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ABSTRACT

THE NEW MAN AND THE NEW WORLD:
THE INFLUENCE OF RENAISSANCE HUMANISM ON
THE EXPLORERS OF THE ITALIAN ERA OF DISCOVERY

The collective discoveries of Christopher Columbus, Amerigo
Vespucci, John and Sebastian Cabot, and Giovanni da Verrazzano constitute s
distinct Italian Era of Discovery which 1aid the groundwork for all other
voyages which followed. The italian discoverers deserve a place slongside
the well-known Humanists in the history of ert, literature, philosophg,‘and
government by virtue of their research and accomplishments. The explorers
also made original contributions to the fields of science, navigation and
cartography.

The world view of the Italien explorers evolved to include the
concept of a new world. They had to resvalusate their cosmography and
change the maps to reflect their new knowledge. The concept of a New
world was equally profound as that of a new age. The most important
contribution of the Italien explorers was not what they found, but the
change in thinking that took place when they tried to explain their

discoveries.
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CHAPTER |

INTRODUCTION
Scholars have long debated the differences between the Middle Ages
and the Renaissance, and an important part of this debate has been the
discussion over what distinguishes the Renaissance man from his

predecessors. Ever since the eppearance of the seminal chapters in Jacob

Burckhardt's The Civilization of the Rensissgnce in Itaiy,1 which discussed
the matter, countless followers and detractors of Burckhardt have ventured
their own 11sts of which qualities do or do not typify the Renaissance man.
Over the years a kind of 1itmus test for the Renaissance man has
evolved with varied, but nonetheless generally common characteristics. The
Renaissance man had: the first true awereness of man's location in time and

space because of his study of geography, history, and natural |Jhﬂo$t:|phg;2 a

more sccurate sense of historg;3 and a distinct awareness of being part of
an new oge;4 a renewed belief in the dignity of man and the importence of
his actions and ebilities instead of exclusive belief in external infiuences
such as fate or divine intervention;® & new love of lserning inspired by the
classics, which wes followed by & drive to surpass the accomplishments of
the Ancients; a disregerd for the Scholasticism and rigid subject divisions

of medieval universities, epting tnstead for a broadening of knowledge to



include nevr subjects and ressarch methods;® and, finally, 8 nev sense of
individualism stressing fame, virtue, and civic accomplishment over piety
and humility which inspired him to accomplish great deeds.’

In the enthusiasm of scholars to point out the differsnces between
the Reneigsance and madieval man, the parameters of this discussion have
often been laid out in dramatic, black and white contrasts, when in reaiity
the lines are often blurred, as with any historical comparison. In an effort
to demonstrate that the thoughts of the Renaissance man typified in many
ways the beginning of the modern mind, some historians have exaggerated
the contrasts between the medieval and Renaissance man. They have
annoyed Medievalists with their portraits of the medievel man es childiike
in his simplicity and unswerving in his loyalty to God and authority. By
contrast, the Renaissance man is sometimes depicted as a kind of
superhuman or demigod for whom nothing is impossible. The Renaissence
man is sometimes shown to have so much self-pride and worldliness that he
routinely defies God and authority, relying only on his own judgement,
somehow strangely divorced from the world of Christendom around him. His
supposed complete dedication to secularism is praised by some authors as
sophisticated and adult only because it reflects medern thinking. Indeed,

Renaissance men ars often depictad as so far ahaad of their time thst they



have nothing in common with the world sround them.9 This is not & very
realistic portrayal of the intellectual climete of the Renaissance.

in truth, the man of the Renaissance fit neither of these two
extremes. He wes not the man of childlike medieval faith nor the
modern-thinking, sophisticated adult. He was more like an adolescent who
sometimes displays adult-like cheracteristics and at other times those of a
child. Nor is this atypical of any age of transition; man is the product of his
past as much as the present, and no age can be completely distinct from
that which preceded and that which followed it. The need to overclassify
men of different eras comes from what is knowr es a Whig interpretation of
history, in other words, a need to see progress in the development of man
over time to something better (and naturally more 1ike one's own age). This
interpretation is flawed because man shares common cheracteristics
throughout the ages, and there 1s nothing better or worse about modern men.
The men of the Renaissance was still pious, still trusted authority, and
still tried to explain the unknoyn within the boundaries of the known before
daring to say that ail others before him hed been wrong.9

Scholars who have ventured their opinions on what constitutes &
Renaissance man have profiled men of all backgrounds, from all parts of

Europe.'® Everyone from Polish clerics to Spanish soldiers have been



called Humanists at some point. One group that has been ignored, however,
is the explorers. It is odd that although much has been written about 1taly
as the birthplace of a new age, nothing has been said about it being the
birthplace of the concept of the New World. Thomas Goldstein has written
some very good works discussing the interrelated concepts of discovery and
Humanism, but has }imitad himself to the speculations of the Humanist
geographers of Florence.!! He had not discussed the men who picked up on
these ideas and carried them into action.

The typical discussion of explorers has centered sround biographicel
deta, navigational studies, and who deserves credit for discovering what.
Going beyond this basic knowledge, it will be demonstrated in the course of
this papsr that the Italian sxplorers had humanistic motives for their
voyages qf discovery and that Humanism influenced how they interpreted
what they found. This is evidenced by their research in the classics while
preparing for their voyages, scientific and cartographicel work, and search
for new knowledge. The Italien discoverers also possessed the tupicel
Renaissance desire to bring fame to themselves through greeat and virtuous
deeds, and to find & better understending of man and his role in the vorld.
| also wish to profile the world view of the Renaissance explorers of italy

by exemining their writings and what was said ebout them by their



contemporaries. It will be demonstrated from this that the explorers were
Humanists of an squel rank to those of fame in the history of art, literature,
philosophy, and government by virtue of their academic preparation,

accomplishments, and impact on intellectuel history.
THE ITALIAN ERA OF DISCOVERY: 1492-1528

Before examining the influence of Humanism on the ltalian
discoverers 1t would first be useful to discuss the historicel context of the
period in which their discoveries were meade. In contrast to the usuel
interpretation of the Era of Discovery as a phenomenon which occurred
throughout Europe, an ergument cen be made for a distinct, earlier phase,

which was wholly Italian.

Scholars today gensrally agree thet the discovery of America was
not the goal of Columbus when he set sail for his first voyage in 149212
Most scholars will agree that instead he was iooking for & shorter route to
Asia than the Portuguess routs eround ths Caps of Good Hope. what is not
generally known, however, {s that Columbus ied an entire generation of
Italien discoverers who shared his goal of sailing west from Europe to reach

Asia and would consequently try routes of their own. None of them found 8

passage through to Asie, but they did explore long stretches of coastline in



what would soon be recognized as the New World. As e result, most of the
ghorelines and large rivers of the Atlantic seaboard of the continents of
North and South America were first discovered by italians.

Explorers of other nationalities came later to fill in the details of
coastlines and to exploit the newly-found lands for their own purposes, but
without exception those who first proposed the westwerd voyages to
Amsrica were [talians. The motivation behind these plang was to gain mors
direct access to the markets of Asia by avoiding the long overiand route and
the price increases of the Arab middlemen. Beceuse Portugel was busy
trying & route of its own, the Italians sought patronage among each of
Portugal's European rivals. They promised to secure a quicker supply route
to the spices and luxuries of the East, thereby bringing riches and fame for
the nationé which had hitherto been denied direct access to these highly
valued goods.

By examining the origins of the plans to cross the Atlantic and the
way in which each of the Italian explorers sought to fulfill Columbus’ dream
in his own way, we gain a clear picture of a distinct era of Italian discovery
which 1s not epparent by simply looking et the lives of the discoverers
individually. The dream of Columbus is clearly the common thread among

explorers who will be exemined in this study.



In many ways the italian peninsula in the Renaissance was the
perfact bresding ground for the ideas which inspired the greet discoveries
of the italians and others. A unique set of conditions existed in Italy in the
fifteenth century which made it the culturel, economic, and religious
capital of the World despite the fact that it was still divided into seven
major states and a smeattering of smaller stetes and principslities.

A number of new arts and sciences were springing up which would
provide Europe with the greatest new awekening of civilizetion since the
fall of the Roman Empire. The list of italian contributions to the new age is
staggering. Among the ney developments were Humenist philosophy and
literature, Renaissance art, architecture and music. New social and
political theory end practices vere being developed which would lay the
foundations of the madern world. Economicaily, the Italiens became the
leaders of a commercisl revolution by establishing the first means of mass
production through specislization of industry end the use of joint capital.
The quality and appeal of italian manufectured goods and the luxuries which
italians imported from the East allowed them to establish Europe’s first

network of internationsal trade, banking, and currency excheange.



The most importent development for our present study, however,
was the creation of a new school of cartography which proved to be en
important forerunner of the Scientific Revolution beceuse of 1ts use of
what would 1ster be called the empiricel method.!> The italian
cartographers added to their base of geographical knowledge new
information geined by observation and experimentation. They were abie to
update their maps constantly, rather then rely strictly upon the geogreph-
jcal opinions of the Anctents.'® As with the Humanist scholars in
literature, the geographers began collecting meps from everywhere and
improving their own products until they were the finest to be found in
Europe. They in turn used this knowledge to formulate further geographicel
hupotheses, the most important of which, we shall ses, being that of the
possibility of reaching the East by seiling west. The Italiens originally had
8 monopoly over trade with the East which others sought to bypass by
finding @ route of their own. Iitalian dominance of trade with the Arebs in
the Levant for goods brought from the East evolved from their role in
ieading end transporiing Crusaders io tha Holy Land in the Middle Ages.
Since the most important cities in the Italian trade network were also
great naval powers, it is only naturel thet the cities with eccess to ports

(Venice, Genoa, and Flarence, which used Pisa and Piombino), would be the



homes of the Italian explorers. The great seafaring and commerciel
reputations of these cities would open many doors for the italian expiorers
as they sought patronage in foreign lands. Furthermore, the ideas of the

Italian Renaissance were exported elong with their trade goods, and did

much to prepare the way for their ower‘tuu"es.'s

Even before the Renaissence, travel had long been a part of the
tradition of the Italien peninsule. Ever since the days of Marco Folo Italian
merchents and clerics had been travelling to littie-known parts of the Eerth
and reporting back on what they had found.'® The impetus for exploration
across the Atlantic (which had seemed impasseble to the Ancients) occurred
when all the right factors cams together about the time of the Council of
Florsnce in 1439. While talks went on to try to reconcile the Roman
Catholic and Eastern Orthodox Churches, Florentine geographers took the
opportunity to interview the curious-looking foreign visitors from the
fringes of the known world as to the extent of their geographical
knowledge.” Paolo Toscanelll and others begen to combing these new bits
of information with what they had been studying in the preceding years

since the revival of study of the Ancient Geographers Ptolerny and Strabo.
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in typicel humanist fashion, they were willing to break with
medieval authoriterianism and substitute newly-obtained information to
reform their ideas about areas such as Asis, where the Ancients had been
wrong'® Realizing that the Ancients hed based their notions on limited
expsrience and second hand observation at best, the Itelian cartogrephers
chose to believe those who had claimed to actually have been there insteed.

