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PART A - ESSENTIAL INFORMATION

1 SUMMARY

Porto Seguro, Island of Vera Cruz, Brazil, 1 May 1500 – Letter from Pêro Vaz de Caminha to 
the King of Portugal, Manuel I. This is the first document describing the land and people of what 
became Brazil. It was written at the very moment of first contact with this new world. Pêro Vaz de 
Caminha was an official who had been commissioned to report on the voyage of the India-bound fleet 
commanded by Pedro Álvares Cabral. The Letter is a unique document because of the facts it narrates, 
the quality of its description of the people and territory and its account of cultural dialogue with a 
people unknown in Europe up to that time. It is rich in detail and shrewd observations that make us 
feel we are eyewitnesses of the encounter. Pêro Vaz de Caminha started his Letter on 24 April and 
finished it on 1 May, the date when one of the vessels of the fleet sailed for Lisbon to announce the 
good news to the King.

2 DETAILS OF THE NOMINATOR

2. 1 Name: Instituto dos Arquivos Nacionais/Torre do Tombo

2. 2 Relationship to the documentary heritage nominated: Custodial body and owner of the 
document.

2. 3 Contact person (s): Maria do Carmo Jasmins Dias Farinha, Assistant Director of the Institute.

2. 4 Contact details (include address, phone, fax, e-mail)

Instituto dos Arquivos Nacionais/Torre do Tombo
Alameda da Universidade
1649-010 Lisbon
Telephone: 00351 2178 11 500
Fax: 00351 2179 37 230
Email: Mcarmo@iantt.pt or dc@iantt.pt 

3 IDENTITY AND DESCRIPTION OF THE DOCUMENTARY HERITAGE

3. 1 Name and identification details of the items being nominated

Carta de Pêro Vaz de Caminha (Letter from Pêro Vaz de Caminha) written at “Terra de Vera 
Cruz” (Brazil) on 1 May 1500. Reference: PT IAN/TT, Gavetas, 18, mç.2, No 8.

3. 2 Description

Letter from Pêro Vaz de Caminha, a writer attached to the fleet commanded by Pedro Álvares 
Cabral, which reached “Terra de Vera Cruz” (Brazil) in 1500. The letter was written on 1 May 1500 
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and was dispatched to the King of Portugal, Manuel I, in one of the vessels returning to Lisbon, while 
the rest of the fleet continued its voyage to India.

This  is  the  first  document  concerning  the  discovery  of  Brazil  by  the  Portuguese:  a  letter 
written on the very date that new peoples of a hitherto unknown world were discovered.

From the archival and/or diplomatic viewpoint, the letter is in the form of an inquiry. It may 
be regarded as being part of the line of royal inquiries ordered for the purpose of determining the 
assets  and prerogatives of  the Portuguese Crown. However,  this  inquiry is  a special  one since its 
purpose is to report on the voyage of the fleet of Pedro Álvares Cabral. It thus became “an account of 
the discovery of Brazil and its acquisition by the Portuguese Crown in the name of Christ” (Jaime 
Cortesão). The manuscript is handwritten on paper and is in 14 folios, the largest of which measures 
211 x 295 mm. The writing is in the processual cursive style typical of the period of King John I.

The recurring themes of the Letter are Caminha’s recorded observations of the aborigines, the 
latter’s tentative advances to the Portuguese and the mutual curiosity of each side. Caminha describes 
simply but  in detail  the physical appearance of the men and women. He admires  the cleanliness, 
beauty and “innocence” of their naked bodies ("of which they had no shame"). He gives a detailed 
description of their feather adornments and of their necklaces and picturesque trinkets. He reports on 
their forms of communication through gestures and attitudes (their way of laying down their bows and 
arrows, exchanging objects – bows, necklaces, plumages and “perukes” for berets, hats, shirts, boars’ 
teeth – their reactions to objects and foods), through the music and dances of the two peoples (playing 
the horn, flute and drum) and through physical games (playing, fighting). He also mentions difficulties 
in communication, especially as regards language (“extremely barbarous”). Caminha makes implicit 
and explicit comparisons at different levels, particularly behaviour and culture: the aborigines practise 
neither ploughing nor animal husbandry, are circumcised just like the Portuguese, are “brutish, shy and 
ignorant people” but also “good and simple” and therefore open to conversion to the Catholic religion. 
He  refers  to  the  sending  of  prisoners  to  aboriginal  villages  to  find  out  about  local  customs  and 
inhabitants. He also reports the decision of ships’ captains not to capture aborigines for dispatch to the 
King owing to the inability to communicate, until such time as it becomes possible to supply correct 
information without causing scandal.

