, 

and the other.  

 
 
41 Indeed, Brett Rushforth argues that the French used physical distance from Africa 
and popular uncertainty about the continent to rationalize the African-slave trade. De-
locating the site of “Negritie” supposedly rendered it harmless. Rushforth, Bonds of 
Alliance: Indigenous and Atlantic Slaveries in New France (Chapel Hill: Univ. North 
Carolina Press for the Omohundro Institute, 2012), 104.  
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Linus Birchler argues that the artistic establishment in seventeenth-century 

Basel (Brandmüller’s birth city and the first home of Les quatre parties du monde) 

functioned as a diminutive version of the French Académie, borrowing formal and 

iconological modes. 42 Brandmüller fits within this trajectory as the previous section 

articulates. The close economic and political relationships between Louis XIV and 

Basel in the seventeenth century would have rendered Brandmüller and Le Brun’s 

shared visual rhetoric mutually intelligible to both French and Swiss patrons. A small 

number of families in Basel—the Patriciates—solidified their power through strategic 

intermarriages within shrinking numbers throughout the seventeenth century. In print 

and visual culture, they sought to ideologically link contemporary Swiss cities with 

Classical city states. Switzerland was technically a confederacy. However, historians 

Clive Church and Randolph Head note “a messy network of pacts, agreements, 

treaties, and habits” characterized its government. Familial, Canton-level, and national 

agendas overlapped and competed in theory and in practice, hence an historical and 

historiographical elision between the city and the country.43  

Money, things, ideas, and bodies constantly circulated between Switzerland 

and Paris and this provided a knowledge base for period Swiss viewers to understand 

and negotiate the subtle visual strategies Brandmüller employed. Basel in particular 

maintained close relationships with France throughout the Thirty Years War and 

 
 
42 “Si, à Bâle et en Suisse romande, on copie souvent directement des modèles 
français," though he also argues that, by and large, art in "la Suisse réformée" operated 
outside metropolitan European baroque models. Linus Birchler, L’Art Baroque en 

Suisse, trans., André Donnet (Geneva: Éditions d’art Lucien Mazenod, 1949) n.p. 

43 Clive Church and Randolph Head, A Concise History of Switzerland (Cambridge: 
Cambridge Univ. Press, 2013), 73–104.  
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afterward. The Swiss elite spoke French (creating a linguistic divide between them and 

their German-speaking servants) and built country villas following French taste.44 

Versailles served as the ombudsman to broker the peace ending the 1656 religious 

civil war in Switzerland. Basel sent mercenary soldiers to France following a 1663 

agreement to form Louis XIV’s Swiss Guard as well as to fight on behalf of the 

French State, while publishers in Swiss cities routinely printed books considered too 

progressive (or too Protestant) for French presses. Merchants in Switzerland 

maintained factors throughout France.45 Swiss economic connections with France and 

general political stability (despite internal religious strife between Catholic and 

Protestant factions) meant that Swiss and French artists and patrons were closely 

connected through multiple networks in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth 

centuries.  

Basel’s role in Atlantic world colonization is comparable to Lia Markey’s 

Medici Florence. Under the Medici, Florence as a city-state did not exert an overt 

political presence in the New World, despite residents travelling to and owning 

plantations in the Americas. Nevertheless, Florentines were complicit in colonization. 

Through their network of alliances and trade with the Iberian world, the Medici 

actively acquired objects and commissioned artists to make images of the Americas 

that effected an intellectual colonization without upsetting the balance of power in the 

 
 
44 Interpretive panel, Museum Blumenstein, Historischesmuseum Solothurn. Visited 
24.07.2019. 

45 “Basel merchants had agencies in Lyon, Bordeaux, and Nantes.” Peter Habicht, 
“The Ancien Régime,” in Basel: A Center at the Fringe (Basel: Christoph Merian 
Verlag, 2008), 85–98. 
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Continent. The city-state’s repositories of knowledge of the New World enabled its 

residents to control the idea of America, if not the geo-political reality.46 Basel 

engaged with intellectual colonization of the New World in a similar way, leveraging 

its financial prowess into access to new colonial markets and desirable exotic goods. 

Indeed, Swiss deregulation of private banking early in the seventeenth century 

fostered massive private financial institutions with the liquid capital required to 

support trans-Atlantic colonial ventures.47 Critically, though, Swiss (and Florentine) 

intellectual and physical distance from on-the-ground colonial ventures in the 

Americas provided space to imagine and fabricate fantastical representations of the 

New World. Landlocked in middle Europe as it is, the opportunities for face-to-face 

encounters between Swiss residents and the New World were limited, so any type of 

image of the Americas had the potential for (in)accuracy. 

Financial investors in the Swiss city became entangled with primarily French, 

but also Dutch and British, colonial enterprises in the Caribbean and North America, 

beyond their inter-Europe alliances and trade. Large webs of hausmaleri (highly-

skilled artisans who worked at a professional level out of their homes) made printed 

cotton fabrics and trimmings for export by Franco-Swiss merchants. These merchants 

coalesced the textile products of the hausmaleri into a lucrative and coherent, if 

 
 
46 Markey, Imagining the Americas in Medici Florence. 

47 Church and Head, A Concise History of Switzerland,  73–104; Thomas David, 
Bouda Etemad, and Jannick Schaufelbuehl, La Suisse et l’esclavage des Noirs 
(Lausanne: Éditions Antipodes, 2005), 16–18, 61, 72–3, 81; James Murray Luck, A 
History of Switzerland (Palo Alto, CA: Society for the Promotion of Science and 
Scholarship, 1985), 199–202, 204, 206–7, 212, 216; and Habicht, Basel: A Center at 

the Fringe.  
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physically dispersed, industry by the 1680s and 1690s. These cotton calicoes made in 

Basel formed a large part of cargoes the French traded for enslaved Africans. Louis 

XIV revoked the Edict of Nantes in 1685, forcing large numbers of Protestant 

Huguenot craftspeople to emigrate to Switzerland. Particularly in Geneva, Neuchâtel, 

and Basel, they founded large centers for textile production and distribution. A year 

later, the French king also imposed protectionist laws to support the French textile 

industry by banning imports of Indian fabrics. Manufacturers in Switzerland largely 

ignored the laws and produced large amounts of cotton fabrics for European and 

global consumption in illegal factories on the French-Swiss border.48  Beyond its 

merchants supplying investment capital for ships and plantations, Basel was thus 

implicated in the Atlantic slave trade, despite not directly sponsoring slave-society 

colonies.49 Additionally, multiple Swiss families owned sugar plantations in the 

Antilles, Suriname, and Brazil, with several families attempting to form a separate 

Swiss Suriname at one point.50 Brandmüller’s painting responds to this moment in 

Swiss history by visually acknowledging the then already long history of contact and 

 
 
48 For an analysis of Switzerland’s role in cotton textile production and resale, see 
Indiennes: Material for a Thousand Stories, ed. Landesmuseum Zürich (Basel: 
Christoph Merian Verlag, 2019). In Swiss textile and industrial historiography the 
term “indiennes” is used (in the French, the English, and the German) to describe 
printed or painted plain-woven cotton cloth that stylisitically copied fabrics made in 
India, what in twenty-first century American English we could call “chintz” or 
“calico.” The exhibition catalog includes an example of the sorts of fabrics made 
under Swiss auspices specifically for the African slave trade.  

49 Church, Concise History, 100–104 ; David, La Suisse et l’Esclavage, 16–18; and 
Olivier Pavillion, Des Suisses au cœur de la traite négrière (Lausanne: Éditions 
Antipodes, 2017).  

50 David, La Suisse et l’esclavage, 61, 72, 73. 



 33 

trade between Switzerland and the rest of the world and by suggesting avenues for 

expanding Basel’s economic and intellectual empire by investing in French New 

World colonies. 

This growth of colonial enterprises brought an incredible assortment of goods, 

people, materials, and money into circulation, with most profits heading toward 

Western Europe. The influx of globally-extracted capital into Western Europe created 

a new class of literal nouveaux riche who sought to make their money more socially 

acceptable through strategic collecting and commissioning of artworks.51 Beyond the 

act of collecting and displaying, art itself historicized and thus naturalized settler 

colonialism and its devastating consequences. The commissioner and early history of 

Brandmüller’s allegory is unknown, but the artist inscribed the painting “1688,” 

several years after his return to Basel. One of Basel’s elites who looked to France for 

cultural guidance and who was likely heavily invested in colonial ventures probably 

owned this painting originally. Brandmüller, as a resident of Basel and former student 

in Paris, naturally looked toward French traditions for ways of historicizing political 

narratives. Within French Academic tradition, the dynamic lines and classical subject 

matter of artist Nicolas Poussin (1594–1665) provided a needed mode for presenting 

contemporary subject matter that suggested the novel was actually precedented. 

Poussin’s linear art broadly united classical narratives and motifs with contemporary 

politics. He provided a tangible connection between the ancient and the Bourbon 

dynasty of Louis XIII, reifying both the power of the king and the aesthetic literacy of 

 
 
51 For the social strategies of collecting and displaying objects in this cultural climate, 
see David Hancock, Citizens of the World (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1995), 
279–382. 



 34 

the nobility to understand the visual classical allusions. As art historian Todd Olsen 

argues, Poussin thus provided models for historicizing contemporary events in 

France.52 

Formally, Brandmüller borrows narrative conventions from Poussin’s Et in 

Arcadia ego (1637–38; Fig. 16) in particular. Within this historically well-known and 

discussed painting, four white figures clad in neoclassical draperies in primary colors 

cluster around a taupe stone tomb. They gesticulate toward an inscription on the tomb: 

“Et in Arcadia ego.” Erwin Panofsky indicates the history of depicting the more literal 

translation of this Latin phrase as a memento mori before Poussin. Panofsky argues, 

however, that by replacing more grisly indicators of death and loss with the reserved 

stone edifice, Poussin transformed the meaning of the phrase into “a mellow 

meditation on a beautiful past.” He thus reconstructed Arcadia from a specific place in 

Greece into an idealized, bountiful open landscape, in a land distant both 

geographically and temporally. Rather than focusing on death as a violent act, the 

inscribed stone tomb and circulating figures indicate happy memories of a previous 

time that live on in this place. Past and present coexist calmly within this space; the 

passage of time is indicated through the eternal building medium of stone.53  

Brandmüller follows this mode but moves the tomb that signals fond 

remembrances of times past to the background. Present as a crumbling gray edifice 

behind a shipping bale, the tomb within the image formally argues for an (imagined) 

historical justification of trade and colonialism in this distant, yet proximate, 
 

 
52 Todd Olsen, Poussin and France (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 2002), 1–24. 

53 Erwin Panofsky, “Et in Arcadia Ego: Poussin and the Elegiac Tradition,” Meaning 

in the Visual Arts (Chicago: Univ. Chicago Press, 1982), 295–320. 
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landscape. A significant and auspicious past against a newfound centrality of global 

shipping. Despite its hidden position behind the shipping bale and foliage, the tomb’s 

historicizing quality and the suggestion of an idyllic lost past exerting power into the 

present remain cogent. The tomb indicates the ability for an equally happy past and 

present to exist simultaneously in Brandmüller’s pictorial space, creating parallel 

temporalities as numerous fond memories of times past elide into perceptions of the 

present. Time and space are thus reconfigured to create a world in which exploitation 

of new objects and people is historical, and this historicism relies on an allusion to 

French tradition, linking current Swiss events to French history and empire. 

Brandmüller also critically opens Poussin’s circle of figures, involving us in the 

narrative of historicizing, of merging the past and the present. For Brandmüller, this 

historicizing impulse means naturalizing and predicating settler colonialism. 

Brandmüller’s white figures now break through the picture plane, welcoming us in 

their world and inviting us to remember idealized and invented shared experiences. 

We, too, are seemingly in this Arcadia that has been made possible through visually-

precedented colonization. We, too, are implicated in material consumption.  

The Fetish and the Allegory 

Against this background of French historicism, Brandmüller imaged some of 

the people and things newly circulating in the early modern world. The growth of 

settler colonialism through the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries brought an 

expanding array of goods to consumers everywhere. Simultaneously, Europeans came 

into enhanced contact with people they began to see as Othered and potentially non-

human (i.e. people of African descent), troubling the relationship between object and 

person (as well as categories of person) and thus the ability of artists to depict both 
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objects and people of all appearances. Europeans needed to adapt their systems of 

making and depicting knowledge that global exploration had pushed to their limits, as 

Stephen Greenblatt articulates. In this historical context, William Pietz argues the 

fetish—or objects endowed with cultural meaning beyond their use functions—

emerged as a way of reconciling the new-to-Europeans proximate and ambiguous 

relationship between object and human. Monique Allewaert builds on Pietz’s fetish to 

suggest that colonial capitalism deliberately fractured the non-white body into a 

human element and an object element to more easily justify European consumption. 

Aesthetic systems responded by indicating the ways humans and objects existed in 

increasingly close proximity (and I stress this was not a benign development) by 

visually assembling human bodies with objects—assembling allegories out of humans 

and fetishes.54 These systems of visualizing meaning and meaning-making ensured 

 
 
54 For the increase in household ownership of and access to consumer goods in the late 
seventeenth and following centuries with the following social and political 
repercussions, see particularly Maxine Berg and Helen Clifford, eds., Consumers and 
Luxury: Consumer Culture in Europe 1650–1850 (Manchester: Manchester Univ. 
Press, 1999) and Jan de Vries, The Industrious Revolution: Consumer Behavior and 
the Household Economy, 1650 to the Present (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 
2008); for the ways the New World pushed European forms of representation to their 
limits, see Stephen Greenblatt, Marvelous Possessions: The Wonder of the New World 
(Chicago: Univ. Chicago Press, 1992); William Peitz, “The Problem of the Fetish I,” 
RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics 9 (Spring, 1985): 5–17; Monique Allewaert, Ariel’s 
Ecology: Plantations, Personhood, and Colonialism in the American Tropics 
(Minneapolis: Univ. Minnesota Press, 2013); for the assemblage and this term’s ability 
to connate the social effects produced by a group of discrete entities (which I employ 
heavily), see Manuel DeLanda, A New Philosophy of Society: Assemblage Theory and 
Social Complexity (London: Continuum, 2006), esp. 5–19; I also draw heavily on 
relational aesthetics, with its assertion that art responds to human relationships with 
both other humans and other art objects. Artists facilitate as much as they respond. 
Though Nicolas Bourriaud pioneered this theory for performance pieces from the 
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knowledge and consumption remained embodied, thus not only promulgating but also 

deferring consumption—a important negotiation of sumptuary laws.   

As the growth of illustrated encyclopedias indicates, bodies theoretically 

constructed and imaged through a union of human form and inanimate object were not 

limited to depicting novel subjects for European visual exploitation. In the 1670s and 

1680s, the French Académie royale des Sciences attempted to systemize and 

document knowledge and knowledge production by creating an illustrated 

encyclopedia of the arts and métiers. That project was not completed until 1788, while 

Denis Diderot and Jean le Rond d’Alembert’s encyclopedia usurped the supremacy of 

the state-sanctioned project in the interim. The lengthy process of organizing and 

depicting abstract knowledge of goods and their technological processes in the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries forced a reevaluation of ways to depict craft and 

its many simultaneous actors, both human and object. Indeed, both encyclopedias took 

many years longer than expected as the project leaders struggled to devise a formula 

for representing craft to an educated elite who were increasingly interested in 

technology and production but who found craft and gentility to be mutually exclusive. 