In the fourteenth century Italian cartographers gained fame by
producing a series of practical charts for navigating coastiines called
“portolani” beceuse of their usefulnass for finding familier Europeen ports.
When the 1taltans added this practicel slant to their improvements on the
observations of the Ancients, a whole new concept in cartography was born:
that of updating maps with better observation and drawing skills. With
this, geography moved from philosophicel speculation to a precise
science.’g

From the informal geographical discussions during the Council of
Florence, which had nothing to do with the church business bsing conducted,
many nev geographical notions begen to take shape. Not many of these
ideas ever went beyond changes in locellu-produced maps, but what began to

evolve in the mind of Toscanelli, we can be sure at least, was the notion of

sailing west to reach asta?® As with many other aspects of the ltalian
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Renaissance, this was borne out of both necessity and creative genius. On
the practicel side, the overiand routes which the Arabs used to bring in
luxury goods from the East to tha Levant were cut off by the advance of the
Turkish arm‘ies,z' and the Portuguese were making advances in shipbuilding
which allowed for sailing out on the open sea for the first time.22

The creative genius of Toscanelli, which perhaps makes him the
most underrated of Renaissence men, was to determine that the actuel
distance between Europe end Asia was much shorter than the Ancients had
believed (based on the new reports) and thet e western passege might be
conceivably made. Speculation as to the possibility of & western crossing
probably eccurred in the Middle Ages as well, but the distance was
considered too great and the ships too freil to meke the crossing.
Toscanelli did much to spread his findings, and we know thet at least
Coiumbus corresponded with him.2% Columbus did his best to gather
evidence for this novel proposal and try it out. In fact, it became his life's
pession. Through him the other Italian explorers learned of the idea &nd did
their best to try out routes to the East of thelr own.

Itelian merchants and scholars bagan to be interested in the idea

for two reasons: first, because of their tradition of 1earning by observation

which they perfected in the arts, and second, their lust for sdventure and
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profit.24 The connection betwesen merchants, patrons, and scholers is by no
means a contrivance. Meny of the great men of the Renaissance carriad on &
number of these roles simultaneousiy or changed from one role to the other
with ease, as is perhaps best exemplified by the carser of Lorenzo the
Magnificent. But because of conditions in Italy itself, the explorers hed to
seek patronage elsewhers. Once they found it, the Great Age of Discovery
yas born.

Several factors contributed to the need for Italiens to seek foreign
aid to support their voyages of discovery. First, the economy of the day
required that anyone who wished to pursue an endeavor which weas radically
differsnt from the traditional occupational pursuits of his forefathers
obtain support from a powerful patron. This was as much true for the
explorers in the Renaissance as it was for the ertists, philosophers, and

men of letters.2®

Second, although the practice of merchant capitalism which had
been perfected by the italians for their commercial exploits in Europe
proved to be importent in providing ships, men, and equipment for the
discoverers, the Italian patrons and merchaents were so busy with other
enterprises that they had no time or money left for the explorers. Hence,

the need to seek sponsorship from foreign cepitalists and ptatr'ons.?'6



13

The Italian merchants had too much at stake in the status quo to
want to invest heavily in anything which might upset it.#? They were eager
to keep up with any news from the New World and occasionally invested in
merchant ventures to exploit recent discoveries, but unfortunetely spent
most of their time and energy figuring out how to make monsey from the
foolish excesses? of others (who rapidly spent the gold obtained from the
New World) instead of going out and claiming l1ands for themselves.
Furthermore, in the face of internal struggies, interstate rivalries, and the
threat of foreign invasion, no one Italian state was ever powerful enough to
sponsor voyages of discovery of its own.

Italian resources were streined to the 1imit ot the time of the
beginning of the Great Age of Discovery and simply could not accommodate
anything new. The Venetiens overcame the loss of territory and subsequent
payment of duties to the Turks only by extending their empire inland to
include parts of Italy. They were soon to learn that the power struggles of
the 1talian mainland came at né little cost, however. Their overseas empire
gradually fell away as they increasingly diverted their energies to
defending their territories and allies in the Itelian states. As we shall see
later, when an opportunity came to them to join the race to explore and

claim parts of the New World, they were forced to back out of negotiations



i4

for fear of reprisals from their larger European rivals. The Genoans
continued their prosperity for a while by serving as the European
distributors of Portuguese spice imports. They still cut a high share of the
profit, but the city-state eventually suffered internal coiiapse due to
economic decline and foreign pressures.

Meanwhile, the Florentines maneged to keep & competitive edge by
monopolizing banking, papal collections, internaticnal currency exchange,
and 1oans {o foreigh monerchs. But ultimately, failures in these foreign
investments ceused their economic collapse as well.2® One by one the great
financisl powers of Italy declined, and the mercenaries and foreign powers
which the city-states once brought in to fight their fights began to reelize
that they were stronger than either side in the local conflict.

Eventually, Italy's neighbors became so powerful that they could
battle among themselves for controi of 1taly itself, thus ending Italian
commercial domination once and for all and extinguishing all hopes towards
italian unificetion. This beceme possible because France and Spain had
unified earlier and could use the goid from the New World to buiid large
armies of conquest. Furthermore, although they had been economically
backyard and dependent on [taly for high quality goods, they begen to

develop domestic industries and fleets to rival those of Italy.
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Italy's active role in the development of the New world was limited
to the individual accomplishments of its discoverers because of its
political isclation and disunity during the Age of Discovarg.ao Perhaps the
greatest irony of the Italian Era of Discovery was that very littie of the
profits from these great voyages came to the explorers themselves or their
statas of origin in itaiy. Nesrly every one of the expeditions wes @
commercial failure, and additional voyages beceme incressingly more
difficult to finance. None of the explorers died weslthy men, and no Italian
state aver claimed a colony in the New World (though other small nations
dig).>!

with the hundreds of sailors, scholars, and merchantmen from
various Italian states who sailed under the flags of other nations, it is not
difficult to imagine how an Italian empire in the New World might have been
established had Italy been @ united country at the time. Instead of tiis, we
have the legacy of the Italian Renaissance and all that it has given the
world, of which the Italian Era of Discovery was an important part.

At this point 1t would be useful to provide the reader with a brief
summary of the careers of the great Italian discoverers. ¥e shall avoid the
numerous controversies which surround the cereers and accomplishments of

the discoverers and merely recount what is commonly accepted as being



16

true. Should the reader have further interest in these centroversies, a
number of professional studies are widely avsiiable which discuss the
various possibilities.

Christopher Columbus (1451-1506) was & Genoen whose real name
was Cristofero Colombo. He began s&iling at the ege of twelve end was
involved in navigation and mapmaking all of his life. We do not know for
certain how meny voyages he made in preparation for the epic crossing of
1492, but nearly every destination known and unknown in the Atlantic at the
time has been suggested at one time or another. Columbus made four
voyages to the New World for Spain (1492, 1493, 1498, and 1502). His
yoyages primarily centered around the islands of the Caribbesn, the eastern
shores of Central America south of the Yucatan Peninsula, and the northern
shores of South Americe. His primary accomplishment was opsning up the
Atlantic to exploration and parmanent development by Europeans. As we
shall see later, he did not in a real sense discover America.

Amerigo Yespucci (1454~1512) was a Florentine with close
connections to the ruling Medici family. He was well versed in humanist
philosophy, mapmaking, navigation and merchant skills. He surveyed the
coasts of South America for a passage to Asia in places that Columbus and

others had neglected. His principal voyages were for Spain in 1499 and
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Portugal in 1501-1502. His most outstanding accomplishment was to
reslize his discovery was an entirely new continent, not just a part of Asia.
Appropriately, therefore, the New ¥orld is named after him.

The father and son team of John and Sebastian Cabot seiled in o
series of voyages for England in an attempt to reach Asia by & northern
route. John Cabot (1450-14987) was & Genoan whose real name wes
Giovanni Caboto. He made two voyages to the New ¥orld, one in 1497 and
another in 1498. He either died ot sea or died in obscurity upon his return
bacause of his inability to substantiate the claims of having found Asia.

His son, however, went to the aree near Labrador in 1509 and after
having realized the error of his father's ways began the search for the
Northwest Passage. Having failed that, he was also instrumental in
organizing an expedition to search for a Northeast Passage, but was not
allowed to go along because by that time he was advenced in age. The
Cabots led the way for futurs Britiéh explorers and established important
claims for the 1ater development of British North Americe.

Antonio Pigafetta (c. 1492 to 1534) is best remembered for his
first-person sccount of Magellan's attempt to circumnavigate the globe. He
was born in Vicenza, Italy, and was & papal envoy to the Spanish at the time

that he volunteered for the voyage. He entered the Order of the Knights of
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St. John on Malte upen his return. He was 8 typicel Renaissance merchant
scholer end his talents as a man of letters were put to good use in his
besutifully written account of Megellan's voyage.

Although not discussed at length in this peper because so little is
known about him, Antonio Pigafetta is important because he informed the
other Italian explorers of the possibility of & socuthern passage to Asia.
This would change the focus of their voyages from north to south as word
spread, and nelp them better understand that the ereas that they had
initielly discovered wera probably not a pert of Asia. Magellan's voyage was
the one which finally proved that a western route could be used to reach
Asia, but that 1t was neither as easy nor as short as the Italians had
believed. Consequently, through possibie contact with Magellan himself, or
by hearing of Pigafetta's account, the Italian discoverers began to join the
search for e shorter southern passage.

Finally, Giovanni Yerrazzano (14857-1528) sailed to survey the
eastern coast of North Americe for a possible strait opening to e passage to
Asia. He probably tried this route becausse he had not yet heard of the return
of the survivors from Magellan's expedition. He yas born in Venice but was
@ member of the Florentine merchant colony in Lyons, France. He satled

extensively for this group on commercial ventures to the Levent and
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gathered information and maps everywhera that he went. He did not find the
sought-for passage to Asis, but was instrumental in leading the way for
further French exploration and coloni2ation of North America. Towerds the
end of his life he also conducted expeditions which searched for passages
through South and Central America, but did not succeed in either of these
goals.

