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1. In 1929, a few months before his death, Aby Warburg wrote an introduction to his
last intellectual project: the ‘Picture Atlas’ (Bilderatlas) which he dedicated to
Mnemosyne, the Greek goddess of memory, whose name was inscribed on the front
door of the Kulturwissenschaftliche Bibliothek he had founded. The opening 
sentences of Warburg’s introduction, first published 70 years after his death in
Italian translation, read: ‘The conscious creation of distance between the self and the
external world may be called the fundamental act of civilization. Where this gap 
conditions artistic creativity, this awareness of distance can achieve a lasting social
function.’1

Why was memory in Warburg’s mind so closely connected to distance? In com-
menting on the aforementioned passage Ernst Gombrich wrote: ‘Not that memory
can create “distance”, but it can widen the interval between the two poles of calm
contemplation or orgiastic surrender to emotion, by providing models for either 
attitude.’2

In the introduction to his ‘Picture Atlas’, Warburg associated memory not only
with individuals, but also with ‘collective personalities’ (Kollektivpersönlichkeiten).
Gombrich argued that there is a ‘suggestive parallel between the system Warburg
developed and Jung’s ideas about archetypes and racial memory’.3 I find this 
suggestion totally unconvincing. Warburg’s project did not deal with ahistorical
archetypes. It dealt with a memory that had been lost and recovered – the fragile,
contingent memory of the Greek and Roman past. This recovery involved something
more than an erudite and antiquarian enterprise, even if erudites and antiquarians
played an important role in it. Visual and verbal formulas rooted in a distant past
contributed to make the present familiar and to cope with distance: geographical,
cultural, or both.

2. The European encounter with the New World vividly illustrates this interaction
between past and present. ‘We discovered innumerable lands, we saw innumerable
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people and different languages, and all were naked’ (‘Discoprimo infinita terra e 
vedemo infinitisima gente e varie lingue, e tutti disnudi’), Amerigo Vespucci wrote in
1500 to Lorenzo of Pierfrancesco de’ Medici.4 This nakedness, stressed by all
European travellers, was regarded as indisputable evidence of a lack of civilization.
‘They have no faith, no law. They live according to nature’, Vespucci wrote.5 But in
his extremely influential account Decades de orbe novo (1516), Pier Martire d’Anghiera
turned this scornful judgment into its opposite: those people, he wrote as a comment
on a dialogue with a ‘naked philosopher’, have no property, no laws, no books, no
judges – ‘they have the golden age’.6

It was a momentous event: the birth of the myth of the noble savage. Ancient texts
and ancient images provided an appropriate framework to approach the inhabitants
of the New World: a visual or textual idiom based on Greek and Roman mythology,
which ultimately turned nakedness into nudity. To quote a well-known example:
Piero di Cosimo’s two panels representing episodes of Bacchus’s life (The Discovery
of Honey, Worcester, MA, The Worcester Art Museum; and The Misfortunes of Silenus,
Cambridge, MA, Fogg Art Museum) have been compellingly interpreted by Erwin
Panofsky as visual commentaries on ‘the early history of man’.7 But strangely
enough, Panofsky failed to notice that Piero di Cosimo’s several paintings on this
subject had been clearly inspired by the discovery of the New World, a topic made
familiar to a Florentine audience by two accounts published in 1504–5 by Amerigo
Vespucci, a Florentine: Mundus novus and Sommario . . . di due sue navigazioni al 
magnifico messer Pietro Soderini.8 (It may be noted that Federico Zeri, on purely stylis-
tic evidence, dated this group of paintings by Piero di Cosimo between 1505 and
1507).9 As we learn from Vasari, Piero di Cosimo painted his storie baccanarie, stories
involving Bacchus, for Giovanni Vespucci, or more likely for the latter’s father,
Guidantonio, a former ambassador to the court of Louis XI, King of France, and a
prominent politician who had spent two years in Paris with a distant relative, his
young protégé Amerigo Vespucci.10 Piero di Cosimo’s panels obviously meant to 
be an indirect celebration of Amerigo’s discoveries. Having missed this contextual
evidence, Panofsky concluded that Piero di Cosimo’s pictures on the early history of
humankind had to be interpreted as the ‘subconscious recollection of a primitive
who happened to live in a period of sophisticated civilization’.11 But Piero di Cosimo
was, pace Panofsky, neither a ‘primitive’ nor an ‘atavistic phenomenon’; he did not
approach the newly discovered populations through a ‘subconscious recollection’
but through a conscious memory, deliberately inspired by antiquity. Nor was his
approach exceptional. In 1521, Cesare Cesariano framed his illustration of
Vitruvius’s passage on the discovery of fire (II, 1, 1–4) with a comment mentioning
the ‘golden age’ as well as the ‘new populations’ (novi populi) discovered by the fleets
of the kings of Spain and of Portugal.12 A few years later, Vasco de Quiroga, a judge,
then Bishop of Michoacán, wrote that the most naïve populations of the New World
were exactly like those of the Golden Age, quoting, as authorities, Thomas More’s
Utopia and Lucian’s Saturnalia.13 Relying upon a Greek and Roman legacy, both 
textual and visual, European writers, antiquarians, painters, and sculptors tried to
make sense of new lands and populations, of which Greek and Roman geographers
had never suspected the existence.
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3. The case study I present here will focus on a gilded silver beaker, which is on dis-
play in the Schatzkammer of the Residenz, Munich (see Fig. 1).14 Due to its extraordi-
nary quality and its unusual iconography, this imposing object – 47.5 cm high, 24.5
cm wide – has been mentioned and reproduced many times. To my knowledge, it
has never been analyzed in depth.