Diderot would take knowledge and its attainment and divide this into two neat halves 

for the voyeuristic reader: one of the tools lying in isolation and the other of a 

pristinely austere imagined workshop. Doing this abstracted the lived experience of 

craft and thus knowledge of materials from its representation. Diderot indicated the 

 
 
1990s, I find it applicable to much early modern work, as well. Bourriaud, Relational 

Aesthetics (Paris: Les presses du réel, 1998).  
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trajectory of western tradition of illustrating technology and material goods as 

disembodied, but his was not the only possible mode.55 

Before Diderot’s form of encyclopedia, other artists and book makers 

approached the question of human/object relationships through embodied depictions 

of craftspeople and their trades. The de Larmessin family (particularly Nicolas I and II 

and Marie) created a genre of drawings and later prints (Fig. 17) from their workshops 

in the rue Saint-Jacques, Paris. By imaging the bodies of craftspeople through material 

assemblages, the Larmessin family enveloped artisans in craft as their habitus: to 

borrow from Pierre Bourdieu, their ingrained habits and dispositions gleaned from 

copying others in their social stratum that dictated both their past and their future. In 

this worldview, materials could be united to completely convey not only a person’s 

identity, but also their place in the world.56 The proximate relationship between 

objects and humans was key to visually articulating social status in seventeenth-

century France. Material objects could have a form of agency a generation before the 

literary It-Narrative would address a variety of social and cultural conversations by 

 
 
55 William Sewell, “Visions of Labor: Illustrations of the Mechanical Arts before, in, 
and after Diderot’s Encyclopédie,” in Work in France, ed., Steven Laurence Kaplan, 
Cynthia J. Koepp (Ithaca, NY: Cornell Univ. Press, 1986), 258–86, esp. 268–79; 
Roland Barthes, “Image, raison, déraison,” in L'univers de l'Encyclopédie (Paris: Les 
Libraires associés, 1964), 12–14.   

56 For habitus, see Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice (Cambridge: 
Cambridge Univ. Press, 1977); for a largely complete database of their prints, see John 
Ptak, “The Dance of Work: Satires and Grotesques of the Professions, 1700,” JF Ptak 
Science Books, < https://longstreet.typepad.com/thesciencebookstore/2012/03/jf-
costumes-grotesques-habit-de-sculpteurtravestissements-habit-de-musicien-after-
nicolas-de-larmessin-iitravestissement.html> 
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animating and anthropomorphizing a circulating world of things.57 Furthermore, on 

the temporal cusp of what scholars have termed the “consumer revolution,” the 

increased circulation of material goods was just beginning to trickle outward from the 

nobility, which provoked a crisis of representation of these goods and their 

manufacture that the Larmessians attempted to resolve.58 The Larmessins’s efforts to 

image the arts and métiers of France ran counter to the efforts sanctioned by both 

Académies but offered a means of holistically depicting knowledge and its production 

that artists depicting continental allegories (like Brandmüller) employed, consciously 

or not. As art historian David Pullins argues, the de Larmessin-imaged body is “not 

one methodically sifted through, systematised and decomposed for digestion, but, 

 
 
57 For the It-Narrative generally and the ability of objects to act with incredibly agency 
over people in these narratives, see The Secret Life of Things, ed., Mark Blackwell 
(Lewisburg: Bucknell Univ. Press, 2007). Liz Bellamy includes a chronological 
narrative of It-Narratives published in the English in ibid., 134–44. 

58 Though numerous volumes on the topic suggest beginnings of this “revolution” in 
the 1670s and 1680s, scholarly emphasis is generally on the eighteenth-century 
aspects of this shift in consumption, particularly for the middling sort. Examples range 
from Berg and Clifford’s Consumers and Luxury (1999) to Cary Carson’s Face Value 
(2017). This has largely been at the expense of a better understanding of the 
seventeenth century social and technological origins of increased consumption in the 
eighteenth century. An exception is Jan de Vries, The Industrious Revolution: 
Consumer Behavior and the Household Economy, 1650 to the Present (Cambridge: 
Cambridge Univ. Press, 2008). However, de Vries’s focus is primarily on household-
level production and consumtion in the long eighteenth century at the expense of the 
global luxury and colonial goods trade in the late seventeenth century. Linda Levy 
Peck considers the expansion of luxury consumption among seventeenth-century 
English nobility and courtly circles and correctly notes the origins of a recognizably 
consumerist society in the seventeenth century, but at the expense of considering the 
broader cultural resonance of this early increased consumption first by elites and the 
ways it could be visually articulated. Peck, Consuming Splendor: Society and Culture 

in Seventeenth-Century England (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 2005).  
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rather, one in which labourers, tools, and goods are creatively amalgamated, 

compounded, and decidedly ‘built’ as ambiguously constructed wholes.”59 In images 

such as Habit d’Apoticaire (Fig. 17), the body is imaged by assembling objects into an 

anthropomorphic form. The result is both anatomically impossible (as the visual pun 

of the man’s chest functioning as a chest with shelves for potions indicates) and bodily 

informed (as extant objects substitute realistically for body parts, such as the thigh-

esque jar of cream of tartar or the pestle-penis). The presence of recognizably human 

faces and hands at the periphery of these object machines remind us these are 

functional, hybrid bodies. 

These Larmessin figures do not simply wear their trades; they become them. In 

a Marxist reading, these images implicate the growing divisions of labor, means of 

production, and machinery. I wish to set those important issues aside, however, to 

consider the ways capitalist-driven settler colonialism would force bodies into a 

strange cohesion with the environment, setting a cultural context for images that 

amalgamate the human and the material. Free white bodies were not subject to the 

same fracturing forces as enslaved bodies (usually of color). However, as colonialism 

fragmented the black body, it also fragmented the spatial continuity of the geo-

political state. Western Europeans left the black body fractured and dispersed 

throughout the Atlantic world, as both Monique Allewaert and Walter Johnson 

articulate, to better maintain their control. Johnson views this amalgamation of body 

 
 
59 David Pullins, “Techniques of the Body: Viewing the Arts and Métiers of France 
from the Workshop of Nicolas I and Nicolas II de Larmessin,” Oxford Art Journal 37, 
no. 2 (2014): 135–55, quote 140. Pullins also includes an historiographical overview 
of the Larmessins.  
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and environment as a horrific effect of slavery where enslavers pushed the human 

beyond human-ness into one-ness with the environment. “Scientific” methods of 

plantation management maximized efficacy by forcing the enslaved body into 

neuromuscular alignment with the cotton plant and by simultaneously breeding the 

cotton to match the hand. Allewaert sees the tropics (as distinct from European 

climates) as a place of fracturing the black body and then recreating it as a 

“parahumanity” entangled with the physical environment. This amalgamation of the 

body with the landscape played out on two levels. Europeans physically broke down 

the black body through corporeal punishment and quotidian labor. They also 

ideologically broke the black body by associating the African diasporic consciousness 

with a natural-world centric cosmology that was inherently dispersed. Johnson and 

Allewaert primarily address the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, but their 

arguments are grounded on rhetorics of dominance that began in the early modern 

period.60 

 
 
60 Walter Johnson, River of Dark Dreams (Cambridge: Belknap Press at Harvard 
Univ., 2013), 151–75; Monique Allewaert, Ariel’s Ecology: Plantations, Personhood, 
and Colonialism in the American Tropics (Minneapolis: Univ. Minnesota Press, 
2013), 29–50, 85–113; and also Lisa Lowe, The Intimacies of Four Continents 
(Chapel Hill: Duke Univ. Press, 2015). In a not-unrelated vein of thought, Lisa Lowe 
argues that violence implicit in European colonialism first tied the together the various 
parts of the world in complex and horrific ways by dividing the world’s population 
into humans (apart from nature) and non-human others (part of nature) who could be 
subjugated. The latter group would need to overcome slavery and discrimination to 
claim freedom, thereby defining a set of rights and values that still shape modern 
liberal discourse today. Importantly, Lowe does not see modern liberal rights as a 
byproduct, but rather as an intrinsic aspect of colonialism that has been gradually 
extended from white Western Europeans to others over the preceding centuries. 
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White Europeans were aware of the destabilizing effects the ecology of New 

World colonization could have on bodies and deployed this destabilization 

rhetorically. As Darcy Grigsby articulates, both pro-slavery and abolitionist discourses 

vividly linked the consumption of exotic goods with the consumption of the human 

bodies implicated in their production. To own is to consume, and in the early modern 

world—with its confused subjects and objects—this frequently meant consuming 

bodies.61 An acceptance of this destabilized body, and the body as integral part of a 

luxury good, comes into play in allegorical images of the continents. Keeping the 

black body fractured and disaggregated enabled the white master to extract more labor 

and control (and this is a grossly simplified account of slavery). The colonial geo-

political state was now also disaggregated (e.g. the First French Empire comprising 

France in Europe; Les Pays d’en Haut, including Québec, and la Basse-Louisiane in 

North America; Guadeloupe, Martinique, St. Domingue and St. Lucia in the 

Caribbean; French Guiana in South America; Pondichéry, Yanaon, Mahé, and 

Chandernagore in India; Île de Bourbon or Réunion, Île de France or Mauritius, and 

the Seychelles off the coast of Africa) and needed to be thematically joined if Western 

Europeans were to remain in control. The allegorical human figure stood in for all 

humans and could thus visually unite now-disparate geographic empires.  

 
 
61 This could be both a literal consumption (in the sense that dismembered enslaved 
body parts would inevitably be eventually ground into sugar) and a metaphorical 
consumption (in the sense that desire for something cost lives and labor). The 
“consumption of Africans was feeding Europe, and Europeans knew it.” Darcy 
Grigsby, “Food chains: French abolitionism and human consumption (1787-1819),” in 
An Economy of Color, ed., Geoff Quilley and Kay Dian Kriz (Manchester: Manchester 
Univ. Press, 2003), 153–75. 
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Like the de Larmessins’ images, if the bodies in Brandmüller’s allegorical 

world lost their material possessions, they would lose rhetorical coherence and 

become be images of awkwardly arranged naked humans. Their bodily enactment (and 

the function of the allegory) is predicated on the proximate relationship between the 

body and the material good. Also like the de Larmessins’ images, if Brandmüller’s 

painted objects sat abstractly in the painted space, we as viewers would lose valuable 

embodied knowledge of their origins and functions. Brandmüller’s allegories of the 

continents can also be read as images of fractured bodies reassembled with objects:  

entire visual systems that must be present for the picture to have rhetorical unity and 

completeness. A single imaged body could perform an enormous amount of 

ideological representation, as Le Brun’s balconies (Figs. 12–15), the Larmessins’ 

craftspeople (Fig. 17), and Brandmüller’s figures show (Fig. 2).62 The human and the 

material exist together to convey meaning about technology, transport, and trade. 

Bruno Latour argues that we are transformed by engaging with the material, constantly 

creating new hybrid actors. The non-human thus becomes an integral part of creating 

social order. Imaging the non-human and the human together creates a vision of 

harmony—but as global imperial art (like Brandmüller’s allegory) indicates, this 

harmony is not necessarily benign.  

William Pietz’s concept of the fetish (as opposed to Freud’s) is helpful in 

coming to terms with this mode of visual rhetoric. Pietz has traced the origin of the 

 
 
62 I draw on Marcia Pointon’s arguments regarding the ability of portraits of political 
leaders to represent complex historical moments that both cannot but need to be 
represented. Pointon, Portrayal and the Search for Identity (London: Reaktion Books, 
2013), 23–47. 
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fetish to the “cross-cultural spaces of the coast of West Africa” in the early 

seventeenth century. There, Europeans began to describe material assemblages that 

forged identities between humans and things with a sort of agency as fetishes. This 

descriptor might stem from colonialist attempts to dissect (and thus neuter) African 

cosmologies, but the process of imbuing the material with the immaterial is one with 

which Europeans were equally entangled.63 Monique Allewaert elaborates on Peitz’s 

framework of the effectively decentralized origins of the fetish, noting that in this 

scheme, “books cannot be interpreted as signs of Anglo-European rationalism and 

magic cannot be interpreted as signs of African and Afro-American primitivism,” as 

they both act as fetishes to implicate humans in the creation of meaning beyond that 

immediately apparent. The cultural work of these objects assembles the immaterial 

consciousness with a material thing to suggest the ways period conceptions of the 

human merged “interiorities and exteriorities.” Fetishes are thus “combinatory 

technes, not representational art forms.” They are not metaphors, but media that 

enabled diasporic Africans to materialize a colonial resistance that European observers 

knew, documented, and attempted to eliminate. Allewaert argues this resistance 

potentially reclaims the fractured colonial body that emerged from slavery-driven 

global capitalism.64   
 

 
63 Bruno Latour, Pandora’s Hope: Essays on the Realities of the Social Sciences 
(Cambridge: Harvard Univ. Press, 1999), 174–25; William Peitz, “The Problem of the 
Fetish I,” RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics 9 (Spring, 1985): 5–17. 

64 Allewaert goes on to suggest a better working definition of fetish as an object “that 
attempts to produce an effect that is yet to arrive.” The next logical question, to which 
I do not have an answer: was the continental allegory a European appropriation of the 
cosmologies that supported the fetish initially? Ariel’s Ecology, 115–42, quotes 121, 
132–33. 
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Painted continental allegories, then, are not fetishes in and of themselves, but 

rather represent the sort of combinatory techne that emerged under globally oriented 

capitalism that has largely been discussed in terms of subaltern subjects. I do not wish 

to suggest an equivalency between experiences of the enslaved and the enslavers, but 

rather to point out that the body as assemblage had widespread currency. Brandmüller 

responds to this impulse, giving us bodies intimately in contact with the colonies that 

produced their sartorial skins. Within this environment, materials—imported 

luxuries—give individuality to the continents and create a vision of the world based on 

the circulation of goods: an empire to dominate based not on land holdings but rather 

control of materials. Something as seemingly simple and straightforward as a material 

itself works toward something larger and abstract in this environment.65 The boundary 

between human and habitus was more ambiguous than perhaps Bourdieu realized and 

thus Brandmüller’s sitters must be in close proximity to their objets de vertu. Their 

image is the product of comparatively early consumerism, an opulent form of 

consumption that colonialism facilitated—the verso of the consumer entanglement that 

attempted to exploit and destroy enslaved lives. Crucially, this method of abstracting 

and then recontextualizing this entanglement via allegory defers our consumption of 

the imaged trade.  

The proliferation of more widely accessible luxury goods ran against the grain 

of many tenants of the Protestant Revolution; civic and religious leaders enacted 

 
 
65 Tristan Weddigen, “Notes from the Field: Materiality,” Art Bulletin 45, no. 1 
(March 2013): 34–37; I also draw on Jane Bennett’s “vibrant materiality,” with its 
implication that non-human things have a power of their own. Bennett, “Edible 
Matter,” New Left Review 45 (May/June 2007): 133–45.  
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sumptuary laws to limit the availability of these newly available objects and their 

ability to amend social status. Basel joined the Reformation on 1 April 1529, 

becoming Calvinist in the process and a long-term center for Protestant thought.66 The 

City Council also enacted strict sumptuary laws that seemingly would have banned 

many of the luxury objects Brandmüller painted in his allegory. During the 

Reformation, much of the visual art in the Basel Cathedral was destroyed and 

Catholics at many different levels of society were forced to leave as their possessions 

became the property of the ostensibly secular City Council. After Louis XIV revoked 

the Edict of Nantes in 1685, a flood of Protestants entered Switzerland, and Basel in 

particular. Brandmüller was among them despite winning the French Académie’s Prix 

de Rome the year prior.67 The city was firmly Protestant and at least on paper, its 

residents leaned toward fundamentalism.  

Basel’s sumptuary laws limited the amount of jewelry citizens could wear to 

gold chains, and then further regulated the weight of these chains, in addition to the 

color and quality of clothes (including furs).68 The visual ramifications of these laws 

are evident in Brandmüller’s portraits of wealthy Basel residents (see Fig. 18). 

Salomea Merian-Müller looks at us from under arched eyebrows, her head titled 
 

 
66 The University of Basel was ultimately pro-Descartes, informally rejecting the 
Confederacy-wide Formula Consensus that condemned his work.  

67 Archives de l'art français : recueil de documents inédits relatifs à l'histoire des arts 
en France (Paris, 1857), 279.  

