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Abstract Abstract 
Chapter Summary:Chapter Summary: A 2009 exhibition at the Fitzwilliam Museum on the confluence of science and the 
visual arts included a plate from a nineteenth-century encyclopedia owned by Charles Darwin showing a 
tarantula poised over a dead bird (figure 3.1).1 The genesis of this startling scene was a work by Maria 
Sibylla Merian (German, 1647–1717), and the history of this image says much about how knowledge of 
the New World was obtained, and how it was transmitted to the studies and private libraries of Europe, 
and from there into popular works like Darwin’s encyclopedia. It is unlikely that Merian ever imagined the 
future longevity and influence of her images and text, but her visual records, like those of other naturalist/
artists, were employed by Buffon, Linnaeus, and others in their efforts to understand and order plants and 
animals from around the world. [excerpt] 

Book Summary:Book Summary: This volume offers fresh perspectives on key elements of science in societies throughout 
Spanish America, Europe, West Africa, India, and Asia as they overlapped increasingly during the Age of 
Revolutions—an era of rapidly expanding scientific investigation—as well as the role of scientific change 
and development in tightening global and imperial connections. 
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all observed and painted from life in America by me, with the exception of a 
few which I have added on the basis of reports by the Indians.

In her quest to understand one small part of nature, Merian followed on 
her earlier European works in grand style with the Surinamese plants and 
insects pictured in Metamorphosis. 7e book measured almost half a meter 
in height, making it possible to portray most organisms as life-sized. For an 

Figure 3.3. Spiders and ants (circa 1704). Watercolor model for plate 18 in Merian, 
Metamorphosis. Photograph © (e Trustees of the British Museum.
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additional cost to the buyer, plants and animals could spring to life in full 
color.15 Unlike the static images drawn by earlier artists, Merian’s scenes 
of tropical life revealed a microcosm of nature within a page: animals feed 
and are fed upon, life cycles of plants, frogs, and insects transpire.

To understand how revolutionary the images in Metamorphosis were, it 
is instructive to consider earlier depictions of New World 3ora and fauna; as 
was the case for books on European 3ora and fauna, the organisms typical-
ly were isolated from what we now think of as their “habitat.” Hans Sloane’s 
A voyage to the islands (1709 and 1725) was published a<er Metamorphosis 
but was based on his 1687 stay in the West Indies, and the design of his 
two volumes was typical for the period predating Merian’s work.16 Sloane’s 
images conveyed form but little else about the plants and animals depicted. 
Organisms were arranged in a variety of ways; for example, the four hum-
mingbirds included in plate 264 of his second volume are arranged around 
a large centrally placed heron, and in other plates butter3ies were laid out 
in rows similar to those in Johnston. Plants were depicted separately from 
insects and other animals, as was traditional before Merian’s Raupen books 
were published.17 Images in these earlier volumes were generated by artists 
of widely varying skills, and some, like the tarantula depicted in Willem 
Piso and Georg Marggraf were simpli4ed woodblock prints surrounded 
by textual descriptions.18 Merian’s vivid display of interacting organisms 
in plate 18 of Metamorphosis (4gure 3.3) is compelling even today, and it 
certainly generated a strong response in European viewers not used to such 
a scene.

Considering the Source

7e information in Merian’s books on European insects came from her 
own observations and occasionally those of fellow European naturalists. 
But in Surinam, a place alien to her, servants, slaves, and others who lived 
and labored in the colonized area served as important sources of informa-
tion. Merian directly observed many organisms as she searched the tropical 
forest for specimens; certainly she knew from raising the larval insects to 
adults which food plants were consumed. But Merian, like naturalists be-
fore and a<er her, o<en relied on her “servants,” particularly regarding the 
uses of local plants. A typical description of a plant by Merian o<en includ-
ed its reported medical uses or its value as a local food, such as the trunk of 
the fan palm, which when cooked “tastes better than artichoke hearts.”19 In 
one poignant entry, she described how the seeds of the peacock 3ower can 
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promote labor, and that “Indians, who are not well treated when in service 
to the Dutch, use it to abort their children so that their children should not 
become slaves as they are.”20 Such information comes from a relationship 
involving a degree of respect and perhaps even trust. Ironically, respect 
may have developed between her and the African slaves and Amerindians 
with whom she interacted, but something quite the contrary arose between 
her and the Dutch living in Surinam. She appears to have received little 
help other than lodging from the colonial planters, writing that they “have 
no desire to investigate anything like that [referring to a plant similar to 
tobacco]; indeed they mocked me for seeking anything other than sugar 
in the country.”21 Conversely, Merian frequently acknowledged the aid of 
slaves and “her Indian,” writing that she had the plant in question “dug up 
by the roots by my Indian and brought back to my house and planted.”22 
It is not known what incentive or motivation generated this help from her 
local sources; perhaps in part it was her gender or the fact that she did not 
seem to be in the good graces of the colonists who subjugated them.

Some of Merian’s most intriguing images and text can be traced back to 
information she either states or infers that she received from local sources. 
In one case they led her astray by presenting her with some sort of chimeric 
specimen that they assured her developed into lantern 3ies, which would 
glow and at night produce “a bright light like a candle, bright enough to 
read the paper by.”23 Merian was much criticized by later naturalists, partic-
ularly in the late nineteenth century, for believing her native sources on this 
and other entries, the most controversial of which was the bird-eating spi-
der central to plate 18 (4gure 3.3). Herein Merian depicted the life and death 
struggles of a roach, two species of spiders, two types of ants (although 
she combines their characteristics), and a doomed hummingbird with its 
recently deserted nest and eggs. Even the guava tree, being defoliated by 
the leaf cutter ants, is involved as a victim in the story played out on the 
page. About the spider and the bird Merian wrote that “7ese spiders catch 
humming-birds from their nests as already stated above. Humming-birds 
are the staple diet of the priests in Surinam, who (so I was told) eat noth-
ing but these birds. 7ey lay four eggs like all other birds and hatch them. 
7ey 3y very fast. 7ey suck the honey from the blossom with outstretched 
winds as if motionless in the air; they are, with many brilliant colors, more 
beautiful even than the peacock.” 7e potential for new life also is evoked 
by the egg sacs of the two female spiders as well as her narrative, which de-
scribes the leaves as being carried by the ants to their o;spring. She wrote 
that the ants “lay eggs that produce maggots which the ants supply with 
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