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Introduction 

 
“The fact is that the body, just like its uprightness, is ‘caught’ in a web of categories dominated by moral 

expectations.”   
-Georges Vigarello1 

 
 

This study concentrates on the watercolor drawings of indigenous Americans in 

the Trachtenbuch,2 a small sixteenth-century manuscript from the hand of Christoph 

Weiditz, and argues for a new way of reading these drawings within the context of the 

manuscript as a whole.3  The Trachtenbuch has long been termed one of the first costume 

books of the early modern period.  This is largely due to Weiditz’s inclusion of static 

images focusing on the dress of the depicted individuals, a benchmark of the costume 

 
1 This quote is taken from Georges Vigarello, “The Upward Training of the Body from the Age of Chivalry 
to Courtly Civility” in Fragments for a History of the Human Body, ed. Michel Feher with Ramona 
Naddaff and Nadia Tazi (Zone Books, 1989), 157. 
2 The full title that the manuscript was first published under in 1927 is largely a description of the 
manuscript, and reads Das Trachtenbuch des Christoph Weiditz von seinen Reisen nach Spanien (1529) 
und den Niederlanden (1531/32), but I will refer to it throughout this thesis as the Trachtenbuch.  The full 
title of the manuscript is simply a description of its contents and was derived by Dr. Theodor Hampe, the 
director of the Germanisches NationalMuseum and the editor and translator of the original facsimile 
published in 1927.  The manuscript itself is currently housed in the Germanisches NationalMuseum in 
Nuremburg, and it has been at this site since it was donated to the museum by Dr. Johann Egger, a 
physician from Freyung, in 1868.  The Trachtenbuch is made up of 154 pages of heavy cotton and linen 
paper.  The pages themselves are unevenly cut and measure around 150mm by 200mm, and they are bound 
in a plain pasteboard cover with a pigskin back and marbled paper on the inside covers.  The pages are only 
painted on one side, though several large drawings with multiple subjects cover two side-by-side pages, 
indicating that the watercolor drawings were completed before the pages were bound.  The drawings 
themselves are brightly colored in rich hues, and some bear silver and gold embossing.  Scripted text 
appears on most pages, and the content of it has been attributed to Weiditz, but he may or may not have 
written it himself.  Because of the fairly random grouping of the images, which has no discernable logic in 
its ordering, it is likely that the grouping and binding took place some time after the drawings were 
completed.  Overall, the manuscript is in good condition, with some water wear, small patched areas and 
stray marks.  See Appendix I for information on the categories of action in the Trachtenbuch. 
3 The term “manuscript” may conjure up images of scribes copying extremely long religious texts by 
candlelight, but it can be used to describe any hand-written document, be it a book, scroll, or even 
cuneiform tablet.  Though the Trachtenbuch is largely image-based, with some text, it has long been 
referred to as a manuscript. 







         

 

 

 

Figure 9.  Indian with mantle.  
Christoph Weiditz, Trachtenbuch 

(1529).  Germanisches 
Nationalmuseum, Nuremberg. 

Figure 8.  Indian with mantle and 
plate.  Christoph Weiditz, 

Trachtenbuch (1529).   
Germanisches Nationalmuseum, 

Nuremberg. 
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Figure 10.  Indian with mantle 
and jug.  Christoph Weiditz, 

Trachtenbuch (1529).  
Germanisches Nationalmuseum, 

Nuremberg. 

Figure 11.  Indian woman with 
mantle.  Christoph Weiditz, 

Trachtenbuch (1529).  
Germanisches Nationalmuseum, 

Nuremberg. 



 
Figure 12.  Indian with fan and parrot.  

Christoph Weiditz, Trachtenbuch (1529).  
Germanisches Nationalmuseum, Nuremberg. 

 

 

 

Based on new and existing scholarship that continually sheds light on the ritual 

practices and everyday life of sixteenth-century indigenous Americans, the Americans 

brought to Charles V by Cortés and pictured in the midst of play or performance were 

most likely Aztecs, as Hampe theorized.  As will be discussed in detail in Chapter 2, 

these individuals are documented by Cortés’ secretary Francisco Lopez de Gomara as 

performers in Aztec ruler Motecuzhoma’s court.26  Though some scholars like Soto and 

los Deses have argued otherwise based on the feathered clothing and weaponry featured 

on several Americans,27 it is likely that at least some of this featherwork was a later 

                                                 
26 Francisco López de Gómara, Cortés: The Life of the Conquerer by His Secretary, trans. and ed. by 
Lesley Byrd Simpson (University of California Press, 1966), 145, 390. 
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27 Because Weiditz observed the American natives in person, it is unlikely that he would have originally 
included the feathered skirt, as this was not a typical article of clothing for the Aztecs (or indeed any 
American native in North or Central America) and it has been widely misinterpreted by early modern 
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addition to the manuscript, either meant to cater to the sensibility of a more modest 

audience or owner,28 or to conform to pre-conceived notions of indigenous American 

dress.  

