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ABSTRACT

My thesis explores the construction of the New World mythology as it appears in early
modern Italian epic poems. It focuses on how Italian writers engage with and contribute to
this process of myth-creation; how the newly created mythology relates to the political, social
and cultural context of the time; and investigates extent to which it was affected by the
personal agendas of the poets. By analysing three New World myths (Brazilian Amazons,
Patagonian giants and Canadian pygmies), it provides insights into the perception that Italians
had of the newly discovered lands in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries, as well as
providing a greater understanding of the role that early modern Italy had in the ‘invention’ of
the Americas. Italian epic poets domesticated New World myths for their own purposes, using
written, visual and material sources as an anchor for their agendas. The study of these myths
changes, in some cases completely, our reading of the poems. New World myths are at once
an exercise in ekphrasis of the maps, cartouches, engravings and collectible objects they

derived from, and a record of the impact the Americas had on the early modern Italians.
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Hendrick Ter Brugghen, Bacchante with an Ape, 1627, The J. Paul Getty Museum,
Los Angeles, CA, 84.PA5. Image from the J. Paul Getty Museum website
http://www.getty.edu/art/gettyguide/artObjectDetails?artobj=845, p. 328.

Maarten de Vos, Gustus, late Sixteenth Century, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tamaki,
Auckland, New Zealand, Peter Tomory Collection, No: 2004/30/122. Image from the
Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tamaki website http://www.aucklandartgallery.com/the-
collection/browse-artwork/14208/gustus-taste, p. 329.

Diego Gutiérrez and Hieronymus Cock, Americae sive quartae orbis partis nova et
exactissima description, detail of the cannibals. Image from the Library of Congress
website http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/map_item.pl, p. 330.

Diego Gutiérrez and Hieronymus Cock, Americae sive quartae orbis partis nova et
exactissima description, detail of the flying fish. Image from the Library of Congress
website http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/map_item.pl, p. 330.

Diego Gutierrez and Hieronymus Cock, Americae sive quartae orbis partis nova et
exactissima description, detail of the two mermaids in the South Pacific Ocean. Image
from the Library of Congress website http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/map_item.pl, p.
331.

Cesare Ripa, Falsita di amore, ovvero inganno, 1618. Image from
https://www.tumblr.com/search/Cesare+Ripa, p. 332.



http://jcb.lunaimaging.com/luna/servlet/detail/JCBMAPS~1~1~1725~103400003:-Nova-et-exacta-delineatio-Americae?qvq=q:Patagonian%2Bgiant;lc:JCB~1~1,JCBBOOKS~1~1,JCBMAPS~1~1,JCBMAPS~2~2,JCBMAPS~3~3&mi=7&trs=15
http://jcb.lunaimaging.com/luna/servlet/detail/JCBMAPS~1~1~1725~103400003:-Nova-et-exacta-delineatio-Americae?qvq=q:Patagonian%2Bgiant;lc:JCB~1~1,JCBBOOKS~1~1,JCBMAPS~1~1,JCBMAPS~2~2,JCBMAPS~3~3&mi=7&trs=15
http://jcb.lunaimaging.com/luna/servlet/detail/JCB~1~1~5297~8660008:Deliniatio-Freti-Magellanici-
http://jcb.lunaimaging.com/luna/servlet/detail/JCB~1~1~5297~8660008:Deliniatio-Freti-Magellanici-
http://www.artnet.com/artists/annibale-carracci/a-man-as-bacchus-drinking-wine-with-two-youths-aa-l769-uoYB-GEbGNf95zbhQ2
http://www.artnet.com/artists/annibale-carracci/a-man-as-bacchus-drinking-wine-with-two-youths-aa-l769-uoYB-GEbGNf95zbhQ2
http://www.getty.edu/art/gettyguide/artMakerDetails?maker=591
http://www.getty.edu/art/gettyguide/artObjectDetails?artobj=845
http://www.aucklandartgallery.com/the-collection/browse-artwork/14208/gustus-taste
http://www.aucklandartgallery.com/the-collection/browse-artwork/14208/gustus-taste
http://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hieronymus_Cock
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/map_item.pl
http://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hieronymus_Cock
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/map_item.pl
http://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hieronymus_Cock
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/map_item.pl
https://www.tumblr.com/search/Cesare+Ripa

57.

58.

59.

60.

61.

62.

63.

64.

65.

66.

67.

Example of buckler. Image from http://www.kaswords.com/medieval-archers-combat-
buckler-shield.aspx, p. 333.

Achille Marozzo, Opera nova de I’arte de I’Armi, Modena: Antonio Bergola, 1536,
book I, cap. 10, “Del primo assalto de gioco largo de spada e brochiere”.
Image from http://wiktenauer.com/images/c/c9/Marozzo_4.png, p. 333.

Perino del Vega, The Hall of the Giants, 1530-1532, Palace of Andrea Doria in
Fassolo, Genoa, West wall. Image from Fo.S.C.A. (Fonti per la storia della critica
d’arte) website http://www.stoarte.unige.it/gewiki/index.php/Immagine:1031-031.jpg,
p. 334.

Diego Gutiérrez and Hieronymus Cock, Americae sive quartae orbis partis nova et
exactissima description, detail of Neptune taking King Philip 1l to the New World on
his chariot. Image from the Playmouth Colony Archive Project website
http://www.histarch.illinois.edu/plymouth/1562map.html, p. 335.

Balthasar van den Bos, The Giants Restoring Olympus, 1558. Image from the British
Museum collection online
http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details/co
llection_image gallery.aspx?assetld=161303&objectld=1503148&partld=1, p. 336.

Girolamo Ruscelli, Tierra nueva, Venice, 1561. Image from
https://www.raremaps.com/gallery/enlarge/12274, p. 337.

Frontispiece in Tommaso Stigliani, Mondo nuovo, Piacenza: Alessandro Bazacchi,
1617. Image from https://www.liveauctioneers.com/item/1439076_stigliani-tomaso-
del-mondo-nuovo, p. 338.

Levinus Hulsius, Map of Southern South America and Tierra del Fuego, here the copy
published in 1602 in Frankfurt am Main, detail of the Patagonian giant. Image in the
Archive of Early American Images website, The John Carter Brown Library,
http://jcb.lunaimaging.com/luna/servlet/detail/JCBMAPS~1~1~2112~108670003:-
Map-of-southern-South-America-and-, p. 339.

Monstre marin, ayant la teste d’'un moyne, in Ambroise Paré, Les Oeuvres, here
edition printed in Paris: G. Buon, 1585. Image from the Bibliotheque interuniversitaire
de Santé website, Université Paris Descartes, no. 21208.
http://www.biusante.parisdescartes.fr/histmed/image?21208, p. 340.

Figure d'un monstre marin, ressemblant a un evesque, vestu de ses habits pontificaux,
in Ambroise Paré, Les Oeuvres, here edition printed in Paris: G. Buon, 1585. Image
from the Bibliothéque interuniversitaire de Santé website, Université Paris Descartes,
no. 21209. http://www.biusante.parisdescartes.fr/histmed/image?21209, p. 340.

Das sind die new gefunden Menschen, 1505. Image from Duviols, J-P., Le Mythe
patagon, in Guinnard, A., Trois ans chez les Patagons, Paris: Chandeigne, 2009, p.
233, p. 341.
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Johannes Stradanus, Americus Vespuccius Florentinus, in the Americae retectio series,
Antwerp, Belgium, c. 1580s. Image from Donald A. Heald rare books, prints and
maps website http://www.donaldheald.com/pages/books/27840/jan-van-der-straet-
engraver-johannes-stradanus-adriaen-collaert/americae-retectio, p. 342.

Andrea Alciati, Book of Emblems, emblem 132, mid-Sixteenth Century. Image from
the Glasgow University emblem website “Alciato at Glasgow”,
http://www.emblems.arts.gla.ac.uk/alciato/picturae.php?id=A34b041, p. 343.

Johannes Stradanus, Christophorus Columbus Ligur, in the Americae retectio series,
Antwerp, Belgium, c. 1580s. Image from Donald A. Heald rare books, prints and
maps website http://www.donaldheald.com/pages/books/27840/jan-van-der-straet-
engraver-johannes-stradanus-adriaen-collaert/americae-retectio, p. 344.

Abraham Ortelius, Theatrum orbis terrarium, 1573, detail of an ichthyocentaur. Image
from http://strangesounds.org/2013/10/mysterious-sea-monters-on-ancient-maps.html,
p. 344.

Willem Janszoon Blaeu, Africae nova descriptio, in Theatrum orbis terrarum, sive
atlas novus, 1635. Image from
http://www.swaen.com/zoom_map.htm?zoomifylmagePath=/0s/z0om2/32983E/, p.
345.

Willem Janszoon Blaeu, Africae nova descriptio, in Theatrum orbis terrarum, sive
atlas novus, 1635, detail of western North Africa.
http://www.swaen.com/zoom_map.htm?zoomifylmagePath=/0s/zoom2/32983E/, p.
346.

Willem Janszoon Blaeu, Europa recens descripta, in Theatrum orbis terrarum, sive
atlas novus, 1635,
http://www.swaen.com/zoom_map.htm?zoomifylmagePath=/0s/zo0om2/32983C/, p.
346.

Willem Janszoon Blaeu, Andaluzia continens Sevillam et Cordubam, in Theatrum
orbis terrarum, sive atlas novus, 1635. Image from the Osher Map Library website,
University of Southern Maine,
http://www.oshermaps.org/search/zoom.php?no=47#img0, p. 347.

Willem Janszoon Blaeu, America noviter delineate, in Theatrum orbis terrarum, sive
atlas novus, 1635. Detail of Patagonia

http://www.swaen.com/zoom map.htm?zoomifylmagePath=/0s/zoom2/32983F/, p.
347.

André Thevet, Les Singularitez de la France antarctique, Antwerp: Christophe
Plantin, 1558, 108. Image from the Archive of Early American Images, The John
Carter Brown Library,
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http://jcb.lunaimaging.com/luna/serviet/detail/JCB~1~1~6438~9870009:-Succarath-
or-su-, p. 348.

Cannibals on a Caribbean Island, in Lorenz Fries, Uselegung der Mercarthen oder
Carta Marina, Strasbourg: Johannes Grininger, 1525, leaf XVI1. Image from the
Archive of Early American Images, The John Carter Brown Library.
http://jcb.lunaimaging.com/luna/servlet/detail/JCB~1~1~5219~8560004:-Cannibals-
on-a-Caribbean-island-
?qvg=q:Cannibals;lc:JCB~1~1, JCBBOOKS~1~1, JCBMAPS~1~1,JCBMAPS~2~2,JC
BMAPS~3~3&mi=1&trs=9, p. 349.

Giovanni Botero, Aggiunta alla quarta parte delle Indie, Venice: Alessandro Vecchi,
1623, A3r, p. 350.

Pierre Desceliers, Mappemonde, 1546. The map is preserved in the John Rylands
Library, Manchester, UK, French MS 1*. Image taken from the University of
Manchester Library Image Collections,
http://enriqueta.man.ac.uk:8180/luna/servlet/detail/maps2~1~1~265817~118518:Nort
h-
America?qvg=w4s:/who/Desceliers,%20Pierre/when/1546:;Ic:Gaskell2~91~1,maps2~1
~1,Hamilton~1~1,Manchester~91~1,ManchesterDev~95~2,Man4MedievalVC~4~4,n
onconform~91~1,ManchesterDev~93~3,lib1~1~1&mi=20&trs=33, p. 351.

Pierre Desceliers, Mappemonde, 1546. Detail of the St Lawrence River, p. 351.

Pierre Desceliers, Mappemonde, 1550. The map in preserved in the British Library,
London, Add. MS 24065. Detail of pygmies fighting with cranes. Image from the
British Library Online Gallery,
http://www.bl.uk/onlinegallery/onlineex/mapsviews/desceliers/large17690.html, p.
352.

Olaus Magnus, Carta Marina, 1539. Detail of Iceland and Greenland. Image taken
from the James Ford Bell Library website, University of Minnesota special collection
https://www.lib.umn.edu/apps/bell/map/OLAUS/SEC/asect.html, p. 352.

Caspar Vopel, Nova et integra universalisque orbis totius description, 1558. Detail of
a pygmy fighting a crane in Canada. The map is preserved in the Houghton Library at
Harvard University, 51*2577P. Image from the Houghton Library copy image
http://ids.lib.harvard.edu/ids/view/7723780?buttons=y, p. 353.

Valerio Cioli, Pygmy on a Snail, Villa Medici, Careggi, after 1599. Image taken by
Robin O’ Bryan published on her article Grotesque Bodies, Princely Delight: Dwarfs
in Italian Renaissance Court Imagery, “Preternature: Critical and Historical Studies
on the Preternatural”, 1 (2012), 2, pp. 252-288: 270, p. 354.

Valerio Cioli, Pygmy on a Owl, Villa Medici, Careggi, after 1599. O’ Bryan, p. 271,
p. 354.
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Girolamo Benivieni, Dialogo di Antonio Manetti circa al sito, forma et misure dello
Inferno di Dante Alighieri, 1506. Image from the ItalNet projects website,
http://www.italnet.nd.edu/Dante/images/tp1506/1506.wc.Oiiiir.150dpi.jpeq, p. 355.

Stradanus, The Return of Cosimo | after His Coronation, engraved by Philips Galle,
after 1575. Image from the Bridgeman Art Library website, London
http://www.bridgemanimages.com/en-GB/asset/472277/straet-jan-van-der-joannes-
stradanus-1523-1605-after/the-return-of-cosimo-i-after-his-coronation-engraved-by-
philips-galle-1583-engraving, p. 356.