The Letter also includes remarks about the physical geography observed during the approach 
to  land  (a  large,  high,  rounded elevation – Mount  Pascoal  –  lower  mountains  to  the  south,  bare 
countryside and tall trees) and during the short coastal exploration, when he comments on the places 
seen; he describes and identifies animal species, particularly birds (the “fura-buxo” or Atlantic petrel, 
doves, parrots and so forth) and marine species (shrimp, clam); he gives a brief description of, and 
refers to, botanical species and their uses (fern, thistle, palm, yam) and the climate.

Caminha mentions the celebration of Low Sunday Mass and the elevation of the cross, with 
the arms and emblems of the King of Portugal, in commemoration of the taking of Terra de Vera Cruz.

The letter is in a good state of preservation. It was repaired in 1999-2000, an operation that 
reversed previous repairs.  It  is currently kept in a horizontal position in a sleeve made of neutral 
cardboard in an alkaline-cardboard box. The document is protected in a strongbox and kept at a stable 
temperature and relative humidity (19°C and 45% respectively).

Bibliography 

Several transcriptions of the Letter exist  in Portuguese and in French, English, Italian and 
Spanish. There is also a vast related bibliography based on the document. The following works are 
chosen  because  they represent  recent  editions  in  Portuguese and  French accompanied  by studies, 
together with a publication regarded as a classic (Cortesão).
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La découverte du Brésil: les premiers témoignages (1500-1549)/selection of texts and introduction by 
Ilda Mendes dos Santos. Paris, Editions Chandeigne, 2000.

A carta de Pêro Vaz de Caminha, with a study by Jaime Cortesão. Rio de Janeiro: Livros de Portugal, 
imp. 1943.

A carta  de  Pêro Vaz de Caminha:  documentos  e  ensayos sobre  o  achamento do Brasil,  ed.  Luis 
Donisete Benzi Grupione. São Paulo: DBA Artes Gráficas, 1999. ISBN 85-7234-174-9. Facsimile and 
studies by Bernardo Vasconcelos e Sousa, Fernando A. Novais, Lucia Bettencourt, Maria José Goulão, 
Max Justo Guedes, Paulo Roberto Pereira, Walter Galvani.

Experts and independent organizations qualified to express an opinion

1. Instituto Histórico e Geografico Brasileiro, the oldest cultural institution in Brazil, created in 
1838.  An  academy,  a  research  and  documentary  centre  with  historical  archives,  a  library  and  a 
museum. Has published a magazine continuously since 1839. The President is Arno Wehling, Titular 
Professor  at  the  Universidade  Federal  do  Rio  de  Janeiro  and  at  the  Universidade  Gama  Filho, 
researcher at the Centro Nacional de Pesquisa, and author specializing in Historiography and History 
of Law and Institutions. Contact details: Av. Augusto Severo, 8, 10° andar 20021040 Rio de Janeiro, 
Brazil. Telephone: 0055 21 38520995, 0055 21 2524430. Fax 0055 21 25095107 and 0055 22 54430. 
Email: ihgbpresidencia@unikey.com.br 

Instituto Histórico Infante D. Henrique, directed by António Dias Farinha, Titular Professor in 
the  Faculty  of  Letters  at  the  University  of  Lisbon.  Contact  details:  Instituto Histórico  Infante  D. 
Henrique,  Faculdade  de  Letras  da  Universidade  de  Lisboa,  Alameda  da  Universidade  1600-211 
Lisbon, Portugal. Telephone: 00351 217920045. Email: adf@oninet.pt 

Bernardo  Vasconcelos  e  Sousa,  Associate  Professor  in  the  Faculty  of  Social  and  Human 
Sciences at the New University of Lisbon, specialist in Medieval History, Director of the Instituto dos 
Arquivos  Nacionais/Torre  do  Tombo  (1998-2001),  Vice-President  of  the  Conselho  Superior  de 
Arquivos.  Contact  details:  Faculdade  de  Ciências  Sociais  e  Humanas,  Departamento  de  História, 
Avenida  de  Berna,  26,  1069-061  Lisbon.  Telephone  (residence):  00351  21  7260178.  Email 
bjsvs@netcabo.pt

4 JUSTIFICATION FOR INCLUSION/ASSESSMENT AGAINST CRITERIA

4. 1 Authenticity of the document

The authenticity of the Letter is unquestionable from the diplomatic and historical point of 
view, being dated and signed by Pêro Vaz de Caminha, a clerk at the Calicut trading post, who had 
been sent by King Manuel to join the fleet of Pedro Álvares Cabral.