While Hampe and Soto and los Deses are the only scholars to write lengthy 

studies on the Trachtenbuch, they are not the only ones to reference it in discussion.  In 

fact, Weiditz’s images of the American natives represent some of the most widely 

recognized depictions in early encounter scholarship, and are mentioned in myriad 

journal articles, exhibition catalogues, and books.  However, though many scholars 

reference Weiditz’s work, most simply list it as an example, albeit a strangely 

straightforward one, of the first depictions of American natives on European soil.29  

These references lend credibility to Weiditz’s drawings as eye-witness depictions, but 

most stop short of an in-depth study and concentrate instead on questioning the accuracy 

of the Amerindian dress, citing the Trachtenbuch as one of the first attempts at a costume 

book, or simply using Weiditz’s images as proof of likeness.30 

 
European artists.  Hugh Honour writes on the misuse of the feathered skirt image, suggesting that 
Europeans made the mistake of assuming that a feathered headdress was instead a skirt in his “Science and 
Exoticism: The European Artist and the Non-European World before Johan Maurits,” in Johan Maurits van 
Nassau-Siegen 1604-1679: A Humanist Prince in Europe and Brazil, E. van den Boogaart, ed. (The Hague: 
Johan Maurits van Nassau Stichting, 1979), 269-96.  For more information on European artists’ usage of 
the feathered skirt in images, see Peter Mason, Infelicities: Representations of the Exotic (Baltimore and 
London: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1998), 16-41.  For information on Aztec costume as it is 
depicted in Mexican codices, see Patricia Rieff Anawalt, Indian Clothing Before Cortés: Mesoamerican 
Costumes from the Codices (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1981). 
28 When critically examining the images, it is easy to detect the loincloths underneath the feathered skirts of 
the American men, and to realize the difference in tonal quality between Weiditz’s original watercolor 
sketches and the probably later additions. These later additions are consistent throughout the manuscript 
and are most prominent when examining the décolletage of the women.  Almost all of the women, though 
each wears very different dress, have the same sort of sheer collar.    
29 See Massing, pp. 516-17; for examples of a discussion on the forthrightness of Weiditz’s images, see 
Keith Sturtevant in “First Images of America:  the Impact of the New World on the Old (University of 
California Press, 1976); Bronwen Wilson, The World in Venice: Print, the City and Early Modern Identity 
(University of Toronto Press, 2005), esp. p. 116 and the Notes on pp. 301-302. 
30 For an example of using the images in the Trachtenbuch to determine the likeness of Cortés, see Hugh 
Thomas, Conquest: Cortés, Montezuma, and the Fall of Old Mexico (Simon & Schuster, 1995), 136; For an 
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Although little in-depth information exists on the Trachtenbuch, it is my hope that 

more studies such as this one will appear so that a more complete picture of this rich 

manuscript will take shape.  I seek to expand the discourse on this manuscript by arguing 

here for a broader reading of the Trachtenbuch as a visual ethnographic collection of 

early modern Europe, with special attention given to the subjects of Imperial Spain, 

including the Americas.  By reading this manuscript as an ethnographic collection, I hope 

to open more doors for research on several topics, including early modern artistic 

innovation; the ceremonial strategies through which Europeans asserted control over 

foreign cultures, particularly the Americas; and the manner in which these ceremonial 

strategies have been represented in the body of indigenous Americans and Europeans 

alike.   

This work fits into the discussion of sixteenth-century Europe’s reactions to the 

New World, described as “the conditions of reception and the strategies of interpretation” 

by Claire Farago in Reframing the Renaissance.31  This theory mandates the 

consideration of the conceptual environment of the sixteenth-century European when 

discussing visual works produced during this time. In this thesis, I identify visual 

strategies by which Europe received the New World and its inhabitants, and locate these 

strategies visually within individual images of American natives in the Trachtenbuch, as 

well as by examining the Trachtenbuch as a whole visual object. 

 
example of mentioning the Trachtenbuch as a costume book depicting inaccurate imagery of Amerindians, 
See Peter Mason, Infelicities: Representations of the Exotic (The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1998), 
17. 
31 See Farago’s introduction to Claire Farago, ed., Reframing the Renaissance: Visual Culture in Europe 
and Latin America, 1450-1650 (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1995), esp. 18-19. 
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I begin by concentrating on the nature of the Trachtenbuch itself.  From what 

genre does it spring and what does it reveal about its author, Christoph Weiditz?  Is it 

only a costume book, as many scholars have classified it?  Is it the visual equivalent of 

the early anthropological textual works of Herodotus, Pliny, and Isidore of Seville?  