Agnolo Bronzino, Nano Morgante, Florence, ¢. 1550, now preserved in the Uffizi
Gallery, Florence. Image from http://i.imgur.com/CPRUtuw.jpg, p. 357.

Giorgio Vasari, Cosimo I de’Medici as a Superintendent in Elba, Florence: Palazzo
Vecchio, 1555-1565. Image  from http://studioarchitettopastorelli.it/wp-
content/uploads/2014/07/PALAZZO-VECCHIO.jpg, p. 357.

Valerio Cioli, Nano Morgante su una tartaruga, Florence: Boboli Gardens, ¢. 1560. ©
BY-SA 3.0, p. 358.

Giambologna, The Dwarf Morgante on Sea Monster, Florence, 1582, now preserved
in the Bargello Museum, Florence. Image from Fonderia artistica Ferdinando
Marinelli website http://www.fonderiamarinelli.it/en/portfolio/morgante-su-drago-di-

giambologna/, p. 359.

Agnolo Bronzino, Saint Bartholomew, fragment of the pala for the Altar of the Graces,
Pisa Cathedral, 1555. Now preserved in the Accademia nazionale di San Luca, Rome.
Image from http://www.the-athenaeum.org/art/full.php?1D=88301, p. 360.

Agnolo Bronzino, Venus, Cupid and Time (Allegory of Lust), Florence, c. 1545. Now
preserved in the National Gallery, London, level 2, room 8. Image from the Web
Gallery of Art, http://www.wga.hu/frames-e.html?/html/b/bronzino/4/venus_cu.html,
p. 361.

Agnolo Bronzino, Venus, Cupid and Time (Allegory of Lust), detail of
Jealousy/Syphilis, p. 361.

Agnolo Bronzino, Portrait of Eleonora of Toledo with Her Son Giovanni, Florence, c.
1545. Now preserved in the Uffizi Gallery, the Tribune, room 18. Image from the Web
Gallery of Art,

http://www.wga.hu/html_m/b/bronzino/1/eleonora.html, p. 362.

Agnolo Bronzino, Portrait of Leonor Alvarez de Toledo, Florence, 1543. Now
preserved in the Sternberg Palace, Prague. Image from the National Gallery in Prague
website http://www.ngprague.cz/en/objekt-detail/sternberg-palace/, p. 363.
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98. Francesco Salviati, Triumph of Camillus, Florence, Sala delle Udienze of the Palazzo
Vecchio, 1545. Image from  http://www.friendsofart.net/en/art/cecchino-del-
salviati/triumph-of-furius-camillus, p. 364.

99. Bartolomeo Ammannati, Fountain of Juno, Florence, originally designed for the Sala
Grande in the Palazzo Vecchio, 1555. Now in the Bargello Museum, Florence. Image
from http://luis.impa.br/photo/1112_ Firenze_esculturas/, p. 364.

100. Agnolo Bronzino & Jan Rost, Joseph in Prison and Pharaoh’s Banquet,
Florence, originally designed for the Sala dei Duecento in the Palazzo Vecchio, 1546.
Now in the Quirinal Palace, Sala del Bronzino, Rome. Image from the Presidenza
della Repubblica italiana website
http://www.quirinale.it/qrnwi/statico/artecultura/mostre/2015_02_Giuseppe/immagini-
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INTRODUCTION

The aim of this thesis is to investigate the role of New World mythology in Sixteenth-
and Seventeenth-Century Italian epic poetry. For the purposes of this work, “New World
mythology” refers to the set of myths that have classical origins but that the Europeans
relocated in the Americas after the discovery of the New World. It includes the myths of the
Brazilian Amazons, the Patagonian giants, and the Canadian pygmies, to name but a few.
These myths have been studied from a cultural and ethnographical point of view, but their use
in literature has not enjoyed as much attention. Although there are numerous studies on the
use of classical myths in literature, and numerous mythographical studies about the New
World, no study that combines these two fields exists. In my thesis, | propose a study of the
New World myths in poetry for the first time; this will provide us with a better understanding
of the Italian reception of the New World, as well as giving insights into the political, social
and cultural context of early modern Italy.

My main research questions are as follows:

1. How common was the use of New World myths in Italian epic poetry and what did
poets do with them?

2. How can the study of New World mythology help us understand the Italian reception
of the news from the Americas?

3. What does New World mythology enable poets to say about the political, social and
cultural context of early modern Italy?

In the interests of depth rather than spread, | will focus on three of the most important

New World myths: the myths of the Caribbean and Brazilian Amazons, the Patagonian giants



and the Canadian pygmies; leaving aside for the moment other New World myths such as El
Dorado and the fountain of youth. As we will see, these are the myths which appear most
frequently in Italian epic poems. Chapters two to four of the thesis are each dedicated to one
of the myths, and divided, in turn, into sub-sections.

I will start with a reply to my first research question in each chapter of the thesis, giving a
survey of the presence of the myth in epic poetry as a whole. Of particular interest, in this
respect, are the Italian epic poems explicitly dedicated to the discovery and conquest of the
Americas that Antonio Belloni (1912: 290) at the beginning of the Twentieth Century,
inserted in the so-called ‘Columbian corpus’ (See ‘Primary sources’ below for a list of the
poems). Protagonists of these poems are usually Christopher Columbus or Amerigo Vespucci,
depicted as heroes with the divine mission of Christianising the pagan Native Americans.
Since the discovery of the New World is the main theme of these poems, New World myths
are often used by poets to give verisimilitude to their stories, and as a means of anchoring
their fantastic material to what they believed to be concrete realities. The Columbian poems
are, therefore, my main primary sources, but not the only ones. In the chapter dedicated to
Canadian pygmies, | have deliberately chosen to focus on two poems extraneous to the
American corpus, in order to show that New World myths are also present in poems not
explicitly dedicated to the New World. Part of my argument is, in fact, that the Columbian
corpus builds on earlier epic poems which, though slow to incorporate detailed accounts of
the Americas, are nevertheless inspired by the poetic possibilities its discovery affords.

Question 2 is about how the sources used by the poets to describe the Americas aids our
understanding of Italy’s reception of the New World. In response to this question, the thesis
will analyse different types of media used by the poets to inspire their representations of the

New World mythology. Scholars have usually claimed that written accounts were the main



sources for the Italian writers who aimed to represent the American mirabilia, given that none
of them personally travelled to the New World. In the Amazons sections we will see how the
majority of Sixteenth-Century poets integrated the supposedly authoritative accounts of the
New World into their poems by quoting them almost verbatim. However, historiographical
accounts were not the only sources used by poets. In particular in the chapter dedicated to the
Patagonian giants, | will show that poets were influenced by cartographical and visual
sources; while in the Canadian pygmies sections | will suggest that material objects preserved
in the cabinets of curiosities could have also had a role in the poetic invention of the
Americas. The New World myths can be interpreted as ekphrasis in the poems, and as such
their visual and material consistency can modify or strengthen their political and cultural
meaning. This will allow us to read the poems under a different perspective, generating extra-
textual discourses. | will show how these non-conventional sources used by poets can give us
precious information about the Italian perception of the New World.

Question 3 explores the process of domestication and exploitation of the New World
myths by Italian epic poets. These myths were used to depict their own society, denounce
their enemies, take part in the famous debates of their time and satirise their world. For
example, the perception of the American Amazons as savage women will give poets the
opportunity to take part in the famous querelle des femmes that interested many in early
modern Europe. The social freedom of the Amazons and the matriarchal society represented
by the Amazonian community allowed poets to explore the role of women in their own
society. In the New World iconography, the feminine figure representing America was
identified with the Amazons, making these warrior women a clear symbol of the newly

discovered lands and of its model of gynaecocracy. In the same way, Patagonian giants can be



seen as a satire of the ecclesiastical system; while Canadian pygmies were used as a tool to
denounce political corruption.

Chapters two to four, in other words, will provide individual responses to my three
research questions. The first chapter is dedicated, instead, to clarify why studying the
application of New World mythology in epic poetry is important. | will give an overview of
the study of this mythology in academia, looking in particular at what makes these myths
different from the classical myths from which they derive. | shall also explain why these
myths are especially significant in the Italian context, as Italian states were notoriously
considered as having a secondary role in the New World process of discovery.

The second chapter deals, then, with the myth of the American Amazons. This myth was
first reported by Columbus, who wrote of the Amazons living in the Caribbean island of
Matanino (Martinique) in his letter to Luis de Santangel (1493). With the exploration of the
Amazons River by the Spanish explorer Francisco de Orellana, they were moved to Brazil in
1542. This chapter will first of all provide an overview of the complex process that transferred
the warrior women from Africa and Asia, where the classical tradition located them, to the
Americas. Although news of the discovery of these warrior women in Matanino spread
widely in Italy, poets barely introduced them in their works, continuing to locate the Amazons
in their traditional locations. In my thesis, | will suggest that this phenomenon was due to the
association of the American Amazons with America, and with the impossibility of Italians of
‘possessing’ America because of the marginal role played by Italy in the process of conquest.
The late Sixteenth-Century iconographical personifications of America depicted as an
Amazon possibly influenced Italian poets in introducing American Amazons in their works.
In these engravings, Italian explorers such as Columbus and Vespucci were in fact

represented in the act of ‘possessing’ America both sexually and territorially. As such, Italian



poets used the Caribbean and Brazilian Amazons as nationalistic tools to claim the role of
Italy in the process that Edmundo O’Gorman, as we will see later, has defined of ‘invention of
the Americas’. A second concern of this section is the way in which epic accounts of the
American Amazons engage with the famous querelle des femmes, and the discussion about
the nature of Native Americans started with the Valladolid debate. Through the description of
the savage women, poets were able to give a clear idea of their perception of the women and
Native Americans in their own society and time. This is particularly evident in the epic poems
written in the Seventeenth Century, when poets are freer to add imaginary elements to their
stories given that the New World was slowly losing its novelty impact. While the first epic
poems dealing with the American Amazons, such as Giuliano Dati’s Historia della inventione
delle diese isole di Canaria indiane (1493), proposed a cast of the Amazons supposedly
discovered by the conquistadores in South America, the latest poems introduced the exotic
warrior women in the Old World, domesticating them. 1 will suggest that in certain epic
poems, such as Giovanni Giorgini’s Mondo nuovo (1596) and Tommaso Stigliani’s Mondo
nuovo (1617, 1628), the American Amazons are a mirror of early modern European women —
or at least of the poets’ perceptions of them. Their descriptions in these poems help us to
understand better how male poets saw women and mothers, a view uncorroborated by female
poets since — tellingly — none of the women writing epic poetry at that time featured the
American Amazons.

The third chapter of the thesis examines the Patagonian giants first discovered by
Magellan in 1520, and documented by the chronicler of the expedition Antonio Pigafetta in
his travelogue published in 1524. Like chapter two, it opens with an overview of the presence
of the giants in epic literature and an account of the means by which they travelled from the

New World to the epic tradition. It deals, in particular, with the cartographic and iconographic



representation of the Patagonian giants and its influence on poets. The Patagonian giants are
the most depicted New World creatures in early modern maps, engravings and woodcuts,
offering an ideal ground to investigate the use of alternative sources of inspiration for poets.
Starting from the assertion that the Patagonian giants described in the poems do not resemble
the giants described in the voyage accounts, | will suggest that visual repertories had a role in
their poetic treatment. It is possible that poets had the chance to see the representation of the
giants in cartographic and iconographic sources in person, using these images to construct the
figures of the Patagonian giants described in their poems. The correspondence of visual and
poetic giants will allow me to claim that the description of giants in certain epic poems can be
considered a form of ekphrasis (the literary description of a work of art). This modifies our
interpretation of the poems, as we are invited to consider the allegorical meaning attributed to
the giants in the visual works while reading them. Like the Amazons, the Patagonian giants
are used by poets to comment on the environments they lived and wrote in. In some cases,
they can be interpreted as political and social tools, and their domestication gives us valuable
insights into the cultural contexts the poems were written in. Usually, Patagonian giants are
used as a comic and satirical pun in the poems, but they can also be treated as a propaganda
instrument as we will see, for example, in Girolamo Bartolomei’s America (1650).

The fourth and final chapter of the thesis deals with the Canadian pygmies. They were
discovered in 1535 by the French explorer Jacques Cartier during the exploration of the St.
Lawrence River, and documented in his account published ten years later. As before, this
chapter opens by showing where the pygmies appear in epic poetry and with an account of
how they might have got there. It deals predominantly with poems that do not belong to the
Columbian corpus and provides evidence that Italian epic poets engaged with the New World

material more often and far sooner than is commonly thought. However, the Canadian



pygmies (like most American myths before the Columbian corpus) seem to be used more to
describe the Old world than to give news about the reality overseas. Poets evoke the New
World to emphasise the exoticism of their poems, but they do not really engage with it. For
this reason, the Canadian pygmies are more helpful to investigate the political, cultural, and
social situation at the courts in which they were written about than to give insights into the
myth itself. The poems prioritised in this section are Michelangelo Serafini’s Nanea (1547)
and Agnolo Bronzino’s Piato (ca. 1552) in which the New World was depicted as a
counterpart of the mid-Sixteenth-Century Medici court. Both Serafini and Bronzino did this in
order to subtly mock duke Cosimo I, his family and fellows. In these poems, Canadian
pygmies are associated with a specific cultural group ideologically close to Cosimo, and their
negative representation consequently applies to the category of intellectuals that they embody.
A further function of the Canadian pygmies in these poems is to comment on the passion of
Cosimo and his family for the New World, shown by the rich Medici cabinet of curiosities
preserving numerous West Indies artefacts. | will suggest that the collectability of such items
as well as of court dwarves influenced poets in the description of the pygmies, who ended up

being a figure for Cosimo himself.