All of these men, in their own way, contributed to our portrait of
the Renaissance moen as discoverer. They were not merely edventurers, but
men greatly influenced by the Humanism of their age. Because of their
education and research, they carried with them the ideas and fresh outlook
of the Renaissance towards the world. Specific aspects of the Renaissance
man in each of the explorers will be pointed out as this survey continues.
This will be done by examining their acadsmic preperations and navigaticnal
accomplishments as revealed in their journals, contemporary accounts, and
in the works of their biographers.

In general, the explorers based their decisions on the gathering of
evidence tempsred by empirical methods. Observation and experimentation
sllowed them to be open-minded enough to question the ancient suthorities
when necessary.5% Each of the Italian explorers was a student of the

“Italian Schoo!l of Cartography” in his own right and carried its ideas into
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his methods of preparation and exploration. They also invented new

instruments and techniques to meet and survey new conditions, insteed of

just relying on what tradition said must be true.33
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CHAPTER Il

CHRISTOPHER COLUMBUS

To many people Columbus represants the very embodiment of
discovery. He is in many ways the consummate explorer because he was
first ond foremost a men of action. His accomplishments overshadow the
storm of controvarsy which alraady hagan to rige ahout him while he iived,
end continued to brew for centuries after his desth. Many a scholar's
livelihood hes besn based upon crediting or discrediting Columbus 1n some
way or another, but as misteken as he may or may not have been, he 18
nonetheless & man of great accomplishment. So much g9, in fact, thet Jacob
Burckhardt chose Columbus as his example of the Renaissance man whose
desire for personal fame and fortune set hira apart from the often unnamed
heroes of the Middle Ages.'

Although medieval in much of his outlook and behavior as we shall
se@, Columbus did display the characteristics of 8 Renaissance man. The
foremost of these was the humanistic research which he conducted in
praparation for the vousges to America. His reseerch was as exhaustive as
sny Humanist scholar's. He scoured the classics, the Bible, and the works of
mediaval traveilers for clues to what might lie to the west and how Dest to

get thers. As his son Ferdinand was quick to point out, Columbus drew from
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"the euthority of many learnad men who said that one could sail westward
from the western end of Africe and Spein to the sastern snd of indle, and
thet no great see lay between.” 2

He went on to cite the avidence of Aristotle, Ptolemy, Merinus,
Strebo, Pliny and others that his father's idee was worthy of Spain's
support. The seme is repeatediy echoad in Columbug’ letters to the
sovereigns whensver it wes necessary to ergue hie cased Like gaod trial
fawyer, he knew that everything wes riding on how well-prepared he was,
s0 he went to grest pains to find every screp of evidence he could. Many
scholars have written thorough anelyses of Columbus' sources of
inspiration, so the reader will not be troubled with o lengthy discussion of
them at this point. Suffice to say that Columbus used every source
available to him (although his interpretations were sometimes
questionable) in order to prove his cese.?

Not content to be & mersly a medieval "armchair traveller,”
Columbus also gained practicel knowiedge from his contemporaries. While
working as & mapmeker in Portugel he interviewed many eatlors to find out
what they knew about previously unchartad ereas to the west and south of

Europe. He travelied by sea to the 1imits of the known world asking those he

came in contect with what lay beyond before teking on such & daring venture
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as croseing the Atlantic. He travelled north to England and Irelend, and
possibly as fer es celand to tnquire aftsr the ﬂnm‘ngs of the Vtkings.s He
travelisd south to the limits of the Portuguese discoveries in Africe where
hie visit to the gold-bearing city of Le Mine below the equator proved to him

that the southsrn hemisphers was habitable end not mersiy & place of fire

as legend had 1.5 He travelled east to the Lavant to ses for himself some of
the sreas mentioned bu Marco Polo and inguired about what lay beyond.

While there Columbus might have first gotien the passion for recapturing
the Holy Land and winning lost souls which would dominate his rationale

for crossing the Atlentic to reach Aste.” Finaliy, he went west to the
Azores and Canaries, the ferthest islands discovered by the Spanish and
Portuguese in the Atlantic. He went there to follow up on rumors of voyages
further westward which hed never returned, and to avoid meeting the same
fate he studied the winds end currents to determine the best possibls route

to the Indies.®

His son Ferdinand related that Columbus even listened to stories of
strange plants, carvings, canoes, and dead indians who washed up on the
western shores of these islands and compered them with descriptions of

Asia mentioned by Ptolemy and others. He called them “curiosities”

howevar, and indicated that his father never made them his main proof .9
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Columbus’ scholerly ability was evidenced by his research in the
clagsice and certography, end by the persuasive letters he wiots to the
regents of Eurcpe patitioning for their support. Columbus’ scholariy
reputation inspired his son Ferdinand to become & great Humenist in his own
right. In preparation for writing his fether's biogrephy, Ferdinand founded a
1ibrary of his father's books and pepers end added to 1t books which he
callected from many parts of Europe, Ferdinand alsn accompanied his father
on some of his voyages. His expertise was also put to good use when
Ferdinand served on & royal commission which corrected marine cherts,
commissioned pilots, end decided the rival claims of Spain and Portugal

over the HO]UCCOS.‘ 0

Columbus himself corresponded with the noted Humanist Paolo
Toscanelli end was no doubt influenced by the latter's vision of travelling
westward to reach the Eest.!! Columbus also comparsd notes with some of
the best Humenist cartographers of his day asking for copies of any books or
maps he could get his hands on. He and his brother Bartholomew
(Bartolomeo) set up a cartography shop while in Portugal which did e brisk
business because of Genoa's fine reputation fn mapmaking. A contemporary
historian, Andrés Bernéldez, acknowledged that Columbus was °. .. very

skilled in the art of cosmography and the mapping of the world.” 12
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When defending his qualifications before the king and quesn of

Spein Columbus srgued,

| have had deelings and convarsation with learned men, priests, and
laymen, Letins and Graeks, Jews and Moors, and many others of other
sects. | found Our Lord very favorable to this my desire, and o
further it He grented me the gift of knowledge. He made me skilled in
seamanship, equipped me sbundantly with the sciences of astronomy,
geometry, and arithmetic, and teught my mind and hand to draw this
sphere and upon it the cities, rivers, mountains, islands, and ports,

each in its proper mace.13

As stated sarlier, the process of Humanist cartography invoived
both drawing from the works of accepted suthorities among the Ancients
and adding on recent findings to meke up-to-date, practicel seiling charts.
The acquisition of this skill had two benefits for Columbus. First, he was
exposed to the notions of the Ancients regarding the size of the sarth and
whet 1ay beyond the known world. We know, for examples, thet after
corresponding with Toscanellf about the geography of Ptolemy and others,
Columbus began thinking about attempting a crossing of the Atlantic .
Second, 1t gave him practice in making the new map form of globes or

spheres which made compelling visua) aids when trying to convince wary
sovereigns to back his '«ogagas.'4 These methods were not lost on
Columbus' followers either; most of them would &lso employ maps as a8

source of income and as a way to garner support for their voysges.
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Columbus’ navigationel skills also show that he was well-informed

about eome of the new advances in science in his day. Columbus is credited

with many navigetional firsis and even experimented with new navigationai
techniques on his voyages. He is credited with being the first to discover
magnetic daclinetion and its veriations. He was 8lso the first to find the

wind patterns and currants of the Western Atlantic and determine the

ourceg for reqular trancatlantic crogeinge. He was the first Eurppean to

[

develop techniques to sail succesefully through the unique hazards of the
Sargasso Sea and the Caribbean; the former with its aimaost complete lack
of winds, and the latter with its corsl reefs, sudden storms and even

hurricanes.!> Many later vessels would founder and be lost in these same

areas. It is particularly because of his skill in handiing the previously
unexpected dangers of the Caribbean that Fray Bartoliomé de Las Casas, a
priest and scholer who had travelled widely in the area, declered, "I think
Christopher Columbus was the most outstanding sailor in the world, versed

like no other in the art of navigation."'®

what 18 most often cited as evidence of a Renaigsance man is a
broad bese of knowledge, and Columbus met this requirement easily. He
scoured every book he could find in his dey for knowledge perteining to his

proposed voyage and acquired many skills along the way. As we have seen
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above, he knew about certography, astronomy, navigation, methematics, and
in his letters he often referrsed to the Bible and the classics. In the lstier
cited above Coiumbus continues, “. .. | have made it my business to resd all

that has been writtsn on geography, history, philosophy, and other

sciences™! ! ANl of thess subjecte wers in the standard curriculum of

Humanist scholers. His son Ferdinand claimed thet Columbus studied Latin

Some scholers have cited this as evidence of Columbus’ short-
comings in the area of academic preparation, but like many geniuses of the
Italian Renaissence, Columbus’ research and proposals vere beyond the
reach of the traditional curriculum of the universities. instead, Columbus
relied upon independent research and correspondence with other Humanist

certographers to formulate his idess.!?

Furthermore, he was known for his quality of writing end
penmanship. Fray Bartolomé de Las Casas, a contemporary historien who
hed access to Columbus’ papers, confirms Columbus’ learning end seid of

Columbus’ writing: ~. . . He 1earned such calligraphy---1 saw his writing
many times---that he could have made a living by 1120 His writing style

for the most part is that of a seaman carefully recording navigational
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details in his journal of the first voyage to the Caribbean, but occasionally
he waxes poetic in e style reminiscent of the Humanigt posts when
describing the besuty of it ail. While expioring the isiand of Fernandine
(Long Islend) he reminisced:

During this time | walked among some tress, which wers ths most
beautiful thing to see that | had ever seen, viewing as much verdurs
in so great a development as in the month of May in Andalusia, and all
the trees were as different from ours as dey from night, and so the

fruits, the herbage, the rocks, and all things %1
He also told Andrés Bernéldez, the author of Historia de los Reyes
Catdlicos, with whom he staysd efter returning from his second voyage,
that in the Guif of Cochinos in Cuba,

... thers gushed forth two springs of water balow it ... and when
the tide was on the flood, the water was so cold end of such goodness
and so swael, that no better could be found in the world, . . . and &ll
rested there on the grass by those springs amid the scent of the
flovsers which was marvellous, and the sweatness of the singing of
the little birds, so meny and so delightful, and under the shade of

those palms 8o tall and fair that 1t was a wonder to see it al1.22
Upon arriving in the New ¥orid he also made fascinating
observations about the culture, religion, and society of its inhabitants. He
was surprised to not see the large cities and urban culture that Merco Polo
had described, but he faithtuily recorded what he saw nonetheless. Of the

first people he encountered he observed, “They all went about as neked as
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their mothers bore them; end & woman who was there wors no more clothes

than the men."2>  And of their physical appearance he commentsd,

Thelr hair was straight, thick, and short .... They had handsome
features, spoiled somewhat by their unpleasantly broad forgheeads.
They were of middle stature, well formed and sturdy, with
olive-colored skins that gave them the appearance of Canary
isianders or sunburned peasants. Some were painted black, others
white, and still others red; some peinted oniy the face, others the

whole body, and others oniy the eyes or nose.” 24

He goes on to describe their culture, “They had no arms like ours,
nor knew thereof; for when the Christians showed them 8 naked sword they
foolishly grasped it by the blade and cut themselves."2° He also describes
their weepons, canoes, and the lack of large animals, ensmies, or permanent
houses. Columbus noted that the natives had a fascination with all things
European because they believed that Columbus and his men were from
Heaven. And so it is for every place that Columbus visits; he records so
much detail and carefully contrasts the cultural differences of each group
so well that some scholars heve suggested that Columbus wes the first
cultural anthropologist for the Americas.6

Columbus’ willingness to go beuyond e mera book knovrledge of
distent 1ands end explore them himself distinguishes him frem medievel

scholars. His preparatory, information-gathering journeys, petitions to the

royal houses of Europe for support, the four Atientic crossings, and
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exploration of & vast area of the New World gave him a very cosmopoliten
outiook.