According to its hallmark, the beaker was made in Antwerp, in 1524–5.15 It was
suggested some time ago that the decoration was added at a later date.16 This
hypothesis tries to explain an obvious stylistic gap, which has been repeatedly
stressed, between the late Gothic shape of the beaker and the foliage between 
the stem and the bowl on the one hand; and the Renaissance flavor of the scenes 
decorating the lid, the cup and the foot on the other.17 On the surface, the beaker
resembles a stylistic hybrid. Strangely enough, it was not noticed then that the
beaker when seen from the inside also resembles a hybrid, for different reasons.
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Indeed, on closer inspection, a comparison between the insides of the lid, the cup,
and the foot of the beaker reveals a striking difference (Fig. 2). 

The insides of both the lid and the cup are covered with an additional layer of
gilded silver, which conceals the reverse of the scenes decorating the outside. On the
inside of the foot, however, the scenes are perfectly visible, in reverse (Fig. 3). 
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How can we interpret this divergence? The only possible answer is this: in the
case of the lid and the cup, the decorated layer was put over a pre-existing vase,
whose inside is still visible; the foot, which has no double layer inside, was made by
the same goldsmith who decorated the lid and the cup. In other words, the beaker
we see today at the Schatzkammer of the Residenz is made of two vases, one inside
the other – except for the foot. The older vase was broken, for unknown reasons, at
an unknown date, but certainly before the scenes decorating the exterior were 
created.

4. These scenes cover three zones of the beaker – the lid, the cup, the foot – with a 
circular frieze depicting human beings, animals, plants, buildings. The viewer is
nearly overwhelmed by the amount of visual information displayed on the object;
but the scenes are easily readable. 

Most of the human beings (men, women, children) are either naked, or wearing a
loincloth; a few have a more elaborate dress. Some men sport feathered headdresses;
others have necklaces. The animals are sometimes real, sometimes imaginary. On the
lid, for instance, besides an ape, we see a kynokephalos, a man with a dog’s head, 
riding a sea–monster with the head of a bull and a serpentine tail. The monster is tied
up with a rope by two naked men, who are pulling him out of a lake or a river. Two
men bearing bows are shooting arrows at two animals which seem to be turkeys (a
detail I will comment on later); another man is playing a musical instrument. In the
background one sees high mountains, imposing buildings facing a lake or a river,
boats with rowing men. The outlines of the mountains, the buildings and the boats
are delicately carved on the gilded silver surface.

The cup shows palms and other vegetation. A naked woman with a mantle flung
across her shoulders attends to a baby; an embracing couple sit beside her. An ape
squats on the ground facing the viewer. A naked man, his loins covered by a cloth,
stands holding a child seen from the back. A man and a woman, rather elaborately
dressed, with prominent headdresses, look at two men blowing huge horns (Fig. 4). 

A man seen from behind seems about to hit a horse with a stick. A small lion is
running in the foreground; a woman with a feathered headdress rides a horse
wrapped in a rich cloth; behind her a man rides an elephant. Then a water scene: a
man, a woman holding a child, a couple swimming in the lake; in the background a
ship, a camel on the shore, rocks, trees, buildings.

