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De Soto's Discovery of the Mississippi, 1541. (Johnson, Fry & Co., 1858). (Gilder Lehrman Collection) 

In 1539, Hernando de Soto led the first major European expedition into the interior of the 

southeastern North America, an area then known as “La Florida.” De Soto landed near Tampa Bay, 

Florida, with more than 600 men, and hoped to find riches in North America like the gold and silver 

other Spanish explorers had discovered in Central and South America. De Soto and his men 

explored the present area of Florida, Georgia, the Carolinas, Tennessee, Alabama, Mississippi, and 

Arkansas, often clashing with native tribes. In spring 1542, de Soto died of a fever. His men 

attempted to find a land route through Texas to Mexico but were forced to turn back by dwindling 

supplies. 

In June 1543, they sailed down the Mississippi River in seven boats, which sailed into the Gulf of 

Mexico six weeks later with 311 surviving Spaniards and an unknown number of Indian slaves. 

This engraving depicts Hernando de Soto’s discovery of the Mississippi River at a point below 

Natchez on May 8, 1541. De Soto (1500–1542) was the first European to document the river. The 

image shows him and his men approaching the river and a group of Native Americans camped 

there. At the center, de Soto, riding a white horse, moves toward the American Indians, who watch 

in front of their tepees. A chief holds out a peace pipe to de Soto. In the darker foreground are 

pictured men with weapons, armor, and cannon. A monk prays as men set a crucifix in the ground. 

Based on a painting by William Henry Powell, commissioned by Congress for the Rotunda of the 

Capitol, The Discovery of the Mississippi by De Soto A.D. 1541 was mounted in the Rotunda in 1855, 

where it would be viewed by thousands of visitors. Completed just a few years after the end of the 

Mexican-American War (1846–1848), in which the United States gained more than 500,000 square 

miles of territory, Powell’s painting invoked American aspirations for discovery, expansion, and 

conquest. One newspaper art critic called the painting a “rendering on the canvass of the . . . 

submission of the Indian tribes, and the important part played by religion, allied with force, in the 

conquest of the New World.”[1] 

This engraving, published by Johnson, Fry & Co., appeared in 1858, three years after the original 

painting was mounted. 

 

https://www.gilderlehrman.org/history-by-era/exploration/resources/de-soto%E2%80%99s-discovery-mississippi-1541#_ftn1
https://www.gilderlehrman.org/sites/default/files/content-images/08878.0002.det__0.jpg


[1] National Intelligencer, December 20, 1853, in Henri L. Stuart, William H. Powell’s Historical 

Picture of the Discovery of the Mississippi by De Soto, A.D. 1541 (New York: Baker, Godwin & Co., 

1853). 

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 

Read the introduction and view the image to answer the following questions. 

1. Upon a careful examination of the engraving, identify as evidence and explain all items that 

illustrate the intentions of De Soto and his men. 

2. This engraving appeared in the late 1850s. Connect events in American history around that 

time with the appearance of this image. 
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