This wes not much different from the merchant-scholars of his
Italian homeland because he had a keen aye for a wey to turn a profit from
his discoveries. The journal of his voyage and his 1etters ars full of

deteiled observations of what gold, spices and other commodities might be

help extract them. For example, Columbus speculotes about the first Netive

Americens that he sees: "They ought to be good servants and of good skill,

for | see that they repeat very quickly whotever was said to them."n And
later Las Casas quotes Columbus: “. . . Nothing was lacking but to know the
language and to give them orders, because every order that wes given to

them they would obey without oppmsition.‘28

The influence of Marco Polo on Columbus in this respect is very
clear bacause many parts of his writings sound exactly like what Polo imight
have said, had he been describing the same areas. Like Polg, Columbus
comments on the availability of naturel resources, the relative friendliness
or military potentiel of natives, facilities which would serve well for ports
or ship building and many other bits of information which were no doubt

included for the benefit of future traders in the region.
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Both men came from a merchant family and wrote with mercentile
matters in mind. Columbus read Polo's book, took detailad notes on it, and
aven took it with him on the voyages.2® At times Columbus comments on
the commodities which Polo said should be at a given location;
unfortunately he was nowhere near the piaces Polo was talking about and
was often wrong in matching his findings with the identification of piants,
animals and minerals which Polo described.

Although Columbus was influenced by humanism in many weys, he

still retained several medieval characteristics. He was in fact a trans-

itionel figure between the Renaissance and medieval man.

Christopher Columbus had one foot in the medieval world and one in
the modern. . . . Columbus’ theorstical approach to philosophy,
theology, and certain scientific concepts places him firmly in the
Middle Ages, but his overwhelming scientific curiosity, his bent for
investigation, his interest in the natural world, and his ability to

accept facts hitherto unknown make him a maen of the Renaissance.>0
To the modern observer, the mind-set of Columbus is full of
contradictions. Perhaps this is why the 1ist of his biographers is seemingly
sndless and the historiography of his sxploits contains books which

describe him as everything ranging from seint to foo1.3!
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The echisvement of Christopher Columbus undeniably mads a great
contribution to the emergence of the modern age snd placed him firmily
among the great men of the Renaissance. Like them, he had besn stimulated
by the recovery of encient leerning into looking with new curiosity at the
world around him and in speculating on its limits. At the same time he was
congervative in his basic outlook, so that, paradoxically, the discoverer of
the new worid continuad to the and of hig cerasr to draw arguments and
ideas from the conventional works of medieval ct:smogmphers.z"2

Upon closer examination we ses, then, that Columbus was in fact a
transitional figure between the medieval and Renaissance man in much the
same yay as Dante has been portrayed as a transitional figure for
literature. Like Dante, Columbus' desire to show men a clearer vision of
the Gospel was foremost in his 1ife work {while converting the lost is only
given token mention by the other discoverers). Reaching remote end
forgotten Christien allies {such as the kingdom of Prester John or the
Christians in the Mongol court mentioned by Marco Polo) or the possibility

of converting new and unknown paoples suggested by the Ancients wes

simost as important to him es finding Asfia.
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Always before Columbus’ mind were the words of Seneca in Medea:
“An age will come afier many yeers when the Oceen will loose the chains of

things, and a huge land iie revealed; when Tethys will disclose new worlds

and Thule no mora be the ultlmate."33 Like many others of his time,
Coiumbus probabiy iooked forward to repiscing the vast numbers of people
lost to Christienity by the advances of Islam. Inspired by Marco Polc’s
descriptions of ihe ralative raeceptivily of the citizens of the Mongol empire
to Christisnity, Columbus probably hoped to convert the people that he had
found on what he thought were the eastern shores of Asia to create or
strengthen an eastern challenge to Islam.

Columbus frequently commented on the religious disposition of
the Native Americans he encountered>? and their apperent receptivity
to conversion. He reasoned, "I believe that they would easily be made
Christians, because it seemed to me that they belonged to no
religion.""”5 Later he said, “I don't recognize in them eny religion, and
| believe that very promptly they wouid turn Christians, for they
are of very good understcmding.'36 Columbus’ careful religious

observances, piety and model Christien behavior ars commented upon

by all his favorable biographers,37 and throughout his writings he portrays

himsslf as e man celled by God to accomplish his quast.38
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In & letter to the king and quesn of Spain upon his return from the
third voysge to Americe Columbus declerse, "Qur Lord made me the
messsenger of and showed me the way to the new Heeven and sarth.">?

This doubtlessly pleyed an important role in convincing the highly-religious
Queen Isabelia to support his miseion. Conscious of her role in the recent
crusade-1ike actions of uniting Spein and driving out the infidels, Columbus
erausde leahalla that hie miggion would bring countlegs millions
mors under the rule of Christendom. He deliberately reminds her of this
fact when in the above-mentioned letter he says, "Incredulity struck

everyone except our lady the Queen, who was enlightened and made to

inherit it ell as His beloved daughter; | went to take possession

of this in her royel m:me."“0 At another time Columbus even stated that he
wanted all the profits from his venturs to fund the Crusades in the Holy

Lend. 4!

This crusader mentality identifies him firmly with the mind-set of
the Middle Ages. Thoroughly lacking from his writings are any traces of
Christian Humanism common among Italian scholars of his dog.‘z The
dignity of man or & new outlcok towards God are nowhere to be found. Nor
does Columbus apply the new techniques of textual criticism to the portions

of Scripturs which he draws upon for evidence. Finally, he mekes no
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mention of his efforts being part of 8 new and distinct era in history. He
meraly s8es his efforts to convert the Indians as an extension of the reign
of Christendom over the resims of Darkness. To him, his mission is &
part of the Grest Commission end the efforts of the Crusades.*>

Moreover, although Columbus was influsnced by Toscanelli the

Humanist, had gathered information on Atlantic winds and currents through

the possibility of reaching Asia by seiling west were from ancient and
medieval sources. His stubborn reliance on Ptolemy, the Apocrypha, and the
accounts of Marco Polo regarding the nature of the Asian coastline {(even
when what he found was 1n.direct contradiction to them) tarnishes his
humanist reputation and resembies the scholasticism of a medieval
authoritarian 44

Columbus attempted to find the shortest possible distance for the
length of & degres of longitude and thus the circumference of the earth in
order to make the Atlantic crossing seem more feasible. In so doing,
however, he deliberstely ignored contradictory and more widely accepted
estimates in 8 way which can be celled salf-gserving at best, and
unscientifically suppressing evidence at worst. Also, most Christien

Humanists would have rejected the use of the statement in the apocryphal
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book of 2 Eedras about the sarth being 6/7 habitable 1and and only ons part
weter, bacause the book of Esdras was not canonized or recognized by all
the Church Fathers. Columbus stubbornly clung to Esdras over even Ptolemy
or Aristotle because, "Esdras symbolized faith, the medieval belief that
doctrine is inseparable from truth."*

These tachniques shed doubt on his honest use of textual criticism
as a Humanist. Perhaps Columbus felt strongiy enough that the ends
justifiad the meeans on this matter to ignore his scruples in order to better
persuade his supporters. At any rate, the effort backfired when the Royal
Commission appointed by Spain to study Columbus’ proposal found the
encient and Church sources which contradicted Columbus' and proceeded to
pick his arguments apart point by point.46

This only succeeded in delsying Columbug' deperture considerably.

Nor was that the end of it; l1ater these same arguments would reappear in

the trials resulting from Columbus’ dispute with the Crown regerding his

share of the returns from his ventures.3’ Some of the unfeir sccusations
against Columbus about whether he really was the first to discover America
and what 8 poor job he did administering its first colonies have served as
fodder for his detractors’ biographies from the time of the trial to

this day 48
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Columbus’ most medieval trait, by far, was insisting to his dying
day that he had found Asia despite all proofs against 1t.4% when faced
with evidence to the contrary, avery other discoverer eventually abandoned
his belief thet what he had discovered was Asie, but not Columbus. A true
Renaissance man would have revissed his concept of the truth efter having

found evidence contrary to the Ancients’ opinions. This practice was at the

heart

.-

of the methods of Humanist cartography in which the explorers had all
been schooled. Columbus, however, stubbornly tried to rearrange the facts
to fit his preconceived notions of what the Ancients had said he should find,
regardless of how ridiculous or impossible this became.

In his first voyage he found only islands, but he insisted thet the
islands were the Indies and that the inhebitants must be Indians (thereby
creating what is perhaps the longest running misnomer in history).
Perplexed by not finding what he knew must be at these latitudes, he
desperately searched for scraps of evidence to prove that he had found Asia.