68 Extant examples of these gold chains are in the collections of the Historisches 
Museum Basel and the Landesmuseum Zürich. See The Historical Museum Basle: 
Guide to the Collections (London: Merrell Holberton, 1994), 128, 265; Schatzkammer 
der Schweiz: Kostbarkeiten des Schweizerischen Landesmuseums (Zürich: Artemis, 
1980), 82–3. 
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slightly. Gold chains of flat links hang lavishly around her neck in masses of solid 

color (compared with, say, glowing pearls or glittering cut stones), verging on 

opulence. However, their flat design creates the greatest visual mass from the least 

physical weight of gold. The dark marten fur and silk ensemble is plain to the point of 

blending into the background. Her head thus floats in mid-ground, compositionally 

balanced by her necklaces. Despite her evident status, the portrait is plain—a display 

of wealth visibly constrained by sumptuary laws.  

In stark contrast, Brandmüller’s allegory is one of material goods with high 

liquid and little practical value that arrived in Western Europe through complex 

networks of trade that implicated frequently enslaved labor. At the bottom left of the 

painting, the golden crown gently curves upward, proffering its mounted pearls and 

diamonds toward the viewer while the surmounting fleur-de-lys points our eye toward 

Europe’s gilt and chased breastplate and plackart. The baton’s murky strokes of burnt 

sienna and steel blue pigment resolve into a golden glint at the tip that formally repeats 

the annular motifs on Asia’s dress clips. Dots of white paint resolve into pearls, both 

on her dress and in the jewel casket below, hiding behind her dangling censer. 

Reflections of the red, buff, and black chevron-woven basket play against the chalky 

impasto highlight. Materially, the same thick white pigment appears on the top of 

America’s head, as shells surrounding the base of brightly colored feathers. The fluffy 

bits of exotica remain still and hushed, waiting for wind to activate their iridescence. 

Perpetually solid and ridged, the gleaming bright red coral in the baby’s arm draws our 

eye toward the lower right corner of the painting and directs our attention both back 

toward the baby and also toward the dully-reflective (silver?) collar the black woman 

wears. Our eye travels through the painting in a wave-like pattern of processing 



 48 

consumption, transport, and labor. Constrained with the painted surface are luxury 

goods that inherently reference the material histories of their physical counterparts—a 

world of consumption that seemingly flaunts the theologically-determined legal 

circumstances of its creation. Thus, while the allegory visualizes the proximate 

relationship between the human and the object in this moment, its reliance on 

allegorical formulas creates distance between luxury goods and consumption. Not just 

anyone could grab these painted objects; the ostensibly anonymous and generic human 

figures have already consumed them in a way actual people could not. The end result 

was a specific non-specificity that strategically negotiated the Basel Council’s 

sumptuary laws to prevent the abstract (and thus widespread) ownership of colonial 

wealth. 

Furthermore, though the sumptuary laws were prescriptive and Basel’s 

participation in the Reformation was complete in theory, in practice, it seems 

adherence to these religious strictures was incomplete. As late as 1712, Switzerland 

was still racked by armed religious conflict and Catholics were officially unwelcome 

in Basel.69 Unofficially, trade with Catholic nations (i.e. France) over Protestant ones 

(i.e. the German states) quickly proved more lucrative.70 From a material perspective, 

the lavish gold and hardstone treasury remained in the Cathedral until the 1830s, a 

surprisingly decadent decision for Calvinists who otherwise championed spartan 

 
 
69 See 1000 Years of Swiss Art (New York: Hudson Hills Press, 1992), 227–28  

70 For trade with France and period attitudes toward the mercenary attitude of the 
Swiss, see Luck, A History of Switzerland, 206–7. 
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ecclesiastical design.71 The City Council even had provisions for collecting and 

displaying secular and ecclesiastical art for a visiting public beginning in 1671.72 The 

Swiss continued to offer soldiers for hire to both Catholic and Protestant 

municipalities.73 As these historical anecdotes suggest in context with Brandmüller’s 

oeuvre, the Catholic-Protestant divide was less clear cut than the law or political 

history suggest.  

Allegories, as a visual trope that imaged the world, functioned as a sort of 

aesthetic playing field for a Protestant-Catholic ideological battle for both Europe and 

the New World that faded away without clear resolution.74 Brandmüller moves the 

typical attributes of Europe (Catholic bishop’s miter, square, and dividers) to the 

bottom edge of the canvas, seeming to push religion and learning (at least under 

Popish sanction) to the side in favor of trade. However, this is balanced by restricting 

access to luxurious goods, paying lip service to Calvinist theology. As I have argued, 

the image relies on the aesthetic unity of the human and the material painted en suite 

to create a visualized human-with-fetish. This strategy prevents the abstraction of 

knowledge in the same manner that the painted material-human subject in the de 

Larmessins’ images prevents the separation of trade knowledge from the embodied 
 

 
71 It is unclear how much of this treasury was on view versus in storage, and whether 
its safe keeping was more a product of collective memory or of religious prerogatives. 
Timothy Husband, The Treasury of Basel Cathedral (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press 
for the Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2001) 22, 26n34. 

72 Christian Geelhaar, The Kunstmuseum Basel: The History of the Paintings 
Collection (Zürich: Palladion, 1993), 9–20. 

73 Luck, A History of Switzerland, 208. 

74 Hugh Honour, The New Golden Land (New York: Pantheon, 1975), 98–99.  
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experience of the craftsperson. Brandmüller limits our potential consumption of these 

specific material objects in a way the abstracted images of Hainz or van Streeck 

cannot (compare Fig. 2 with Figs. 3–4). The somewhat generic nature of allegorical 

representation facilitates a breath of resonance that simultaneously prevents us from 

gaining any one part of the image by itself. We cannot consume (metaphorically or 

otherwise) one of the strands of pearls without completely upsetting the visual rhetoric 

of the image. While naturalizing colonialism and consumption, the allegory 

simultaneously works against itself by keeping objects firmly rooted in a particular 

context that seems to repress universal access. 

Painting Trade (Routes) to Know Them 

Of course, my reading of this painting as a visualization of bodies fragmented 

and remade with exotic goods as a means of justifying imperial conquest rests on the 

assumption that the objects in Brandmüller’s image were legible to period viewers; the 

Larmessin alembic for distilling on the apothecary’s head in figure 17 would 

doubtlessly have been more familiar than the Cherokee rivercane basket under the 

jewel box in figure 2. However, C. Nivelon and Laurent Morellet both insisted on a 

seventeenth-century viewer’s ability to recognize these artifacts and even to dissect 

minute sartorial differences in Le Brun’s Escalier des Ambassaduers that are invisible 

to my twenty-first century eyes (figs. 12–15). Most significant for my argument is that 

period viewers recognized these objects as products of certain places, and thus as they 

perceived these artifacts they thought about the process of making them as well as of 

transporting them.  Period inventories frequently categorize objects based on 

geography, a system of classification that is opaque to many contemporary readers. 

Scholar Byron Hamann uses Arjun Apapdurai’s framework of “cultural economies of 
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distance” to (re)read Diego Velázquez’s Las Meninas (1656) as an image of the 

Spanish royal family’s intimate involvement in trans-Atlantic trade and colonial 

ventures imaged via specific New World objects in the painting. Hamann’s arguments 

rest on his comprehensive analysis of period inventories that suggest the widespread 

presence of New World artifacts, always described in reference to their geographic 

origin(s). His conclusions suggest that an early modern eye was more attuned to the 

means and modes of procuring Japanese lacquer or feather skirts in 1680s Switzerland 

than contemporary viewers might initially suspect.75 The life histories of objects, with 

their sticky associations with transit and labor, appear in surprising ways.  

Distance and transit through complex shipping networks are overtly present in 

Brandmüller’s allegory in the figure of Europe. Rather than playing with the materials 

of their respective continent, Europe literally rests on the products of global trade. 

Europeans sitting on shipping bales would become a common motif in later 

eighteenth-century maps and advertisements to suggest productivity of trade.76 In 

many seventeenth- and eighteenth-century assertions of racial hierarchy, trade 

 
 
75 Byron Ellsworth Hamann, “The Mirrors of Las Meninas,” Art Bulletin 92, no. 1/2 
(March–June 2010): 6–35; Appadurai, Modernity at Large. 

76 The motif routinely appears in New World map cartouches (such as Popple’s A Map 
of the British Empire in America with the French and Spanish Settlements adjacent 
thereto, published in London in 1733, where several Europeans sit on bundles in the 
background, or in Johann Baptist Homann’s Virginia, Marylandia et Carolina in 
America septentrionali Britannorum, published in Nuremburg in 1714, where a 
European sits at the top of a cartouche on a bundle of textiles) and also in later 
caricatures (such as Burke’s Knave of Diamonds, published London 1786) to evoke 
both positive and negative connotations of commerce (the former suggesting 
America’s bounty and the later condemning the system of bribery required to supply 
Britain with diamonds). 
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positioned Europe as the most civilized. These arguments are usually framed as 

negative statements with the absence of trade or commerce seen as a sign of 

“primitiveness.”77 Shipping bales also imply a ceaseless continuation of colonial trade 

despite the very real possibility of detained voyages and subsequently instable 

economies, disruptions that were particularly common in the seventeenth century.78  

The certification mark on the side of Europe’s shipping bundle further marks 

the success of Europe’s trade.79 It features an as-yet unidentified monogram, perhaps 

that of Brandmüller’s also unidentified patron. Routine long-distance shipping, where 

the owner of the goods sold no longer had a connection to the goods themselves, 

changed the meaning of these marks into signs of ownership, rather than just 

guarantors of quality.80 The Roman serif letters combined in the “sign of four” thus 

have a doubling feature to ensure we understand Europe’s (i.e. the family signified 

 
 
77 David Bindman, Ape to Apollo: Aesthetics and the Idea of Race in the Eighteenth 
Century (Ithaca: Cornell Univ. Press, 2003), 28–30.  

78 It is notable that there is no bullion or currency in Brandmüller’s image, perhaps a 
suggestion of a successful credit economy. In addition to probing the irregularities of 
global aqueous trade, Elvira Vilches broadly discusses the ways the influx of liquid 
currency/wealth substantially disrupted the domestic Spanish economy and systems of 
cultural values. Vilches, New World Gold (Chicago: Univ. Chicago Press, 2010), 195–
96. 

79 It does not appear in the published compendiums for the British East India 
Company, the Dutch East or West India Companies, or the French Compagnie des 
Indes or Compagnie des Iles d’Amérique. It probably relates to a smaller private 
shipping company of the sort that proliferated on the Continent. See Jutta Wimmler, 
The Sun King’s Atlantic (Leiden: Brill, 2017), 23.  

80 Jeffrey Belson, Certification Marks (London: Sweet and Maxwell, 2002), 13–16.  
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through the monogram) ownership of the goods conveyed through their trade 

networks.  

Our eye is activated throughout Brandmüller’s painting by jewels. Art historian 

Marcia Pointon argues that jewelry insists on presenting its raw materiality, its 

process, and its finished form simultaneously.81 Asia’s jewel casket, overflowing with 

pearls, offers a case study to better understand the ways a period viewer might have 

reconciled the painted spheres with knowledge of the represented object’s life history. 

Despite their slippery, spherical forms, pearls and the bodies that extracted them from 

distant marine environments stuck together, at least conceptually.82 For western 

audiences, “Orient” described both the perceived geographic origin and the quality of 

pearls through the early twentieth century. The adjective indicates that the transported 

nature of pearls remained with them. In his treatise on painting Gérard de Lairesse 

prescribes “a heroine” wearing “a scallop of mother of pearl” and a breast ornament of 

“scales, pearls, and corals” as an iconological attribute of the Dutch East India 

Company, suggesting the extent to which gems from the sea functioned in close 

relationship with the organizations that brought them to Western Europe.83  

 
 
81 Pointon, Brilliant Effects, 36. 

82 Parts of the following stem from an unpublished fall 2019 seminar paper I wrote, 
entitled “Painting Pearls as Empire in John Hesselius’s Fitzhugh Family Portraits.” 

83 De Lairesse, A Treatise on the Art of Painting, 1707, trans., W.M. Craig (London, 
1817), 2:21. The 2003 film The Pirates of the Caribbean: The Curse of the Black 
Pearl, features a ship named The Black Pearl, suggesting the continuity of links 
between pearls and pirates (and smuggling), maritime trade, colonial power, and the 
West Indies. I am grateful to Michael Hartman for this suggestion.  
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Scholars and alchemists debated the origin of the pearl and their status as 

animal, vegetable, or mineral. Pliny wrote that an oyster “opens its shell, and so 

receives a kind of dew, by means of which it becomes impregnated; and that at length 

it gives birth.” The weather outside influenced the result; storms produced grey-ish 

pearls, for instance.84 He continued, “Our ladies quite glory in having these suspended 

from their fingers … [and] on their feet.”85 Pearls were the children of oysters, in an 

imagined process linked with human birth; consuming them was equivalent to wanton 

consumption of human offspring (women trod on them, after all). Pliny thus doubly 

links pearls with femininity (in metaphors of birth and unrestrained luxury 

consumption), in an association that would persist through the early modern period. 

Pearls were the most popular and fashionable stone until the 1730s, when Brazilian 

diamond mines finally made that stone more accessible.86 Pearls were a generative, 

feminine product, born of a union between sea and sky. 

In the seventeenth century, pearls came from Sri Lanka, the coast of 

Venezuela, California, and other islands in the Caribbean and South Pacific, as well as 

freshwater rivers throughout Europe. Rampant overharvesting completely decimated 

the pearl fisheries in the Caribbean by the sixteenth century. They have not 

recovered.87 A small number of pearls came from China, Japan, and California, while 

 
 
84 Pliny, Natural History, 9.54, trans., John Bostock, (London, 1855).  

85 Pliny, Natural History, 9.56, trans., John Bostock, (London, 1855).  

86 Pointon, Brilliant Effects, 36, 42–45.  

87 Mónica Domínguez Torres, “Nel piu ricco paese del Mondo: Cubagua Island as an 
Epicenter of the Early Atlantic Trade,” in Circulacíon: Movement of Ideas, Art and 
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European fresh-water rivers supplied an even smaller number for aristocrats playing 

“pearl-fisher.”88 Fishing for them required a large, highly skilled network of usually 

enslaved labor; they travelled through a convoluted network of frequently extra-legal 

exchange. More than anything, they embodied maritime empires.89  

Period viewers were aware of this skilled, frequently enslaved, labor required 

to extract them. Pearl divers suffered long term bodily harm, with damage to their 

lungs and ear drums from the extended periods underwater. Laura Igoe notes the ways 

the polished and seductive finish of early modern luxury goods wants to repel their 

intimate association with slavery and environmental destruction, but the means and 

sources of production remained cogent for period viewers. Owning luxury goods 

extracted from a landscape of slavery indicated not the owner’s distance, but rather 

domesticated their mastery over environment and enslaved bodies.90 Pearls, with their 

exotic maritime origins, are implicit in this domestication. The multitude of organic 

shapes pearls assume mirrored the equally heterogenous populations of the non-

European world that Western Europeans sought to control. Sumptuary and quality-

categorization laws attempted to restrict the movement of pearls, such that wearing 

 
 
People in Spanish America (Denver: Frederick and Jan Mayer Center at the Denver 
Art Museum, 2018), 14-39.  

88 George Frederick Kunz, The Book of the Pearl (New York: The Century Company, 
1908), 28–29, 31, 88.  

89 See particularly Molly Warsh, American Baroque (Chapel Hill: Univ. North 
Carolina Press, 2018).  

90 Laura Igoe, “Creative Matter: Tracing the Environmental Context of Materials in 
American Art,” in Nature’s Nation, ed. Alan Braddock and Karl Kusserow (New 
Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 2018), 140–164. 
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them in this period thus indicated one’s participation and involvement in a complex 

global network of frequently extra-legal trade that both mirrored and rivaled attempts 

by the Spanish, French, English, and Dutch to establish colonies.91 

Simultaneously, the pearl’s un-improvable, natural beauty created a perfect, 

lustrous exterior that counterpointed white aristocratic women.92 Indeed, we more 

frequently encounter images of pearls from this period in portraits of white women, 

such as that of Margaretha van Raephorst (Fig. 19). As she extends her limp right 

wrist for her black (enslaved?) page to attach her multi-strand pearl bracelet (that may 

in fact be a necklace), she demonstrates the power structures that bound the two 

together.93 The pearl bracelet formally and narratively links the two, but it also 

functions as a mediator, a literal touchstone, for the difference in the color of their 

skins. The creamy whiteness of the pearls already on her white wrist becomes 

noticeably grayer in their black hand, suggesting skin itself, by virtue of its color, has 

a transformative agency. This is one of many similar images in which pearls bind a 

white woman and a black attendant together or in which a white woman gazes 

distractedly out of a canvas with a rope of pearls around her neck. Brandmüller does 

 
 
91 Oxford English Dictionary s.v. “pearl”; for comparisons of the pearl trade with 
colonial organization, see Warsh, American Baroque, 57, 124–27, 160–62, 179–84, 
189–93, 215. 