Primary sources

My primary materials are the Italian epic poems of the Cinquecento and Seicento that
incorporate the New World myths into their narratives. Epic poetry provides a particularly
interesting corpus for my topic because of the notable characteristic of this genre of
combining fiction with historical events significant to the time the poems were composed. As

shown by Liam D. Haydon, epic “is powerfully motivated and influenced by the cultural



moment of its production, drawing (and commenting on) contemporary concerns, debates and
knowledge” (2012: 12). This makes epic poems like sponges for the marvel created by the
discovery of America during the early modern period. The Italian epic poems dealing with
New World myths are above all the works that are part of the so called ‘Columbian corpus’,
and that merit an introduction here. Giuseppe Bianchini (1892) suggested the division of the
Columbian corpus into three main categories: poems, fragments of poems, and Columbian
episodes. In the first category, Bianchini included complete poems entirely dedicated to the
discovery of the New World; these are Giuliano Dati’s Historia della inventione delle diese
isole di Canaria indiane (1493), Giovanni Giorgini’s Mondo nuovo (1596), Tommaso
Stigliani’s Mondo nuovo (1617, 1628) and Girolamo Bartolomei’s America (1650). By
‘fragment of poems’ he meant the poems completely dedicated to the New World but that
were not completed, or that arrived to us in a fragmentary form. In this category, we can find
Giovanni Villifranchi’s Colombo (1602), Raffaecle Gualterotti’s America (1611), Guidubaldo
Benamati’s Delle due trombe i primi fiati, cioé tre libri della vittoria navale e tre libri del
mondo nuovo (1622)}, Alessandro Tassoni’s Oceano (1622) and Agazio di Somma’s | due
primi canti dell’America (1624).2 In the last category of ‘Columbian episodes’, Bianchini
inserted poems such as Ludovico Ariosto’s Orlando furioso (1516, 1521, 1532), Girolamo
Fracastoro’s Syphilis sive morbus gallicus (1530), Torquato Tasso’s Gersualemme liberata
(1581), Bernardino Baldi’s La nautica (1590), Ascanio Grandi’s Tancredi (1632) and

Girolamo Graziani’s Conquisto di Granata (1650) where the theme of the discovery was

' The two trumpets are the two poems Della vittoria navale and Mondo nuovo. Benamati refers to
them as “primi fiati” because this edition includes only the first three cantos of both the poems. Della
vittoria navale was completed and published in 1646, while the Mondo nuovo was abandoned.

2 In this category we can include also three early modern poems quoted by Vincenzo Lancetti (1835:
544) considered now lost: Alberto Lavezzola’s Colombo, Ambrogio Salinero’s 1l Colombo and
Girolamo Tortoletti’s 1| mondo scoperto.



treated only in a few octaves or cantos, not having been the main topic of these works.® To the
list provided by Bianchini we can add Matteo Fortini’s Libro dell 'universo (ca. 1514) of
which three cantos (VI1I-1X) are a poetic version of the letter written by Vespucci to Pier
Soderini in 1504,* the first canto of L’4merica, poema eroico in lode di Amerigo Vespucci
(ca. 1590s) by Giovanni Battista Strozzi the Younger now preserved in the John Carter Brown
Library,® and Giovanni Maria Vanti’s Mondo nuovo (c. 1617), an unpublished manuscript
studied by Eva Tostini (1996). In the list of the epic poems dealing with the New World
provided by Juan Gil (1983) two neo-Latin poems written by Italians also appear: Lorenzo
Gambara’s De navigatione Christophori Columbi (1581), and Giulio Cesare Stella’s
Columbeidos libri priores duo (1585; 1589). As these poems will be considered for their
cultural contribution to the New World theme in Italy and not for their linguistic features, they
can also be considered part of the Italian Columbian corpus. Despite the “Columbian”
adjective, scholars not only included poems dealing with the figure of Christopher Columbus
in the corpus, but also the poems where Amerigo Vespucci and Ferdinand the Catholic are

protagonists.

¥ Works presenting an inclusive study of these Italian Columbian poems are Lancetti (1835); Sartorio
(1872); Steiner (1891); Barbiera (1892a); Barbiera (1892b); Terenzi (1939); Bradner (1951); Bianchi
(1952); Garate Cordoba (1977); Della Corte (1988); Spina (1988); Cirillo (1990); Bellini and Martini
(1992); Giusti (1992); Hofmann (1994); Varela (2002); Bocca (2012). Recently, some of the Italian
Columbian poems have been discussed in a seminar organized in Rome by the Sapienza University
titled “Epica e oceano”, 24" October 2014. Some of the papers discussed in this seminar have been
included in Gigliucci (2014). In addition, Riccardo Bruscagli is currently working on a book about
early modern Italian poems inspired by the discovery of the Americas: Epos from the New World.
Poems of the Discovery of the Americas, 1524-1650. The book stems from a series of lectures given in
2009 by Bruscagli in American universities (University of California, Berkeley; Rutgers University,
New Jersey; Graduate Center of CUNY, New York).

* On the Libro dell’universo and the octaves about Vespucci see Aruch (1924); Bruscoli (1929);
Formisano (1986). The Libro dell universo is inserted in the manuscript Magliab. VI, 172 preserved
in Florence National Library.

> On this poem see Barbi (1900: 55-56); Fido (1982). As explained by Fido (1982: 279-280), the copy
of the canto was originally part of the private Florentine archive Ginori-Conti and it was acquired by
the John Carter Brown Library for initiative of the assistant librarian Samuel J. Hough in 1981.



In this thesis, I am only going to take into consideration the Columbian poems dealing
with New World myths; as a result, some of the incomplete or fragmentary poems quoted
above will be excluded. In fact, as in some cases only the first cantos of these poems are
available today, some of these works do not engage with the New World at all. They end with
the arrival of Columbus in the Canary Islands, where historically the admiral stopped during
the first voyage, or with the arrival in the New World, but without engaging with the

American theme.® My corpus therefore includes only those poems that feature the myths of

® This is the case of Giovanni Villifranchi’s Colombo (1602), of which only the first two cantos were
published. Although Alessandro Tassoni wrote to Agazio di Somma in 1618 “Villifranchi, c’avea
ridotto a buon segno il suo poema, quando mori” (1978: 228), we can refer today only to these first
two cantos. As such, the poem remained unfinished, and the story ends hastily with the prophesy of
the discovery of America revealed by an angel to the lovers Francardo and Amicandra. The same
situation can be found in Strozzi’s America (ca. 1590s), where the protagonist of the poem is the
fellow Florentine of the poet, Amerigo Vespucci. The only canto ends with Vespucci and his crew in
the middle of the Atlantic admiring the Crux, the constellation that is only visible from the southern
hemisphere (I, 87-93). Just one canto of Raffaele Gualterotti’s America (1611) survives, celebrating
the grand duke Cosimo II de’ Medici to whom the work was dedicated, without engaging at all with
the New World material. The protagonist of the poem is again Vespucci, who according to the poet
was the real discoverer of the new continent having been the first to reach the American inland. The
story is focused on the role that Vespucci would have had in convincing Ferdinand the Catholic and
Isabella of Castile to support Columbus’s feat. Continuing with the list of Columbian poems that
cannot be included in my primary corpus, Tassoni’s Oceano (1622) is one of the most famous. It was
defined by Marzio Pieri “aborto illustre [...], forse il pid segnalato degli aborti secenteschi, riferibili al
navigatore genovese” (1986: 28) as just the first canto of the poem was published. It was included as
an appendix of the Secchia rapita from the very first editions of the poem, and dedicated to the duke
of Savoy Carlo Emanuele I. As Tassoni himself explained in the already quoted letter to Di Somma,
this canto just contains “quello che occorse al Colombo dallo stretto di Gibeltaro fino alle Canarie,
dette I’Tsole fortunate” (1978: 306), and it is, therefore, not helpful for our purpose. The three cantos
of Benamati’s Mondo nuovo (1622) are focused on Columbus’s difficulties of finding financial
support and patronage for his planned journey. It deals with the peregrinations of the Genoese
navigator from kingdom to kingdom in Portugal, Northern Africa and Spain, until he finally gained the
attention of the Spanish sovereigns Ferdinand and Isabella. The poem is interrupted with the arrival of
the Catholic crew in the Canary Islands, described in a few octaves. The poet declared in his comedy |
Mondi eterei (1628, 1V, 385-89) the intention of completing the Columbian poem, but he never
finished it, possibly because of the disapproval received from the Accademia della Crusca of the first
three cantos (Marchegiani Jones, 1992; Slawinski, 2002: 14; McCarthy King, 2009: 69). According to
Alden and Landis (1982: 205), the only two copies of Benamati’s Mondo nuovo are preserved in the
Bancroft Library (University of California, Berkeley, call no. t PQ4610.B295 D3 1622) and in the
New York Public Library (Rare Book Collection Rm 328, call no.*KB 1622). | have read this latest
copy. However, a copy is also in the Biblioteca Estense Universitaria in Modena, call no. E 063A025.
In Giovanni Maria Vanti’s Mondo nuovo (c. 1617), the only unpublished poem of the series, the
location is an island in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean created by the wizard Ismael and his daughter
Aurilla to protect the New World from the invaders. The Europeans were attracted to the fake island,
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the Caribbean and Brazilian Amazons, the Patagonian giants or the Canadian pygmies. The
only exceptions are Matteo Fortini’s Libro dell 'universo, Girolamo Fracastoro’s Syphilis sive
morbus gallicus and Ascanio Grandi’s Tancredi in which these myths do not appear but that
are, nonetheless, fundamental to understanding the role of New World myths in other poems.
I focus on these myths because (as mentioned above), they are the myths which appear most
frequently in Italian epic poems. The myth of the Amazons, for example, is dealt with in
detail in seven poems (Dati, Gambara, Stella, Giorgini, Stigliani, Di Somma, Bartolomei),
that of the Patagonian giants in four (Tasso, Stigliani, Bartolomei, Graziani), and the myth of
the Canadian pygmies in two (Stigliani, Bartolomei).” Because these myths also appear in
poems that are not included in the Columbian corpus, my primary texts include Serafini’s
Nanea (1547) and Bronzino’s Piato (ca. 1552) as well.

In the following paragraphs I will give an overview of my primary sources, indicating
the myths treated by each poet. These poems have been substantially studied by scholarship,
both as a corpus in its entirety or with a focus on a single poem. However, scholars focused in

particular on the plot, on the poetic role of Columbus and Vespucci, and on the link of these

and the poem ends with some demons in human shape convincing the Europeans that the island was
the marvellous overseas land they were looking for. The real discovery of the Americas, that Vanti
would have presumably treated in the following cantos, remains as such unknown, as well as the New
World myths that the poet would have eventually incorporated in the plot. The only surviving copy of
Vanti’s Mondo nuovo is now preserved in a private library in Genoa and it has not been possible to
access the manuscript. | obtained the information about this work from the summary provided by Eva
Tostini in her dissertation La scoperta dell’ America nella poesia italiana dal XV al XVII secolo. In
1995, when Tostini read the book, the poem was still preserved in the Pallavicini Durazzo library of
Genoa (A.1.6) in the collection belonged to Angelico Aprosio and purchased by the marquis Giacomo
Filippo Durazzo in 1801. In 1996 the library had been transferred in a new location in the Durazzo-
Giustiniani archive in the Palazzo Ducale, but some of the works, including Vanti’s poem, have been
relocated elsewhere during the moving. However, Tostini’s summary excludes that New World myths
were included in the work, as proved by the fact that Columbus and his fleet do not arrive in the
Americas, but on a magic island halfway between Europe and America.

” The myths of El Dorado and the Floridian fountain of youth are popular in Italian epic too and merit
further study, though space does not permit me to deal with them here.
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poems with the historiographical works while minimum attention has been given to the
mythological field.

The first Columbian poem that includes New World myths, Giuliano Dati’s Historia
della inventione delle diese isole di Canaria indiane, extracta d'una epistola di Cristoforo
Colombo (1493), is also the first epic poem of the corpus, written just one year after
Columbus’s maiden voyage. To be precise, there is a debate between the scholars over
whether Dati’s poem should be considered the first of the series, due to the fact that the
Historia is a very faithful remake in epic octaves of the letter that Columbus sent to the royal
treasurer Gabriel Sanchez to inform him of the new discoveries.® Dati composed the poem on
the request of the Sicilian publisher Giovanni Filippo de Lignamine, with the possible
intention of divulging the news of the newly discovered lands in the easily memorised form of
the epic. Francesco Della Corte (1988), Augusto Guarino (1988) and Martin Davies (1992)
agree that the work is mainly an epic poem, and as such it should be considered the first poem
dealing with the New World theme. In addition, Massimo Donattini (2007) has shown that
Dati changed Columbus’s letter in order to fit the topic into an epic poem, and as such we can
claim the Historia belongs to the epic genre. However, scholars such as Carlo Steiner (1891.:
11) and Modnica Garcia Aguilar (2003: 61-62) claim that the work has more historical than
literary value, and as such its primacy between the epic poems should be reconsidered. Dati
includes some verses in his epic translation about the myth of the American Amazons, and
starting from his work | will track the evolution of this myth in the Renaissance and Baroque

period. This poem is particularly helpful for investigating how poets were gradually able to

8 English translation in Dati (1989). On this poem see in particular Olschki (1938); Pando Villarroya
(1987), Cachey (1988); Guarino (1988); Davies (1992); Lefevre (1992).
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disregard historical news about the discoveries, giving more space to the poetic invention of
the Americas.