The foot displays scenes of very different character. Two men attack a lion, one
with his bare hands, another with a stick. Two men club three Kynokephaloi (two of
them lie lifeless on the ground). Surrounding this display of extreme violence (Fig.
5) is a sort of ceremonial procession: a couple of lovers riding a horse, children 
riding a camel. 

These scenes have been regarded as depictions of exotic populations, and more
specifically of American Indians, notwithstanding the presence of African-looking
facial features. In making this observation, Hans Thoma argued that the beaker 
presumably came from the time of the conquistadores.18 This suggestion sounds con-
vincing in light of the contradictory elements displayed in the scenes that decorate
the beaker. On the one hand, we see naked, or nearly naked, men and women, 
surrounded by exotic trees and animals; on the other, huge European-looking build-
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ings. A reference to Europe would obviously have been absurd.19 Of the recently dis-
covered lands, only Mexico had great cities and huge buildings. In Antwerp, one of
the centers of international trade, news of Cortés’ extraordinary conquest arrived
quickly. A French translation of Cortés’ second letter, and a Flemish version made
out of his first two letters, were published in Antwerp in, respectively, 1522 and
1524.20 The second letter included the following passage: 

This province [of Mesyco] is circular and encompassed by very high and very steep moun-
tains, and the plain is some seventy leagues in circumference: in this plain there are two
lakes which cover almost all of it, for a canoe may travel fifty leagues around the edges.
One of these lakes is of fresh water and the other, which is the larger, is of salt water . . .
they travel between one lake and the other and between the different settlements which are
on the lakes in their canoes without needing to go by land . . . This great city of Temixititan
is built on the salt lake . . . The city itself is as big as Seville or Córdoba . . .21 

This description may have inspired the mountains, buildings, and boats crossing
the water represented on the beaker lid. Much more precise, since it must have been
based on direct inspection, is the depiction of two turkeys, arguably the earliest,
rather clumsy European image of the gallus indicus, or ‘Indianische Hahn’ which
Cortés had sent from Mexico.22 But these more or less distorted fragments of factual
information are incrusted into ancient-looking scenes, friezes all’antica. Those naked,
or nearly naked, men and women which we see represented in the act of riding,

Diogenes 201

104

4.

Diogenes 51/1  1/21/04  10:15 AM  Page 104

https://doi.org/10.1177/0392192104041696 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1177/0392192104041696


fighting, swimming, making love, look like creatures of Greek and Roman myth-
ology. Aby Warburg would have taken the scenes decorating the Antwerp beaker as
evidence for his argument about the role played by ancient formulas of emotion
(Pathosformeln) in the art of the Renaissance. Those formulas, which had been sup-
pressed by the Church as pagan, idolatrous, and demonic, were (Warburg argues)
rediscovered to articulate: 

the whole gamut of expressions in the grip of emotions, from helpless brooding to 
murderous cannibalism. [This recovery] also imparts to the dynamics of human expressive
movements which lie between the extremes of orgiastic seizures – such as fighting, walk-
ing, running, dancing, grasping – the hallmark of an uncanny experience. It made the 
educated public of the Renaissance, brought up in the discipline of the Church, look 
upon this sphere as a forbidden region where only the godforsaken who indulged in 
unrestrained passions were permitted to run riot.23

5. The name of the silversmith who made the beaker is unknown; an isolated attempt
to identify him, on stylistic grounds, with Peeter Wolfganck, seems utterly uncon-
vincing. Also unconvincing, but much more interesting, is a related suggestion, con-
necting the beaker with Hans Burgkmair’s woodcuts Die kalikutischen Leut, made for
the series The triumphs of Maximilian I (1517–18, but published in 1526).24 The vague
air de famille shared by the woodcut and the beaker must be ascribed, in my view, to
Mantegna’s Trionfi, which Burgkmair must have seen during his Italian journey.25

But the connection between the Antwerp silversmith and Mantegna seems more 
specific and direct. Both the fight with the sea-monster represented on the lid and the
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battle between humans and kynokephaloi represented on the foot of the beaker are
responses – very different, in their muscular energy, from the stately procession
depicted by Burgkmair – to Mantegna’s Fighting Sea Gods.