Weiditz’s images, depicting customs, activities, and clothing, certainly exhibit several of 

the qualities of early costume books.  However, by comparing compositional aspects of 

early costume books to those of Weiditz’s manuscript, I argue that many of the factors 

that point to a document’s status as a costume book simply do not apply to many of 

Weiditz’s images.  These factors typical of works on costume include figures that are 

centered on the page, visual frames that are devoid of setting, lack of individual 

identification of figures and, above all, visual emphasis on costume.  I suggest that due to 

Weiditz’s inclusion of active depictions of a cross-section of early modern Europe’s 

population and his lack of emphasis on costume, the Trachtenbuch exhibits a broader 

range of ethnographic qualities than would a typical costume book.  This is not to say that 

Weiditz did not consider costume at all, as he includes several detailed static images of 

dress; rather, I posit that that the inclusion of active images depicting customs, 

occupations, and societal roles warrants investigation and begs a broader ethnographic 

reading of the document.   

This idea springs not only from the visual and textual differences between 

Weiditz’s manuscript and the typical sixteenth century costume book, but also from the 

competitive environment of the Augsburg guilds and workshops.  Christopher Friedrichs 

argues that in early modern Germany many artisans sought to establish themselves with 

their own distinctive product in order to avoid increased dependence on capitalist 



 20

                                                

merchants.32  I argue that the ethnographic quality of the Trachtenbuch’s imagery may 

represent Weiditz’s attempt to establish an innovative product that would give him an 

advantage over his competition. 

Ethnographic and anthropological texts were not unusual at this time, though 

there has been no real discussion on the possibility of a predominantly visual work of this 

nature.  Margaret Hodgen, in a pioneering review of anthropology in early modern 

Europe, identifies many largely textual works that exhibit the interest in customs and 

everyday activities so common to ethnographical works.  Though largely devoid of 

imagery, I argue that these works bear a striking resemblance to Weiditz’s Trachtenbuch 

in terms of the interest the authors exhibit in the daily life of their subject.   

The number of early modern European artworks described as ethnographic is 

slim, though recently Stephanie Leitch has identified the woodcuts of Burgkmair and 

Breu as ethnographic in nature by citing the artists’ extreme interest in daily customs of 

their subject. 33  Prior to her research, the closest matches to early modern European 

ethnographic imagery were not found in Europe at all; rather, they were found in 

seventeenth-century Asia.   

The Miao Albums of the early modern Qing dynasty, discussed as ethnographic 

documents by Laura Hostetler, are both text- and image-based, and closely resemble 

Weiditz’s manuscript in visual subject as well as in the tone of the text.  Hostetler argues 

that the Miao albums act as vessels that adapt the dynasty’s social structure so that it may 

at once accept and subjugate new members, and that establish the dynasty’s dominance 

 
32 Christopher Friedrichs, “Capitalism, Mobility and Class Formation in the Early Modern German City,” 
in Past and Present, No. 69 (Nov., 175), pp. 24-49. 
33 Stephanie Leitch,  “Better than the Prodigies: the Prints of Hans Burgkmair, Jörg Breu, and the Marvels 
of the New World,” PhD diss (Chicago: University of Chicago, 2005), 17. 



 21

                                                

over its peripheral territories.34  This argument offers a lens through which to read 

Weiditz’s images and also the actions of Charles V.   

 I apply this theory to the Trachtenbuch and build upon it by examining the 

historical circumstances of the first encounters with the New World, following the court 

system that allowed Weiditz to depict the Indians, and arguing for Charles V’s reputation 

of using his court to bolster the Hapsburg political reputation as possessors of the newly 

acquired territories of the Americas.  As Imperial Spain’s military campaign conquered 

the Americas by force, Charles V advertised his own identity as the New World’s 

possessor by exhibiting indigenous Americans at his court.  Weiditz’s Trachtenbuch, 

when read as an ethnographic document, reveals how Weiditz internalized Charles V’s 

strategy by juxtaposing the indigenous Americans as performers with Europeans of 

various professions or roles, thereby assigning the role of court performer to the 

indigenous Americans.  Of course, Edward Said’s seminal Orientalism is crucial to this 

study, given that I argue as he does, for both the intentional and unintentional European 

authoring and domination, through representation, of the Other—in this case American 

natives.   

Using Stephen Greenblatt’s notion of “self-fashioning,” I discuss Charles V’s 

methods of constructing his identity as ruler of the Americas by using a collection of 

artifacts and people brought to him by Hernan Cortés.  By presenting the American 

natives, the first to appear in Europe, as his court performers, Charles V effectively 

neutralizes their “strangeness” and places them in a role familiar to his European 

 
34 For a comprehensive look at how the rise in ethnographic albums, such as the Miao, in the East mirrored 
the rise of ethnography in the West, see Laura Hostetler, Qing Colonial Enterprise: Ethnography and 
Cartography in Early Modern China (University of Chicago Press, 2001), 81-101. 
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subjects.  This act expresses his control over the Americas in a highly visible material 

form. I also note his use of tapestries commemorating military victories as evidence of a 

continuous pattern of materializing his empire.   