Very similar to Dati’s Historia in its dependence on the historical sources, Matteo
Fortini’s Libro dell 'universo (c. 1514) paraphrases in octaves the letter sent from Vespucci to
the Florentine gonfaloniere Pier Soderini in 1504 (Quatuor Americi Vesputii navigationes).
Three of the twelve cantos that make up the poem (VII, VIII and 1X) are dedicated to the
chronicle of the four voyages taken by Vespucci “due per re di Castiglia, e si ci scrive / le
cose strane che gli anno trovate, / e come sotto la torrida vive / bestie e person(e) ch’an duo
verni e duo ‘state; / poi el re di Portogallo gliele tolse / € duo per s¢ mandar lo volse” (VII, 3,
3-8, f. 220r). The myth of the giants that Vespucci met in Curagao is put into verses in canto
VIII, 43-51, reporting the historical meeting of Vespucci and his crew with some nice female
giants, and their escape due to the arrival of appalling male giants. The Libro dell 'universo is
particularly helpful in my study to prove the American origin of the pygmies described by
Serafini and Bronzino in their poems, and to construct the exotic image of the Medici court
dwarf Morgante.

Proceeding in a chronological order, Ludovico Ariosto’s Orlando furioso (1516, 1521,
and 1532) deals with the subject of America in the prophecy of the discovery of the New
World revealed by Andronica to the English duke Astolfo (XV, 18-27).° During the journey
from Alcina’s island to England, Astolfo wonders if it is possible to reach the East sailing
westwards and vice versa, and wherever there are men able to achieve such a venture. The
sorceress foretells the advent of new Argonauts and new Tiphys that “lasciar le destre e le
mancine / rive che due per opra Erculea fersi; / e del sole imitando il camin tondo, / ritrovar

nuove terre e nuovo mondo” (XV, 22, 5-8). The knowledge that Ariosto had of the new

® On this episode see Caracciolo Arrico (1994), MacPhail (2001).
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discoveries is evident in the hippogriff following Columbus’s steps on the route to Alcina’s
island, so the abode of the sorceress could be located in the modern Caribbean.™ It is also
evident by the presence, as noted by Giuseppe Nava (1993: 51), of Peter Martyr d’Anghiera
amongst the friends congratulating Ariosto for having completed his poem (Of., XLVI, 18, 3).
However, Ariosto’s use of the New World is more interesting for its lack of engagement, than
for its use of the factual material about the Americas. Given the richness of information about
the New World preserved in the Este court where the poet produced his work (Laurencich-
Minelli, 1985; Donattini, 2000), it is worth asking why the Amazons in the Furioso are still
Asian, or why the giant Caligorante was not influenced by the discovery of the Patagonian
giants. Ariosto’s poem is part of a literary and artistic process that prevails in the first half of
the Sixteenth Century and that we could define the “evocation of the Americas”, in which the
New World is implied, but never explicitly revealed. This process is directly linked with the
representation of Columbus in this same period, as the Genoese navigator often appears as an
allusive figure, rather than as a factual character. To exemplify this trend, Giuseppe Bellini
defined the navigator as ‘sketched out in watermark’, referring to Columbus that “non ¢
protagonista di capolavori letterari, ma & pur vivo attraverso echi della sua impresa,
riconoscibili in testi comunque significativi e talvolta, per una ragione o per I’altra,
eccezionalmente importanti” (Bellini and Martini, 1992: 293). As with the figure of
Columbus, the very idea of the New World is ‘sketched out in watermark’. This thesis will
suggest some reasons for which this is so.

The New World theme is dealt with more explicitly by Girolamo Fracastoro in his
Syphilis sive morbus gallicus (1530). In this work, dedicated to the official historian of the

Venetian Republic Pietro Bembo, Fracastoro theorised the importance of dealing with the

1% See p. 55.
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American theme, inviting his fellow poets to introduce the new geographical discoveries in
their works (111, 13-26). In the Syphilis, the Native American shepherd Syphilus is accused of
having been the first to contract the eponymous disease as a punishment for his idolatry and
impiety. Syphilus’s island is the biblical Ophir and, as suggested by Francesco Della Corte
(1986: 142) and Heinz Hoffman (1993: 427), it can be considered the equivalent of
Hispaniola (Haiti). The contact that Columbus and his crew had with Native Americans
during the process of colonization brought syphilis to the Old World, making the Americans
the culprit for the spread of the plague. As noted by Isabelle Pantin (2010), this poem is
interesting from a mythological point of view because Fracastoro used mythology to explain
medical and scientific phenomena (such as the spread of syphilis in Europe), and used New
World myths such as that of Atlantis to give an explanation of contemporary events. Although
the New World myths we are interested in do not appear in the poem, | include the Syphilis in
my primary corpus because of the use that later poets made of Fracastoro’s poem. This is the
case with Bronzino’s production. Canadian pygmies are connected with the horror of syphilis,
as it was described by Fracastoro, in order to create a negative perception of the Americas in
the readership and what the Americas, allegorically, represented.

Fracastoro’s invitation to celebrate the New World was taken up by the Brescian poet
Lorenzo Gambara, who declared himself as the first poet entirely engaging with the American
theme in the De navigatione Christophori Columbi (1581): “primus, qui non nostro sub sole
lacentes / ante alios cecini Romana per oppida terras, / Christophorus quas exigua cum classe
retexit” [the first of all the poets singing in the Roman towns about the populations living

under our sun discovered by Christopher Columbus with a little fleet] (IV, 533-535)."

! There are two modern editions of the poem: Gambara (1993) in Italian, and Gambara (2006) in
Spanish. English translation is mine.
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Dedicated to Cardinal Antoine Perrenot, the poem is the story fictionally told by Columbus to
the father of the dedicatee Nicholas Perrenot, during a dinner in Barcelona. It is divided into
four books, each dedicated to one of the four voyages taken by Columbus to the New World.
In his use of the American material, Gambara strictly followed Peter Martyr’s Decades de
orbe novo, that particularly influenced him in the treatment of the myths of the Amazons (I,
133-151) and of the fountain of youth (11, 794-816).** By contrast, the myth of Hesperus,
considered by Gambara to be the legitimate king of America, is taken from Oviedo’s
chronicle. The Spanish historian used this myth to claim the right of the Spaniards to conquer
the New World: “yo tengo estas Indias por aquellas famosas Islas Hespérides (assi llamadas
del duodecimo rey de Espana, dicho Hespero)” [I see these Indies as those famous Hesperides
Islands (called after the twelfth king of Spain, the aforementioned Hespero)] (Translation in
Gomez-Galisteo, 2013: 52). Following Oviedo, Gambara uses this story to explain why
America rightfully belonged to the Spanish kingdom, and why conquistadores were entitled to
seize the new lands (l1l, 1-10). The De navigatione Christophori Columbi will be used to
investigate the myth of the Amazons, as the poet dedicated some verses to the description of
these warrior women believed to live in the Antilles. Columbus will not meet them, but their
presence will be attested to by the Indian interpreter who will show the captain the lands
where they lived.

The myth of the Amazons is also present in Giulio Cesare Stella’s Columbeidos, where
the Amazons living in Matinino Island are visited by Columbus. The two books of Stella’s
Columbeidos deal with Columbus’s first and second voyages, probably with the intention of

imitating Gambara’s structure as the original plan was the publication of four books.

12 For the historical accuracy in the De Navigatione Christophori Columbi and Gambara’s use of
literary sources see Demerson (1982); Laurencich-Minelli (1987); Demerson (1988); Demerson
(1990); Hofmann (1992); Selmi (1994a); Selmi (1994b).
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Dedicated to the future king Philip 111 of Spain, the poem was first published in London and
Lyon (1585) thanks to the interest of the humanist Giacomo Castelvetro, and later in Rome
(1589) with relevant changes to the text.*® Contrary to Gambara, Stella created a plot that, as
noticed by numerous scholars, is based more on Virgil’s Aeneid, than on the geographical
compendia about the New World (Hofmann, 1988, 1990a, 1990b; Oberparleiter, 2001;
Kallendorf, 2003; Diaz Gito, 2015). The Native American princess Anacaona plays, for
example, the role of Dido tragically in love with Aeneas/Columbus; while the role of the
Virgilian Juno as the figure delaying the progress of events is played by Satan. The
prevalence of fiction in the poem is evident in the title Stella conferred to the Amazons of
“protectors” of the other Caribbean tribes (1585, I, 625-634), but the warrior women are
didactic characters more than epic ones. As well as Gambara’s Amazons, they will help us to
show the difficulty of the Italian poets in distancing themselves from the historical sources.
An interesting use of the New World myths is found in Torquato Tasso’s
Gerusalemme liberata, where the Columbian enterprise is considered a topic “di poema
degnissima” (G.l., XV, 32, 8). Jane Tylus (1993: 100) noticed that in the frontispiece of the
1590 edition of the Liberata engraved by Bernardo Castello, Tasso was depicted looking
westwards in the harbour of Genoa (fig. 1). The scholar, as well as Angela Caracciolo Arrico
(1994: 139), identified the poet with Columbus himself, and the nautical metaphor used when
the crusades caught sight of Jerusalem for the first time (G.l., 1ll, 4) was interpreted as an
allusion to Columbus/Tasso gazing at the New World. In his Discorsi del poema eroico
(1594) Tasso agreed, in fact, with Fracastoro that “de 1'Indie Orientali o di paesi di nuovo

ritrovati nel vastissimo oceano oltre le Colonne d'Ercole, si dee prender la materia de' si fatti

3 There is only a modern edition of the London publication: Stella (1993) in Dutch. Modern editions
of the Roman publication are Llewellyn (2006) in English, and Stella (2010) in Spanish.
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poemi” (book II), although he gradually disrobed the Liberata of its American components. In
the first draft of the poem, Tasso located Armida’s palace in the Pacific Ocean, that Carlo and
Ubaldo reached after crossing the Strait of Magellan and meeting the “orribili mugghianti”
Patagonian giants ([h], XV, 45). These octaves show the knowledge that the poet had of the
New World discoveries, also proved by the notes he took on a copy of Giovanni Lorenzo
d’Anania’s L universale fabrica del mondo overo cosmografia (1573) as noted by Bruno
Basile (1982). However, they also prove Tasso’s decision to deliberately eliminate the New
World theme from the Liberata. In the vulgate edition Armida’s island becomes one of the
Canary lIslands; and the discovery of America is only mentioned by Fortuna through the
celebration of Columbus’s enterprise (XV, 30-32).'* As explained by Tasso in a letter written
in 1576 to Scipione Gonzaga, this exclusion was due to the poet’s attempt to meticulously
conform his poem with the notion of verisimile. Sea voyages were expected to last a certain
number of days, and a long trip to the Americas was considered inverisimilar in the
geographical outline of the poem:
La navigazione non credo sia possibile che resti tutta, poiché tra 1’andare ¢ il ritorno Vi
correrebbe un mese di tempo; e questo mi pare pur troppo lungo spazio. Ne rimarra
almen parte, cioé sino allo stretto: anzi uscira pur la nave dallo stretto; ma costeggiando
la riviera d’Africa, che tende verso 1’equinottiale, fara pochissimo viaggio: non si

perdera nondimeno I’occasione di dire del Colombo e de gli altri quel che si dice
(Tasso, Lettere poetiche, p. 88).

' On the geographical revisal of Liberata, XV see Cachey (1995: 223-262). The vaticinium ex eventu
of the discovery of the Americas appears not only in the Orlando furioso and in the Gerusalemme
liberata, but also in other Ttalian epic poems. In Curzio Gonzaga’s Fidamante (1582), Gonzago is
informed of Columbus, Vespucci, Magellan and Hernan Cortés’s future discoveries when on the back
of the winged horse Aganippe (XXXVI, 15-28). In Bernardino Baldi’s Nautica (1590), the sea-god
Proteus forecasts the birth of a “pura Colomba, / che ne’ liguri monti avra suo nido” (IV, 667-668). In
Pier Angelo Bargeo’s Siriade (1591, VII) the discovery is prophesied by Ida to her son Goffredo
(Tostini, 1996: 40). In Niccolo Lorenzini’s Il peccator contrito (1591) is foretold that the Christians
will discover “gioiosi un nuovo, un vasto mondo / carco d’oro, e di piante alme e feconde” (V, 112, 3-
4). In Tommaso Balli’s Palermo liberato (1612), Robert Guiscard flies over the New World on an
enchanted float accompanied by the archangel Michael (XXII, 18-19).
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In the restyling of the poem that will end with the Gerusalemme conquistata (1593),
even the prophesy of the discovery of America will be eliminated, Tasso preferring to
preserve the New World material for an eventual future poem completely dedicated to the
American theme: “rimossi le navigazioni e le meraviglie dell” Oceano, lasciandomi intero il
soggetto per un altro poema” (Giudicio sovra la Gerusalemme riformata, Tasso, 2000: 166).
Only the parrot in Armida’s island, a symbol of the American exoticism in the Liberata that

> remains in the Conquistata as an

was already in Fracastoro and Gambara’s poems,
evocation of the original location of the island (Gl., XVI, 13; Gc., XIIl, 13). The Patagonian
giants appearing in the first draft of the Liberata are the genuine representation of the
knowledge Tasso had of the New World. I will use them as a tool to prove the role of visual
sources in the literary invention of America, and to show how the literary use of these visual
sources can change our reading of the poem.

