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of the era of discovery and early modern science, and be willing to believe that sometimes ideas
come from the darndest places.

María M. Portuondo
The Johns Hopkins University
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La Casa de la Contratación: una oficina de expedición documental para el
gobierno de las Indias (1508–1717), by Francisco Fernández López, Seville: Editorial
Universidad de Sevilla/El Colegio de Michoacán, 2018, 422 pp. (ISBN 978-84-472-1946-
9/978-607-544-015-6)

Despite the monumental importance of the Casa de la Contratación—founded even before the
Consejo de Indias—in supervising trade with Spain’s overseas empire, it has generally been
studied in piecemeal fashion. Francisco Fernández López, who has been researching the Casa
for over a decade, intends to help address this oversight with his detailed examination of the struc-
ture and procedures of this institution from its establishment to the time of its transfer to Cádiz in
1717. As the book’s subtitle indicates, the author focuses on the Casa’s production of documents
rather aiming for an exhaustive discussion of royal trade, but his methodical study contains a
wealth of insights on this key component of the administrative machinery of the Spanish Empire.

Fernández López’s intimate familiarity with archival sources related to the Casa, most of
which are in Seville’s Archivo General de Indias, is evident throughout this work. The intro-
duction offers an excellent survey of the existing Spanish-language (with some exceptions) lit-
erature on the Casa, with an emphasis on the peninsular context of the institution. While most
of the book is organized thematically, the first chapter provides a useful chronological overview
of the evolution of the Casa, particularly during the sixteenth century as it developed into a
relatively stable form under Philip II, subordinate to the Consejos de Indias and Hacienda
and linked with Seville’s Consulado. Later periods are covered in less detail, although he
notes the importance of seventeenth-century sales of offices and of reformist changes under
Philip V. Next, Fernández López categorizes the Casa’s personnel, from the principal positions
of president, contador, tesorero, and factor, to the less well-studied bailiffs, notaries, oficiales,
ship inspectors, and others necessary for the Casa to function (however, he largely omits
the magistrates who handled judicial cases starting in 1583). Chapter three walks the reader
through the Casa’s decision-making process, whether in relation to changes in royal policy
or to regular business like the dispatching of the annual fleets. Subsequent chapters build
on this foundation by exploring three of the Casa’s most important duties: carrying out
ship inspections and registering cargo on vessels bound for the Indies, verifying passenger
licenses for travelers crossing the Atlantic, and overseeing the settlement of bienes de difuntos,
the estates of those who died overseas, away from their heirs. In the last two chapters he exam-
ines the ledger books kept by the Casa, as it developed more fine-grained accounting practices,
and other kinds of records it generated, before concluding with some remarks about the Casa’s
role in documentary production as an essential part of royal administration.

As he dissects these sources, Fernández López demonstrates how the Casa’s practices were
developed and refined over time based on experience. For example, new restrictions were put
in place following abuses of licenses for servants to allow passage of unauthorized travelers,
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while inconsistencies in units of measurement and the way vessels’ volume was calculated
during ship inspections led to detailed instructions in 1613 and the creation of another pos-
ition for overseeing measurements in 1620. In places, he shows that the officials of the Casa
did not always scrupulously follow royal orders, as with their repeated failure to maintain
records of the contents of the locked chests of the royal treasury up to the mid-seventeenth
century, when still another official was put in place to supervise these account books. Fernán-
dez López’s incorporation of numerous examples from various time periods in much of the
book—as well as in the documentary appendix—provides a concrete illustration of how the
Casa’s documentary output was constructed and brings these records to life.

Since the Casa is potentially such a broad topic, connected as it was to so many aspects of
overseas communication, it is tempting to fault the author for not touching on any number of
areas, but his intent with this already substantial work is more descriptive than broadly analyti-
cal. His occasional reliance on the ordinances of the Casa and laws of the 1681 Recopilación de
Indias to illustrate customary practice is a bit of a methodological issue, though this is tem-
pered by his frequent inclusion of José de Veitia Linaje’s 1672 Norte de la Contratación,
which does comment on actual procedures. His focus on the most common kinds of docu-
ments produced by the Casa means that readers will not find consideration of, for example,
the Casa’s role in inspecting and approving slave ships and other vessels sailing outside the
annual fleets, or the union with Portugal (when some ships were inspected in Lisbon). Yet
these choices also give Fernández López more space to carefully examine the processes under-
lying the Casa’s archival records, which can easily be applied to understanding other related
kinds of sources. An index would certainly have improved the book’s usefulness, however.

Although this is a very different kind of study than Michel Betrand’s 1999 Grandeur et misère
de l’office, on the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century treasury of New Spain, Fernández López’s
detailed examination of the Casa’s documentary output is valuable for scholars working directly
with archival sources or seeking to understand the Casa’s functions from the Crown’s perspec-
tive. Perhaps wisely, he does not seek to engage with a prohibitively broad range of secondary
works, but rather concentrates on guiding readers through a variety of records produced by
an institution responsible for implementing royal policies on imperial trade. I might have
wished for more discussion of the Casa’s effectiveness in actually controlling commerce with
the Indies—something hinted at in the conclusion—but Fernández López envisions this
volume as a foundational step in better understanding the role of the Casa in governing
Spain’s overseas empire, and his study will likely become a standard reference work on the topic.

Marc Eagle
Western Kentucky University
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Afro-Catholic festivals in the Americas. Performance, representation, and the
making of Black Atlantic tradition, edición de Cécile Fromont, University Park:
Pennsylvania State University Press, 2019, viii + 224 pp. (ISBN 9780271083292)

El libro Afro-Catholic festivals in the Americas, colección de ensayos editada por Cécile
Fromont, continúa la senda abierta por Linda Heywood en Central Africans and cultural trans-
formations in the American diaspora (2002) y otros autores, quienes han resaltado el
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