D. Esarey

Overview of “Les Raretes des Indes” aka “Codex Canadiensis”

Illustrations from the Codex Canadiensis are often seen in various topical coverages of New World natural history and American Indian subjects, but few scholars familiar with the illustrations have seen the entire folio.  Only 100 copies (in facsimile) were published in Paris in 1930 after the folio was found and these are now scattered across at least two continents.
Baron Marc De Villiers, in his introduction to the 1930 Paris edition, noted “A manuscript, which surely contained a more detailed explanation of the plates, used to be carefully inserted into the handsome binding of this album, but the text seems to have disappeared a long time ago, and this sorry loss also entailed the signature of the author of these eighty drawings, almost all done from nature.”  Although De Villiers identified the author and placed its production at circa 1700 – 1702, it is only in the last 25 years that this folio of sketches and maps been placed in proper historical context.  Both its author and its identity as a lost part of an even more obscure and unpublished manuscript titled "Histoire Naturelle des Indes Occidentales" has now been substantiated.  Together the two make up one of earliest formal natural histories in the New World (ca. 1680-1700).

So much of this research has been published only in French that American scholars are still largely unaware of the details.  In 1974 the folio was published again (another small run – 110 copies in facsimile) in Montreal, but both language barriers and scarcity continue to limit scholarly awareness of this lost contribution.  This will all change in the next few years when the parts of the full natural history are reassembled and published in both French and English.

The imagery and maps of “Les Raretes des Indes” are of the Northeast and Great Lakes, but the very early date of the folio and its link to "Histoire Naturalle des Indes Occidentales" provides contextual interest beyond geography and cartography.  The folio is accompanied by two maps, one of which is one of five known variations of the mysterious “Manitoumi” map series, which was produced by the Jesuits who first explored the Mississippi Valley.