92 E. de Jongh, “Pearls of Virtue and Pearls of Vice,” Simiolus 8, no. 2 (1975–76): 69–
97. Pearls especially symbolize faith, virginity, and chastity (i.e. traditional tropes of 
feminine purity), as scholarship has understood the pearl. 

93 For servants of color in domestic spaces and the relationships this proximity 
fostered, see Jennifer Palmer, Intimate Bonds (Philadelphia: Univ. Pennsylvania Press, 
2016); for images of white women with black attendants, see Image of the Black, vol. 
3, pt. 3, 159ff. 
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not show pearls on the body. Rather we encounter strung pearls looped around the 

edges of a jewel casket. This composition is unusual for the period and asks us to 

consider the absent bodies who brought the pearls into Asia’s casket and also the 

absent bodies who usually wore them. 

Gemstones were the source of both pigments and also color standards in the 

early modern period.94 Painting them demonstrated artistic virtuosity, and the ability to 

capture the luster of pearls in particular. Depicting such pearls remade the reflective 

quality of painting itself within the gems themselves. Numerous period treaties 

provide nearly formulaic instructions on painting pearls. For instance, Salmon’s 

Polygraphice instructs “to express the roundness and lustre of a Pearl, shadow it with 

Indico, Cherry-stone black, and Pink.”95 The artist fashions base pigments into 

something precious. We know inherently that these painted stones are fake, and yet we 

recognize them as real. Thus, their allusions become as important as the things itself, 

encapsulating the process of allegory on a smaller level.   

The casket that holds the lion’s share of the jewelry in Brandmüller’s painting 

enables him to stage a drama of the pearl’s consumption. The casket combines interior 

and exterior, “ostentatious visibility and secretive occlusion,” as Marcia Pointon 

writes. We see it open but realize it can be closed, especially as Asia rests on the 

casket’s lid, placing an implausible amount of weight on the hinges. Will it break? Or 

will she snap it closed? Our eyes are drawn to the usually hidden delights within. The 

 
 
94 Patrick Baty, Anatomy of Colour (London: Thames & Hudson, 2017), 44–67. The 
focus is on pigments used in interiors, but many of these were also used by artists. 

95 William Salmon, Polygraphice…, 1681 (London: Churchill and Nicholson, 1701) 
119. 
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association with female genitalia is easy, especially in light of the jewel casket’s 

central role in many representations of prostitute Mary Magdalene’s conversion to 

Christianity.96 In Guido Cagnacci’s version (Fig. 20), Mary lies in a semi-nude 

contrapposto position on a tiled floor. The composition renders the scene as a 

theatrical display in which multiple temporal narratives overlap. The jewels around 

her are discarded and broken, indicating her in-progress repentance from a life of sin, 

with its requisite luxurious jewelry and clothes. The scattered pearls recall semen and 

invoke her lost chastity and dissolute lifestyle. Behind her an angel strikes a devil, 

forcing them away and mirroring the action of rending Magdalene’s jewels and 

draperies. For Cagnacci, jewels and luxury goods exist in proximity to the figures, 

both formally and narratively. This is, however, an image of disarray. Brandmüller, in 

contrast, keeps the casket upright, the pearls strung, and his figures draped. In so 

doing, he suggests that there is no life of sin from which to repent. Consumption of 

these goods has been orderly and proper—but only available to select few.   

While Brandmüller focuses the viewer’s attention on the pearl as a special 

luxury object, the casket also carries symbolic weight. Asia’s casket is likely Namban 

lacquer from Japan (Fig. 21).97 Japan as an idea and as a trading partner, through 

Swiss-financed Dutch ships, was a very real presence in Switzerland.98 St. Francis 

 
 
96 Pointon, Brilliant Effects, 86–90. 

97 Kurt Herberts, Oriental Lacquer, trans., Brian Morgan (London: Thames & 
Hudson, 1962). 

98 Haruka Oba, “Using the past for the Church’s ‘Present’ and ‘Future,’” in The 
Language of Continent Allegories in Baroque Central Europe, 71–86. The event 
specifically commemorated the opening of new Jesuit School in Lucerne. A King 
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Xavier had delayed his famous mission to Japan for some time in Lucerne, and its 

hundredth anniversary in 1677 was celebrated with Kimono-clad actors in a tableau 

vivant. Staging his mission this way supposedly made understanding the complex 

narrative easier. The painting’s casket attests to a continued linkage amidst 

diminishing European access after 1638. The casket’s Japanese-ness is likely, but 

multiple materials could present similarly. Period connoisseurs would have likely been 

aware of the material distinctions, but Namban lacquer from Japanese traditions, 

enconchados work largely from Mexico, and mopa mopa lacquerwares from South 

America, are all formally related to the painted casket.99 Individual lacquerware 

traditions began to intersect and influence each other through the trade networks of the 

seventeenth century. East Asian goods did not necessarily go directly to Europe; 

layovers, per se, in Mexico, India and South Africa fostered cross-cultural 

exchange.100 The potential visual elision between these techniques suggests the many 

possible trade routes to eastern Asia, as does the equivalency and interchangeability of 

 
 
Francis of Bungo was the main character. He was based on Sorin Otomo, a Japanese 
diplomat in Rome in 1585, whose letters circulated widely in translation. 

99 Namban lacquer is a process of applying thousands of thin layers of sap from the 
namesake tree to raw wood to build a soft, matte black surface. Artisans frequently 
included mother of pearl inlays as well as layers of gold dust in the sap layers. 
Enconchados is a process of inlaying mother of pearl in a geometric pattern on a 
wooden support. Artists then painted scenes on this iridescent ground, taking 
advantage of patterns in the mother of pearl. Mopa mopa is a tree resin that artists 
processed with heat and tension into translucent sheets that could be dyed and cut. The 
shapes were then glued to heated wood to create the final decorative surface. 

100 Mitchell Codding, “The Lacquer Arts of Latin America” in Made in the Americas 
(Boston: Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, 2015), 75–89. 
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terms such as “Asian” and “Indian” in period inventories.101 The casket itself rests on 

a North American-made basket, further implying access to Asia through the New 

World. Asia’s downward gesturing hand and the perfume censer, swinging on a 

golden chain, draw the eye down past the casket and to the basket, to make sure we 

understand the link.  

The censer with wafts of perfumed smoke that Asia holds in her right hand, 

directly in front of the casket, is integral to Ripa’s allegorical program (see Fig. 7). 

The censer evoked long histories of European-Asian trade for perfumes and incense. 

Smell was intimately associated with spiritual projects, and incense was a sensorial 

path to holiness. However, a period eye associated the censer with Asia more than 

religion. Indeed, incense straddled a complicated line between pagan ritual and “high 

church” celebrations—both Catholic and Protestant. Most incense and perfumes (such 

as ambergris or cevet) came from what is now the Middle East and Asia in the 

medieval and early modern periods. Asia as a continent became linked with perfumes 

and the censer attests to this historical trade.102 This commodity history of the objects 

associated with Brandmüller’s allegory of Asia indicates the iconographical weight 

images of materials (with complex but intelligible histories) could have and the 

multivalent ways in which these histories could and did resonate to create a deeply 

place-based and moral message about consumption and the power of trade. 

 
 
101 Christian Feest, “The Collecting of American Indian Artifacts in Europe, 1493–
1750,” in America in the European Consciousness, 334–35. 

102 Jonathan Reinarz, Past Scents: Historical Perspectives on Smell (Champaign: 
Univ. Illinois Press, 2014), 53–84. 
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Painting the Code noir 

Black figures have played key formal and narrative roles in the images I have 

discussed (Figs. 2, 4, 6, 9, and 15). Indeed, in Brandmüller’s and van Streeck’s images 

(see Figs. 2 and 4), they carry the literal weight of an infant or a loaded platter. These 

are but two of an expansive category of images that visualized western European 

proximity to enslaved bodies, while transforming the horrific brutality of the middle 

passage and slavery into an aesthetic of gentility and refinement.103 These images 

participate in circular conversations between art, the law, and the lived experiences of 

colonialism. The trajectory toward mass exploitation of people of African descent was 

had not yet solidified in 1688 when Brandmüller was painting. Reading his allegorical 

canvas in light of recently passed laws (particularly the French Code noir), as well as 

treatises linking race with skin color (especially François Bernier’s), reveals the 

artist’s attempt to reconcile slavery, blackness, whiteness, and colonialism, and in the 

process helping to forge racist ideas of bodily capability that furthered exploitation.  

In a world that would eventually challenge the ability of dancing, clothes, sex, 

or family to spark joy, by virtue of skin color, it is important to remember that sitting 

for these images could become yet another manifestation of control over a body.104 If, 

 
 
103 For Western images with aestheticized black bodies in subservient roles, see The 
Image of the Black in Western Art, vol. 3, pt. 3, 125–70; for representations of the 
middle passage, see Marcus Wood, Blind Memory: Visual Representations of Slavery 
in England and America (London: Routledge, 2000), 14–40; for the transformation of 
slavery from brutality to gentility in western art, see Tobin, Picturing Imperial Power, 
27–55. 

104 For dancing as labor, Solomon Northrup, Twelve Years a Slave (Auburn, AL, 
1853), 181–82; for restrictions on clothes (and also clothing as resistance to slavery), 
see Robert DuPlessis The Material Atlantic (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 
2016), 125–64; for sexual and familial violence in the context of slavery, see bell 
hooks, Ain’t I a Woman? (Boston: South End Press, 1981); see also Thomas Foster, 
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in fact, the artist painted a black subject from life. We do not know if Brandmüller did 

so. Scholars have debated and contested the extent to which images such as these can 

claim to be portraits of their black pages, wet nurses, attendants.105 This visual 

tradition flourished throughout Europe and North America, creating what Marcus 

Wood has termed a visual archive of pornography, or, broadly, images of bodies 

subjugated for the delectation of a present viewer. As Wood makes clear, both those 

who opposed the slave trade and those who supported it visually exploited the black 

body.106 Brandmüller, like many of his artistic contemporaries, could have seen a 

 
 
“The Sexual Abuse of Black Men under American Slavery,” Journal of the History of 
Sexuality 20, no. 3 (September 2011): 445-464. Though his focus is documenting 
sexual and familial violence against men, Foster also includes historiography on 
violence against women and the ways this violence was both similar and different.  

105 For the inability of images of enslaved bodies to function as portraits in traditional 
Western modes as the enslaved definitionally cannot possess their body and habitus, 
see Marcia Pointon, “Slavery and the Possibilities of Portraiture,” 41–70; for the roles 
and functions of images of blacks in Western portraits, see David Bindman, 
“Subjectivity and Slavery in Portraiture,” 71–88; both in Slave Portraiture in the 
Atlantic World, ed., Angela Rosenthal (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 2013); for 
the liminal status (both pictorial and political) of enslaved servants imaged in portraits, 
see Peter Erickson, “Invisibility Speaks: Servants and Portraits in Early Modern 
Visual Culture,” Journal for Early Modern Cultural Studies, 9, no. 1 (Spring–
Summer, 2009), 23-61. 

106 Marcus Wood, “John Gabriel Stedman, William Blake, and Francesco Bartolozzi 
and Empathetic Pornography in the Narrative of a Five Years Expedition against the 
Revolted Negroes of Surinam,” in An Economy of Colour, 129–52. Wood argues that 
the vast majority of the visual archive of slavery (including particularly abolitionist 
imagery) is based on the visual exploitation of bodies to dehumanize and subjugate 
them for the delectation of the viewer, the same function of pornography. He goes on 
to examine the close links between producers of abolitionist imagery and the 
foundations of pornography industry in the contemporary sense. Doris Garraway, The 
Libertine Colony (Durham: Duke Univ. Press, 2005). Garraway argues that the culture 
of violence, power through the fantasy of consent, heresy, and immorality created a 
“libertine colony” in the French Caribbean—in both fact and European imagination. 
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person of color in Basel, Paris, or both by the 1680s, perhaps even hiring them as a 

model. The woman in his painting could have been an enslaved servant of a local elite 

family. He also could have copied this figure from one of the many late Renaissance 

images that strategically deployed people of color in Christian scenes.107 She could be 

nothing but an artistic invention; we do not know.  

Brandmüller’s lack of specificity in the woman’s face suggests he followed a 

formula rather than painting a person. This gives her a blank, detached quality. These 

generic features are typical throughout early modern depictions of black bodies, as are 

his washes of muddy umber and earth pigments through which the red-brown ground 

shows. Aggressive cleanings have altered the painting’s facture, but as even her 

profile rather than frontal pose reveals, the woman received less artistic attention than 

the white figures. The artist struggled to reconcile the woman’s black-brown skin with 

the French Académie’s prescriptions for painting white skin that fades into layers of 

shadow to subtly fashion volume, shape, and mass. He failed to give us a body that 

 
 
Garraway argues that the fantasies and realities of sexual violence in this world 
created the ideological framework that enabled metropolitan French Libertine culture 
(epitomized by Sade and his contemporaries) to emerge. This is an avenue also 
explored by Joan Dayan, Haiti, History, and the Gods (Berkeley: Univ. California 
Press, 1995), 212–19. 

107 The Image of the Black in Western Art, vol. 3, From the “Age of Discovery” to the 
Age of Abolition, pt. 2, Europe and the World Beyond, 261–306. Dienke Hondius, 
“Black Africans in Seventeenth-Century Amsterdam,” Renaissance and Reformation / 
Renaissance et Réforme 31, no. 2 (Spring 2008): 87–105. Hondius combs through 
notarial records for Antwerp and deduces the physical presence and location of people 
of African descent in the Netherlands by identifying people described by their skin 
color: “swarten, swartinnen, negros.” Hondius thus concludes that the numerous 
images of blacks in seventeenth-century Netherlandish art could, in fact, be depictions 
of actual humans, although of unclear status or origin.  
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seems as reassuringly (almost frighteningly) human as the children, whose creamy 

white skin seems to glow with a celestial light. While the white children spring forth 

from the red-brown ground in masses of chalky, clotted pink-white paint, the black 

woman seems to fade away in transparent paint layers that belie the opacity of the 

artist’s production.108 Vermillion draperies that vaguely fall in realistically un-graceful 

folds (he evidently did not learn Poussin’s draperies despite invoking Poussin’s 

Arcadia) replace the specificity of the garments for the white children.  

The artist’s inability to reconcile ambiguous painting (her figure) with 

reproduction (the other white bodies) leaves ambiguous a chronology of sitter, politics, 

artistic training, and painting. Western European artists supposedly struggled to paint 

black skin as they did not routinely encounter it as part of their academic training. 

Brandmüller is not the only artist to have produced images of people of color that read 

as stereotypes more than individuals; lack of training in painting black skin from dark 

to light (French artists learned to paint white skin from light highlights to dark 

shadows) rather than overt racism might have been the cause of Brandmüller’s 

cursorily-painted black woman.109 However, artistic academies broadly struggled with 

teaching methods of painting non-white skin at the same time governments struggled 

to codify and legalize racial hierarchies based on skin. Politics, culture, and art 

informed each other.   