The final section reveals how the further ethnographic considerations of custom, 

religious, performative, and occupational activity manifest in Weiditz’s manuscript.  In 

this section, I visually analyze the individuals depicted in the manuscript and focus on the 

different regional groups and social hierarchy revealed by Weiditz’s drawing strategies.  I 

identify five main categories of action depicted in the Trachtenbuch: labor (both 

voluntary and forced), punitive and civil administration, spiritual and religious activity, 

travel, and performance and play.  Based on action, bodily comportment and dress of the 

American natives in comparison to that of the Europeans depicted in the Trachtenbuch, I 

argue that Amerindians visually occupied both the roles of performer and laborer.  While 

their role as performer remains obvious due to the actions depicted, their possible role as 

laborer is more subtly identified through similarities in body and dress between 

Amerindians and laborers. 

I plot the incorporation of these concepts on the body of the Amerindians as they 

are represented by Weiditz in his Trachtenbuch, and on the performance and play 

activities observed and conducted in the court of Charles V.  Considering David Napier’s 

discussion of the foreign body, I suggest that the concept of self is completely dependent 

on the existence of the physical body of the Other;35 thus, the actions of and roles taken 

on by the physical body play a large part in identity formation, both in terms of Self and 

Other.  Keeping this in mind, I apply the notion of bodily comportment as it relates to 
 

35 A. David Napier,  Foreign Bodies: Performance, Art, and Symbolic Anthropology  (University of 
California Press, 1992), 141. 
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societal status in order to identify a role for Amerindians in Imperial Spain based on their 

bodily depictions.36    

 This thesis examines the possible historical circumstances behind the inception of 

Christoph Weiditz’s Trachtenbuch, and seeks to understand what the manuscript reveals 

about early modern European strategies for integrating American natives into a familiar 

social structure.  By identifying Weiditz’s Trachtenbuch as an ethnographic collection, I 

reveal a physical location for this integration to take place, while Charles V’s court 

provides the historical setting.  The images of the Amerindians’ performance at court 

illustrate how Charles V used the American natives as tools to espouse his identity as 

possessor of the Americas, and, when taken in the full context of the Trachtenbuch, argue 

for Charles V’s role in the incorporation of the Amerindian into Imperial Spain’s social 

structure as performer or entertainer. 

 
36 The idea of bodily comportment as it relates to early modern societal status is thoroughly explored in 
Georges Vigarello, “The Upward Training of the Body from the Age of Chivalry to Courtly Civility” in 
Fragments for a History of the Human Body, ed. Michel Feher with Ramona Naddaff and Nadia Tazi, 
Vol.2 (New York: Zone Books, 1989), 148-199. 



 24

                                                

 

 

Chapter One 

 
Weiditz and His Manuscript:  What is the Trachtenbuch, and Why was it Created? 

 

Scholars have devoted much interest to manuscripts and printed books, written in 

antiquity through the early modern period, that categorize and catalogue curiosities.37  An 

equal amount of interest has also been directed to the classification of plants and animals, 

perhaps reaching a furor just after Carl von Linné’s development of a concrete 

classification system in 1735.  Catalogues, in manuscript and printed form, which 

included all of the above-mentioned topics were fairly common, and tended to include 

brief sections on human curiosities, or on humans who lived nearby the catalogued 

curiosities or whatever flora and fauna was being discussed.  Oddly, however, it is much 

harder to locate documents or imagery recording, cataloguing and classifying only 

humans, as humans are generally only included as relating to discussed subjects.  While 

albums featuring humans only do exist, they are usually presented to the public eye as 

costume books.   

Of course, several exceptions to this rule exist, with the most notable being a 

small, pocket-sized book by Johann Boemus.  First published Augsburg under the title 

 
37 For discussions on the Wunderkammer and its development in early modern Europe, see Mark A. 
Meadow, “Merchants and Marvels: Hans Jacob Fugger and the Origins of the Wunderkammer,” in 
Merchants and Marvels: Commerce, Science, and Art in Early Modern Europe, ed. by Pamela H. Smith 
and Paula Findlen (Routledge, 2002), pp. 182-200; Paula Findlen, “Inventing Nature: Commerce, Art, and 
Science in the Early Modern Cabinet of Curiosities,” in Merchants and Marvels, pp.297-323; and Paula 
Findlen, “Possessing the Past:  The Material World of the Italian Renaissance,” in The American Historical 
Review, Vol. 103, No. 1 (Feb., 1998), pp. 83-114.  For a discussion on the reemergence of the 
Wunderkammer in the post-modern world, see see See Umberto Eco, Travels in Hyperreality, trans. by 
William Weaver (Harcourt Inc., 1986) pp. 1-58. 
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Omnium gentium mores, leges, & ritus ex multis clarissimis rerum scriptoribus (1520),38 

it contained ethnographic data on the manners and customs of known peoples throughout 