In his Historia natural y general de las Indias, Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo 
lamented that great painters like Berruguete, Leonardo or Mantegna (whom he had
met during his stay in Italy) were unable to take records of the New World. Oviedo
might have appreciated the Antwerp beaker as an imaginative reworking of
Mantegna’s engravings.26 Mantegna’s Fighting Sea Gods must be dated before 1494,
the year in which Dürer copied one of them.27 Another evident source of inspiration
for the Antwerp silversmith also points to the late Quattrocento: Pollaiolo’s Battle of
the nudes, an engraving by a sculptor and draftsman who, as has been pointed out,
never left the goldsmith’s guild.28

These references suggest a chronological and geographical background, which we
should try to narrow down. Unfortunately, comparisons are not easy, since the
beaker in the Schatzkammer of the Residenz is, it has been argued, ‘the oldest remain-
ing example of Antwerp work in precious metal’ to have escaped 16th-century icon-
oclasm.29 We may start by evoking an admittedly distant case, Cesare Cesariano’s. In
his commentary on Vitruvius, published in 1521 (a date presumably close to the
beaker’s), Cesariano, born in 1475, listed a few modern artists who had reached the
excellence of the ancients: Mantegna, Leonardo, Bramante, Michelangelo (praised as
a sculptor and as a painter). In fact, it has been suggested that Cesariano’s illustra-
tions tried to translate into a different medium some ideas of Leonardo, who had
been his teacher.30 A comparable list made by the Antwerp silversmith would have
included Mantegna, Pollaiolo – and, of course, Dürer, whose engravings are echoed
in some of the beaker’s landscapes. 

But the absence of echoes from Italian 16th-century artists in the Schatzkammer
beaker suggests that its maker, the Antwerp silversmith, must have been either an
Italianate artist or an Italian who would have left Italy not much later than the year
1500. In order to make sense of this alternative, we may tentatively adapt to the
Antwerp scene the distinction between the Welsch and the Deutsch, which Michael
Baxandall analyzed in his splendid book The Limewood Sculptors of Renaissance
Germany. 

Let Welsch [Baxandall writes] be the Italianate style of German sculpture widely current
between the 1510s and 1580s . . . It is a hybrid, a provincial sideshow in the great European
Renaissance . . . It was initially affected by a very limited view of Italian art. For the early
Welsch, Italian art was not Michelangelo and Raphael, or even Giotto and Donatello; rather
it was engravings by Mantegna, and bronze plaquettes by such as Moderno, or Venetian
art mediated through highly personal talents like Dürer’s . . . .31

The Residenz beaker can certainly be described as a hybrid on several scores. But
the visual idiom spoken by the unknown Antwerp silversmith, especially in articu-
lating the forms of human bodies, seems to be definitely Italian, not an Antwerp 
version of Welsch (see Fig. 4).

Let us submit this hypothesis to a few tests. The battle between humans and
kynokephaloi, or dog-headed humanoids, represented on the beaker’s foot, may have
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been distantly inspired by the Battle of naked men and peasants, designed by the so-
called master NH and executed by Hans Lützelburger in 1522.32 At an infinitely
cruder level, the Antwerp silversmith may well have seen the front-page of the
Flemish booklet based on Hernan Cortés’ first and second letter, published in
Antwerp in 1523.33 But in both cases, the filter – that is, a visual education formed 
on Mantegna and Pollaiolo – turned out to be more important than the filtered 
messages. A third case involves a closer borrowing. In 1527 Laurent Frieß, ‘natural
philosopher’, physician and geographer, published in Strasburg a book entitled
Uslegung der Mercarthen oder Cartha Marina: an often fanciful description of exotic
lands which included, besides the sea map mentioned in the title, several illustra-
tions which would deserve a closer study. One of them, the illustration attached to
the chapter ‘Von Canibalien’ (p. XIV, v), which became the front page of the 1530 
edition, must have caught our silversmith’s attention.34

But the kynokephaloi represented on the beaker’s lid and foot (see Fig. 5) speak an
Italian rather than a German idiom. All this seems to point to an Italian–born silver-
smith, active in Antwerp in the 1520s. Can we try to narrow down this hypothesis a
bit further?

6. We can. In November 1520, coming back from the Netherlands, Dürer made a 
second stop in Antwerp. In his diary he wrote: ‘Steffan Capello has given me a
cedarwood rosary, for which I promised to take, and have taken his portrait’.35 This
portrait has been tentatively identified with a drawing, now in Berlin, which bears
an inscription in Dürer’s hand: ‘a goldsmith from Malines, drawn at Antwerp 1520’. 