He brought back with him plant samples, the natives themselves, and a
little gold as proof.50

He returned to Spain quickly to make hig discovery known, insisting
that the lend of the Great Khan was very neer what he had seen. From the

very beginning some doubted his proof, however.>! Had he continusd just o
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little farther he would have seen that he was nowhere near the places that
Polo had described. The netives had told him that they had never heard of
these places, but he disregarded their opinions. Instead, he brought himseif
and others much misery by having to return to the Indies over and over again
{(with increasing difficulty in gaining support) to try to substentiate his

claims.52

On his second vouage, Columbus 1anded on the island of Cuba, but he
insisted that it was an extension of the Asian mainiend. Columbus was
convinced that he hed reached the Golden Chersonese (the Malay Peninsuls),
which Marco Polo had described. His stubbornness kept him from doing such
a simple thing as circumnavigating Cuba (though the natives had told him
that it was an island)>3 because he wanted to continue on to find the straits
which would allow him to pass westward to India. Had he merely turned
north from Hispaniols, he would have discoversd that North America was not
the Astan Mainland. In fact, he made his crew swear upon pain of death that
Cuba was not an island in order to prevent anyone from contradicting his
ciaims before the Spanish Court.>4
In his further voyages he explored the eastern coast of Centrel

America end the northern coast of South America, but when he could not

{nd Japan, Chine, or the passage to Indie which Polo had described, the
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cracks in his arguments bagan to widen. On the third voysge, Columbus
discovered 8 mainland to the south of his previous findings. Unwilling to
revise his cosmology to fit this anomaly, he expiained the geographical
inconsistency as the mythical land of the Terrestrial Paradise.

¥hen one considers that Columbus' journal is fres from the typicel
medieval travelogue's accounts of mythicel beasts and strangely formed

man, 1t is hard to belisve that he would so readily substitute the fountains

[+

of the Garden of Eden for an unexplained fresh water source in the Gulf of
Paria. 1t seems that Columbus himself began to have doubts when he
referred to this land as a New World, but kept within religious orthodoxy by
not distinguishing it as a new continent or land not mentioned by the Bible
or the Ancients. By going with the Terrestrial Paradise theory, Columbus
could explain away this area and the other islands he had found as an
anomaly to the areas of the Asian coastline mentioned by Polo end Ptolemy

and still press on towards the passage to India.5%

On the fourth voyage he sailed along the coast of Central Americe,
believing that he was following the Malay Peninsula to the Strait. He never
found it, but returned home saying that he had not gone far enough and had
given up only because of the poor condition of his ships. Many authors have

speculated whether Columbus kney by this point that he had not reached
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Asie end was considering the possibility of a new world. Any private doubts
he may heve had, he kept to himself however, bacsuse he raturned to Spein
to try to convince the Crown that he was cloge to Asia before his enemies
could do otherwise. 5 By now, howsver, the wary Spenish hed become like
the villagers in the fabls who had grown tired of heering the boy cry wolf
and refused to listen to him any mors. They even rejected a request by his
son Ferdinand to conduct a vouage of exploration in 151 1.57 Ferdinand
would have to find his own claim to fame as & writer and maritime advisor.

Columbus hed to ieave it to other Spanish explorers to fill out the
details of the coastiines and interiers of the lands bordering the Caribbean.
At first the Spanish continued to call the new lands the Indies, but the
circumnavigation of the globe by the Magellan Expedition of 1519-1522
confirmed that the New World was not & part of Asia. Once i1t was cleer to
the Spanish that the land was merely an obstacle on the way to Asie and not
Asia itself, they had to reevaluate their colonization policy. In the
meantime others began to search for alternate routes to Asia. It is
possible that if Columbus had taken a different course on his voyages, the
trua nature of the New world might have been known much earlier and

Columbus would have gone down in a more favorable light tn history.
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In the end, the Spanish were disappointed because Columbus vas not
able to deliver on his promises. At first the Crown begrudged his support,
then ignorsd him, and Tinally began to take 1egal action to deny him the
tities, rights and privileges which had bean granted te him earlier. What
begen as & dispute aver the elusiveness of Columbus’ proof for his findings,
beceme in time en obsession with making the colonies pay dividends worth
8ll of the -!!ertvexpended. Like any other bueiness {nvestment the backers
of Columbus could not be expected to take loss after loss with no tangible
returns.

Nor were the early settiers happy to be in the New World. It should
be remembered that the 11r§t colony in America was hardly voluntary; it
was a military gerrison to protect what was found. Its members were faced
with many herdships, including disease, cannibai attacks, hurricanes, and
shortage of supplies. And even if one did survive, there was no immediate
promise of fame or fortune.58 There is 1ittie wonder that the New World
ettracted few settlers until Cortés end Pizarro brought Spain gold through
conquest and plunder. Perhaps this Spanish sense of initial disappointment
with the discoveries of Columbus accounts for their brutality in conquering

ond enslaving the natives of the New world.%?
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Nonetheless, Columbus’ deeds served as an inspiration to many
explorers who ceme after him. As we shall see later, all of the other
[talian explorers were initially influenced by his notion of sailing west {0
reach the East; they merely differed in their proposed routes and
interpretation of what they found. Likewise, a group of men which served
under Columbus went on to further expiore the New World under the

Spen!sh.ﬁn
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CHAPTER Il

AMERIGO VESPUCCI

The main torchbearer of the dream of Columbus was Amerigo
Vespucci. He began his exploring career under Alonso de Ojede, an explorer
for Spain and onetime lieutenant of Columbus, who decided to follow up on
the attempts of Columbus to find a strait which would allow passage to
India, Djeda would fail and eventually ha danied permission to return to the
area by the Spanish Crown, but Vespucci would go on to other areas in
search of that seme pursuit. More important, Vespucci would eventually
realize that the coastline he was passing by was a new continent, not
merely an extension of Asia as Columbus had supposed.

It is fitting therefore that the two continents of the New World are
named after him and not Columbus because Yespucci was the first to realize

that what he had discovered was not a part of Asie, rather a whole new

world.! Undaunted by his early disappointments, he went on to capitalize on
what he had found by seeking new routes to Asie, and experimenting with
stellar observations, longitudinal measurement, and techniques of
navigation.

Whereas Columbus was a transitional figure, Amerigo Vespucci

represented the Renaissance man as explorer in every wag.z Yespucci's
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thorough humanist education influenced his religious and philosophical
views, cosmology, and scholarly objectivity in his approach to the unknown.

Vespucci shared with Coiumbus the background of & non-university,

humanist-based educatitm,3 but beceuse he was brought up in Florence he
had much stronger ties to the central figures of the Italian Renaissance
then the Genoese Columbus. The Yespucci family had a long tradition of
business and political 1esdership in Florence. Because of this they were
trusted associates of the ruling Medici family, the patrons end friends of
many of the most important Humanists of the dug."

Amerigo's unclie Giorgio Antonio was a noted Humanist and book
collector. He had studied Greek under Filippo di Ser Ugolino Pierruzzi and
acquired many ancient works for his personal library, which he eventuslly
gave to the Medici family and the library of San Marco. As an important
member of the Florantine Academy, he was 8 friend of Marsilio Ficino, the
chief scholer responsible for the revival of Platonism in Florence, as well
es 8 friend of the noted Hellenists Francesco Castiglione and Donato
Acciaiuoili and other Humanists. This group studied the classics,
contemporary poetry and most important, were all followers of Toscanelli.
Thay often met to discuss geography and cosmography and were later kept

abreast of Yespucci's discoveries through letters and maps which he sent to
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them. Giorgio Antonio hed a great influence on his young nephew Amerigo,
os did Antonio di Jecopo Lanfredini, e future director of the School of
Florence, and Piero Soderini, the man who wouid bacome the only psrson

ever elscted gonfalonier of Florence for life, and whom Giorgio Antenio

taught Latin, the classics, geography and the physical sclences.” As we
shall see, Vespucci corresponded with this group and the Medici family all
of his life regarding his discoveries and geographical theories.

Vespucci must have learned his 1essons well because it was said of
his cartography thet the Spanish royalty " ... esteem it highlg."6 in & letter
to Lorenze di Pier Francesco de Medici in 1500 Vespucci reaffirms that
“men are not lacking in your city who understand the map of the world, who
may perhaps correct something in it; nevertheless, whetever is to be

corrected, Jet them await my coming, since it may be thet | shall

successfully defend my map.'7 We can see, therefore, that by the time
Vespucci had become a famous explorer he was not afraid to defend his
mapmaking abilities against the rollowers of Toscanelll, Tor he reit that he
could demonstrate to them new areas of the world which they had not
anticipated. He boldly stated that he could challenge the geographical
experts because he had gone to the new lands end seen with his own eyes

things which had contradicted the cosmographical notions of the Ancients.
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Vespucci probably had the most well-rounded humanist education
of any explorer because of his uncle’s teechings and the infiuence of nis
associates. The influence of Glorgio Antonio's humanistic teachings on
Amerigo can be seen from writings Amerigo made as 8 youth.

In & composition Amerigo wrote,

| have always loved virtuous men and wished well to all who foliow
the paths of virtue.... | should like to tell you about a group of wise
and learned young men | saw a few days ago, who in their
conversation revealed no other goal than the study of latters. ...
They have so aroused in me an ardor for such studies that | have put
aside every other thought, to follow the path of virtus. ...

My father anxiously desires thet | seek out and learn those things
which may help me to win fame and honor. ... | shall conquer myself,
and | shall behave in-such a manner as to put aside from me all lewd

pleasures and give true signs of virtue.®
And in emulation of his book-collecting uncle, young Yespucci concluded by

discussing the collector’'s value of a work of Plato that he had recently

pur chosed.9

The influence of Amerigo's study of Petrarch can be seen here when
one recalls the famous statement of Petrarch: “Our sons formerly employed
themsselvas in preparing such papers as might be ugeful to themselves or to
their friends, relating to family affairs, business, or the wordy din of the
courts. Now we are all engaged in the same occupation, and it is literally

true, as Horace says, ‘learned or unlearned, we are ail writing verses
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atike."'0 Late in life Vespucei would recall to Pisro Soderini the happy

days studying under Giorgio Antonio and lament, " ... had it besn possible to

foilow in his footsteps, ‘| should be quite a8 different man today', as

Pstrarch says. However that mey bs, | am not ashamed of being what | am;

for | have always teken pleasure in virtue for its own seke and in

scholarship."1 !

Also, Vespucci had an awareness that he lived in a time which was

different from the past. The Humenist scholar, Lorenzo Valles, had said:

But truly, as wretched as were those former times in which no
learned man was to be found, so much the more this our age should be
congratulated, in which (if we exert ourselves a littie more) | am
confident that the 1anguage of Rome will shortly grow stronger than

the city ftself, and with it 811 the discipiines will be restored.'?

And Vespucci refiected in the same vein:

In.days past & man died who never awoke. He lived as though in a
perpetual sieep. He contributed nothing to philosophy, he never
engaged in a disputation or laid an argumsnt before one who could

answer him, or took part in battle, or occupied himself in tmde.'3

Finally, & glimpse of what would eventusally become Amerigo’s most

important 117e pursuit emerges in these same compositions:

Going back and forth to many distant lands, whereby talking and
trading one can 1earn many things, not @ few merchants have become
wise and learned, something that cannot be explained in a few words.
Moving about and meking inquiries concerning the world, whose limits
we have not yet completely ascertained, they can furnish valuable
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advice by word and association to those who come to them in search
of counsel or clarification of some doubt concerning business and

custom.'?