 
 
108 Cf. Grigsby, Extremities, 44–9.  

109 For the difficulties French artists had in reconciling their training with the realities 
of painting non-white skin as well as critical responses to these works, see Grigsby, 
Extremities, 45-6; also, Lafont, “How Skin Color Became a Racial Marker,” 102. 
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By the late 1670s and early 1680s, moralists claimed that the French Caribbean 

colonies were sliding into complete degeneracy; a patchwork of local policies 

attempted to constrain inter-racial libertinage by granting various levels of 

manumission to mixed-race children (of a free white father and enslaved black 

mother) while penalizing the father. The very existence of interracial children became 

evidence to prosecute the crime that was their birth. Over the seventeenth century, 

colonial policy unevenly evolved from blaming white men for rape to claiming black 

women seduced white men who had no other option for sexual release. In this 

mindset, the resulting child’s labor should belong to the owner of the woman as 

payment for her labor lost during pregnancy. The Church argued it was a woman’s 

duty to resist violence against her.110 However, each colony had its own laws that 

differed in their definitions, penalties, and level of enforcement.   

This planation economy system brought extraordinary wealth to France and the 

French nobility in particular. However, this wealth was predicated on working humans 

to death to grow first tobacco and then sugar. Such unrestricted wealth produced 

directly from human suffering ran counter to the teachings of the Catholic Christian 

church. Thus, Versailles attempted to reconcile slavery and its products with the 

compassionate teachings of the Church by suggesting that bodily desecration was 

actually a sign of spiritual salvation. Numerous texts from the French state and 

influential cultural commentators began to circulate around France and the Atlantic 

world that suggested this horrific belief. Controlling and dispossessing the enslaved 

 
 
110 Garraway, Libertine Colony, 200–203; visitors to the West Indies frequently 
complained of the degeneracy of the society they saw there but placed the blame on 
the enslaved. Dayan, Haiti, History, and the Gods, 199–200. 
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physical body indicated “royal and divine authority” on the part of the owner 

(including Catholic missionaries) that saved the enslaved soul, as historian Doris 

Garraway articulates. The crown’s arguments paved the way for a colonial fantasy of 

black resistance to pain and thus the ability for whites to enact whatever specific 

fantasy they pleased on black bodies wrongly thought to be complicit or desirous. 

White sexual mastery produced a libertine society of widespread inter-racial 

concubinage by the 1670s.111  

Cardinal Armand Jean du Plessis, duc de Richelieu, and the state had initially 

supported these inter-racial families and concubinage, given the paucity of (white) 

French women in Nouvelle-France and their desire to assimilate the world into France, 

through marriage and reproduction if in no other way.112 Slavery had rapidly expanded 

in the French Caribbean colonies while Europeans shifted from capturing and 

exploiting Caribs (itself a problematic ethnographic catch-all term invented over the 

course of the seventeenth century) to importing enslaved Iroquois and then enslaved 

Africans.  As this enslaved population changed to predominantly African and African-

descended persons, the explosive growth of a mixed-race population began to 

challenge close relationship between the free/slave and white/black polarities that had 

created a successfully oppressive society.  

 
 
111 Garraway, Libertine Colony, 163–207. 

112 Indeed, the Compagnie des Iles d’Amérique gave bonus to French men who 
married anyone. Bernard Moitt, Women and Slavery in the French Antilles 
(Bloomington: Indiana Univ. Press, 2001), 11–12; for the destruction and reformation 
of the French nuclear family in this context of inter-racial concubinage that the 
Caribbean supposedly facilitated, see Palmer, Intimate Bonds, 71–97. 
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Thus, in 1685, three years before Brandmüller’s painting, Louis XIV codified 

definitions of slavery (based on a combination of appearance and heredity) and the 

master-slave relationship in the Code noir. This document, subject to much historical 

analysis, sanctions slavery not by dehumanizing the black body, but rather by 

converting black humanity into a criminal offense; it defines the enslaved as 

“meubles”: “furniture” or “movable property.” The Code noir, which included all 

blacks and all slaves within the Francophone world, had some measure of protections 

for the enslaved, ostensibly limiting corporeal punishment and indicating minimum 

clothing and food allowances. These were rarely observed.113 In large part, aesthetics 

justified this racialized slavery by creating hierarchies based on external 

characteristics (skin color in particular), as David Bindman has argued. François 

Bernier was the first to divide humanity into “quatre espèces ou races” in 1684, but 

this system of classification was not fixed.114 Bernier created a system based primarily 

on skin color and face shapes. Europeans were those essentially white or who would 

burn in equatorial sunshine. Africans were permanently black (though for unclear 

reasons) with “thick lips,” “snub noses,” and lips as “red as coral.” The third category 

includes inhabitants from most of Asia, who were “really white,” but with broader 

faces and larger noses than Europeans. The fourth were the “Lapps,” who resemble 

bears. Indigenous inhabitants of the Americas were “really mostly olive skinned and 

 
 
113 Le Code noir: Recueil d'édits, déclarations et arrêts concernant les esclaves 
nègres de l'Amérique (Paris, 1685). For cultural context and reception of the Code 
noir, see Louis Sala-Molins, Le Code noir ou le calvaire de Canaan (Paris: Presses 
Universitaires de France, 1987); see also Dayan, Haiti, History, and the Gods, 199–
212.  

114 Bindman, Ape to Apollo, 17. 
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their faces have a rather different shape from ours. Nevertheless, [Bernier did] not 

consider that that difference [wa]s so large as to warrant making them a special type 

distinct from our own.”115 For Bernier, geography, skin color, and physiognomy 

overlapped and combined to create different races. He suggested that Europe, Asia, 

and America were effectively the same; Brandmüller’s painted figures agree with this 

division that informed French colonial policy. 

The 1685 Code noir attempted to balance the amount of money the French 

made from enslaved labor, cultural critics of human exploitation, aesthetics, the 

proliferation of inter-racial families with both free and enslaved members, and the 

need to exonerate free white men of rape. In short, the Code absolved everyone if the 

father and mother were married after their child was born; the statute was specifically 

removed from the law by 1727 because of its unenforceability.116 Versailles had 

sanctioned all violence against non-whites as a means to save their souls and gradually 

began assigning blame to black mothers whenever a mixed-race child was born, 
 

 
115 François Bernier, “Nouvelle Division de la Terre, par les differentes Especes ou 
Race d'hommes,” 1684, trans., Janet Nelson. History Workshop Journal 51 (Spring 
2001): 247–48; for a discussion of Bernier’s reception, see Siep Stuurman, “François 
Bernier and the Invention of Racial Classification,” History Workshop Journal, no. 50 
(Autumn 2000): 1-21. 

116 Article 9 of Le Code noir: “Les hommes libres qui auront eu un ou plusieurs 
enfants de leur concubinage avec des esclaves, ensemble les maîtres qui les auront 
soufferts, seront chacun condamnés en une amende de 2000 livres de sucre, et, s'ils 
sont les maîtres de l'esclave de laquelle ils auront eu lesdits enfants, voulons, outre 
l'amende, qu'ils soient privés de l'esclave et des enfants et qu'elle et eux soient adjugés 
à l'hôpital, sans jamais pouvoir être affranchis. N'entendons toutefois le présent article 
avoir lieu lorsque l'homme libre qui n'était point marié à une autre personne durant son 
concubinage avec son esclave, épousera dans les formes observées par l'Église ladite 
esclave, qui sera affranchie par ce moyen et les enfants rendus libres et légitimes.” 
Garraway discusses its implications. Libertine Colony, 206–08. 
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regardless of the father’s status. The Code further elided “esclave” and “nègre,” 

creating an increasingly segregated society that came to intimately link slavery with 

exclusively skin color. As Doris Garraway argues, the law “repress[ed] the 

reproductive consequences of white male libertinage” by erasing mixed-race children, 

declaring them legally slaves—implicitly sanctioning sexual violence against black 

women by removing repercussions against white fathers. The law tried to deny what 

residents of both the colonies and the metropole knew: métissage from inter-racial 

concubinage was now ubiquitous throughout Nouvelle-France.117  

With this historical context the sexuality of the figures in Brandmüller’s 

painting and the sexually-derived symbolism he employs gain new urgency. What are 

we to make of all this unresolved sexual tension in the painting between figures who 

present as children? Brandmüller’s painting denies the product of inter-racial sexual 

contact (coerced or otherwise). Asia’s jewel casket recalls the long tradition of 

allegorizing female sexuality, but her left hand on the lid and the censer she dangles 

limit our access to her body to enact any sort of fantasy. Both Europe and America 

(who present as vaguely male children) hold large, hard, erect objects at their crotches 

 
 
117 Garraway, Libertine Colony, 215–16, 246–47, 345n55. Garraway draws on 
Heather Hathaway’s arguments that mixed-race babies become the “tabooed objects” 
to police boundaries in racist societies. The taboo of interracial sexual relations creates 
an object (i.e. the baby) that literally embodies the taboo itself and acknowledging 
both the taboo and its violation increases the horror for racist members of the society. 
Heather Hathaway, “’Maybe Freedom Lies in Hating’: Miscegenation and the Oedipal 
Conflict,” in Refiguring the Father: New Feminist Readings of Patriarchy, ed., 
Patricia Yaeger, Elizabeth Kowaleski-Wallace (Carbondale: Southern Illinois Univ. 
Press, 1989), 153–67; Grigsby, Extremities, 16, 23, 320n18; Lucien Peytraud, 
L'esclavage aux Antilles françaises avant 1789 : d'après des documents inédits des 
archives colonials (Paris, 1897), 196–98 ; Dayan, Haiti, History, and the Gods, 224–5, 
228–30. 
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(a baton and an archery bow respectively). The black woman stares abstractly ahead 

looking beyond the children, while her genitals are cursorily covered by inanimate 

fabric seemingly thrown around her; she could not move without this semblance of 

modesty falling off the canvas, exposing her body to us all—if she could move at all; 

the drapery is comparatively tight. The three standing white children can move freely 

with their objects and confront us directly. The baby is naked, but his youth suggests 

that this nakedness is innocent; he seems not to care that we can see his penis and 

scrotum—with his coral to protect him he wants for nothing.118 The woman who 

symbolizes Africa, however, has none of this security or agency. Given her lack of 

specificity (and thus interiority) or her ability to directly return our gaze, the artist 

casts her as an inhuman object. She is an object for exploitation and fantasy, and she 

can allegorize a continent merely by virtue of her skin color that robbed her potentially 

physical counterpart of humanity in the period.119  

The inanimate vermillion drapery that wends around the black woman’s waist 

and up the tree behind her reveals her breasts but covers her genitals. Her body is 

partially exposed, but the implication is almost maternal (and thus implicitly rather 

than explicitly sexual). Indeed, the chubby-cheeked infant appears to have just turned 

 
 
118 For the apotropaic functions of coral, especially for children, see Pointon, Brilliant 

Effects, 129–31. 

119 After all, the Le Brun’s African balcony is designated as such by the dark skin of 
two men. Bernier defined Africans based on dark skin. Ripa’s allegory of Africa is a 
bare-breasted black woman holding a scorpion and a cornucopia with an elephant 
skull on her head. For the ways Europeans described dark skin colors and slotted them 
into geographies (“black” did not always mean “African”), see Sharon Block, Colonial 

Complexions (Philadelphia: Univ. Pennsylvania Press, 2018), 21–24, 62–70.  
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from nursing to gaze at us with slight confusion.120 The large piece of coral he grasps 

echoes the coral bracelet she wears. Coral is an unusual gemstone, the product of a 

strangely liminal space between animal, vegetable, and mineral.121 Its branching 

structure recalls interior veins, suggesting the early modern myth that coral came from 

the severed head of Medusa, whose blood transformed seaweed into the hard 

vermillion gem in Ovid’s account.122 The violence of its mythological origins further 

implicates the phallic associations of its long, hard, erect form. The raw branch of 

vermillion Sicilian coral the baby holds suggests the unrefined and possibly barbarous 

state of Africa, a compositional counterpoint to the bundle of textiles (a processed 

trade good) on which Europe sits.123 The coral has more ominous implications, 

however. The artist changed its shape and placement several times; the final location 

creates a line with a particularly dark fold of the woman’s drapery that directs us to the 

infant’s crotch, and specifically his penis. Are the two figures supposed to indicate a 

closed value system of regenerative (human) production? Is the baby both fathering a 

child and the product of that union between white master and enslaved woman? As 

 
 
120 For the long-standing practice of Europeans using black women (free and 
enslaved) as wet-nurses in the Atlantic world, see Nora Doyle, Maternal Bodies 
(Chapel Hill: Univ. North Carolina Press, 2018), 115–45. 

121 D. Williams, Deformed Discourse: The Function of the Monster in Mediaeval 
Thought and Literature (Exeter: University of Exeter Press, 1996), 214–15.  

122 Ovid, Metamorphoses, Bk IV:706-752, trans., Anthony Kline (Poetry in 
Translation, 2000), http://ovid.lib.virginia.edu/trans/Metamorph4.htm accessed 
22.05.2019.  

123 I am grateful to Gabby Johnson for her help identifying the origin of this coral 
branch.  
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horrible as this is to write, I think so. Brandmüller paints an image in which the black 

women supposedly bore or at least nurses white children, an image that accepts the 

unequal power relations of libertinage that facilitated métissage while aiding the Code 

noir in erasing knowledge of the white man’s ability to sexually prey on anyone in 

Nouvelle-France.124 Rapist and the product of rape elide, and there are no visually 

apparent mixed-race children in this world. Only white ones. 

Theatricality, Absorption, and Dance 

More than three centuries later, the black woman in Brandmüller’s painting 

still stares forward blankly, her mouth partially open. She is completely absorbed in 

contemplating something ahead of her that we cannot see. She is so lost in pondering 

that we as viewers perceive her as almost unconscious, rather than engaged in a 

scholarly or intellectual endeavor (the results of which ought to be available for our 

scrutiny if they existed). She is incapable of directly engaging us, the beholder. Thus, 

we have only her body. Art historian Michael Fried argues that the emergence of an 

absorbed subject, specifically prescribed by mid-eighteenth-century French critics, 

paved the way for an art that continued to exist without referent to a viewer, an 

undergirding principal of 1960s and 1970s Conceptualism. These French critics 

celebrated the ability of earlier seventeenth century painters to almost inadvertently 

conjure images of “silence and solitude,” that stressed a divide between the mentally 

 
 
124 Cf. “Obviosuly the facts disclosed in both texts [Sade’s Les cent vignt journées de 
Sodome and the Code noir] are so troublesome as to have been either completely 
dismissed as pornography, or, as in the case of the Black Code, simply forgotten,” 
Dayan, Haiti, History, and the Gods, 214–15; and Garraway, Libertine Colony, 215–
16, 246–47. 



 73 

absent painted figure and the mentally present viewer. The absorbed painted figure 

draws attention to their disregard of us. As we do not have any object that could 

readily be the focus of the woman’s absorption, we see her as more or less 

unconscious, a body for exploitation.125 In contrast, the white children confront us, 

asking the present viewer to regard their dramatic poses in time and space—Fried’s 

theatricality. Applying Fried’s dichotomy of absorption versus theatricality to 

Brandmüller’s painting reveals the ways the image constructs both blackness and 

whiteness as antithetical, and thus works toward visually enacting the Code noir, 

beyond the sexualized encounter. 

The woman’s awkwardly extended legs mirror the arching branch overhead, 

forming a sort of screen. Each white body looks directly out of the canvas at us, but in 

different directions. Their bodies are not documents of ballet movements, gestures of 

gentility, or poses to showcase costumes.126 Rather, their awkwardness indicates an 

arrested theatricality that calls attention to themselves. They perform for us and are 

aware of our gaze. In contrast, the woman’s immobilized absorption walls off the 

audience from the events transpiring within the canvas and isolates her from the action 

within painting, from agency in colonization. In period criticism, a completely 

absorbed subject would ideally “wall off” the audience from participation. The 
 

 
125 Michael Fried, Absorption and Theatricality: Painting and Beholder in the Age of 
Diderot (Berkeley: Univ. California Press, 1980), esp. 7–70. He further argues for 
different states of painted absorption, varying from Chardin’s natural observation of 
absorptive states that ignores the beholder to Greuze’s deliberately artistic self-
abandonment via sexual longing that effectively neutralizes the beholder. 