Europe, Africa and Asia.  The book was widely circulated almost immediately, and it is 

likely that Weiditz, working in Augsburg at the time, was familiar with it.  I argue that 

due to Weiditz’s inclusion of active depictions of a cross-section of early modern 

Europe’s social structure, the Trachtenbuch, which has long been classified as a costume 

book, exhibits more of the qualities of a visual ethnographic document, such as Boemus’s 

printed book, than of an early costume book.    

Before turning to the active images as ethnographic observations, however, I 

would like to address the Trachtenbuch’s classification as costume book, and suggest that 

the static images, devoid of landscape or setting, that aided in this classification can be 

explained by an artistic necessity to “round out” a product, rather than a desire to produce 

a work documenting costume only.  That is, due to the competitive nature of artisanal 

work in Augsburg, and indeed much of early modern Europe, Weiditz may have felt 

pressure to present an innovative product of his own—for use in his family’s workshop as 

a model book, or in order to advertise his personal expertise and abilities.  According to 

Hampe’s itinerary for Weiditz’s travels with the Hapsburg court, the active images 

correspond to regions through which the court traveled, thus allowing Weiditz the 

opportunity to depict individuals from life.  Most of the static images, however, 

                                                 
38 See Margaret Hodgen, Early Anthropology in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries (University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 1964).  She references the Latin version Johann Boemus, Omnium gentium mores, 
leges, & ritus ex multis clarissimis rerum scriptoribus… (Augsburg: Augustae Vindelicorum, S. Grimm & 
Wirsung, 1520).  She also references the English version Johann Boemus, The fardle of façions conteining 
the aunciente maners, customes, and Lawes, of the peoples enhabiting the two partes of the earth, called 
Affrike and Asie (London: Jhon Kingstone and Henry Sutton, 1555). 
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correspond to regions that the court did not travel through.39  The inclusion of these 

images, some of which Hampe argues were probably copied from earlier sources, 

indicates a desire to present a complete work depicting individuals from as many regions 

as possible.40 

The voyages of discovery that took place in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth 

centuries heralded a new desire to view individuals from foreign lands—their appearance, 

clothing, and at times, the landscape they inhabited.  Mirrored literally in the curiosity 

about other cultures was the desire to define self, and national or regional identity by 

comparison.  According to Bronwen Wilson, the emergence of the costume book 

sensation in the mid to late sixteenth-century reflected this growing interest with 

geographical boundaries.41  In fact, she compares the costume book to an atlas, saying 

“like atlases, costume books ordered the world by geography, rendering it legible and 

compact.”42   

Of course, the shift from script to print also allowed the costume book sensation 

to flourish, and most of the costume books from the sixteenth-century are printed works 

rather than manuscripts.  This shift contributed to the costume book artist’s ability to 

order the world for a large slice of Europe’s population by providing graphic aids and a 

method for rapid reproduction and distribution. 

Visually, this ordering was largely achieved by dividing a costume book by 

region, and placing one or more static individuals in a viewing plane devoid of 

architecture or identifiable landscape.  In addition, these figures were placed at the center 

 
39 These include primarily the regions of Grenada, Portugal, England and Ireland. 
40 Hampe, 23.   
41 Wilson, 70. 
42 Ibid, 72. 



of the image, so that the viewer’s focus would land squarely on the costume of the 

depicted figures.  Often, the costume book artists literally separated their subjects by a 

decorative frame, further removing them from any sort of discernable habitat (See Fig. 

13).  

  
Figure 13.  Cesare Vecellio, Meretrici Publiche, De gli habiti antichi, et 

moderni di diverse parti del mondo (Venice: Damian Zenaro, 1590).  