When the House of the Medici sent Vespucc! to Spein, he sarned
enough money to buy his first mep. The beautiful and highly accurate
Valesca map of the Mediterranean was a financial sacrifice for Vespucci at
the time, but by insisting in the best quality aveilable, Vespucci showed
that his interest in navigation was becoming more serious.'®

¥thile living in Seville he learned of the voyages of discovery being
conducted by Columbus at the time and baceme one of his financial backers
through a mutual business pertner, Gianetto Berardi. We do not have proof
that Columbus and Yespucci actually met, but the common business and

geographical interasts of the two made it likelg.16 For example, Berardi

mentions Vespucci as a trusted associate in & portion of his will regarding
a debt to be paid by Columbus.” Perhaps the two 1sarned men exchanged

ideas regarding the nature of the glebe and the teachings of Toscanelli.
Whatever the case, when Vespucci decided to conduct voysges of his
own shortly efter beginning to handle Columbus’ business affairs, he had an
easier time gaining support for several reasons. First, he spoke with more
confidence and authority because of his better education. Second, he had o

much less difficult time defending his proposals because he did not try use
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a shorter measurement of the length of a degree of longitude to make the
earth seem smailer and his voysges more easily completed. He wes also
better known and more eccepted as a resident of Spain than Columbus. This
was partly because of his business connections with the Medici, his
longtime residence in Seville, and because he had asked for Spanish
petronage exclusively and avoided Columbus’ mistake of going to Portugel
first. Most importent, however, is the fact that Columbus had paved the
way for voyages of discovery by others because of his ceaseless petitioning
and explanation of his ideas to anyone who would listen. Finally, although
the Crown had promised exclusive rights of exploration to Columbus, they
began to grant permission to other explorers like Vespucci because they did
not make the same large demands for & share of the weaith or political
leadsrship of the lands discovered.'®

vespucci set sail under the Spanish flag on his first voyage in May
of 1499 with Alonso de Ojeda as the titular head of the expedition. At first
the expedition continued slong the northern coast of South Americe doing
little more than confirming what Columbus had found. Vespucci soon
showed his strong individualistic spirit, however, by splitting off from the
main group and trying snother route. He realized after a point that the route

to Asia was not to be found by going directly west and therefore decided to
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turn back and seek & different passage by going south. He proceeded to
explore the coast of what is now Brazil, and turned back only when he
realized that he did not have the resources to go on any further.!?

On his second voyage in 1501 Vespucci switched to Portugal for
support largsly bacause he knew that the areas he wished to explore would
probably fall within Portugal's jurisdiction under the Treaty of Tordesillas.
Interestingly, the Portuguese made no public announcement of the
expedition because they were not anxious to publicize exploration so close
to the agreed-upon Line of Demarcation between the cleims of Spain and
those of Portugal.20

Vespucci returned to the coast of Brazil near the point whers he had
been before and then turned south. He was greatly encouraged when the
coast soon began to turn westward because he thought that 8 pessage to the
Far East might open up. His hope soon turned to disappointment when the
coast began going southward once again. He continued on, however, tuming
back only when the severs storms and cold weather barred further travel
towards the Antarctic Circle and his ships were beginning to show wear.
Perhaps at this point he assumed that the coastiine kept going southward
until it joined the fabled continent of Terra Australis, which was presumed

to go all the way around the world, join all of the continents in the Southern
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Hemispherse and thus enclose the one, great, Ocean Sea. He would have
known enough to realize thet exploring along this much longer coastline

would have been beyond his resources.

It s just as likely thot Vespucci turned back beceuse he faced the
threat of mutiny on the part of his crew. After all, they had travelled
geveral thoussnd miles by this point with no end to the coastline in sight.“21
Later, at about this same point, Megellan would successfully put down a

mutiny attempt and continue on to discover the long sought-efter strait

which now bears his name.22 The threat of mutiny played an fmportant role
in the history of discovery. Columbus barely avoided one by finding land
when he did, 2> and by 1ying to the crew about the distance covered.24
Amerigo Vespucci and both John and Sebastian Cabot were forced to turn
back from their goals at various points because of complaints by the crew.
Mutiny remains the least studied aspect of the Great Age of Discovery, even
though it was an importent factor in the success or failure of any given
voyage.

Although Vespucci did not accomplish his primary task of finding 8
route to Asis, his achievements on a practical level won him fame in his

own day in Spain and abroad. Columbus, on the other hand, wes largely

unknown outside of Spain because of the controversy over his claim to have
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found Asia end because the Spanish wented to keep any information
regerding a new trade route & secret from other trading nations. Most
accounts of Columbus' discovery were either published after his death or
not published at all. In contrast, the news of Yespucci's voyages was spreed
rapidly becauss they were known of in both Spain and Portuga! and widsly

published in Italy. Vespucci's navigational skills provided him with gainful

employment until the end of his Iife.25 In contrast, Columbus was deniad
many of the rewards promised to him for opening up the Atiantic and
finding lands to the west. His failure to deliver on the promises made about
these same lands haunted him the rest of his life as he struggled in vain
attempts to substantiate his claims.6

We know from Yespucci's accounts that he was not aiways in
command of the voyages, but whether the sponsoring netions decided to put
someone of their own country in charge to evoid the_leodership problems
they were having with Columbus end his family or for other reasons,
vespucci's influence was always psramount. He alwaeys participated in the
decision-making for the group, and by the end of each voyage he was clearly
in command. Regardliess of whom the sponsoring monarch had put in charge

originally, or whether that command was nominal or not, Vespucci always

surfaced as the actual leeder by virtue of his ability. Because Vespucci
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wrote the accounts of his voyages and the officieliy appointed lsaders go
unnamed, it 1s he who is given credit for these discoveries.

Like Columbus, Yespucc! waxed poetic when describing the
incredible beauty of the lands he found. in & letter to Lorenzo di Pier

Francesco de Medici written in 1502 he mused,

This land is very pleasing, full of an infinite number of very tall trees
which naver lose their 1saves and throughout the year ere fragrant
with the sweetest aromas and yield an endless supply of fruits, many
of which are good to taste and conducive to bodily health. The fields
produce many herbs and flowers end most delicious and wholesome
roots. Sometimes | was so wonder-struck by the fragrant smells of
the herbs and flowers and the savor of the fruits and the roots that |

fancied myself near the Terrestrial Paradise.?’

The primeval beauty of the tropicel rain forests must have conjured
up youthful memories of the paintings of fantastical gardens by Sandro
Botticelli and other Florantine painters whom Yespueci knew. It is also
noteworihg thet Vespucci was the first to mention here the healthfulness
of the rain forest's plants. How much more he would have been amazed had
he been aware of the great valus of these plants to todey's medicine?

Following in the footsteps of Columbus in another wey, Yespucci
gave us some of the first descriptions of the way of 1ife of the natives he

found. He relates,
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| strove a great deal to understand their conduct and customs. For
twenty-seven days | ate and slept among them, and whot | 1serned
gbout them is as follows. Having no laws or religious feith, they live
according to nature. They understand nothing of the immortality of
the soul. There is no possession of private property among them, for
everything is in common. They have no boundaries of kingdom or
province. They have no king, nor do they obey anyone. Each one is his
own master. There is no administration of justice, which is
unnecessary to them, because in their code no one rules. They live in
communal dwellings, built in the fashion of very large cabins. For
people who have no iron or indeed any metsl, one can call their cabins

truly miraculous houses.28
in every locale that Vespucct visited he made careful and detatled
observations about the culture, religion, dietary habits (including
cannibalism), and relative friendliness or unfriendliness of the natives. He
noted differences in the skin color, stature, sex relations, dwellings, and
language of the natives.

Vespucci went into much more detail than Columbus did when
describing the culture of the natives. He still had the merchant’s aye for a
good port or valuable local commodities, but he put fer less emphasis on
these things than Columbus did. Furthermore, he made o distinction
between a voyage of discovery and & commercial venture, and he brought
back items for trade only when it was required of him2? He even made
the distinction between discoveries (like his own) and rediscovery (1ike

Vasco de Gama's) because de Gama was travelling & route already mentioned
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by the Ancients. This tells us about the extent of Vespucci's preparation for
his voyages because he could have onlg made such a distinction if he had
resc about the ancient circumnevigation of Africa by the Phoenicians.>0

In another departure from Columbus’ narrative, Yespucci avoided
specific references to things in Asia mentioned by Marco Polo and instead
commented on the uniqueness of what he himself had found. He also stopped
calling the people he found Indians after the first voyege; thereafter he
merely referred to tham ss natives.3! This tells us that he was not under
any great burden to prove he was in Asia but was willing to accept the
possibility of a previously undiscovered land.

Unlike Columbus, Yespucci never tried to explain away things that
contradicted the bounds of what was known. Instead, he openly challenged
the opinions of the ancient geographer Strabo and others when personal
experience proved them wrong. in a letter to Lorenzo di Pier Francesco de’

Medict written in 1500 he boldly states,

it appears to me, most excellent Lorenzo, that by this voyage of mine
the opinion of the majority of the philesophers is confuted, who
assert that no one can live in the Torrid Zone because of the great
heat, for in this voyage | found it to be the contrary. The air is
fresher and more temperate in this region, end so many pecple are
living in it that their numbers are grester than those who live outside
of it. Rationally, let it be said in a whisper, experience is certainly

worth more then theor'g.32
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In the seme challenging manner he stated later in the same letter,
"It is said that in the whole world there are not more than seventy-seven
languages, but | declare thet there are more than & thousand. | slone have
heard more than fc:rty.'33 Daring to question and improve upon ancient
suthorities is an unmistakable example of the thinking of a 1ate Renaissance
man. Vespucci was not content te merely imitate the Ancients or conform
his ideas to theirs. True to the {deals of the Florentine Renaissance,
Vespucci wished to surpass them and accomplish grester deeds of his own.