In 1596, the marchigiano poet Giovanni Giorgini published the first complete poem in
Italian dealing with the New World theme.’® The Mondo nuovo was dedicated to the
descendants of Philip Il of Spain, and it totals twenty-four cantos, mainly based on
Columbus’s second voyage. The protagonist of the Mondo nuovo is not Columbus as might
be expected, but King Ferdinand the Catholic who will personally travel to the New World,
and will actively contribute to the conquest of Mexico, aided by Hernan Cortés. The figure of
Columbus is introduced to Moctezuma by the Spanish traitor Aleppe, in his speech given in
Tenochtitlan to warn the Aztecs against the conquering goals of the Europeans. He appears as

the right-hand of the king, but his role is sacrificed probably because of the dedicatees of the

poems, that would have been more appreciative of a poem having their forefather Ferdinand

' For the parrots in Fracastoro and Gambara’s poems see Selmi (1992). For the parrots as symbols of
the New World see Pieper (2006).

'® An anastatic reprint of Giorgini’s Mondo nuovo has been published in 2012 by Sabin Americana.
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as the main character. In the poem, the Europeans have to first deal with infernal fairies
guided by the evil Erctontea who prevented the Christian troops from conquering the New
World, and later with the terrible wars against cannibals and Amazons. According to the
scholars who focused on the Mondo nuovo (Perrotta, 1979; Mancini, 1992; Baldoncini, 1993),
Giorgini gave a Eurocentric and pro-Spanish vision of the New World in his poem, but an
analysis of the myth of the Amazons will allow us to reconsider his political position. I will
also show how the poet made the Amazonian warrior women a token not only of his political
agenda, but also of cultural and social interest.

In spite of the primacy of Giorgini’s work, the most famous complete poem about the
discovery of the Americas is Stigliani’s Mondo nuovo, an epic work rich with New World
mythological references and the subject of my M.A. (Alog, 2009) and M.Phil. (Alog, 2011)
dissertations (See the ‘methodology’ section below). Stigliani worked on this book for his
whole life, from when he started drafting it in Milan in 1600, until his death in 1651. There
are two editions of the poem, one partial (first 20 cantos) published in Piacenza in 1617 and
dedicated to the duke of Parma and Piacenza Ranuccio | Farnese; and one complete (34
cantos), published in Rome in 1628 dedicated to Philip IV of Spain.'” Very influential in the
Seventeenth Century and celebrated by numerous literati including Lope de Vega (Laurel de

Apolo, 1630, IX, 238-240), the Mondo nuovo has only recently been considered academically

" In a letter dated 1630 to Domenico Molini, Stigliani refers to another edition of the poem published
in Turin, but no copies of this edition have survived (Marino, 1912, 1I, LXV, pp. 330-331). The poet
was planning also a new edition of the poem that should have followed the Roman edition. A copy of
the Mondo nuovo densely annotated by Stigliani in preparation of this third edition is preserved in the
National Central Library of Rome (71.2.A.13). The title page reads: “Questi ¢ il testo corretto e
migliorato da ristamparsi, copiandosi in un altro stampato, perché sia leggibile al revisore” (Garcia
Aguilar, 2003: 201). A planned modern edition of the Mondo nuovo was mentioned by Marzio Pieri in
his article Una ricusata “Parma nuova” nel poema farnesiano di Tommaso Stigliani (1988). The
edition would have been part of the ‘Archivio barocco’ project that Pieri created and directed.
However, the goal was not achieved, as explained by Pieri, “per genio e volonta di burocrati” (1988:
275 n.). All the quotes from the Mondo nuovo in this thesis are from the Roman edition, 1628.
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by scholars from different backgrounds and interests. Monica Garcia Aguilar has provided a
critical edition of this work as part of her PhD dissertation (2003), albeit limited to the first
twenty cantos of the Roman edition. Mary Watt (2012) has focused on the theological
implications of this poem, Marco Arnaudo (2006, 2013) on its debt to Dante’s Commedia,
Nathalie Hester (2012) on Stigliani’s attempt to construct an Italian proto-nationalism, and
Emilio Russo (2014) on the complexity of this work from a philological point of view.'®
However, as with the other poems, the role of the New World myths in this work has been
neglected, with a few exceptions. In Les Indes farnesiennes (1992), Marzio Pieri devoted
some attention to the myth of the Amazons, connecting the execution of a number of warrior
women in Stigliani’s poem with the conspiracy hatched in 1612 by the countess Barbara
Sanseverino against Ranuccio | Farnese. According to Pieri, “il ‘sacro macello’ delle
Amazzoni, con la loro regina machiavellica, € un modo di replicare la Festa Farnesiana del
Dodici” (1992: 185). Another myth that received academic attention is that of the triton
known as “cavalier marino” living in the Rio de la Plata, and met by Silvarte and his crew
during their exploration of South America (MN, XIV, 34-35). As attested to by numerous
scholars such as Giovanni Caserta (1985: 40), Angelo Colombo (1992: 108), and Marco
Arnaudo (2006: 100), this mythical figure was used by Stigliani to make fun of his competitor
Giovan Battista Marino, who was appointed knight in the order of Saints Maurice and
Lazarus in 1609. The Mondo nuovo is certainly the Italian epic poem that deals most with the
New World mythology, and as such it has a preponderant role in my investigation. The
Norwegian prince Dulipante lived a few months with the giants in Patagonia (XII1, 140), the

“guerrier senza paura” Maramonte helped the pygmies in their battle against the cranes (X VII,

'8 Other works focusing on Stigliani’s Mondo nuovo are Arricale (1921); Caserta (1985, 1992), Fiori
(1988); Liberatori (1990); Cataudella (1993); Schaffenrath (2007), Garcia Aguilar (2007a, 2014b).
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154), the Italian Silvarte married the queen of the Amazons (XV, 95-96), the myth of El
Dorado was part of the story told to the Christians by the cacique Giaferre (XV, 74); and
Columbus revealed the blunder of the fountain of youth based in Puerto Rico (VII, 104). As |
have shown in my MPhil thesis (2011), the Mondo nuovo is as serious and precise in its
historical and geographical components, as it is parodic through its mythological references.
The years in which Stigliani wrote his poem are the same in which the so-called poemi
eroicomici spread, such as Cervantes’ Don Quijote (1605) and Tassoni’s Secchia rapita
(1621), and the poet may have been influenced by this new literary trend. Mauro Padula
(1992) is the only scholar to define the Mondo nuovo a mock-heroic poem, and in the
following chapters | will validate his thesis through the study of the New World myths used
by Stigliani.*®

The list of my primary sources continues with Agazio di Somma’s | due primi canti
dell’America (1624) dedicated to Cardinal Francesco Barberini.*® The poem was published
without the permission of the author by Giovanni Manelfi, as explained in a letter sent by
Manelfi himself to Barberini (America, 1624: 3-6). Di Somma planned to publish at least six
cantos as the poet wrote to his friend Fabrizio Ricci,?* but only the first two cantos appeared

on the book market. Scholars such as Francesco Della Corte (1988: 67) and Marcello Barberio

19 Stigliani has been considered a parodic author for his poetic collection Amori giocosi included in the
fourth book of the Canzoniero (1623) where he used a caricature of Marino’s stile metaforuto, and for
La Merdeide. Stanze in lode dei stronzi della Villa Reale di Madrid (1629) that he published under the
pseudonym Nicold Bobadillo. See Besomi (1975); Garcia Aguilar (2001).

2 1 have read the copy of Di Somma’s poem preserved in the Vatican Apostolic library,
Stamp.Barb.JJJ.IV.23. A copy is also in the Biblioteca comunale Francesco Antolisei in San Severino
Marche (MC), UMCEO035511.

21 «Qo, che da questi due Canti soli non potra vedere altro, che le prime scene della favola, non
I’ordimento, nel quale, come ho posto particolare studio, temo meno, che dello stile, e di questo
aspetto la sua opinione; e quando V.S. perseverasse nella sua antica, facilmente con sua sicurta, ardirei
di pubblicarne alle stampe una mezza dozzina di Canti, che a punto sto rivedendo”. Letter sent by
Agazio di Somma to Fabrizio Ricci, 5th September 1623, in Di Somma (1624, pp. 7-16: 15). The letter
has been transcribed in Paudice (1978: 104-106).
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(2011) have discussed the existence of a complete edition of the poem titled Amerigo (1625),
but until now it has not been found.? Unlike the other poets, Di Somma started his poem in
medias res, when Columbus and his men had just arrived in the New World. The story takes
place in the Yucatan peninsula that Columbus historically never reached, a detail that drove
Eva Tostini to suggest that Columbus was in this poem a double for Hernan Cortés (1996:
133). Amongst the warriors gathered by King Attabila (identifiable with the Sapa Inca
Atahualpa), appears the queen of the Amazons Oronta with her companions. The queen is
involved in a paradoxical situation where she fights against her own son Ormeno without
being aware of the identity of her rival. The maternal instinct of the bloodthirsty Oronta that
results in her sparing Ormeno’s life will be used in the chapter of the Amazons to better
understand the perception of motherhood by this particular poet.

An etiological explanation of the Spanish conquest of the New World is given in
Ascanio Grandi’s Tancredi (1632). In this poem, dedicated to the duke of Savoy Carlo
Emanuele 1, the Tassian hero Tancredi narrates the adventures he experienced after the
conquest of Jerusalem to the Byzantine emperor Alexios. After crossing the Pillars of
Hercules, Tancredi tells how he sets free a young black girl who was taken prisoner by a sea
monster. The girl, called America, is described as a “strana donzella dolorosa, e trista, / [...] /
quasi produrle Etiopia have per uso, / negra i membri: ma quasi Angelo in vista” (XI, 41). The
daughter of Norte (personification of the Atlantic Ocean) and Platia (representing the Rio de
la Plata), America was born with black skin because of a poison the evil Sur (the Pacific
Ocean) made her parents drink. Thanks to the baptism by Tancredi, America was able to

recover her original white appearance, converting herself and her people to the Christian faith.

22 According to the Augustinian writer Angelico Aprosio, Agazio Di Somma wrote four books of a
poem titled America. Aprosio (1642: 16).
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Although the Tancredi does not explicitly feature New World myths, the personification of
America in this poem will be helpful in the Amazons’s chapter to confirm the identification
between American Amazons and American territories in the other poems.

In L'America poema eroico di Girolamo Bartolomei gia Smeducci (1650), the
Florentine Bartolomei presents his compatriot Vespucci as the hero of the New World and
protagonist of the poem.”® Columbus is quoted in some episodes (cantos IV-VII), but he is
reduced to a secondary role. Dedicated to Louis XIV of France, the poem is divided into forty
cantos and is based on Homer’s Odyssey, as declared by the poet in the preface. The America
presents two different points of view about the process of conquest: one given by the Spanish
sailor Oristano, and the other by the ghost of the cacique Guancanarillo. This suggests a
desire in the author to give an objective and impartial view of the event, an approach that is
unique in the Columbian corpus. American Amazons are only mentioned in the poem with
didactic purposes, highlighting as such the end of the presence of New World warrior women
in the Italian epic production. Numerous octaves are instead dedicated to the myth of
Patagonian giants that are ‘discovered’ not by Magellan, as reported in the historical accounts,
but by the protagonist of the poem Vespucci. This switching of roles is not accidental but, as
we will see, has the precise goal of creating a promotion of Florence and of Bartolomei
himself.

The last Columbian poem 1 will take into consideration is Girolamo Graziani’s
Conquisto di Granata (1650), where at the end of the XXI canto the conquest of Mexico by
Cortés is prophesied by a hermit: “Di strano ciel, di sconosciuta gente / Hernando scoprira

I’ultima meta; / e del vasto ocean vinti gli sdegni / piantera nuove palme in nuovi regni”’

2 0On this poem see Tostini (1996: 196-211); Hester, N. "Il Mio Toscano Eroe": Vespucci as Epic
Hero in Girolamo Bartolomei Smeducci's America (1650), paper presented at the 2011 RSA Annual
Meeting, Washington, DC.
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(XXI, 124, 5-8).* The figure of Columbus is present in the poem, although the Admiral is
mainly a knight taking part in the battle to free Granada from the Islamic domination. The
discovery of America is recounted by Columbus himself to Armonte, Consalvo and other
Christian knights that Columbus met in his journey home, and the story historically follows
the events as they are described in Columbus’s journal.”® The only extraneous element in the
story is Columbus meeting the dog-headed giants identifiable with Patagonians, who can be
considered the maximum representation of the phenomenon of domestication of New World
myths in the early modern period.