 

 

Rarely identified by an actual name, most of the individuals featured in costume books 

represent the social types of a region, termed “specimens” by Wilson.43  These 

characteristics of costume books emphasize the reasons why scholars have focused on the 

clothing itself, and rightly so.  Because habitat, action and individual naming rarely exists 

in the image, the costume takes on an agency of its own.  Indeed, historians and art 

                                                 

 27
43 Ibid, 97. 
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historians alike have identified, in many cases, extremely codified systems for 

establishing national identity, reinforcing regional social structure or interpreting the 

foreign body.44    

When comparing the visual aspects of typical costume books to Weiditz’s 

Trachtenbuch, however, several significant differences are obvious.  Primarily, the active 

imagery of individuals from the Americas, Spain and the Netherlands points to Weiditz’s 

interest in visually identifying them by their actions, which variously portray occupation, 

religion, and leisure activities.  While the artists of typical costume books often identify 

males by occupation, and sometimes include the accoutrement of that occupation, the 

artists rarely, if ever, depict their subjects in the midst of performing the duties of their 

occupation.45  Weiditz, however, depicts several individuals performing their 

occupational tasks.  Figs. 14-16, for example, depict the acts of threshing corn, tugging 

boats, and ploughing, with Weiditz visually focusing the interest on the actions at hand, 

on the specifics of how the task is performed, rather than focusing the visual interest on 

the clothing.  In fact, in these images, Weiditz centers the implements of action, the tools, 

at the center of the viewing plane, and relegates the bodies, especially in Figs. 14 and 16, 

to the periphery of the page.  This is completely uncharacteristic of a typical costume 

 
44 In addition to Wilson’s The World in Venice, see Wilson, “Reproducing the Contours of Venetian 
Identity in Sixteenth-Century Costume Books,” in Studies in Iconography, Vol. 25 (2004), pp. 221-74; 
Wilson, “Reflecting on the Turk in Late Sixteenth Century Venetian Portrait Books,” in Word and Image, 
Vol. 19, no. 1/2 (January/June, 2003), pp. 38-58.  For dress as it relates to proper conduct, see Elizabeth 
Currie, “Prescribing Fashion: Dress, Politics and Gender in Sixteenth-Century Italian Conduct Literature,” 
in Fashion Theory 4, no. 2 (June 2000), pp. 157-77.  For the cultural significance of sixteenth century 
clothing in life vs. death, see Beatrix Bastl, “Clothing the Living and the Dead: Memory, Social Identity 
and Aristocratic Habit in the Early Modern Habsburg Empire,” in Fashion Theory 5, no. 4 (December, 
2001), pp. 357-88. 
45 Though similar to Jost Amman’s Das Ständebuch (1568) in that both depict occupational action, 
Weiditz’s work cannot be termed a “trade book” because it focuses on so many other regional activities.  
The similarities, rather, likely indicate that Amman was familiar with the subject matter of Weiditz’s 
manuscript.  See Jost Amman, The Book of Trades (New York: Dover Publications, Inc., 1973). 



book, where the subject, indeed the clothing of the subject, remains centered on the page 

and is intended as the sole focus for the viewer. 

 

 

 

Figure 14.  Threshing corn in Spain.  Christoph Weiditz, Trachtenbuch (1529).  
Germanisches Nationalmuseum, Nuremberg. 

 

 

 

Figure 15.  Tugging boats in Barcelona.  Christoph Weiditz, Trachtenbuch (1529).  
Germanisches Nationalmuseum, Nuremberg. 
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Figure 16.  Ploughing in Spain.  Christoph Weiditz, Trachtenbuch (1529).  

Germanisches Nationalmuseum, Nuremberg. 

 

Even more striking examples of Weiditz’s decision not to retain costume as the 

main focus can be found in the active images of the indigenous Americans.  Fig. 4 

portrays two indigenous American men playing a dice game,46 and, as in the case of the 

Europeans discussed above, the activity receives the visual focus.  Even the gestures and 

body positioning of each man pull the viewer’s focus back to the game at hand.  Weiditz 

depicts the two figures wearing the traditional loincloths typical of Aztec men under 

Motecuhzoma’s reign.  The minimal nature of the loincloths would have been striking to 

Weiditz and any other early modern European; in fact, most of the first images of 

indigenous Americans focused on the lack of clothing worn by the native peoples by 

placing the figures facing forward, fully displaying their attire (See Fig. 18).  Weiditz, 

however, relegates these shocking articles of clothing to the outskirts of the pages, 

focusing instead on depicting the game played by the men. 
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46 The accompanying text describes as “gambling,” and Hampe refers to it as similar to the Italian Morra.  
This image probably actually represents the Mesoamerican game of patolli, which was usually played with 
a playing “board” drawn on a thin strip of cloth.   



 

 

Figure 17.  Pietro Bertelli, Mulier Virginie insule Habitatrix and Vir 
Virginie insule Habitator (Padua:  Pietro Bertelli and Alcia Alciato, 1594). 