Moreover, his religion and philosophy were mora in kesping with
those of the Italian Renaissance because the primary drive for his
discoveries was the quest for knowledge, virtue, and fame, not a need to
satisfy the great commission or start a new crusade. In a version of the
letter to Piero Soderini of 1504 which appears in the contemporary york on
geography Cosmographiae Introductio, Vespucci, in typicel Florentine
fashion, recelled that the lure of fame and & desire to perform virtuous
deeds called him from the mundane world of business,

... 1 came to this country primarily es a merchant. ... But when |
observed the various changes of fortune, and saw how vain and
fleeting riches are ... | determined to abandon the business carser
and to devote all my efforts to worthier and more enduring ends. And
so | set about visiting different parts of the world and seeing its

many wonders.>4
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He made efforts to Christianize the natives just s his
contemporaries did, but this was not his primary purpose. In fact,
such efforts ere mentioned only once 1n all his writings. There is e
decidedly mors secular tone in Vespucci's writings than in those of
Columbus. He mentioned embarking on voyages of discovery to do
God's will, but he also hoped to gain everlasting fame for himself.
Yespucci hed the common Renaissance attitude that the best way
to get closer to God was to accomplish one's utmost and thereby achieve

virtue, which is pleasing unto God. His ambition was evident when he seid,

In the endeavor to ascertain longitude | have lost much sleep, and
have shortened my life ten years, but | hold it well worth the cost,
because if | return in safety from this voyage | hope to win feme
throughout the ages. May God not ascribe my ambition to arrogance!

All my 1abor 1s consecrated to His holy service.3®

Vespucci's humanism was also reflected in his cosmology. Like
Columbus, Vespucci said that the 1ands he saw reminded him of the accounts
of the Terrestrial Peradise, but that is where he stopped. He merely said
thet the land seemed that beautiful to him, he did not believe that the
Garden of Eden was a litersl place on the globe. Columbus, on the other
hend, wrote a lengthy ergument claiming that Eden must have bsen what he
found neer the Gulf of Paria to cover up contradictions between what he

expacted and what he fcaund.36
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In @ manner reminiscent of the ancient geographers, Vespucci
carefully recorded the differences of one group from another when
discussing the religion and culture of the netives. When racounting the
beliefs of one group of natives he encountered, Yespucci approached the

unexplainable and unfamiliar by relating their beliefs to contemporary and
ancient schools of philoscphy,

No one of this rece, as far as we saw, observed eny religious law.
They can not justly be celled either Jews or Moors; nay they ere fer
worse than the Gentiles themsslvaes or the pagans, for we could not
discover that they performed any sacrifices nor that they had any
special places or houses of worship. Since their 1ife is so entirely

given over to pleosure, I should style it Eplr:urean.37

Vespucci also accepted the natives’ nakedness and customs as derived from
nature rather than out of sinfulness or lack of shame.38

Columbus end Yespucci may have viewed the world somewhat
differently, but there was ne conflict between the two of them regerding
their claims or discoveries. Among the more vain attempts of some
gcholars hes been that of trying to prove thet there was some kind of
rivelry or enmity between Columbus and Vespucci during their lifetimes.
They contend that Yespucci conspired to steal Columbus’ glory by cleiming

to be the first to discover America.>® Nothing could be further from the

truth. In fact, Columbus had intimate business dealings with Yespucci; the
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two corresponded and were probably friends. As we have sean, we have no
conclusive evidence that they shared ideas about Toscanelli's geographical
concepts, but their mutual acquaintances and business dealings made it

likely. Columbus, in a 1etter to his son dated February S, 1505, confided

thet he trusted Vespucci implicitly,

i spoke with Amerigo Vespucei, the bearsr of this Istier, who is going
to court on matters relating to navigation. He always showed @
desire to please me, and is & very raspectable man. Fortuns has been

adverse to him, as to many others. His labours have not been so
profitable to him as he might have expected. He leaves me with the

desire to do me service, if it should be in his power.‘“J

At eny rate, it was not long after the return of Columbus from his
second voyage that Vespucci decided to go beyond financing voyages of
discovery and conduct them himself. While on his voyages Yespucci
mentioned Columbus by name and gave him credit for discovering several
places. The only exception to this is that Vespucci gave an earlier date than
Columbus for his exploration of the northern shore of the South American
mainiand. He seid that the place was already hamed Paria, however, and
made no attempt to directly cleim credit for discovering it before
Columbus. The inconsistency can either be expleined by the frailty of human

memory regarding dates and place names or by an error made by the
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translator or publisher.”! Nothing i the tons of eny of his accounts of the
voyage would indicate that Vespucci deliberately contradicted Columbus or
tried to stesl his glory.

The reel reason historisns writing soon after the desth of the two
discoversers discredited Yespucci was that two widely published accounts
of Vespucci's journeys, the Mundus Novus and the Cosmographiae
Introductio, gave Yespucci credit for discovering America first, and made
no mention of Columbus. Unfortunately, Yespucei hiad no knowledge of their
publication or he probably would have cleared up the matter.% These
documents provided the besis for centuries of historiogrephy which
attempted to defame the character of Vespucci on the false belief that he
gither purposely had the books published snd suppressed word of Columbus’
accomplishments, or did nothing to stop them for his own seifish pursuit of
vainglory and prof its. ¥

These two published versions of Vespucci's travels also began the
controversy over whether America is rightly named for Vaspucci.44 The
introduction to Cosmographise Intreductio proclaimed: . . . The fourth pert
of the earth, which, because Amerigo discovered it, we may call Amerige,
the 1and of Amerigo, so to spesk, or America."%® 1t 1ater explains the

feminine ending of the name as necessary because all the other continents
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were named for women. % Thus the strange explanation for a continent

which is named for a men, but has a feminine name.

Americe 18 rightly-named because the true discoverar is the one

who knows what he has found.47 Yespucci's most important accomplish-

ment was realizing that the lands that he hed discovered were not a part of

Asia, but & whole new continent-- a new wnrld.‘ua (He bégan to realizs this
at some time during his second voyage). Vespucci very cleverly offered as
proof of this two observations: he deduced thaet the long coastlines thet he
passed must have been part of a continental landmass because of the great

volume of water of its huge rivers,' and that the many large animals which

he observed are not normally seen on 1slands.49 This shows that the
scientific teachings of Giorgio Antonio were put to practicel use by
Amerigo during his voyages of discovery, and that like other Renaissance
men, Vespucci was well-versed in many sub jects.

The news of Vespucci's discovery of a new continent, and not just
islands near Asia, did not reach Europe until a few years later, but the
widespread publication of his findings meant that most people heard of
Vespucci's discoveries and the conclusions drawn from them before those of
Columbus. In a tract celled Mundus Novus, based on Vespucci’s letters to the

Medici, Yespucci said that he had found a new world:
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For none of our encestors had any knowledge of the countries we saw,
nor any idea whet they conteined. Our knowledge goes far bsyond
theirs. Most of them believed that no mainiand existed south of the
equator, that there were only endless stretches of sea which they
called the Atlantic. And even those who considered the existence of 8
continent possible said that it must be uninhabitable. My voyage has

now proved this view erroneous.>?
This news caused quite a stir, and the new medium of printing
helped to make Vespucci's letters become "best-sellers” in Europe.

Msanwhile those of Columbus remained largely unknown because the Spanish

wished to keep secret what they still hoped was a faster route to Asia.sl
Unfortunetely, as we shall see, this misled careless scholars of future
generations either to ignore Columbus' accomplishments entirely or to try
to vindicate him to such & degree as to portray Vespuccl as an usurper
and a fraud.>?

Besides being the first to recognize the New World for whet it was,
vespucci aiso made importsnt advances in the science of navigation.
Discontented with the rather haphazard way in which navigation had been
conducted below the equator by the Portuguese up to that time, he decided
to try to find the poie ster for the Southern Hemisphere. He did not find it,
but he did contribute significantly to charting the brighter stars of the
3

southern skies in such & way as to be useful to future mwigtsntors.5

Also, to avoid the gross errors made by Spanish navigators in measuring
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longitude, he invented & new method of calculating the distance a ship
covered by use of astronomical cbservation and mathematical calculation.
The method in use at the time was to rely on dead reckoning from fixed
points of deperture which were well-known to the navigators. This meant
that they could determine latitude by approximation, but were always
unclear about longitude due to the lack of accurate means of measuring the
speed and distance travelled.>4 This accounts for the hit and miss nature of

early Spanish navigation and sxplaing why several expaditions lsaving from

the seme place could all end up at radically different destinatir.ms.ss
Yespucci‘s method of mathematical calculation proved to be the

most precise method of determining longitude and distance and speed

travelied until the invention of the first reliable shipboard clock in 1714 by

John Harrison. Until that time Vespucci's method of astronomical

observation was used widely.56 He also calculated the circumference of the
Earth remarkably within two miles of the correct figurel®’

In recognition of his skills Yespucci was made Pilot Major, 8
special teaching post appointed by the Spanish Crown to teach its
navigators this method and the use of better maps and navigational tools.
The document which appointed Vespucci to the position describes the loss

of life and property by untrained pilots until then and declares that pilots:
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... shall be instructed and shall know what is necessary for them to
know respecting the quadrant and astrolabe, in order that, by uniting
theory with practice, they may be able to maks good use & them in
the soid voyages made to the said parts, ond, without such knowledge,
no one shall go in the said ships es pilots, nor receive pay es pilots,
nor may the masters receive them on board ship, until they have first
been exemined by you, Amerigo Despuchi (sic), our Chief Pilot .. ..

... It is also reported to us that there are many charts, by
different masters, on which are delineated the iands and islands of
the Indies to us belonging, which by our order have recently been
discovered, and that these charts differ veru much from one another,
as well in the routes as in the delineations of coasts, which may
cause much inconvenience. In order that there may be uniformity, it
is our pleasure, end we order thet there shall be made & general chart -
{Padron General), and that it may be more accurete, we order our
officers of the House of Contratacion at Seville that they shail
assemble all the ablest pilots that are to be found in the country at
the time, and that, in the presence of you, Amerigo Despuchi, our
Chief Pilot, a padron of all the lands and islands of the Indies that
have hitherto been discovered belenging to our kingdoms and lordships

shall be made . . .5®
Vespucci put his skills as a cartographer and navigator to good use
and performed this task well. This job provided him with enough intel-
lectual satisfaction and financiel remuneration to kesp him comfortable for
the rest of his 117e.%°

Vespucci's final contribution weas the influence he had on his
nephew, Giovenni. It is believed that Giovanni accompenied his uncle on
some of his voyages because he was later appointed to the same

distinguished post of Pilot Major for Spain in 1512, e position that one
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could not get without great experience at sea. We know for certain that he
accompanied Pedrarias de Avila as a pilot in the expedition to settle the
area of Darien in 1514, It was said ot that time that he had possession of
his uncle's pepers, charts, and maps which made his contribution very
helpful to the precise navigation of the voyags. He also picked up on his
uncle's mapmaking skills as evidenced by & besutiful meppemonde that is
still extant (unlike his uncie's maps, unfortunatelg).“

The many accomplishments of Vespucct did not win him the feme
one might imagine. A series of svents related to the publication of his
letters occurred about which Vespucct knew nothing. A number of his
accounts yould be bastardized, embellished upon, and translated and
retranslated, resulting in changes that Vespucci would hardly have
recognized.s' As a result, controversies have arisen 8s to whether he
conducte.d two voyages of discovery or four, whether he preempied
Columbus in the discovery of the northern coastline of South Americe, and
whether some of his accounts were made up by Vespucci or forged by others.