The date fits with the diary’s entry; moreover, we know that one Stefano Capello
worked as a goldsmith for Margaret of Austria, regent of the Netherlands, aunt of
the emperor Charles the Fifth.36 Some scholars, including Panofsky, have rejected the
identification, since Dürer, who knew Capello by name, would not have referred to
him simply as ‘a goldsmith’.37 I am unable to make up my mind on this issue. (I will
only note that in 1520, according to my guesses, the Antwerp silversmith who made
the beaker would have been at least in his mid-30s – that is, presumably older than
the man portrayed by Dürer). But I am more interested in the entry from Dürer’s
diary. Today, Stefano Capello is a mere name: no works by him have survived. Thus
far, I have been unable to find any evidence concerning his early training in Italy.38

In the light of Dürer’s (and Margaret’s) appreciation, Stefano Capello must have
been a truly remarkable craftsman, used to working with different media. Dürer’s
reference to the cedarwood rosary that he bartered for a drawing is especially
intriguing. The use of wood models as a preparatory stage for silver works is amply
documented for later periods.39 A man used to carving a softer material like wood
might have developed the striking textural variety displayed in the scenes decorat-
ing the Antwerp silver beaker: froth, furs, scales, foliage, feathers, muscles – the soft
and rough skin of things, of animals, of humans.

Between April and June 1529, Stefano Capello, ‘a jeweler who had his residence in
Antwerp’ received 253 livres and 10 sols, 

for a beautiful, high silver vase, decorated with ancient histories, and for its lid, also gilded
outside and inside, weighing 10 marcs and 4 ounces . . . and for the case of the vase . . .
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which Madame delivered to Baboz, lord of Bourdoisie, treasurer of Madame the regent of
France

(pour une belle et haulte coppe d’argent a moult belle façon garnye distoires antiques aussi de sa 
couverte de mesme doree dedans et dehors pesant 10 marcs 4 onces . . . et pour la custode dicelle
couppe . . . laquelle mad. Dame a fait delivrer au tresorier de madame la Regente de France, nommez
Baboz, Sr de Bourdoisie).40

Vases decorated with ancient histories were apparently Stefano Capello’s 
specialty: seven years before, on 27 March 1522, he had been paid by Margaret of
Austria for another ‘beautiful, high silver vase, faicte a lenticque, well gilded with its
lid outside and inside’. The vase made in 1522, given as a present to Madame de
Noyelle, was much lighter, amounting to nearly a half of the one made in 1529; the
amount of money paid to Stefano Capello in the two occasions varied accordingly.

Is the Antwerp gilded silver beaker identical to the ‘beautiful, high silver [and
gilded] vase, decorated with ancient histories’ which Stefano Capello delivered in
1529 to Margaret of Austria? To answer this question, we must address two prelim-
inary issues. The first is the date. The hallmark on the beaker points to 1524–5. One
scholar has raised the possibility that the decoration might have been made at a later
date. This hypothesis is reinforced by the close relationship between the cannibal
scene illustrating Laurent Frieß’s Cartha marina, published in 1527, and the scene 
decorating the foot of the Antwerp beaker (see Fig. 5). On the basis of this relation-
ship between the engraving and the beaker (which cannot be reasonably reversed) I
would take 1527 as a terminus ante quem non for the latter’s decoration.

The second preliminary issue to be dealt with is the weight. The vase delivered by
Stefano Capello weighed 10 marcs and 4 ounces. Since in Antwerp and Malines the
marc was equal to 246.1 grams, the total weight of the vase delivered in 1529 was
2584.5 grams.41 The weight of the beaker on display in the Schatzkammer of the
Residenz, Munich, is 3243 grams. But as we have seen, we are dealing with a hybrid,
composite object, made of two different layers: a decorated cover over a half-broken
vase. Herr Oelke, the restorer at the Residenz, was kind enough to share with me his
guesses about the weight of the beaker minus the inside, half–broken layer.42 The
result would be 2143 grams – that is, about 400 grams less than the ‘beautiful, high
silver vase, decorated with ancient histories’ that Margaret of Austria paid for in
1529. But, as Herr Oelke reminded me, no guesswork can assess the exact thickness
of the inside layer of the beaker. This means, if I am not mistaken, that the discrep-
ancy with the data concerning the 1529 vase does not allow us to reach a definite 
conclusion, an uncompromising yes or no. This is not surprising, considering the
heavy reworking to which the beaker has been submitted during its long history.