4. 2 World significance, uniqueness and irreplaceability

The Letter is of world significance because it is the first evidence of the existence of a hitherto 
unknown world, the first evidence of a reality that has truly changed the face of the globe.

Criteria of (a) time (b) place (c) people (d) subject and theme (e) form and style

The Letter meets all  the conditions for inclusion in the Memory of the World Register.  It 
comes  from  the  crucial  period  of  the  Discoveries  during  which  the  science  of  navigation  made 
possible the exploration of the planet. The persons mentioned in the Letter are, first  of all,  Pedro 
Álvares Cabral, the commander of the fleet. The other persons mentioned (or not mentioned) who took 
part  in  the  expedition were  experienced captains  from leading Portuguese families  and prominent 
Florentine merchants. The Letter gives a highly detailed account of the customs of the inhabitants, 
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their peaceful and even docile behaviour, their houses, food, clothes, tools such as bows, arrows and 
axes, birds, the colour of the soil, the density of thickets and the absence of domestic animals. It also 
shows how Caminha relates to the Indians: three centuries before Rousseau, we find him gazing in 
wonder at their worthy primitivism, their ingenuity and their innocence. It is a sort of anticipation of 
the myth of the noble savage constructed by Rousseau and giving rise to works like Atala and René by 
Chateaubriand and El Guarani by the Brazilian Alencar. The Letter was written by an eyewitness who 
accompanied  the  fleet  and  took  part  in  the  expedition  on  dry  land  under  the  command  of  two 
experienced men chosen by Cabral. Caminha’s task was to inform the King of all that happened and 
that is why he was always at the centre of the action. The Treaty of Tordesillas had recently been 
signed and it was becoming urgent to announce the discovery of the new world. The Letter is kept in 
its own place at Torre do Tombo among the “inquirições” (inquiries) carried out since the founding of 
the country in  order to determine the situation of the Crown's property and prerogatives. It  is an 
“inquirição” whose characteristics are adapted to the nature of the assets being inquired about. The 
usual descriptions and comparisons referring to geographical features and to property owned by the 
“senhorios” (landowners) are replaced by a recital of successes. On dry land, the “inquirição” acquired 
a new form: the account of a world unknown up to that time. The Letter is thus an archive document 
which,  because its  author  is  observant  and possesses culture and talent,  can also be considered a 
literary work that is a pleasure to read. 

4. 4 Issues of rarity, integrity, threat and management

The  Letter  from Pêro  Vaz  de  Caminha  is  not  only  rare:  it  is  unique.  Its  integrity  is  not 
threatened.

5. LEGAL INFORMATION

5. 1 Owner of the documentary heritage (name and contact details)

Instituto  dos  Arquivos  Nacionais/Torre  do  Tombo,  Alameda  da  Universidade,  1649-0  10, 
Lisbon, Portugal. Telephone: 00351 217811 500; Fax: 00351 217937 230. Email: dc@iantt.pt 

5. 2 Custodian of the documentary heritage (name and contact details, if different to owner)

5. 3 Legal status

(a) Category of ownership

The  Letter  belongs  to  the  State  but  is  placed  under  the  responsibility  of  the  Portuguese 
Ministry of Culture, Instituto dos Arquivos Nacionais/Torre do Tombo, where it is kept.

(b) Accessibility

The Letter  is  not  confidential  in  nature.  However,  in  order  to  preserve it,  consultation  is 
allowed only in exceptional cases. As an alternative, it is possible to consult the microfilm copy or a 
facsimile. There are also numerous transcriptions and publications.

(c) Copyright status

Copyright does not apply to this document but copying is subject to a reproduction charge.

(d) Responsible administration

Instituto dos Arquivos Nacionais/Torre do Tombo.
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6 MANAGEMENT PLAN

6. 1 There is no management plan but the document is protected in a strongbox at a stabilized 
temperature and relative humidity (19°C and 45% respectively).

7 CONSULTATION

7. 1 Provide details of consultation about this nomination with (a) the owner of the heritage 
(b) the custodian (c) your national or regional Memory of the World committee:

PART B - SUBSIDIARY INFORMATION

8 ASSESSMENT OF RISK

8. 1 Detail the nature and scope of threats to this documentary heritage (see 5.5)

9 ASSESSMENT OF PRESERVATION

9. 1 Detail the preservation context of the documentary heritage (see 3. 3)

PART C - LODGEMENT

This nomination is lodged by:

Mario do Carmo Jasmins Dias Farinha, Assistant Director of IAN/TT

(Signature).............................. (Date)............ Lisbon, 30 June 2004