126 For ballet poses and books of costume, see Honour, The European Vision of 
America, 123–30; for period gestures of gentility, see François Nivelon, The 

Rudiments of Genteel Behavior (London: 1737). 
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particular composition of Brandmüller’s painting positions the absorbed body as a 

screen (i.e. the black female body) that both contains and supports the action (i.e. the 

white children posing) in a proscenium-style theatrical setting.127 The erratically 

finished painting surface, the completely self-contained narrative structure, the 

fullness of the figures depicted all give us as viewers the sensation that we have 

walked in on something. The white bodies have paused into these poses for us rather 

than simply being like this. Their awkward but believable postures produce a stability, 

a conviction that though this scene might be staged, it references a fidelity to fact. Of 

course, these “facts” are largely fictions.  

When Beyoncé and Jay-Z danced through the musée du Louvre in 2018, they 

exposed this fictious arrest of bodies in large oil-on-canvas paintings like 

Brandmüller’s (Fig. 22).128 The painted image halts the body in ways the moving 

image of Apesh*t inherently does not, by virtue of medium. But when they temporally 

juxtapose “have you ever seen a crowd going apeshit” with Théodore Gericault’s Raft 

of the Medusa (3.03–3.12), when Beyoncé dances “I can’t believe we made it” before 

 
 
127 Fried, Absorption and Theatricality, 95–96, 103–5; for the rise of proscenium stage 
(one in which the audience looks directly at the unfolding action) and its impact on 
dance and the movement of bodies, see Sarah Cohen, Art, Dance, and the Body in the 
French Culture of the Ancien Régime (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 2000), 29-
44. Again, my analysis is provoked by Fried’s interpretation of mid-eighteenth French 
criticism. Fried argues that Diderot advocated “tableaux” rather than “coup de théâtre” 
as a means of containing action within a specific plane so that the actors/subjects 
maintain the illusion they are unaware of their impact on the beholder in the name of 
realism. This epitomizes the absorbed subject. 

128 Beyoncé and Jay-Z, lead vocalists, “Apesh*t,” by Pharrell Williams, Beyoncé 
Knowles, Shawn Carter, Quavious Keyate Marshall, and Kiari Kendrell Cephus, 
Spotify, track 2 on Everything is Love, Roc Nation/Parkwood, 2018; and Apesh*t, 
directed by Ricky Saiz (2018), film. 
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Jacques-Louis David’s Coronation of Napoleon (painted five years after France 

reinstated race-based slavery across the Empire; 4.04), and when the camera re-crops 

Marie-Guillemine Benoist’s Portrait d’une négresse (painted during a brief period of 

French abolition from 1794 to 1802) to limit her sexual availability (5.37), the 

theatricality of the Carters’ success exposes the unconscious absorption of the black 

bodies and the grossly theatrical white bodies they contemplate in paint and in 

stone.129 I do not mean to suggest that all painted black bodies are necessarily 

absorbed and that all painted white bodies are necessarily theatrical.130 However, the 

Carters (re)make these selected pictures as tableaux vivants, exploiting the self-

referential aspects of both the original work and this medium “to both imitate and 

appropriate the original artwork,” as Alicia Caticha argues. In much the same way as 

the tradition of the tableau vivant, the figures in Le Brun’s Escalier des Ambassadeurs 

at Versailles (Figs. 12–15) refer back to each other, privileging white looking at white 

bodies over other forms of spectatorship or beauty. The tableau vivant as process has 

an extended racialized history of enacting a racialized performance, thus marking the 

 
 
129 James Smalls has written on the recontextualization of Portrait d’une négresse in 
particular. Smalls, “Crazy in Louvre: How Beyoncé and Jay-Z Exploit Western Art 
History to Ask Who Controls Black Bodies,” Frieze (29.06.2018).  

130 It is worth noting that while the Carters perform in front of and around artworks 
from the twenty-sixth century B.C.E. to the nineteenth century C.E., they do not 
perform in front of works by any of the artists—such as Chardin, Greuze, Boucher, or 
Vien—that Fried feels routinely typify his definition of the absorbed subject, which in 
the development of his temporally-specific argument, is invariably white. To be clear, 
I am proposing applying Freid’s theatrical-or-absorbed model to a broader body of 
work and then evaluating the results in light of developing racial hierarchies in the 
1680s. Chardin’s white sitters likely had some choice in their manner of absorption 
and we frequently see the objects of their contemplation; Brandmüller’s black woman 
likely did not have a choice and we cannot see or understand what she considers.  
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trajectory of western art as an unfolding document of exclusively white bodies being 

beautiful. The Carters instead foreground blackness in their tableaux to destabilize the 

glaring whiteness of western art. The juxtaposition between the activated black bodies 

of their Louvre performance draws attention to the racial politics and material histories 

of enslaved production that underlie many of the works they literally re-present.131  

The Carters invert the hierarchy that put the black woman absorbed at the 

bottom of Brandmüller’s painting, suggesting a world in which people of color can be 

“bosses,” as Doreen St. Félix writes.132 Beyoncé’s recitation of her embodied 

consumption—"Bought him a Jet / Shut down Colette / Philippe Patek133 / Get off my 

dick”—before the Grand sphinx de Tanis and in Poussin’s Grand Galerie (1.52–2.02) 

offers an alternative to Madonna’s white consumption in the performance piece that 

began this thesis. When Beyoncé first sings “I can’t believe we made it,” her 

disembodied voice (save for a flashing reference to Le Brun’s cartouche of Virgo, 

Beyoncé’s astrological sign) floats over visuals of Le Brun’s Galerie d’Apollon (0.16–

0.37 and 1.12–1.15). Her own success juxtaposes the seeming inviolable historical 

inevitability of black subjugation that Le Brun painted and that Brandmüller (Le 

Brun’s student after all) enacted in the black woman at the bottom of his painting.  

 
 
131 Alicia Caticha, “Madame Récamier as Tableau Vivant: Marble and the Classical 
Ideal in Beyoncé and Jay-Z’s Apesh*t,” Journal18 (January 2020), accessed 
01.02.2020, < http://www.journal18.org/4513>  

132 Doreen St. Félix, “The Power and Paradox of Beyoncé and Jay-Z Taking over the 
Louvre,” The New Yorker (19.06.2020).  

133 Colette was a luxury department store and concept shop in Paris that sadly closed 
in 2017. Patek Philippe is a luxury watchmaker based in Geneva since 1839.  
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The Carters furthermore overturn the working presumption of dance in Ancien 

Régime France; as Sarah Cohen articulates, dance and the ballet under Louis XIV 

enacted and prescribed the limits of the French white aristocratic body. As the design 

of theater buildings shifted the viewer from overhead to frontal (i.e. a proscenium 

stage), the actual mechanics of dances began to exceed the physical capabilities of 

many aristocratic bodies, such that by the 1680s, surrogate professional dancers 

routinely appeared. Brandmüller effectively painted such a proscenium stage with 

white dancers; Apesh*t conversely imagines the black body dancing, both aristocrats 

(the Carters) and professional dancers (everyone else), broadening the stakes of the 

performance beyond Beyoncé and Jay-Z’s biography.134  

Though Apesh*t risks eliding the pernicious, long-standing afterlives of 

slavery and racism, the Carters recast the stakes of aestheticizing a black body in 

Western art. St. Félix makes the important distinction that “Beyoncé does not blot out 

the Venus de Milo,” but rather dances adjacent to the sculpture, capturing past and 

present simultaneously (3.53, 4.13, 4.44–5.03). As Michael Ann Holly suggests, the 

rhetoric of works of art informs their histories and historiographies; Beyoncé and Jay-

Z appropriate the framework of bodies in early modern art to imagine a black gaze.135 

The performance does not suggest a fix to the erasures of history, but by 

 
 
134 Cohen, Art, Dance, and the Body, 13–53; “In the ‘Everything Is Love’ album art, 
cribbed from a moment in the ‘Apeshit’ video, the ‘Mona Lisa’ [sic.] is shown blurred 
in the distance, while in the foreground a black woman uses an Afro pick to freshen a 
man’s hair. That image gave me a primal political thrill. Beyoncé and Jay-Z have 
enlisted surrogates, knowing that the effect wouldn’t have been the same if the man 
and woman in the scene were them.” St. Félix, “Power and Paradox.” 

135 St. Félix, “Power and Paradox”; Holly, Past Looking.  



 78 

foregrounding an active, theatrical, black body in the Louvre, the Carters revel in their 

success, material and otherwise. In offering consciously theatrical black bodies that 

dance and act on their own terms, they expose the long history of black bodies 

rendered unconscious and absorbed for (white) delectation. Beyoncé is now “Sippin’ 

my favorite alcohol,” her lyrics floating against a shifting background of black pages 

pouring wine for white revelers in seventeenth-century French history paintings (4.29–

4.32). Their performance throws the insidious racism of the western canon into stark 

relief. I want the black woman in Les quatre parties du monde to be able to dance and 

stand and move if she wants. But this cannot happen.136  Brandmüller painted her 

completely absorbed black female body as a screen on which to project and enact a 

colonial fantasy of sexual domination.137 Any attempt to rectify this situation elides 

the history that brought her image into being. Immediately behind her absorbed form, 

behind her inward gaze, behind this screen, the white children dance on. 

Bountiful Backgrounds to Colonize the Mississippi Valley 

Murky shapes scuttle across the horizon behind the white and black figures. 

Viewed between America’s outstretched arm and the black woman’s head, this 

landscape vista is the farthest back the eye can travel within Brandmüller painting, a 

perspectival counterpoint to the foreshortened view of the world suggested by the 

 
 
136 Kirk Savage discusses the ways abolitionist art, and post-Civil War public 
monuments in particular, have “frozen” black bodies into eternally subservient poses. 
Savage, Standing Soldiers, Kneeling Slaves (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1999).  

137 Cf. Grigsby, Extremities, 60. 
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allegorical figures.138 The arrangement of these figures’ arms directs our eye here, the 

logical end of the path through the complex maze of commodity, subject, and object 

we have navigated. Horizontal slashes of green and white pigment recede into a 

triangular structure and a large animal (a buffalo?), surrounded by bushy trees and 

blue-ish mountains. The cursorily painted landscape has further historical meaning, 

implicating the expansion of Nouvelle-France and the opportunities for Swiss 

investment, a future empire.139 America gestures toward the landscape, suggesting we 

locate it in the Americas on a map. The absence of identifiable structures in the 

background suggests a newer-to-France’s ownership than anywhere in the West 

Indies. In the foreground, a Cherokee basket rests under Asia’s jewel casket, while 

bundles of leather hides are stacked around America’s feet. In tandem, these cues 

suggest the present-day southeastern United States. Basse-Louisiane (the southern 

portion of the Mississippi River Valley) was the newest colony in France’s empire at 

the time of Brandmüller’s painting. The thin, translucent glazes of the landscape seem 

to have flowed off his brush, effortlessly effacing an extant culture the French would 

first attempt to trade with and then shove aside. The artist makes clear that this 

territory is ready for European investment and settlement. 

René Robert La Salle claimed the entire Mississippi River Valley (La Basse-

Louisiane) for France in 1682. La Salle, Henri de Tonti, and their crews had built 

 
 
138 I draw this comparison of perspective systems from Roach, “Accessorizing the 
Four Corners of the World,” 97. 

139 For Switzerland’s involvement in financing French ventures, see Church and Head, 
A Concise History of Switzerland,  73–104 ; David, La Suisse et l’esclavage, 16–18, 
61, 72–3, & 81; Luck, A History of Switzerland, 199–202, 204, 206–7, 212, 216. 
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ephemeral forts along the Mississippi since 1680. Largely square, wooden palisades 

encircled them.140 de Tonti and his followers established the first permanent European 

settlement in the Mississippi Valley at Poste aux Arkansas (Arkansas Post) in 1686 

(two years before Brandmüller’s painting) to facilitate trade in deer and buffalo hides 

between France and Native Americans, especially the Quapaw (called “Arkansas” by 

their Indigenous neighbors as well as the French). As historian Kathleen DuVal writes, 

the French had tremendous, delusional self-confidence in their ability to establish and 

claim a colony in the valley as their own. The Quapaw in particular saw the French as 

useful tools to exploit for luxury goods and to solidify their relationships with their 

neighbors.141 Unlike the French settlements in the St. Lawrence Valley in Québec 

(which primarily relied on enslaved Indigenous labor to produce furs and skins for 

export) and unlike the French-owned islands in the Caribbean (which used first Carib 

labor, and then imported enslaved Iroquois-descended labor, and then imported 

enslaved African labor to grow tobacco and sugar), Basse-Louisiane relied on a mix of 

a small number of enslaved Indigenous and African laborers. Unlike the other regions 

of Nouvelle-France in the 1680s and 1690s, Indigenous slavery in Basse-Louisiane 

was still primarily the result of taking war captives as retribution rather than 

kidnapping people specifically for their labor. This policy was intended to strengthen 

bonds between France and their chosen Indigenous allies.142  

 
 
140 Morris Arnold, Colonial Arkansas, 1686-1804: A Social and Cultural History 
(Fayetteville: Univ. Arkansas Press, 1993), 26–27. 

141 Kathleen DuVal, The Native Ground: Indians and Colonists in the Heart of the 

Continent (Philadelphia: The Univ. Pennsylvania Press, 2007), 1–3, 63-73.  

142 For the French attempt to negotiate and curry favor with the Quapaw in particular, 
see DuVal, The Native Ground 84-102; for the demographic transitions of enslaved 
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The bundles of hides under America’s foot likely came from somewhere in the 

eastern edge of the Mississippi valley.143 The visually unstimulating ribbed grey-

brown cylinders of hides belie the much larger trade network and sprawling sites of 

resource extraction they implicate. The hide trade thus literally supports this idealized 

embodiment of American empire. Though characterized in popular memory by visions 

of sprawling sugar plantations or perhaps casks of tobacco, in the seventeenth century, 

North America primarily sent new supplies of animal products including furs, leathers, 

pelts, and tallow to Europe. Tanning leather occurred through either proprietary (for 

Westerners) or shamanistic (for African and Indigenous) processes, so the mechanics 

of packing and shipping have archival gaps. New World and African exports of 

leathers to Europe were statistically significant and used for different purposes and 

offered textures and colors unavailable to Europeans. Hides were partially tanned to 

enable shipment in rolled bundles but were then generally finished in Europe.144 The 

deerskin and fur trade came to center the lives of many Indigenous cultures throughout 

North America as they became more actively involved in trade with Europeans.145  

 
 
laborers in Nouvelle-France over the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, see Brett 
Rushforth, Bonds of Alliance.  

143 I am grateful to Phillippe Halbert for his help identifying these bundles as hides. 
For the geographic origins of these hides and their roles in Indigenous-European trade, 
see Jessica Stern, The Lives in Objects (Chapel Hill: Univ. North Carolina Press, 
2016); Kathryn Braund, Deerskins and Duffels (Lincoln: Univ. Nebraska Press, 1996). 

144 Wimmler, The Sun King’s Atlantic, 67–71; Braund, Deerskins and Duffels, 36–9. 

145 This concept centers much of the twenty-first century historiography on 
Southeastern Indigenous history. It is important to note though that most historians see 
this as empowering Indigenous consumers and use trade as a site to recover their 
historical agency. Stern, Lives in Objects; Braund, Deerskins and Duffels; DuVal, The 
Native Ground; Sophie White, Wild Frenchmen and Frenchified Indians: Material 
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This trade was not as successful in Basse-Louisiane as the state had hoped. The 

economic success of the Canadian colonies had glutted the market for skins and furs, 

leaving Basse-Louisiane economically superfluous, though de Tonti and others 

continued active trade with the Quapaw in particular.146 Thus, French economic 

activities in Basse-Louisiane remained minimal throughout the seventeenth century, 

despite royal interest in access to mines in the present-day southwestern United States 

and buffalo furs. Poste aux Arkansas existed tenuously throughout the rest of the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries; isolated between larger French strongholds in 

Nouvelle-Orléans to the south and Fort de Chartres to the north, the town limped along 

as a necessary entrepôt for the rich fur trade along the Arkansas and White River 

valleys and as a key border point between French, Quapaw, Osage, and Chickasaw 

cultures. Though founded to further the fur trade, the town transitioned to principally 

agriculture by the turn of the eighteenth century.147 The Mississippi colony broadly 

was not particularly profitable until the mid-eighteenth century, when the French 

 
 
Culture and Race in Colonial Louisiana (Philadelphia: Univ. Pennsylvania Press, 
2014).  

