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Abstract

Considered by many to be the most learned Portuguese physician who lived in Goa dur-
ing the sixteenth century, Garcia de Orta (c. 1500–1568) was the author of Colóquios dos 
Simples, e Drogas he cousas mediçinais da India [Colloquies on the Simples and Drugs of 
India] (Goa, 1563). Devoted entirely to the description of Asian natural resources, very 
little is known about how this treatise came into existence. Published at the edges of the 
Portuguese empire, and a hostage to technical, structural and human constraints, the 
princeps edition had a limited circulation. The di:fusion around Europe of the novelties 
described in Colóquios dos Simples owed in part to the e:forts of Clusius (1526–1609), 
one of the leading botanists of the time. This scholar promptly published Aromatum et 
Simplicium (Antwerp, 1567), a Latin epitome of Colóquios dos Simples. This complete 
reframing of Orta’s treatise guaranteed the wide dissemination of the new knowledge 
about Asian plants, fruits and drugs validated by the Portuguese physician on the 
periphery of the empire.

In this essay I analyse the background to the publication of the Portuguese treatise 
and demonstrate that, especially due to structural constraints, the princeps edition had 
a limited circulation. I show that the wide di:fusion of the novelties about the natural 
resources of the Indies was dependent on the technical equipment, artistic skills and 
editorial criteria dictated and managed by European academics, artists and printers.  
I propose that the appropriation of local knowledge collected and validated in the 
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Iberian Empires by imperial agents challenged European academics and typographers 
to create innovative treatises about the Indies’ natural resources that assured the wide-
spread circulation of an entirely new natural knowledge.
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The Question

Over the last few decades, “Iberian Science” has increasingly been a subject of 
interest to historians. Recent studies have demonstrated that the scientiJKc and 
technological developments that occurred in the Iberian empires had a sig-
niJKcant impact on European science. The meeting of the peninsular seafarers 
with the Indies had multiple consequences. The need to understand the po-
tential of these “new worlds” led to the adoption of new methods for prospect-
ing and describing natural resources. In order to address these new challenges, 
more appropriate methodologies were introduced for the interviewing of wit-
nesses, the gathering of specimens, the depiction of “exotic” species and the 
testing and validation of local knowledge. It became imperative to create insti-
tutions capable of overseeing the management and circulation of an enor-
mous mass of information.L Collected, tested and validated in the Indies, a new 
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