It is evident from this overview of the Italian Columbian poems that poets were slow
to engage completely with the “benedetta materia del Mondo nuovo”, as Tassoni defined it
(1978: 135). Considering that Giorgini’s Mondo nuovo is the first recognised Italian poem
completely dedicated to the discovery of America, it took more than a century for the poets to
believe in the literary potential of the American theme. The reasons for this delay have been
theorised by a number of scholars, and can be linked to the discourse about the “evocation of
America” discussed above. According to Bianchini (1892: 13-14), the delay was due to the
fact that the geographical discoveries did not have the same value for all the Italian states (for
example, the journeys of the Venetians Cadamosto and Contarini were important for Venice,
but not for the other states). Steiner (1891: 9) proposed that the Italians were more interested
in the East Indies, that they believed to be the real terrestrial Paradise, rather than in the
Americas considered as “invented” by the Spaniards. Belloni (1912: 291) focused on the

economic damage to the trade of important Italian ports such as Genoa and Venice as a result

2 On the Conquisto di Granata see Di Nepi (1976); Maragoni (1989); Foltran (2005); Garcia Aguilar
(2014a).

% 0On the Columbian episode in the Conquisto di Granata see Baldoncini (1992); Hester, N.,

Columbus Discovers Granada: Baroque Italian Epic from the New World to Al-Andalus, paper
presented at the 2015 RSA Annual Meeting, Berlin.
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of the discovery of the Americas. Lorenzo Bianchi (1952: 274) concentrated on the
difficulties of poets in creating poetical marvel when this marvel was already part of the topic
itself. More recently, Elisabetta Selmi (1994b: 472-473) considered that this delay was
connected with the Church discrediting Columbus, while Eva Tostini (1996: 19) suggested
that it could have been due to publishing issues as a result of the restrictions imposed by the
Inquisition. Erin McCarthy-King (2012: 42) instead proposed that the discoveries were not
viewed in a positive manner by some famous humanists such as Pietro Bembo (Istoria
venetiana, 1V, 137-138), and this could have discouraged the poets from dealing with such a
topic. In my MPhil thesis (Aloe, 2011: 12), | have pointed out that this delay was also
possibly due to the poets’ need to interact with the typical characters of the chivalric tradition
to maintain the interest of the readers. The literal authority of poets such as Matteo Maria
Boiardo and Luigi Pulci made it difficult for the poets of the Sixteenth and Seventeenth
Centuries to distance themselves from the successful and fortunate Carolingian poetic cycle,
that continued to be in vogue for the entire early modern period.

There are elements of truth in each theory outlined above, though for the sake of this
thesis | would like to make a different point. Despite the slow uptake of the detail of New
World myths in Italian epic poetry, there was a gradual incorporation of isolated themes,
tropes and characters. There is, indeed, a delay in the official poetic treatment of the
American theme, but the New World was more present than expected in the early modern
Italian poems. Whilst it is true that it took a long time for an epos based on the New World to
be created in Italy, it is also true that elements connected to the discovery of the Americas
were already present in Italian works that did not engage at all with the theme. This is the case
of Teofilo Folengo’s Baldus (1517), where, as noticed by Maurizio Pegrari (1994: 193-194),

the goddesses and nymphs described in the poem inhabited the New World: “Hae sunt divae
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illae grassae, nymphaeque colantes, / albergum quarum, regio, propiusque terenus / clauditur
in quodam mundi cantone remosso, / quem Spagnolorum nondum garavella catavit” [There
are the fat goddesses and oozing nymphs whose abode, region and private country are hidden
in a remote sector of the world that no Spanish caravel has yet reached] (I, 17-20; English
translation in Folengo, 2007: 3). Or Luigi Tansillo’s Della balia (1552), in which the poet
noticed the new exotic trend popular amongst Neapolitan women of purchasing lapdogs from
West Indies and Peru: “Di Spagna, dal Peru, dall' Indie nuove / Recar vi fate or cagnin rosso,
or bianco, / E d'ogni estremo lido, in che si trove” (I, 10, 1-3). Even in a work deeply soaked
with classical references such as Moderata Fonte’s Il merito delle donne (1600), the young
widow Leonora would love to visit “le meraviglie del mondo, come quei mari lontani dove
dicono che nascono le perle” (second day) meaning the Caribbean Sea (fig. 2). In this thesis, |
will show that the New World myths were already present in literary works not explicitly
dedicated to the New World. It is for this reason that to the poems of the Columbian corpus
quoted above, | will add two poems that have at first sight nothing to do with the New World
theme. Michelangelo Serafini’s Nanea and Agnolo Bronzino’s Piato are two epic poems that
have received recent scholarship attention, but that have never been included in the New
World corpus. Although the myth of Canadian pygmies is present in Stigliani’s Mondo nuovo
and Bartolomei’s America, | will devote most of the section of the pygmies showing how the
pygmies present in these ‘non-Americanist’ poems can be said to originate in America, and
how this changes our reading of the poems. The pygmies section can be considered a case

study, as the same analysis could also be applied to the other New World myths.
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Methodology

This thesis is the culmination of a journey that began in Milan in 2009, when for my
laurea magistrale (MA) in the Universita Cattolica del Sacro Cuore | wrote a dissertation
about Tommaso Stigliani’s Mondo nuovo. The poem was analysed from a strictly philological
point of view, applying a close textual analysis to the text. The dissertation was particularly
focused on the editorial history of the poem, and the sources used by Stigliani to describe his
American enterprise. Moving to the University of Birmingham in 2010 for my MPhil degree
allowed me to take into consideration different methodological approaches. | wrote my MPhil
dissertation on Stigliani’s reception and portrayal of the New World in his Mondo nuovo and,
in particular, on the impact it had on his literary style and representation of Italian culture.
While the focus of the Italian MA had been on the editorial history and evolution of the poem,
the MPhil broadened its focus to include a study of how the text reflected and was influenced
by the precise historical time and place in which it had emerged. My work showed how the
Americas described by Stigliani were influenced by the literature emerging from the New
World conquests, but that they were most of all a mirror of Europe, where characters and
situations were borrowed from the Old World. The New World myths, numerous in
Stigliani’s poem, are used in particular to describe early modern Italy.

Further reading of comparable epic poems led to the realisation that this was a
widespread phenomenon worthy of study. It is in response to this discovery that | began this
PhD. | adopt extensively the philological approach - or close textual analysis - that | have
used during my Italian formation, balancing it with interdisciplinary readings of the works
selected. In my previous works, philology enabled me to have a good knowledge of the texts |

was working on, but not to locate them in a cultural and social discourse. In order to do this

28



and, indeed, to investigate the role that visual material had on these works, I moved in part
into the province of cultural studies and art history.

As widely known, the philological approach is the canonical method used in Italy - as
well as in Germany - to analyse all forms of art and poetry starting from primary school. It
consists in closely look at the artistic or literary work by considering all its denotative and
connotative meanings. The focus is completely on the text/work of art, that is studied in fine
detail to gather information about how it produces meaning and in what terms it can be read.
Through examining the inner-working devices that build its framework, the object of analysis
is analytically assessed: larger themes or concerns are discussed by considering the text as a
whole, and by studying how the single features work together.

In the Anglophone context traditional philology suffered criticism, especially in the
60s and 70s, as it was “seen as the intolerant voice of the masculine establishment and
regularly associated with Eurocentrism and even imperialism” (Said, 2004). In response to the
criticism of critical theorists, scholars have begun to defend philology again, to call for a
return to philology or even for a ‘new philology’. Since the 80s, there has been a succession
of high-profile titles in this vein: Paul de Man’s The Return to Philology (1986), Lee
Patterson’s The Return to Philology (1994), Geoffrey Galt Harpham’s Returning to Philology
(2005) and Sheldon Pollock’s Future Philology? (2009), to name but a few. In 2013, Richard
Scholar advised a return to traditional close textual analysis, and the restoration of the study
of the words as crucial for the historical and political comprehension of a text. His work was
indebted in particular to Edward Said’s call for a return to philology in the last book he wrote
before he died. Humanism and Democratic Criticism (2004) is both a call for a return to
philology, and an exercise in philological reading. In the third chapter titled “The Return to

Philology”, Said proclaimed himself to be against ‘readism’, a neologism he coined to
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indicate those American academics who criticise close reading as being “so seriously and
naively as to constitute a radical flaw” (2004: 60). He suggested, instead, that the close
reading of a literary text should locate “the text in its time as part of a whole network of
relationships whose outlines and influence play an informing role in the text” (Said, 2004:
62). The proclaimed urgency to return to philology in his final work made him one of the
most famous ‘new philologists’. 1 will apply the close reading suggested by these literary
critics to my epic poems, putting an emphasis on the words used by my authors through a
close textual analysis of the works in my corpus. My texts will be ‘reread’, and the words
used by poets considered as bearers of insights. Words will be used not only as tools to
interpret the poems, but also as keywords to understand better the context in which these texts
were produced and their relation with each other. One of the best example of this practise is in
chapter four, where the study of the words ‘gattomammon’ (guenon), ‘bertuccia’ (magot) and
‘babbuino’ (baboon), used by some of the poets considered in this thesis to describe both
court dwarves and Native Americans, is helpful to create a connection between these two
categories, and the poems where they appear.

Keeping the philological approach central to my investigation, | briefly touch upon
cultural studies that are useful when it comes to contextualising the poems within a specific
cultural context and to valorising non-canonical texts in my search for contextual evidence. |
was especially influenced by Stephen Greenblatt, whose studies of the New World
marvelousness in Marvellous Possessions (1991) have shaped some of the questions this
thesis addresses. Greenblatt claimed that “we can be certain only that European
representations of the New World tell us something about the European practice of
representation” (1991: 7). This statement chimes profoundly with the aims of this thesis

which seems to identify to what extent the New World mythology has influenced the Italian
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epic production, and, vice versa, to what extent Italian poets have developed this mythology.
Of particular interest are also Greenblatt’s observations that the language of ‘wonder’ used by
early explorers to describe America derived from the European practices of representation;
and that Europeans are, of course, the models used by poets to describe Native Americans.
Although some of the poets considered, such as Bartolomei, tried to escape from
Eurocentrism offering their readers Native American points of view, their background is
European, and even their nonconformity could be identified as a ‘European’ cultural
component.

This work is also in debt to other cultural scholars who, like Greenblatt, dealt with the
themes of wonder and the New World. Lorraine Daston and Katharine Park’s Wonders and
the Order of Nature, 1150-1750 (1998) has been inspiring for its interpretation of the wonder
created by the discovery of the Americas as a cultural category. The crucial role played by the
court society in the construction of wonder has been particularly useful in the section about
the Canadian pygmies, where the exotic objects preserved in the Medici cabinet of curiosities
are presented as cultural and social artefacts. In the same vein, the volume Curiosity and
Wonder from the Renaissance to the Enlightenment (2006) edited by Robert John Weston
Evans and Alexander Marr offers a well-rounded take on the theme. The introductory essay
by Marr with an overview of the current research in the area of curiosity and wonder has been
a guide during my research. Marr’s claim that many of the mirabilia discussed in the volume
can be seen as “early modern pictures of cabinets” (2006: 10) inspired my interpretation of the
episode of the pygmies in Serafini and Bronzino. My thesis suggests in fact that in these
poems, Canadian pygmies are described as collectible objects in an early modern
Wunderkammern. The Materialities, Text and Images workshop organised in May 2013 by

the California Institute of Technology and the Huntington Library has been especially helpful
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for studying material culture and its applicability to my thesis. This workshop extensively
discussed the relationship between materiality and culture, encouraging me to consider the
New World myths in my poems through the lens of materiality. In addition, Wes Williams’s
Monsters and their Meanings in Early Modern Culture (2011) helped reflect on the nature of
the New World creatures in the poems. Although Williams does not speak explicitly about the
New World, his monsters migrated from the margin of the maps to the pages of poems and
romances are indicative of the importance that monsters increasingly acquired in early
modern society. They were, for Williams, the bearers of allegorical meanings helpful for
understanding the society that created them. The idea that it is possible to acquire valuable
information about early modern Italy by solely looking at the presence or absence of New
World ‘monsters’ in the poems of my corpus is built on this concept.

Finally, in my treatment of New World or New World-inspired cartography and art, 1
move into the province of art history and cartography. Taking visual material in consideration,
my thesis shows how the American Amazons can be considered a personification of America
in the poems; Patagonian giants as ekphrases of their visual counterparts; and Canadian
pygmies might be interpreted as a playful metaphor for Cosimo I de’ Medici - as for the
painting of the dwarf Morgante depicted by Bronzino. Applying a non-conventional reading
to the texts, | will show how literature and arts are strictly bound in their representation of the
New World myths, and of the Americas in general. | refer in particular to the comparative
method used by the authors working on the connections between cartography and literature,
such as Theodore J. Cachey Jr. (2007), Nancy Bouzrara and Tom Conley (2007). Their
discussion about the role that cartography could have had in poetry has been crucial for my
interpretation of the New World myths as visual data. Giorgio Antei (1988, 1989) and

Remedios Mataix’s (2010a, 2010b, 2010c¢) timely analysis of the New World iconography has
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been applied to my epic poems, working as such on the construction of knowledge that my
poets had of this iconography. In addition, Lia Markey’s works (2008, 2012) have been very
helpful for her interpretation of New World elements present on early modern engravings and
woodcuts as tools of Italian propaganda and nationalism. The way in which she has been able
to link images and issues of contemporary concern in Italy has been influential in this thesis,
but Markey’s text has also been useful because some of the very symbols and icons she
interprets appear in the poems and visual materials studied herein. In the same vein, Chet Van
Duzer (2012, 2013a, 2013b) has applied Markey’s propagandistic reading of the New World
elements to cartography, inspiring my visual and material reading of the poems.

A large amount of archival research has been dedicated to maps and visual sources,
conducted in the Huntington Library (San Marino, California), Houghton Library
(Cambridge, Massachussetts), Koerner Library (Vancouver, Canada), Vatican Apostolic
Library (Vatican City State), British Library (London, UK), Cadbury Research Library
(Birmingham, UK), Braidense Library (Milan, Italy) and New York Public Library (New
York City, NY). Although the original intention for visiting these libraries was to define my
primary literary sources and access the poems not available in a digital form or published in a
modern edition, I combined my studies on the poems with research of the New World myths
on visual sources. | was fortunate enough to have the possibility to see in person some of the
visual works discussed in this thesis, such as the only surviving copy of Pierre Desceliers’
1550 planisphere in the British Library (Add. MS 24065), and the only copy of Caspar
Vopel’s 1558 world map now preserved in the Houghton Library (signature 51*.2577P). One
of the most interesting works of cartography encountered is an underrated and spectacular
compendium of early modern maps preserved in the Huntington Library known as the

Huntington Library Rare Book 109496. In the Huntington Library catalogue the map
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collection is attributed to Hendrik Hondius, and signed under the name of America noviter
delineata, [Amsterdam?], 1631; however Hondius’s map is only one of the numerous maps
comprising this atlas. As noticed by Bruce P. Lenman (2009: 396), these maps and charts
have various origins, and were produced at different times, possibly collated after 1720 by a
French compiler. This atlas is one of the primary sources for the study of the myth of
Patagonian giants in cartography, as Patagonians are depicted or labelled in almost all the
maps depicting South America in this early modern atlas.