146 Daniel Usner, Indians, Settlers, and Slaves in a Frontier Exchange Economy 
(Chapel Hill: Univ. North Carolina Press, 1990), 14–16. 

147 Morris Arnold offers the definitive history of early Poste aux Arkansas. Arnold, 
Colonial Arkansas, 1686–1836; George Lankford offers additional cultural context for 
the town’s role in Nouvelle-France. Lankford, “Almost ‘Illinark’: The French 
Presence in Northeast Arkansas” in Cultural Encounters in the Early South, ed., 
Jeannie Whayne (Fayetteville: Univ. Arkansas Press, 1995), 88–111; for a tabulated 
list of Indigenous cultures in the lower Mississippi River Valley and their origins, see 
DuVal, Native Ground, 66–67.  
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settler colonists had switched to almost exclusively enslaved African and African-

descended agricultural laborers.148 

The line between Indigenous and European material culture in the late 

seventeenth-century southern Mississippi River Valley was ambiguous, with 

“Frenchified Indians” consuming ostensibly French forms of architecture, decoration, 

and fashion; Indigenous and European structures sat next to each other at numerous 

forts and trading posts. This juxtaposition and overlap of cultures as experienced 

through architecture also materialized in a painted leather robe from the 1730s (Fig. 

23).149 It is later than Brandmüller’s painting, but it suggests the ways that the French 

and Indigenous populations could exist both proximate (they are spatially related) and 

distant (there are distinct formal boundaries between the architectural forms). The robe 

is an object of translation, a commodity object transformed into an aesthetic one with 

additional value. Its audience is unclear, but its existence points to the entangled 

nature of the hide trade as an organizing principle of Indigenous-European 

 
 
148 For the transition to farming, see DuVal, The Native Ground, 79; for the transition 
to enslaved African-descended labor, see Rushforth, Bonds of Alliance, 164; for the 
shifts in markets for enslaved Indigenous labor, see Braund, Deerskins and Duffels.  

149 White specifically uses the term “Frenchified” to describe the State’s role in 
attempting to assimilate Indigenous populations into the French Empire and French-
ness. Wild Frenchmen and Frenchified Indians; Rushforth also puts forth an argument 
that the French state attempted to deliberately obscure the geo-political realities of 
both Africa and North America for mainland French audiences. This includes the 
similarities between Indigenous and French material culture. If the physical origins of 
enslaved laborers who produced the luxury goods now available in France were 
unclear, this supposedly reconciled any problem the Church ought to have with 
enslavement. However, even though the state sought to suppress accounts of inter-
racial alliances, knowledge of their widespread existence still filtered into the 
metropole. Bonds of Alliance, 112–14.  
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relationships. Though Brandmüller (like many others in Western Europe) attempted to 

delineate a clear us-versus-them paradigm, the reality of Basse-Louisiane on the 

ground was one of cultural mixing, both voluntarily and by force. This is no more 

apparent than in the robe itself; the commodity object that ought to have clearly passed 

from one culture to the other through trade instead remains in a liminal historical and 

aesthetic spaces. The blank spaces between the Indigenous and French structures on 

the robe mirror the physical distances between their physical dwellings. Manifested 

within the robe as raw hide, the intrusion of the leather support itself into the blank 

spaces of this mapped representation of Basse-Louisiane serves as a synecdoche for 

the numerous hides that connected the two worlds.  

 Archaeological and textual descriptions of both Poste aux Arkansas and the 

surrounding region resonate with Brandmüller’s painted structure. de Tonti wrote 

numerous letters back to France, and Louis Hennepin published an account of his 

voyages on the southern portion of the Mississippi river in 1683.150 By the 1680s, 

rather than the palisaded forts built earlier, de Tonti and his crew erected a “house in 

the French manner … built of heavy pieces of wood notched one into the other … and 

roofed with bark” as Henri Joutel saw in July 1687. Historian Samuel Wilson 

interprets this diary entry as a description of a Québécois-style pièce sur pièce house, 

with shorter log walls and a steeply pitched roof. This kind of house “became 

 
 
150 After falling out of favor with Louis XIV, Hennepin moved to Utrecht where he 
substantially revised and expanded his memoires. For his account of Arkansas, see 
Hennepin, Nouvelle découverte d'un très grand pays situé dans l'Amérique (Utrecht: 
1697), 263ff.  
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prevalent throughout the Mississippi Valley.”151 The existence of European-made 

wrought iron nails in the archaeological assemblage at the site supports the presence of 

this type of building.152 The painted dull umber triangular form with its front and side 

walls at a right angle in the middle of Brandmüller’s landscape visually echoes this 

form.153  

A triangular structure with a rectilinear door was a type of ubiquitous post-in 

ground structure throughout seventeenth-century European settlements in southern 

North America, but quickly came to typify French settlement.154 The triangular timber 

structure is formally comparable with those supposedly built by the French at Fort 

Caroline, Florida, in 1564 and illustrated by Jacques Le Moyne (Fig. 24). The artist 

 
 
151 As Wilson implicitly notes, the French colonies in Quebec were substantially built 
in literal stone by the 1680s. Samuel Wilson, “Colonial Fortifications and Military 
Architecture,” in The French in the Mississippi Valley (Urbana: Univ. Illinois Press, 
1965), 103–23; Joutel translated and quoted in Wilson, 106.  

152 John House, “Wallace Bottom: A Colonial-Era Archaeological Site in the Menard 
Locality, Eastern Arkansas,” Southeastern Archaeology 21, no. 2 (Winter 2002): 263–
65.  

153 My identification of this as a European-built structure is based on its similarity to 
Joutel’s description, Carson’s reconstructions, and its difference to European 
descriptions of Indigenous architecture in the same period. For an overview of early 
Indigenous architecture in the lower Mississippi Valley, see Michael Hoffman, 
“Quapaw Structures, 1673–1834, and Their Comparative Significance,” in Arkansas 
before the Americans, ed., Hester Davis, Arkansas Archaeological Survey Research 
Series 40 (1991): 55–68.  

154 Gauvin Alexander Bailey, Architecture and Urbanism in the French Atlantic 
Empire: State, Church, and Society, 1604-1830 (Montreal: McGill-Queen's University 
Press, 2018), 57–66; Cary Carson, “Plantation Housing: Seventeenth Century,” in The 
Chesapeake House, ed., Carson, Carl Lounsbury (Chapel Hill: Univ. North Carolina 
Press, 2013), 86–114. 
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had been part of an ill-fated attempt to establish a permanent French colony in present-

day Florida; he intended his drawings and watercolors as a permanent record of the 

expedition. Most of his drawings are known only through Theodore de Bry’s engraved 

copies, which de Bry first published in 1591. His books were popular and circulated 

widely. Throughout Le Moyne’s work, he illustrates rounded, thatched huts built by 

Indigenous people that contrast sharply with the rectilinear houses with triangular 

roofs built by the French. Indeed, the Arkansas-made robe in figure 23 shows this 

contrast, with rounded Indigenous buildings on the long sides and rectilinear European 

structures on the short side. This disjunction (in theory if less in practice) between 

essentially round dwellings built by Indigenous cultures and essentially rectilinear 

ones built by Europeans solidified in the late sixteenth century and persists in the 

historiography of North American domestic architecture.155  

Brandmüller’s triangular structure anticipates the buildings John Law 

illustrates in his 1720s view of Biloxi (Fig. 25). Law’s is a visual imposition of an 

 
 
155 P.H. Hulton, ed., The Work of Jacques Le Moyne de Morgues 2 vols. (London: The 
British Museum, 1977), Plate numbers refer to Hulton’s system rather than Le 
Moyne’s. Fort Caroline is vol. 2, pl. 102; rounded Indigenous architecture is vol. 2, 
pls. 94–99, 122–25. The captions for these plates are transcribed and translated vol. 1, 
142; vol. 1, 140–41, 149–50 respectively.  

“The Boardman House [built by European-Americans] was an up-to-date vernacular 
dwelling organized around three axes: horizontal, vertical, and front-back.” Rounded 
systems of organizing buildings are “a social principle common among a variety of 
indigenous groups. Inside the single round or polygonal space, an axis leads from the 
east-facing door to the place of honour opposite it, the seat of the household's elder. . 
.” Dell Upton, Architecture in the United States (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 
1998), 25–6; for additional French descriptions of rounded Indigenous dwellings in 
the Caribbean, see Bailey, Architecture and Urbanism in the French Atlantic Empire, 
62, 472.  
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astonishing amount of order and urban planning merely a few years after the town was 

haphazardly settled. John Law’s images and texts promoted a prosperous, if 

illusionary, Louisiane. His propaganda brought widespread public investment in his 

company, creating the “Mississippi Bubble,” that crashed when his mountains of gold 

did not materialize.156 Additional prints sponsored by Law indicate “the French had 

discovered this country and built several houses since 1540. One still sees the ruins of 

several old forts.” Those who travel there see “the forts of old and new Louis” and 

other buildings not unknown to their ancestors. Visitors saw mountains full of gold 

and silver at the head of the Mississippi.157 Law’s textual reference to ruins and the 

visual triangular structures suggests an imagined view of Louisiane that was ready to 

be repopulated by the French on the ruins of their earlier structures. Perhaps we are 

meant to see Brandmüller’s triangular structure as a ruin or left-over of these houses 

imagined to be built by the French in 1540 in Louisiane—and actually built by them in 

Florida (1564) and Arkansas (1686). Brandmüller’s background is perhaps Basse-

Louisiane, abstracted and ruinous, but ready for further colonization, not to mention 
 

 
156 Erin Greenwald, Marc-Antoine Caillot and the Company of the Indies in Louisiana 
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State Univ. Press, 2016), 31–34; and Larry Neal, “I Am Not 
Master of Events”: The Speculations of John Law and Lord Londonderry (New 
Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 2012).  

157 “Les François decouvrirent ce païs et y formerent quelques habitations vers l’an 
1540. On en voit encore des restes dans les debris de quelques vieux forts … Ceux qui 
voyagent dans ce païs voyent les forts du vieux et nouveau Louis, et les autres edifices 
reconnoissent facilement que ce Royaume n’a pas été inconnu à nos pères dans les 
siècles passez…. On voit au haut du Missisipi des montagnes plein d’Or, d’argent, de 
cuivre, de plomb et de vif argent." (translated by author) This is part of the caption to 
François-Gérard Jollain after John Law, Le Commerce que les Indiens du Mexique 
Font avec les François au Port de Missisipi, 1719–21, intaglio print with period color, 
Historic New Orelans, 1952.3. 
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Swiss investment. These suggestions of fragments of past buildings that remain into 

the present-day further invoke Poussin’s trope of an historicized arcadia (Cf. Fig. 16). 

Much like Brandmüller’s tomb, these further suggest the memories of past French 

occupation and colonization.  

Brandmüller took an optimistic approach to imaging the future, and thus 

grounded his allegory of New World colonization and French Empire with this 

landscape that visually evokes textual descriptions of the beginnings of French-

controlled Basse-Louisiane. The land with its riches is there for the taking. The 

painted figure of America’s long tubular toes echo the ribs on the bundled skins, 

drawing a parallel between the human form and commodity. These are not actual 

human hides for sale, but the (deer)skin processed for trade forms a conceptual duality 

with people exploited because of their skin. One would be forced to support the geo-

political colony logistically; both propped up Basse-Louisiane financially.158 

However, both the Quapaw’s population collapse from European diseases (de 

Tonti estimated 1,200 deaths in less than 20 years) and their cultural persistence are 

effectively absent in Brandmüller’s work. At best, they are present via a European-

style building. Or, as Sophie White articulates, they have been “Frenchified” into non-

 
 
158 The Compagnie des Indes, which was in charge of Basse-Lousiane when the 
colony officially started enslaving Africans, did not officially begin shipping African-
descended slaves to Louisiane until 1719. The governor had attempted to import 
slaves as early as 1706, writing that enslaved Native Americans could escape too 
easily. In this period, the French largely restricted enslaving Indigenous people in 
Basse-Louisiane to war captives taken on behalf of their allies, a labor pool of limited 
use to them. Thomas Ingersoll, “The Slave Trade and the Ethnic Diversity of 
Louisiana’s Slave Community,” Louisiana History 37, no. 2 (Spring 1996): 133–61; 
DuVal, Native Ground, 67, 102; Rushforth, Bonds of Alliance, 164.  
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existence.159 Brandmüller instead constructs an image of America that sets aside 

ethnographic traditions and spectacle for quiet reserve in a mode utilized by numerous 

other artists to visually indicate the ways the Americas were erroneously empty and 

ready for European investment. For instance, Frans Post painted a related series of 

Brazilian landscapes (Fig. 26) that largely efface the Dutch presence there. The 

monumental airiness of the land swallows our attempts to read the boisterous history 

of conquest and oppression into the lazy stacks of ochre, ice blue, and grassy green. In 

their utter reserve that stretches our ability to maintain interest in them, the landscapes 

problematize our ability to unite them with a clear narrative, instead asking us to 

hesitate and consider their narrative potential. They suggest the landscape awaits the 

(European) narrator’s voice to make them into history.160 Louis XIV received several 

of these paintings as a gift in 1679 and hung them in the Louvre, incorporating this 

view of South America into his visual imperial project. They would have been 

available for Brandmüller to observe and copy.161 Thus, despite being a key trading 
 

 
159 White, Wild Frenchmen and Frenchified Indians, 146–47; Daniel Usner, American 
Indians in the Lower Mississippi Valley (Lincoln: Univ. Nebraska Press, 1998), 35, 
48–50; for persistence of the Quapaw and their relations with the French, see DuVal, 
The Native Ground, 80, 99, 112–23, 155–56; my reading of this part of the image 
draws on W. J. T. Mitchell, “Introduction” and “Imperial Landscape,” in Landscape 
and Power, ed., Mitchell 1994 (Chicago: Univ. Chicago Press, 2002), 1-34. 

160 Michael Gaudio, Sound, Image, Silence: Art and the Aural Imagination in the 
Atlantic World, (Minneapolis: Univ. Minnesota Press, 2019), 33–62. 

161 The paintings were a gift from the Dutch prince Jean-Maurice de Nassau. He had 
commissioned landscapes from Post as well as Albert Eckhout during his tenure in 
Dutch Brazil from 1636 to 1644. After returning with the paintings to Europe, Nassau 
exhibited them in the Mauritshuis and also made several gifts, the largest of which was 
27 paintings by Post to Louis XIV. During the gifting process, the list of paintings 
changed several times as “Quatre batailles navales sont considérées sans intérêt pour 
faire partie du cadeau, dont l’accent est clairement mis sur ’exotique’." Acquiring and 
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partner that brought money and objects to the French in North America, the Quapaw 

(indeed humans generally) do not appear into Brandmüller’s Basse-Louisiane, save by 

implication in the hazy green paint layers that make this background. Like Frans 

Post’s views of Brazil, Brandmüller’s background awaits a (European) history to be 

written on it. The two artists both draw on Poussin’s ability to challenge linear 

temporalities within a single painted narrative by invoking an Arcadia; the presence of 

fragments suggests time past, and thus the lengthy precedents upon which to write this 

future European history.  