 

This is not to say that Weiditz never focuses on the strangeness of the indigenous 

American attire; but when he does visually pull focus to attire in the active images, he 

does so in an effort to emphasize the role of the costume in the activity.  For example, 

Fig. 3 portrays the indigenous American ballgame.  Though the ballgame took on 

different forms in different regions of the Americas, this particular form consisted of 

hitting a ball with the hips and rear of the body.47  While Weiditz composes this image so 

that attire is featured more prominently, he does so to emphasize the clothing as 

protective gear related to the activity.  Described by the accompanying text as “hard 

leather [to] receive the blow from the ball, they also have such leather gloves on,”48 the 

oddness of the clothing’s appearance has little to do with establishing any sort of codified 

                                                 
47 For a thorough description of the Aztec ballgame and its significance in Aztec society, see John Gerard 
Fox, et.al,  “Playing with Power: Ballcourts and Political Ritual in Southern Mesoamerica,” in Current 
Anthropology, Vol. 37, no. 3 (June, 1996), pp 483-509. 
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identity based on costume, and everything to do with depicting an activity that Weiditz 

observes as part of the indigenous American culture. 

While Weiditz’s images of daily activities, with little emphasis on costume, argue 

against pigeon-holing this manuscript solely into the category of costume book, 

similarities between his Trachtenbuch and a typical costume book also argue against 

removing the manuscript from the costume book genre entirely.  Though the original 

order of the manuscript pages cannot be known for certain, they may have been grouped 

by region, like the majority of the costume books from the sixteenth century.  Also, the 

short labels, the text of which has been attributed to Weiditz’s notes, bear a strong 

resemblance to those that accompany typical images in books on costume.  The most 

compelling of these similarities, however, is compositional.  Weiditz’s inclusion of static 

figures in the center of the viewing plane, in stances that highlight costumes, along with 

text referencing the subject’s dress (Figs. 18 and 19), certainly points to his interest in 

depicting dress.   

                  Figure 18.  Basque woman of 
fashion.  Christoph Weiditz, 

Trachtenbuch (1529).  
Germanisches Nationalmuseum, 

Figure 19.  Basque woman.  
Christoph Weiditz, Trachtenbuch  

(1529).  Germanisches 
Nationalmuseum, Nuremberg. 
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el book. 

                                                

Even the figures in these images, however, seem to interact with someone or something 

outside of the viewer’s line of sight, betraying a commitment to active, narrative imagery.  

This commitment can also be observed in the case of Weiditz’s portrait medals, the 

reverse, or tail-side, of which often depict narrative scenes described by Hampe as 

characteristic of Weiditz’s work.49  Another explanation for these static images, 

discussed briefly above, may be that Weiditz either felt pressure to present a finished 

work for himself or for use in his workshop as a mod

Prior to the early sixteenth-century, manuscripts depicting humans alone were 

found primarily in artisan workshops as model books.50  The humans within, however, 

largely represented biblical and allegorical figures—types and exempla that provided 

sources for masters and apprentices alike during the processes of manuscript illumination 

and the completing of alterpieces, frescoes and mosaics.  These albums were not 

generally meant for public consumption, but for the private use of a workshop, though 

they were sometimes available for loan to other artisans.  Robert Scheller, following 

Julius von Schlosser’s argument that artists of the middle ages used models from other 

artists rather than observing a subject from nature, cites “the concept of ‘authority’ [as] 

an important constituent of this process.”51  Process here refers to the transmission of 

models and examples from master to apprentice or from workshop to workshop, and 

implicates the author, or in some cases the owner, of the prototype from which all 

 
49 Ibid., 13. 
50 See Robert W. Scheller, Exemplum: Model-Book Drawings and the Practice of Artistic Transmission in 
the Middle Ages (ca. 900-ca. 1450), (Amsterdam University Press, 1995). 
51 Ibid., 7. 
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subsequent models spring as holding some degree of power or authority over the copiers 

of the prototype.52 

This certainly rings true when examining artisan culture in early modern Germany 

and the concept of intellectual property.  In his discussion on the class structure of early 

modern German cities, Christopher Friedrichs charts the process by which artisans began 

to have debtor relationships with wealthier merchants.  The merchants supplied the 

materials and the artisans and craftsmen supplied the finished products.53  While these 

debtor/debtee relationships became more common through the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries,54 Friedrichs notes that upward mobility was still possible for the artisan 

through marriage and also through producing and marketing his or her own goods.55  As 

early modern Europeans increasingly created and delineated ranks among themselves, so 

too artisans sought to distinguish themselves from their contemporaries.56  Logically 

then, the more innovative the style, materials or technology involved in an artisan’s work, 

the more successful and sought after the work became.57   

 In terms of Weiditz’s career, I locate the concept of innovation in his reactions to 

the continued complaints levied against him by the Augsburg goldsmiths guild.  The 

majority of the work attributed to Weiditz is in the form of medals, which the goldsmiths 
 