In addressing the question of how Italian epic poetry appropriates and adopts New
World myths for propagandistic, political and cultural reasons, | will use terminology drawn
from the field of Translation Studies that was already adopted by Wes Williams. | am
referring in particular to the use of the words ‘domestication’ and ‘foreignisation’ that
translation scholars starting with Lawrence Venuti (1995) use to indicate the role of culture in
the translation process. These concepts of ‘domestication’ and ‘foreignisation’ can be apply to
the translation of stories and myths discussed in this thesis from one context to another, and
from one genre (be it literary, visual or material) to another. They provide useful insights into
the processes through which epic poets translate, interpret and adapt the New World materials
and myths, as | articulate the uneven way in which the New World mythology appears in
Sixteenth- and Seventeenth-Century epic poetry.

It may be surprising to note the absence of mythological and archetypal criticism in a
thesis about myths. However, this thesis is not concerned with the archetypes and motives that
underlie human behaviour and that are expressed in myths. Unlike Northrop Frye and
mythological critics in his wake, this thesis is not interested in finding mythemes and
archetypes that can be adaptable to many literary texts. The aim of this work is in fact to

investigate the mythopoesis process evincible from primary sources, rather than to give a
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mythological reading of them. In the poems analysed, New World myths are consciously

inserted, and they are not the result of a critical reading of the poems.
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Chapter one

INTRODUCING THE NEW WORLD MYTHOLOGY

In 1492 Columbus arrived in America. He was convinced that the lands where he
landed during his four voyages were near Cipango (Japan), and in front of the Golden
Chersonesos (Malaysia), and as such he imaginated the mirabilia that the Europeans believed
to be in Eastern Asia located there. He was influenced by texts such as Marco Polo’s Milione
(c. 1298) and Enea Silvio Piccolomini’s Historia rerum ubique gestarum (1463), and he
always remained deeply attached to the medieval geography described in these works
(Randles, 1993; Nava Contreras, 2005). He expected to find outlandish creatures such as
mermaids, pygmies and the one-eyed Arimaspi in the newly discovered lands, as proved by
the notes he took on a copy of Pierre d'Ailly’s Imago mundi (1485) (Quartino, 1988: 166), and
he was surprised that, at least initially, he failed to meet signs of these Eastern wonders: “En
estas islas, hasta aqui no he hallado hombres monstrudos como muchos pensaban” [In the
islands so far, | have found no monsters, as some expected] (Columbus, 2010a: 19).

Columbus was not the only one to bring his cultural baggage derived from the
classical and medieval traditions to bear on his descriptions of the New World. The classical
myths and medieval monstrous races continued to be transferred to the Americas, even when
it was clear that the lands discovered in the West were part of a new unknown continent.
Some of the myths had never had a precise location in the Old World, and the discovery of the
Americas was perceived as a sort of confirmation of the ancient stories reporting the existence

of marvellous creatures and places. Everything that was not possible to find in the Old world,
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such as the outsized one-foot sciapods, the griffins and the unicorns, was moved to the New
World in order to strengthen the credibility of authors such as Plato, Aristotle, Pliny the Elder
and Seneca who described these mythological creatures in their works (Daston and Park,
1998: 219). The poet-physician Girolamo Fracastoro even considered the New World the lost
continent of Atlantis in his Syphilis sive morbus gallicus (1530, Ill, 265-379) a theory later
supported by numerous historians and geographers such as Giovanni Lorenzo d’Anania
(Orvieto, 2007: 307; Pantin, 2010: 26). Other myths, even if exactly located in the ancient
paradoxography, were moved to the New World to enrich the new lands with fascinating
mirabilia. This attracted the attention of European sovereigns and personalities financing the
explorations who were unquestionably fascinated by the potential health benefits and wealth
offered by the Americas. This is the case, for example, of the fountain of youth that Herodotus
clearly placed in Ethiopia (Histories, 111, 22-24), but that after the discovery of America began
to be sought in present-day Florida (Conti, 2001; Greenberger, 2003).* I call the corpus of
these myths transferred from Europe to America the ‘New World mythology’. My aim is to
clarify in this chapter what this mythology is, and why it is worth considering it in early
modern Italian epic poems. As the concept of New World mythology is not widely known, |
will provide my readers with some definitions that will be helpful to engage with the next
chapters.

I will start giving an overview of the New World mythology where | present some
theories about its nomenclature, origin, corpus and role. After this, I will provide a list of the

main early modern ‘media’ where New World myths appear, and how these ‘media’ interact

' An archaeological park dedicated to the fountain of youth was built in the 1860s in modern-day St.
Augustine (Florida), the area that Juan Ponce de Leon first explored looking for the fountain of youth
in 1513.
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with each other. Finally, 1 will explain why the Italian context is particularly interesting for

the study of New World myths.

Bridging the Old World and the New

New World myths began to appear as Europeans drew on Old World myths to explain
and describe the marvels they encountered in the Americas. The land of the Gran Can,
literally “great dog”, that Columbus believed to have reached suggested the presence of dog-
headed populations in the Americas, as they were described by medieval authors such
Mandeville, Giovanni da Pian del Carpine and Friar Odoric (Milbrath, 1991: 2). Prester John
was first identified by Columbus with a powerful cacique dressed in a white tunic, and later
associated with EI Dorado (Orvieto, 2007: 270). The Brazilian cannibals were described in
terms inspired by the biblical populations of Gog and Magog imprisoned by Alexander the
Great for their barbaric behaviour that included cannibalism (Magasich-Airola and De Beer,
2006). The Patagonian succarath, with a human-like head, the body of a dog and a feather-like
tail, was considered a new species of manticore; and even the alien animals of the New World
were transformed into mythological creatures: opossums were called chimaeras, the sea cows
confused with mermaids and the armadillos identified with dragons, to name but a few (Van
Duzer, 2012: 424). The women warriors met by Francisco de Orellana in Brazil were believed
to be the Amazons described by Herodotus and Strabo, the tall indigenous people of
Patagonia were considered giants by Antonio Pigafetta, and the Eskimo people were possibly
confused with the pygmies fighting against the cranes.” When at the end of the 1550s El

Dorado was no longer the indigenous king who used to cover his body with gold dust, but a

? Precise reference to the origin of these myths will be given in the relevant sections.
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golden town located in the Bogota area, it was considered the long-searched golden city of
God (Silver, 1992: 1). The Indians were identified with the mythical Brahmans, and with the
ten lost tribes of Israel deported during the domination of the Assyrian Empire; while the
indigenous women were often compared to nymphs and naiads. Theodore Cachey noticed
how Peter Martyr in his Decades de orbe novo (1511, 1516, 1530) compared the capture of an
indigenous woman with the kidnapping of lo, Medea and Helen, giving birth to a new clash
between East and West (1992: 34). Mythical places such as Hy-Brasil, Bimini Island, Antilia,
Thule, California and numerous others were believed to be discovered in the New World,
becoming in some cases the toponyms of modern geographical areas. The European colonists
were seen as new Argonauts searching for the Golden Fleece in the rich lands of the New
World (Sanchez, 1993b), and Columbus himself was often identified with mythical navigators
such as Jason, Ulysses and Aeneas. Susan Milbrath claims that in the New World Europeans
“reinforced existing myths or created new ones” (1991: 1), but it is hard to find a myth that
does not have its equivalent in the classical mythology or medieval teratology.

Although strictly derived from the classical and medieval tradition, these myths
located in a new environment developed however into new stories that were neither wholly of
the New World, nor wholly European. A new element of wonder was inserted into familiar
myths when Europeans integrated the Americas into the framework of European reality.
Colonialists, missionaries, historians, poets, artists, musicians shaped the New World myths
to create political, propagandistic, social and cultural discourses. As claimed by Stephen
Greenblatt, if in medieval times the presence of mirabilia distanced people from exotic places
as they were perceived as unsafe, in the early modern period people were instead looking for

these wonders that were conquered using marvel as a form of possession (1991: 24). The New
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World myths can be considered the ‘weapon of choice’ used by the Europeans to interact with
the new American reality.

The figures and places introduced into the Americas by the Europeans, in other words,
were ‘hybrids’, a combination of “Old World iconology with New World geography” (Hofele
and Von Koppenfels, 2005: 3). Some people called these hybrids ‘monsters’ in a move that
evoked the ancient Plinian monstrous races (Carrefio, 2008; Braham, 2012). Other preferred
the term ‘New World marvels’ as picked up by Stephen Greenblatt (1991), Anthony Pagden
(1993), Jean Céard (1996) to emphasise the newness and otherness offered by the newly
discovered lands. Monsters or marvels, the hybrid inhabitants of the New World were a locus
of encounter between the Old World and the New one. As such, they provided a unique
opportunity to say things both about Old Europe and New America. It is their hybrid nature
and the insights they provide into Italian perceptions of home and of abroad that fuels the
present thesis. 1 use the term ‘New World mythology’ throughout to refer to the fables,
inventions and fictions which the New World explorers brought back from America and
which epic poets in Italy used more or less imaginatively in their poems.? It is important to
distinguish between New World mythology as | use it here and the indigenous myths of the
Native Americans, and also to consider that the New World myths carry features of
indigenous stories, places and inhabitants combined with the myths and realities of their
European heritage. We will return to this soon.

The exact origin of this mythology is an ongoing source of conjecture for scholars. In
part, these myths were created by the linguistic incomprehension between Europeans and

Native Americans. As Michael Householder (2011) and Chet Van Duzer (2012: 425) argue,

% According to Mircea Eliade “mythology” is a synonym of “fable, invention, fiction” (1963: 1). He
claims that this is the standard meaning of the concept of myth, instead of the sacral archaic sense
considered by historians of religion and sociologists.
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the first conquistadores could have misinterpreted the strange words of the indigenous people
confusing the phonetic similarities of some words. The Canadian pygmies, for example, came
to be so called because of a misunderstanding of the indigenous word “picquenyans” by the
French explorer Jacques Cartier: their meaning is not necessarily related to small people as its
sound might suggest to a French ear, and not because of any obvious similarities with pygmy
races. In part, these myths arrived to the Americas because of the impact that fantastic works
such as the Twelfth-Century letter of Prester John and Sir John Mandeville’s Fourteenth-
Century Book of the Marvels of the World, as well as the authoritative classical sources, had
on the New World mythopoesis (Olschki, 1937; Todorov, 2001: 310-311). Like Columbus,
the conquistadores were influenced by their cultural and literary heritage, and were unable to
report their experiences in an objective way. Another source of the New World mythology is
the early modern inability to distinguish reality from fantasy which Wes Williams (2011)
describes as a product of the marvellous which creates distorted images of reality and
produces confusion and anxiety, and therefore myths and monsters. The same account could
be put more cynically, as well, since the distortion may well have been deliberate and
politically motivated. In his study of the visual representation of America, Sean Teuton even
suggested that the conquistadores in their attempt of legitimating “the destruction of life,
corrupted cultural accounts, reducing them to fabulation” (2010: 91). If the eyewitnesses
already had a distorted vision of the New World, the armchair cartographers, historians, poets
and artists who used secondary sources overstated, intentionally or not, the creation of these
myths (Marsh, 1992; Gomez Espelosin, 2006). They vyielded, to use Lorraine Daston and
Katharine Park’s words, “wonder on top of wonder” (1998: 136). This is the case of a Native
American described with “shoulders so high that the face seems to be in the chest” (Bucher,

1981: 36), subsequently transformed into a headless blemmyae by early modern engravers.
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As anticipated, the New World myths were also influenced in places by the Native
American mythologies which the European conquerors eventually came into contact with.
According to Jean-Pierre Sanchez, “ces nouveaux mythes sont des alliages solides d’éléments
indigenes et européens, fondus dans divers creusets” (1987: 23) [these new myths are a solid
alloy of indigenous and European elements, blended in various ways]. The archetype of the
Amazons, for example, was also part of the indigenous imagination, where warrior women
also existed and were known as coniupuyara, “great lord” (Carter, 1995: 119). As reported by
Friar Ramén Pane, a Spanish missionary priest travelling with Columbus in his second
voyage, in the Taino mythology the hero Guagugiona brought all the women of Haiti to
Matitino (Martinique), and this island was considered the ‘island of women’ since ancient
times (1991, cap. I1).* In Columbus’s Journal, it is made clear that the natives spoke to him
about the myth of the Amazons even before he mentioned them, suggesting their involvement
in the American placing of this myth: “diz que supo el Almirante que alli, hacia el Este, habia
una isla adonde no habia sino solas mujeres, y esto diz de muchas personas lo sabia” [The
Admiral also heard of an island further east, in which there were only women, having been
told this by many people] (2012: 105; English translation in 2010b: 151). Many such
examples of indigenous myths meeting European ones exist. Another is the myth of the
handless men which were known to the indigenous people in the upper Orinoco as
exxaipanoma and located in the European tradition in Ethiopia (Doggett, Hulvey, &
Ainsworth, 1992: 74).> Clearly, the Native American myths were transformed when they

came to be reported by the Europeans with echoes of the classical mythology in evidence. The

* The fable of a group of women who, having stolen magical flutes that only men were supposed to
play, forced their husband to work for them was famous amongst the Tucano people living in the north
western Amazon. See Reichel-Dolmatoff (1996).