Wearing the New World 

The trade goods Basse-Louisiane offered for metropolitan France—at least in 

theory—foreground Brandmüller’s image. They offer the possibility that the New 

World could be appropriated through portable and wearable objects. Unlike the 

unpopulated background landscape, Brandmüller seems to have had difficulty painting 

these objects. America’s body descends into a technically incompetent mix of grey 

paints and objects; the assortment of feet and legs direct our attention to a partially-

hidden basket woven in a twill stripe. The vermillion stripes point upward, linking 

themselves with the red and yellow feather skirt circling America’s midriff. A toppled 

bundle of hides pushes his right leg up and forward while another behind offers visual 

support akin to that offered by tree trunk struts in sculpture. Like Asia, the allegory of 

America is largely defined by products resulting from trade, but these are objects of an 

 
 
displaying the paintings was displaying the exotic wonders of Brazil for a European 
audience. Pedro Corrêa do Lago and Blaise Ducos, Frans Post: Le Brésil à la cour de 

Louis XIV (Paris: Musée du Louvre, 2005), esp. 29–36.  
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even greater specificity and singularity. Pearls were well known in Europe; Cherokee 

baskets were not. The artist’s brush halters and skips in these passages, seeming to 

visually fact-check the objects he painted.  

A Cherokee woman likely made the basket that hides behind and blends into 

the shipping bale. The twill-style dabs of paint engage with a long tradition of weaving 

baskets from rivercane, a plant that grew lushly throughout what is now Georgia, the 

Carolinas, and Tennessee. The canes were left in the buff or were dyed shades of 

umber and vermillion. The local environment was thus transformed into a valuable 

and easily transportable commodity. Explorer and natural historian Thomas Ashe, 

writing in 1682, remarked “The Natives of the Country” in the “Apalatean Mountains 

which lie far up within the Land” constructed “little Baskets, made of painted Reeds 

and Leather drest sometimes with black and red Chequers coloured” as their sole 

“Manufactures, or Arts.”162 Though not an exact match, the twill-woven pattern and 

distinctive colors of Brandmüller’s basket resonate with one collected by Mark 

Catesby for English collector Sir Hans Sloane (Fig. 27). The plain geometric twill 

weave that Brandmüller paints is visible in Sloane’s basket as well and is distinctive to 

the Cherokee, differing considerably from other cane basketry traditions in the 

Southeast.163 Anglo-Americans actively collected these Cherokee baskets for 

 
 
162 Thomas Ashe, Carolina: Or a Description of the Present State of that Country . . . 
. London: Printed for W.C. and sold by Mrs. Grover in Pelican Court, 1682. Reprinted 
in Historical Collections of South Carolina . . ., ed., B. R. Carroll. (New York, 1836), 
2:79–80 

163 The Chitimacha (present-day Louisiana) and the Choctaw (present-day Alabama, 
Florida, Mississippi and Louisiana) also made and make cane baskets, but using 
different colors, different weaving techniques, and more figurative designs. See Dayna 
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ornamental and functional uses in North America and Europe.164 It seems at least one 

made it to Brandmüller’s studio, or to the collection of his unknown patron, but 

through an unclear route. Several Swiss families established plantations in the 

Carolinas, particularly in Charleston, South Carolina, a hub for European trade with 

the Cherokee. It is possible, then, that the basket moved along family connections to 

the patron and then the artist’s studio.165 

The vermillion and buff strips of dyed cane mirror the feathers in the 

obligatory skirt and headdress worn by America, visually linking the two. From the 

outset of European colonization, images of feather-clad people dominated European 

constructions of America, including Ripa’s (see Fig. 5). Actual feathers, feather 

garments, and feather pictures traveled to European cities including Basel from mainly 

Brazilian origins. French, Dutch, and Portuguese powers jostled for control of the 

colony and sent luxury goods from there back to Europe.166 A feather cape from Brazil 

(Fig. 28) had entered the collection of the Museum der Kulturen Basel by 1918. Made 

in the early seventeenth century, an accompanying note stated that it had been worn at 

 
 
Lee and Hiram Gregory, The work of tribal hands: Southeastern Indian split cane 

basketry (Natchitoches, LA: Northwestern State University Press, 2006). 

164 See Joseph Litts, “Domestic Usefulness and Pleasing Figures: Cherokee Rivercane 
Baskets in Carolina and Abroad” in Cherokee Basketry: Woven Culture (Athens: 
Georgia Museum of Art, 2016), 6–10.  

165 David, La Suisse et l’Esclavage, 55, 73; Luck, A History of Switzerland, 211–12. 

166 Buono, “’The Treasures Are the Feathers of Birds,” 179n3.  
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masquerades in Europe.167 The varying cadmium, rust, and sang de boeuf feathers 

overlap in a shimmering surface. The feathers barely touch; the white rachis or central 

ribs gleam brightly. A loose cotton mesh ground supports the feathers, bound in at the 

top only. The wearer would be enveloped in a rustling cloud of shimmering red. 

Brandmüller’s feather skirt similarly changes each feather slightly; they bob and 

uncomfortably lie on top of each other suggesting their potential for seemingly 

independent motion. The thickness of the lit side of the skirt pushes away from the 

thinner shadowed side, which slides into darkness—the variable nature of the New 

World painted into a garment.  

The ability of feathers to awaken spectators’ emotions and sense of play was 

commonly acknowledged in the early modern period. Viewing “Indian pictures made 

of feathers” was a cure for melancholia authors noted, and donning feathers involved 

the wearer in the spectacle of the New World.168 In 1686, British trader William Byrd 

sent “an Indian habit” to a friend’s son in Yorkshire, England. He described the 

“habit” as 

the best I could procure amongst our neighbor Indians. There is a flap 
or belly clout 1 pair stockings & 1 pair mocosins or Indian shoes also 
some shells to put about his necke & a cap of wampum. I could not get 
any dyed hair, which would have been better & cheaper. These things 

 
 
167 Curatorial file, Tupinambá, Feather Cloak, ca. 1600. Cotton and feathers. Museum 
der Kulturen, Basel, IVc 657. Purchased from Mittelschweizerische Geographisch–
Commercielle Gesellschaft, 1918.  

168 Robert Burton, The Anatomy of Melancholy 1621 (Philadelphia, 1857), 318.  
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are put up in an Indian basket, directed as you desired, there are a bow 
& arrows tyed to it.169  

Byrd’s costume is not an exact cognate for the one painted by Brandmüller, though 

both include shell jewelry and archery equipment (key markers of Indian-ness in 

European constructions). It is tempting to imagine that this feather skirt once resided 

in the Cherokee basket, items that could have rested within a collection of curiosities 

until being deployed as part of theatrical entertainments.  

America as a figure personified through feathered costume had a long tradition 

in court masques and ballets performed for Louis XIV. Le Temple de la paix, danced 

at Fontainebleau on 15 October 1685, featured aristocrats and professional dancers 

costumed as “savages of the French provinces in America” in feather outfits, 

according to choreographer Philippe Quinault. The costumes, shown in the 

frontispiece (Fig. 29), were intended to read as the attire of both Canadian and 

Louisianan Indigenous nations. To my modern eye, they present as Europeans in 

feather-covered clothes, and nothing more. Additional performers danced as “the 

peoples of Africa” at the temple, joyful for “the peace [Louis XIV] has given them.” 

The ballet brought the painted figures of Le Brun’s balconies to life. It was a 

celebration of “the pleasure that they have to be under the empire of a king so 

powerful and glorious.” In its devotion to exotic peoples and places, the dance 

subsumed France itself under the specter of its empire, while articulating the ability of 

material goods (i.e. costumes made of feathers) to shift the identity of wearers from 

 
 
169 William Byrd I to John Clayton, 25.05.1686. In The Correspondence of the Three 
William Byrds of Virginia, 1684–1776, ed., Marion Tinling (Charlottesville: Univ. of 
Virginia Press, 1977) 1:61.  
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French to Other.170 Like Brandmüller’s painting, this genre of performance 

transformed the white French aristocratic and/or professional dancing body into a 

spectacle of the global world through costume and materials (feathers in particular), 

visualizing colonialism unfolding in the New World.  

To some extent Brandmüller’s painting can be read as a painted depiction of 

one of these events, where Europeans donned exotic outfits mirroring the expansion of 

their imperial worlds while neutralizing the power of these other nations.171 The 

theatricality of these white figures then can be explained in part by their attendance at 

a fictional masquerade. As numerous scholars have demonstrated, these masquerades 

exposed not only the constructed nature of identity in the early modern period, but also 

the anxiety contemporary participants felt about their performance of various 

identities.172 These parties frequently grew debauched (or so commentators claimed), 

raising concerns about the ease with which supposedly civilized white Europeans 

 
 
170 “Les Sauvages des Provinces de l’Amerique [sic.]," "Les Peuples d’Afrique … 
témoigner la joye qu’ils ressentent d’éprouver la clémence du Vainqueur & du joüir du 
repos qu’il leur a donné," "le plasisir du’ils ont d’etre sous l’Empire d’un Roy puissant 
& glorieux." (translated by author) Philippe Quinault, Le temple de la paix , ballet 
dansé devant S. M., à Fontainebleau, le [15] d'octobre 1685 (Paris, 1685), 27, 34, 27; 
Ellen Welch correctly notes that these events ran the risk of offending diplomatic 
representatives from the countries otherwise included in the performance. Welch, A 
Theater of Diplomacy: International Relations and the Performing Arts in Early 
Modern France (Philadelphia: Univ. Pennsylvania Press, 2017), 154–55; Honour, The 
New Golden Land, 93–95.  

171 Tobin, Picturing Imperial Power, 110–38. 

172 See Jennifer Van Horn, “The Mask of Civility: Portraits of Colonial Women and 
the Transatlantic Masquerade” American Art 23, no. 3 (Fall 2009): 8–35.  
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could slip into “savagery.”173 Brandmüller’s choice to render the world via mostly 

white Europeans transformed into the representations of the various parts of the world 

via their proximity to exotic goods (and disgustingly, Brandmüller configures the 

black woman as one of these goods) invokes this identity crisis in the painting. He 

suggests the ease with which the body could morph under colonization, transforming 

into an Other, and also becoming one with the material object. 

Coda: Living in a Material World 

This thesis perhaps ends abruptly; just as we reach the seemingly infinite space 

of North America constrained within a two-dimensional picture plane and populated 

with party-goers, my account ceases. This is intentional. In my writing, by parsing the 

ways in which Brandmüller’s painting responds to specific events, I have shown that 

his painting is not as much a fantasy as it might appear. Les quatre parties du monde is 

based as much in reality—or the artist’s interpretation of reality—as imagination.  

The specific experience of colonization on the physical North American 

ground and the enslavement of Indigenous and African persons was ultimately less 

important than European aesthetic perceptions in terms of this project where the fact 

of empire building is subsumed under its possibilities for European consumers and 

investors. The painting naturalized and historicized these colonialist ventures, 

rendering them inevitable and desirable. By virtue of painting objects from diverse 

cultures, Brandmüller staged an effective aesthetic colonization. He claimed these 

 
 
173 Terry Castle, Masquerade and Civilization (Stanford: Stanford Univ. Press, 1986), 
2–7; Kate Fullagar, The Savage Visit, (Berkeley: Univ. California Press, 2012), 24; 
and Robbie Richardson, The Savage and the Modern Self (Toronto: Univ. Toronto 
Press, 2018), 37. 
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artifacts and their makers as an exotic visual vocabulary that could be incorporated 

within the Swiss fold.  

For Western European colonization to proceed, giving us the foundations of 

our contemporary liberal understandings of humanity/humanness in the process, this 

domination had to be imagined and justified.174 For America as a geo-political 

physical entity to exist (with the horrific baggage this entails), it had to be first 

imagined and imaged. White Western Europeans needed to first visualize the world as 

a consumable good, or in this case as a series of consumable goods, for them to 

attempt to control it. And thus, to borrow from Darcy Grigsby, they are all there: Asia, 

Europe, the Americas, and Africa. The free and the enslaved; the precious and the 

crass commodity; white and black. They are there for the taking and have been taken 

and will be taken again.175 Brandmüller transformed political questions and stakes into 

a certainty, imaging a world with a clearly articulated racial hierarchy that was less 

morphable than some contemporary critics had articulated.176 Brandmüller merged the 

body with the immaterial object to make painted allegories out of humans and fetishes 

that ultimately embodied the abstract stakes in the games of colonial power. By ending 

 
 
174 Cf. Lowe, Intimacies of the Four Continents.  

175 Grigsby, Extremities, 315–317. 

176 Cf. LaFont, “How Skin Color Became a Racial Marker,” 101–4. LaFont discusses 
the impact of “white Africans” (i.e. those with albinism), white makeup, the effects of 
sun and climate on skin, and also masks in terms of concretizing definitions of race 
based largely on visual markers. This is sadly the system of defining and literally 
naturalizing difference that developed in the late seventeenth century and has remined 
cogent into the present. Perhaps without fully realizing it, Brandmüller actively 
participated in these debates on the (im)mutability of skin color and its correlation to 
race and difference.  
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my account at the moment where his painting slips farthest from reality into possibility 

and fantasy, I wish that I could alter the trajectory Brandmüller imagines and thus 

keep his painting and its afterlives within the realm of events that had passed by 1688 

to stymie the continued exploitation his painting presages. I also wish I could effect 

some end to the afterlives of colonialism his and other paintings have catalyzed. But, I 

cannot. In this thesis, despite my best intentions, I have assuredly furthered the 

violence that is history to a certain extent.177  

Though the original context for Brandmüller’s painting is uncertain, it creates a 

readily intelligible language of dominance and empires of trade that rests on a re-

negotiation of subjecthood and objecthood through the material world, a material 

world we continue to inhabit. Brandmüller’s vision of subjugated black bodies, an 

idealized and empty North America ready for easy settler colonialism, Asia as a site of 

luxury good production, and European trade domination sadly prefigured the world 

that came to pass as Western colonialism developed and a global capitalist economy 

emerged. When he painted these allegories, these amalgamations of humans and 

material objects, into being on canvas in 1688, he gave abstract colonialism physical 

form for those in metropolitan Europe, enabling viewers to better understand their 

place in this world.  

One thing has hopefully changed, though. Critically, Brandmüller did not—

and perhaps could not—image a space or means of resistance to the many long lives of 

colonialism. Brandmüller and his compatriots at the French Académie could not have 

imagined the force that is Beyoncé celebrating herself and her body, for the same 
 

 
177 Philosophically, I draw on Christina Sharpe, In the Wake: On Blackness and Being 

(Durham: Duke Univ. Press, 2016), and Hartman, “Venus in Two Acts.” 
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physical markers Academicians used to denigrate non-white bodies into racial 

hierarchies based on equally racialized aesthetics.178 In Formation (2016), Beyoncé 

sings:  

I’m so reckless when I rock my Givenchy dress 
I’m so possessive so I rock his Roc necklaces 

My daddy Alabama 
Momma Louisiana  
You mix that negro with that Creole make a Texas bamma 

I like my baby hair, with baby hair and afros 
I like my negro nose with Jackson Five nostrils 
Earned all this money but they never take the country out me 
I got a hot sauce in my bag, swag.179 

Beyoncé co-opts the formula of consumption, beauty, and race that Brandmüller used, 

employing it to her own end. She announces a new material world that celebrates 

herself for exactly who she is, in a way that many Europeans would have thought 

impossible for a black woman in 1688.  

However, as I write this conclusion amid the continued racism and sexism of 

2020, I wonder how many live in Beyoncé’s material world—and how many still 

reside in Brandmüller’s? The answer, I suspect, would be frightening.  

 
 
178 Her success and talent vis-à-vis her comparatively lighter skin color have been a 
subject of controversy, however. “Beyoncé’s great—we all stan Beyoncé—but if 
Beyoncé is the only shade that’s celebrated, then the whole world is missing out.” 
Ellen Jones, “Why do Light-Skinned Women Dominate the Pop Charts?” Guardian, 
13.07.2019. < https://www.theguardian.com/music/2019/jul/13/why-do-light-skinned-
women-dominate-the-pop-charts> accessed 22.03.2019. 
 
179 Beyoncé, lead vocalist, “Formation,” by Michael Williams II, Beyoncé Knowles, 
Khalif Brown, Aaquil Brown, and Asheton Hogan, Spotify, track 11 on Lemonade, 
Parkwood, 2016; and Lemonade produced by Good Company and Johnathan Lia 
(2016), film. 
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