52 For different models of this transmission process, see Scheller, 27-33. 
53 Christopher Friedrichs, “Capitalism, Mobility and Class Formation in the Early Modern German City,” 
in Past and Present, No. 69 (November, 1975), pp. 24-49; this reference appears on p. 25.  This process 
can be observed in the Verlagssystem, through which a craftsman would run his own workshop, but obtain 
materials from and give finished products to a merchant, creating a debt relationship.  Though the 
Verlagssystem is largely studied in relation to the textile crafts, Friedrichs locates this system in other 
crafts, including those of metalworkers, like Weiditz, and even in the workshops of master artisans. 
54 Friedrichs, 33. 
55 Ibid, 31. 
56 For a comprehensive investigation of artisan social status and self-definition, see James Farr, Artisans in 
Europe, 1300-1914 (Cambridge University Press, 2000), esp. 5-6 and 159-221. 
57 For more on intellectual property of artists in early modern Europe, see Anthony Hughs, “The Cave and 
the Stithy: Artists’ Studios and Intellectual Property in Early Modern Europe,” in Oxford Art Journal, Vol. 
13, No. 1 (1990): 34-48.   
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vigorously complained about.  Interestingly, during the times of the most intense 

persecution by the goldsmiths guild, Weiditz largely turns away from medals and focuses 

on painting, in the form of the Trachtenbuch, and later to woodcuts, in the form of a 

genealogical book illustrating Augsburg’s elite families. Thus, it is certainly plausible, if 

not likely, that the Trachtenbuch and the unusual ethnographic quality of its images 

points to Weiditz’s attempts to separate himself from his contemporaries and establish a 

craft and style for which he would not be persecuted.  Indeed, Weiditz’s travels to and 

with the Hapsburg court may have been undertaken to obtain imperial permission to 

practice medal-making.  If true, this would emphasize that Weiditz had the fate of his 

career in mind during the production of the Trachtenbuch.  By including the static images 

of areas through which he did not travel, Weiditz would have been able to compile a 

complete product which he could use in many different ways: as a model book for his 

workshop, to loan out to other workshops, or as a sketchbook from which woodcuts could 

be completed for future publication.   

That the images of active figures correspond to the areas that Weiditz traveled, 

thus indicating the likelihood that he depicted these individuals from life, firmly 

illustrates his commitment to narrative imagery and attention to the everyday activities 

and customs of the people he depicted.  I argue that this element of Weiditz’s work bears 

some strong similarities to early ethnographic works such as Johann Boemus’s Omnium 

gentium mores, leges, & ritus ex multis clarissimis rerum scriptoribus (1520), published 

in English as Fardle of Façions (1555). 

  In her discussion of Boemus’s book, Margaret Hodgen asserts that his main 

concerns were: 



“…first, to make accessible to the ordinary reader an already not inconsiderable body of 
knowledge concerning the variety of human behavior, to arrange it on a broad geographical plan, 
with the geographical features subordinated to the ethnological, and to use the printed page, as 
others had employed the ‘cabinet de curiosités,’ for assembling and exhibiting the range of human 
custom, ritual, and ceremony.  Second, in the interest of improved political morality, he desired to 
inform his readers concerning the laws and governments of other nations.”58 
 

In this endeavor, Boemus completed his Fardle as a manual of customs and a 

predominantly textual resource, with little more than a frontispiece as his imagery.  He 

felt his work was largely practical, and fit to inform his readers with enough information 

to decide which of these alternate customs might fit in their own society.59 

 While Boemus’s work is textual in nature, Weiditz’s Trachtenbuch is, for the 

most part, a visual manuscript.  Each image contains a brief caption explaining it, but 

Weiditz certainly neglects to go into as much detail as Boemus.  As an artist, however, 

Weiditz’s concentration on imagery is not surprising.  In his images, Weiditz depicts, 

much like Boemus’s texts, the mannerisms, customs, religious actions and civil 

administration of a region.  For example, in Figs. 20 and 21 Weiditz depicts the 

punishment of criminals in Spain.   

                                         

 

 

Figure 20.  Female criminal in Spain.  
Christoph Weiditz, Trachtenbuch (1529).  

Germanisches Nationalmuseum, Nuremberg. 

Figure 21.  Spanish cut-purse.  Christoph 
Weiditz, Trachtenbuch (1529).  Germanisches 

Nationalmuseum, Nuremberg. 

                                                 
58 Hodgen, 131. 
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59 Ibid, 132. 



In Figs. 22 and 23, he depicts two religious customs of Castile—mourning the dead and 

flagellating oneself (a penitent), respectively. 

 

  
Figure 22.  Mourning the dead in Castile.  Christoph Weiditz, Trachtenbuch (1529).  

Germanisches Nationalmuseum, Nuremberg. 

 

 

Figure 23.  Penitent in Castile.  Christoph Weiditz, Trachtenbuch 
(1529).  Germanisches Nationalmuseum, Nuremberg. 
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