> Edmundo Magafia (1982) claims that some of the Plianian monstrous races believed to live in
America were part of the mythology developed by Carib people in Suriname.
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Europeans modified the Native American mythology for their own purposes as syncretists
like Stan Steiner argue (1976: 140). And Native Americans may have changed it too as they
communicated their stories to the Europeans. For those myths connected with wealth such as
El Dorado, for example, it has been suggested that Native Americans could have overstated
the abundance of gold in EIl Dorado to keep the conquistadores away from their own gold.
This idea has been developed by Harold Osborne (1968: 134), who considered El Dorado a
form of protection in part created by the indigenous populations, or even a tool to mock the
Europeans.

Cataloguing the New World myths has been notoriously hard. Wayland D. Hand
(1976) divided the myths imported into the Americas by the Europeans into ‘Southern
Mysteries’ (South American myths) and ‘Northern Mysteries’ (North America ones). In the
category of ‘Southern Mysteries’, Hand inserted myths such as El Dorardo, the Cinnamon
forests of Canela, the Casa del Sol and the White King. In the North America myths category,
we can find the Seven Cities of Cibola (set in Northern Arizona and New Mexico) and
Quivira (in Kansas). Inexplicably, Hand excluded famous New World myths such as the
Brazilian Amazons and the Canadian pygmies, but he included myths such as the Temple of
the Sun that are in reality part of the Native American culture, and not New World myths. The
anthropologist Neil L. Whitehead focused on the three main New World myth-cycles
“concerning the riches of El Dorado, that is ‘The Golden One’, the Cannibals who are eaters
of human flesh, and the Amazons, or warrior-women” (1992: 53). However, men-eating
populations existed in Lesser Antilles and South America, and it is problematic to refer to
cannibals as myths in the meaning that we have stated above. As suggested by David Beers
Quinn (1976: 638), cannibals can be considered mythical creatures in the classical and

medieval traditions, but not in the New World imagination as the existence of men-eating
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populations in the Americas was attested to. On the other hand, Christian Kupchik (2008)
included the myths of the fountain of youth and Patagonian giants in his list, but he also gave
the name of myth to Native American inhabitants that really existed, such as the Omaguas
(the Cambeba people living in the Amazon basin) and the Quechua Indian José Kondori.

The aim of this thesis is not to enter into the discussion of how best to catalogue the
New World mythology. Instead, it selects three myths which epitomise the ways in which the
New World myths bridge the Old World and the New. These three myths (Caribbean and
Brazilian Amazons, Patagonian giants and Canadian pygmies) along with many others, have
been described as belonging to the process that the Mexican historian Edmundo O’Gorman
defined as the “invention of the Americas” (1958), meant in the modern sense we give today
to the word ‘invention’. Whilst in many early modern works about the New World ‘invention’
is synonym of ‘discovery’®, O’ Gorman used it in an epistemological sense of designating
something that did not exist before. His historical-philosophical analysis deconstructed the
ethnocentric idea of the discovery, and proposed instead an innovative cultural perspective
culminating in the ‘ontological disintegration’ or ‘self-liquidation’ of Europe. The inventor of
the new world was, in O’ Gorman’s opinion, Amerigo Vespucci, and Europeans shape the
Americas in their image, bringing all their cultural baggage to bear upon it. The New World
myths can therefore be intended as the products of an historical process bringing together
cultural expectations and hermeneutical repertoire in what can be defined an act of agency.
Starting from O’ Gorman, the theme of the “invention” of the Americas has attracted a huge

academic attention, creating two main schools of thought. The first one, supported by scholars

® See, for example, Nicolod Scillacio’s De insulis meridiani atque indici maris nuper inventis (1494)
and Hernan Pérez de Oliva’s Historia de la invencion de las Indias (c. 1528). The German
cartographer Martin Waldseemdiller wrote in his Quattuor navigationes (1507) that the fourth region
in the world inventa est by Vespucci. Tommaso Campanella in La citta del sole (1602) defines
Isabella I of Castile “inventrice del mondo nuovo”.
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such as Fernando Ainsa (1984), Jacques Derrida (1987) and Walter Mignolo (1993, 2005) to
name just three, considers the New World in opposition to Europe, as a utopian world created
by the expectations of the Europeans who aimed to explore “nouveaux modes d’existence, de
nouvelles maniéres d’appréhender, de projeter ou d’habiter le monde” (Derrida, 1987: 41)
[new ways of living, new ways of learning, of projecting or inhabiting the world]. Europeans
projected onto the New World their own aspirations and fears, creating a distorted image of
their own reality. The second school of thought, sustained by German Arciniegas (1990),
Peter Mason (1990) and José Rabasa (1993) amongst others, claims that the New World was,
instead, a reproduction or prolongation of the Old World; and that the entire process of
invention was a self-discovery, rather than an encounter with the “others”. In both cases,
scholars have shown that having been created by Europeans, the New World mythology does
not only give us information about the perception that Europeans had of the New World, but
also insights into European society. As claimed by the father of modern anthropology Claude
Levi-Strauss, myths and stories provide an explanation of the reality that created them (1958;
1962). The New World mythology is anomalous as it was not created by the populations
living in the Americas, but by ‘foreigners’ who aimed to conquer them and that, as such,
brought to the Americas their own world. For example, Amazons could be interpreted as an
answer to early modern European androcracy, representing the masculine anxiety of dealing
with free-standing capable women. In the same way, the fountain of youth could represent the
hope of extended life expectancy, as did the elixir of life, or the philosopher’s stone, while the
giants, as noted by Giovanni Bossi, show “la relativita di cio che ¢ grande e di cio che é
piccolo [...] e la possibilita di ingigantire ogni desiderio” (2003: 12). As such, the study of

these myths is also helpful to investigate the early modern European society. In the next

45



chapters we will see how the use that poets made of the New World myths can give us

information about their perception of the New World, but also about their own society.

Bringing the New World mythology back home

New World myths were transported back to Europe via a range of literary, visual and
material vehicles: historiographical accounts, maps, woodcuts, engravings, collectable objects
and poems. One of the original discoveries of this thesis is, in fact, that the epic poets who
integrated the New World mythology into their works drew on sources that were not merely
literary. It is well known that the historiographical and pseudohistoriographical accounts
about the New World describing the mirabilia discovered by explorers and conquistadores
during their voyages provided inspiration for epic poetry. Works such as Peter Martyr
d’Anghiera’s Decades de orbe novo (1511, 1516 and 1530), Gonzalo Ferndndez de Oviedo’s
Sommario della naturale e generale istoria dell’Indie occidentali (1526) (later included in the
Historia natural y general de las Indias, 1535), and Antonio Pigafetta’s Relazione del primo
viaggio attorno al mondo (1524) are hugely influential on the New World literature of
Europe. A large amount of these works was included in the third volume of Giovanni Battista
Ramusio’s De navigatione et viaggi (1556), which is a fundamental compendium for the
identification of these myths.” As proved by numerous scholars such as Jerome Randall
Barnes (2007: 7) and Toni Veneri (2012), Ramusio did not only compile this travel
compendium for personal curiosity, but also actively engaged with the material he collected.

In the introduction of the volume addressed to Fracastoro, Ramusio himself used a New

’ The third volume of the Navigationi et viaggi (1556) is included in the fifth and sixth books of
Marica Milanesi’s edition (1978-1988).
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World myth, that of Atlantis, to convince the Venetians to take a more active part in the New
World explorations to maintain their maritime hegemony (1985, V, pp. 5-17). The myth was
used by the historian as an empirical tool to prove that Atlantis was not an allegorical fable as
suggested by Marsilio Ficino, but that the New World already existed in the classical tradition
and was, therefore, legitimately conquerable by Venice (Binotti, 1992: 90; Pirillo, 2013: 39-
40). Through the Atlantis myth, Ramusio was drawing the attention of the Venetians to the
fact that it was not enough to be self congratulatory about wherever connections they might
have had to the ‘invention’ of the Americas; they should use the information they had to
further their economic interests (Ambrosini, 1992; Horodowich, 2005). Some of the epic
poems studied here pick up the New World myths for similarly propagandistic reasons.

Less attention is paid to the influence of cartographic and iconographical
representations of America on European literature depicting the New World. Yet the earliest
mapmakers of the Age of Discovery were amongst the first and the most imaginative
purveyors of the newly discovered lands that bridged the New and the Old. Like the
chroniclers, their maps and images were often politically inspired and expressed their colonial
intentions as much as their vision of the lands then described. Following Herodotus’s precept
that wonderful creatures always inhabited the farthest part of the world (Histories, 111, 106, 1),
the first cartographers of the New World used the same mythological creatures depicted by
their predecessors in Africa and Asia to fill the blank and unknown lands of the new continent
(Colin, 1988; Washburn, 1991). Located at the boundary of the human and animal conditions
as well as at the boundary of the world, the Herodotean and Plinian ‘monstrous’ races were
used to represent the ‘others’ living in the newly discovered lands. As their monstrosity was
usually attributed to the extreme climate experienced in the torrid and polar zones, they were

relocated in the New World cartography following the theories of climatic determinism
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(Meslin, 1988; Cattaneo, 2009). In the first map representing the New World depicted by Juan
de la Cosa (1500), classical myths are represented just in Africa and Asia, while in the
Americas only St. Christopher, allegory of Columbus, is represented (fig. 3). However, in the
world map made by the Ottoman geographer Piri Reis in 1513 and based on a map drawn by
Columbus himself,® blemmyae, cynocephalis and unicorns are moved to the New World (fig.
4). In numerous maps, engravings and woodcuts depicted in the following years, America is
crowded with mythological creatures usually copied from medieval images. Some of the most
updated illustrations displaying New World myths are the Vallard Atlas (1547) (fig. 5),
Desceliers 1550 planisphere (fig. 6), the Caspar Vopel’s 1558 world map Nova et integra
universalisque orbis totius [...] descriptio printed in Venice by Andrea Valvassore (fig. 7),
and the Americae retectio series of engravings by Stradanus. The meanings of these myths in
early modern cartography have been considered different from the meanings of the monsters
and mythical creatures that populated medieval cartography. As shown by Chet Van Duzer,
the presence of mythological creatures on Renaissance maps was a way to encourage the
conquest, making these unknown places less threatening. According to the map historian,
while in Medieval cartography sea creatures indicated the danger of the ocean, in Renaissance
cartography they communicated the control that the Europeans were able to achieve over
those creatures (2013b). This is made more evident by the fact that almost all the maps
containing representations of New World myths are diplomatic charts, not intended for
nautical use. Whatever their intended or unintended purposes, maps left an indellible mark on
the poets who embraced the New World in their fictions.

Also underexamined in previous scholarship is the influence on the New World

mythology of the cabinets of curiosities that flourished in all the major European courts

% See pp. 116-117.
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during the 1550s. New World myths appear in these cabinets in the form of the collected
objects. The artefacts coming from the West Indies or connected in some way with the
Americas were incorporated in the “exotic” sections together with Asian and African
products, becoming keynote pieces of the Kunst- and Wunderkammern. They were usually
catalogued under broad general rubrics with little attention to the ethnography of the
populations producing them, and the adjectives ‘Indian’ and ‘Moorish’ were more a synonym
of ‘curious’ rather than a geographical indicator (Feest, 1993: 3). However, Jessica Keating
and Lia Markey have shown that while the categories used in the inventories were general, the
exact origin of the exotic items in the Kunstkammer was significant for the collectors.
Examining the cabinet of curiosities created by Cosimo I de’ Medici in the Palazzo Vecchio,
Keating and Markey showed, for example, how the duke “sought to make sense of the world
represented in his collection” (2011: 289) through the geographical origins of the collected
artefacts. The same has been proved by Deanna MacDonald (2002) working on the cabinet of
curiosities created by Margaret of Austria. The scholar indicated how the duchess used the
American artefacts preserved in her collection as a geographical indicator of the Hapsburg
domain.

As shown by Detlef Heikamp (1976), American objects present in the collections
represented and evoked for the most part the Native American mythologies and cultures of the
pre-Columbian populations who created them. However, they were also interpreted by the
Europeans as confirmation of the existence of behemothic creatures in the New World.
Cosimo I believed he owned the horn of a Canadian unicorn, that was in reality the tusk of an
Arctic whale (Scalini, 1997: 147); while Peter Martyr was delighted to keep in his house for a
few days the enormous femoral bone believed to belong to a Patagonian giant (Gerbi, 1975:

67). As such, these objects are able to demonstrate what it was that interested the collectors,
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agents and purchasers of the New World curiosities (Collet, 2007). Whilst these American
objects usually alluded to colonial triumphs and the ambitions of the princes and scholars
possessing them, they also prove the curiosity for the mythical creatures populating the newly
discovered lands. They constitute an integral part of what Krzysztof Pomian (1990) defined
the early modern ‘culture of curiosity’, a condition that Alexander Marr (2006) indissolubly
connected with knowledge. It is possible that this enterprise of knowledge pushed the
collectors to introduce not only authentic Native American booties in their cabinets, but also
works of art representing the New World produced by local European artists. These works
would have given the Kunstkammer a more complete insight into the world that they aimed to
represent, confirming the collectors own world-views. The ima