But why is the Antwerp beaker made of a decorated cover laid over a half–broken
vase? In my view, the riddle can be solved by a passage in the detailed inventory of
the paintings, books, jewels and furniture owned by Margaret of Austria. One of the
items listed in the inventory is a ‘large gold cup decorated with leaves’ and a
‘salt–box’ that, ‘by order of Margaret, were broken in order to make three small cups
which were taken to Cambrai where the peace was signed’.43 The ‘beautiful, high 
silver vase, decorated with ancient histories’ for which Stefano Capello was paid in

Diogenes 201

108

Diogenes 51/1  1/21/04  10:15 AM  Page 108

https://doi.org/10.1177/0392192104041696 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1177/0392192104041696


1529 was made for the same purpose: the diplomatic effort which led to the so-called
‘paix des Dames’, the treaty signed in Cambrai on 3 August 1529 by Margaret of
Austria, aunt of emperor Charles V, and Louise of Savoye, mother of Francis I, king
of France. The vase inside the Antwerp beaker might have also been broken on 
the eve of the journey to Cambrai, in order to be covered with a gorgeous, updated
decoration. What we know for certain is that Stefano Capello’s vase was ultimately
given as a present to the treasurer of Louise of Savoye. As has been noted, Burgundy
gold (as well as, we might add, silver) contributed to Margaret’s diplomatic triumph. 

The circumstantial evidence supporting the identification of the vase made by
Stefano Capello in 1529 with the Antwerp beaker in the Residenz Schatzkammer is in
my view reasonably strong. I will mention an additional element: the subject of the
scenes decorating the beaker. We can easily imagine Margaret of Austria choosing,
in the preparation of her journey to Cambrai, a present reminding the king of France,
through his mother, of the most recent Spanish conquests across the Ocean. But in
the scenes decorating the beaker there are no Spaniards. Why not?

The ancient vocabulary of extreme emotions – Pathosformeln, as Warburg labelled
them – preserved by ancient sarcophagi and mediated by Mantegna’s engravings,
provided the idiom to articulate the battle that we see on the beaker’s foot (see Fig.
5). Cortés’ third letter, which the Antwerp silversmith (or should we say Stefano
Capello?) might have read in a French version translated from Latin, published in
Antwerp in 1524, will provide an appropriate comment to this image: 

we entered the city [of Yztapalapa]. As the inhabitants had already been alerted, all the
houses on the land had been abandoned and the people with their belongings had taken
refuge in the houses over the lake; and there all those who had fled rallied and fought with
us very fiercely. But Our Lord gave so much strength to His own that we drove them back
into the water, some up to their chests and others swimming, and we took many of 
the houses on the water. More than six thousands of them, men, women, and children, 
perished that day, for our Indian allies, when they saw the victory which God had given
us, had no other thought but to kill, right and left.44

The narrative strategy displayed in Cortés’ letter and in the Antwerp beaker is the
same: there are no Spaniards; their presence has been displaced; the killing is per-
formed by ‘our Indian allies’.45 The enemy clubbed to death is a half-human,
sub–human enemy: nothing to worry about.

7. Half-human, half-animal beings are a cross-cultural phenomenon, a symptom of
the porous frontier which separates humans and animals.46 Porous and historically
changing. Today transplants of animal organs unfold new perspectives of a healthi-
er, longer life for humans, as well as chilling scenarios – like the one drawn one 
century ago by H. G. Wells, the founder of science fiction, in his Island of Dr Moreau
– anticipating a society which might use biological engineering to create new,
species-related hierarchies.47 Blurred animal species are usually disturbing; they
become much more disturbing as soon as they seem to leave the sphere of imagina-
tion to enter the realm of possibility. In the battle between humans and half-human
hybrids that is depicted on the beaker’s foot, I feel a threatening overtone which goes
beyond its possible allegorical meanings, related to Cortés’ conquest of Mexico. To
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project this feeling into the Antwerp beaker would be, of course, anachronistic. But
here we intersect once again the theme of memory and distance.

8. Today, the immediacy of memory is often opposed to the detached approach of
history. But if we take into account, as Maurice Halbwachs showed a long time ago,
the cultural and social dimensions of individual memories, things look more com-
plicated.48 As I suggested at the beginning of this paper, cultural memory was effec-
tively used to overcome geographical distance. The New World was perceived and
made familiar (as the Antwerp beaker shows) through an Old World idiom, based
on visual formulas taken from classical antiquity and mediated by the Italian
Renaissance. A visual language based on the superlative of violent expression
worked, as we have seen, as a distancing device, projecting the gruesome reality of
the Spanish conquest into a remote mythological world.49 Both at an individual and
a social level, memory can make the past either closer or more distant: a paradoxical
ambivalence which should not be forgotten.

Carlo Ginzburg
University of California at Los Angeles
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