Some have even doubted whether Yespucci ssiled st ail or knew shything
about cosmography due to false assumptions of Vespucci's desire for fame

at any cost 52
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Some of this confusion may have resulted from the fact that
Vespucci planned to publish a book to replace and clarify the contradictions
contained in his letters. inan undated letter to his friends in Florence
defending those who disputed him he complained, ". .. you are filling me

with vainglory by making me think that my letter is considered a great

paper, when | dashed it off as one writes to an acquaintance."63
Unfortunately, however, the king of Spain never returned the
advance copy to Vespucci to finish editing. Since then this book has been
lost, and several overlapping and sometimes contradictory accounts of
Vespucci's travels have been published, which are probably partly based on
this book and partly on his letters. This unfortunate set of circumstances
reminds one how often the historian's task is made more difficult by men's
unfinished deeds or memoirs which are written in too much of a rush.
Unfortunately most men are too busy in this life to make sure that the
record is set straight for posterity. When discussing the lost works of the
discoverers the Italian historian Roberto Almagia comments, “. .. the loss of
this precious material, that would permit us to be able to more completely
reconstruct the character and the work of these Great Ones, does not have

to diminish the value of their contributions in our eyes.“64
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Most of the errors and controversies in the conflicting documents
revolve around dates of voyages and precise measurements of locations
Vespucci claimed to have visited. These kinds of errors probably resuited
from mistekes made by translators and copyists. Since these have been
dealt with extensively by other authors and are not directly relevant to our
current theme, they will not be discussed at this point. Vespucci's
observations on nature and the culture of the natives he found are s common
thread in all his writings and are largely undisputed, so they have been
quoted without reservation. Other references to the character or claims of
Vespucci are for the reader to evaiuate for himself. The notes at the end of
this chapter provide ample information regarding the disputed voyeges and
documents for one to investigate further if so desired.

Despite the controversies which have marred his reputation,
Vespucet is a key figure in the Age of Discovery because of his many
contributions. He was instrumental in opening up the only route which
would prove an acceptable passage to Asia, end was the first to declare his
discoveries part of the New World. He was a skilled cartographer,
navigator, and observational astronomer. He was instrumentsl in
institutionalizing Spanish exploration by serving es the first Piiot Major,

training and outfitting discoverers, and consolidating and refining maps to
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help lay the groundwork for the Spanish Empire in the New World. He was e
keen observer of nature and culture and provided us with some of the best
and earliest descriptions of South Americe and its inhabitants.

what's more, Yespucci was 8 child of the Florentine Rensissance.
His humanist training and sentiments are evident throughout his writings,
and they had & profound effect an his world view, religion and philosophy.
Hs als0 showed the beginnings of what would soon be recognized as the
empirical method when he doubted a priori assumptions or the opinions of
ancient authorities in the face of contradictory evidence. He took an
important step in the theoretical conceptuslization of the New World by
refusing to explain away exceptions to the cosmography of the Ptolomeic-
Polo tredition of the late Middle Ages. Instead he revised his concept of the
globe as new experiences and discoveries brought about changes in his
thinking. So it is that mapmakers hava rightly used the name America

because it was Amerigo Yespucci who first recognized it as & new world.
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Chapter IV

THE CABOTS

Because of the mountain of literature which has been written about
Columbus, it is easy to forget that John Cabot set sail seeking the seme
goals only five years after Columbus’ first voyage. The major difference is
that Cabot seiled under the British Crown. Littie 18 known about Cabot
because the lack of documentation concerning him or his son Sebastian. No
written account by this most femous father and son exploring team has
survived, but from numerous contemporary sources it appears that such s
document (or documents) once existed. From these contemporary, secondery
accounts we can patch together the detafis of the Cabots’ 1ives and
discoveries. Their identity in the accounts is certain, even though their
names appear in somewhat different forms as the various chroniclers
struggled to spall nemes that were foreign to them.

John Cabot probably came under the influence of Columbus just as
many others of his time had. Records from Yaiencie, Spain of 1492 shoy
that & Venetian named Johan Caboto Montecalunye received permission from
the king to rebuild the port, but we are not sure if this wes the same men as
the famous explorer. At any rate, the deal fell through, so we may never

know.! If this man was the same John Cabot as the discoverer, he may have
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easily conferred with Columbus before the latter's first voyage. The two
men of 1ike minds might also have met in Seville when Columbus returned
from his second voyage in 1493.2 |s it not possible that Columbus might
heve shered the seme ideas with Cabot that he had with Toscanslli,
Vespucci, and many European heads of state?®

We know that the iberian Peninsuls at this time was very open to

Italians because of their contributions to geography, cartography, the arts,

philosophy, and of course, trade.4 it could be that John Cabot picked up on
the ideas of Toscanelli and Marco Polo which were in wide circulation at the
time.> After all, Toscanelli's tetter proposing & westward routs to Asia
was originelly sent to the King of Portugal; Columbus merely heard it being
discussed among sailors and cartographers and wrote to Toscanelli asking
for & copy.

All of the explorers examined in this study spent some time in
Spatn and/or Portugal beceuse they knew that was where a1l of the latest
information on discovery was avaiiable. Men in the Iberian peninsula openly
discussed their notions of gesgraphy and proposels of exploration, end
competition for royal commissions was fierce. Most of the Italian
discoversrs formulated their ideas in Spain and Portugal even if they later

explored for other countries. Many of the Italian explorers returned to these
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countries when patronage elsewhere failed or they needed a religble income
from teaching cartography or navigational techniques to others. John and
Sabastian Cabot were no exception.

Numerous contemporary observers testify to the certographicel
and navigational ability of the Cabots. Polydore Virgil, the author of the

Anglica Historia of 1512-1513 proclaims thet John Cabot weas °.. . @

Venetian by birth, and a most skiliful meriner-> A letter to the Duke of
Milan etiributed to the embessador to Englend, Reimondo de Soncine, of
August, 1497, stetes, "some months ago his Majesty sent out & Venetian,

who is a very good mariner, and has good skill in discovering new

islands . . ."7 In another letter dated December 16, 1497, Soncino tells his
sovereign, “there is in this Kingdom a man of the people, Messer Zoane
Caboto by name, of kindly wit and a most expert meriner.... This Messer
Zoene has the description of the world in a mep, and also in a solid sphere,
which he has made, and shows where he hes been. .. . He says that on

previous occasions he has been to Mecca, whither spices are borne by

carevans from distant countries.> And tinally, The Great Chronicie of
London of September 1497-1498 describes John Cabot as “. .. a venyzian

which made hym sylf verray expert & kunnyng In knowlage of the cyrcuyte of
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the world and |1e landis of the same, as by a caart & othir demonstracions

Reasonable he shewid . . . .'9

Sebastian Cabot is described by Peter Martyr d'Anghiera in his The
Decadss of the New World or West Indies of 1534 8s " . .. the very prudent
and practical navigator Sebastian Cabot the Yenetian, who when a child was
taken to England by his father, and on the latter's death, being very rich and
of an enterprising mind, thought that, as Christopher Columbus had done, so
he too wished Lo discover some new part of the world."'® Richerd Willes in -
his work: The History of Trovayle in the West Indies and East Indies of
1577 tells us that Sebastian Cabot ” . .. was not only a skilful sea man, but
o long traveailer. .. 11 whose maps were better than those of Mercator
because he had entered the northwest strait personaily and that °. .. in his
owne discourse of havigation you may reade in his carde drawen with his

owne hands .. "2

Giovenni Bettista Ramusio, an Italien historian and eerly collector
of voyages of discovery, relates a story in his Primo Yolume delle
Nevigationi et Viaggi of 1550 told by Hieronimo Fracasioro. Fracastoro was
privileged to meet Sebastian Cabot {possibly when Sebastian wes
negotiating with Yenice concerning s voyage of discovery which was never

carried out), view his globes and maps, and discuss his plans for discovery.
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He recalls that Sebastian was:

... 80 worthy and experienced in things pertaining to navigation and
cosmography that in Spain there is not now his equal . .. and for this

reason he is called the Pilot Major.
... Unexpsctedly | met this man and found him @ most amiable and

courteous person, who was very kind to me and showed me many
things, and amongst others a 1arge map of the world with the
navigations set forth, both of the Portuguese and the Castilians. And
he told me that, his father having left Venice many years ago and
having gone to Englend to trade, he took him with him to the city of
London, when he [Sebastian] was rather young, but not before he

learnt the humanities and the sphere.13
The remous British compiler of accounts of discovery, Richerd
Hakluyt, in his Divers Voyages of 1582 stated that the writings, meps, and
globes of the Cabots were entrusted to one, Williem Worthington, until such

time that they be published ". .. because so worthie monumentes should not

be buried in perpetuall oblivion. .. ."M Tragically, thet is precisely what
happened' because whather they were published or not, none of these works
has survived.

Like Columbus and Yespucci, John Cabot also sought patronage
initially in Spain and Portugal. In 1496 the Spanish agent to the Crown in
England said of John Cabot, “| have seen the map made by the discoverer,
who is snother Genoese like Columbus, who has been in Seville and at Lisbon

seeking to obtain persons to aid him in this discovarg."s Evidently Cabot
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was rejected, however, and had to look elsewhere. Just as in Columbus’
case, the Portuguese turned down Cabot because they had reason to believe
that their own eastern route to Asia would soon pay off. The Spanish turned
down Cabot because they were still placing their hope in Columbus® western
route and in their own explorers. There were simply too many imitators of
Columbus in Spain at the moment, and too few resources to spare for such
endeavors after Spain's long war against those that they celled the Infidels.
For the time being at least, the Crown defended Columbus’ claim that the
Indies had already been found and could still be parsuéded to supply ships to
confirm the sarier findings.'®

The English had already been approached by Columbus’ brother
Bartholomew in 1488, but had turnad him down.!? What interssted them in

Cabot's proposal was that he claimed he could reach Asia more quickly than
the Spanish had simply by taking a more northerly route. Furthermore, he
could avoid the Spanish and Portuguese fleets and therefore any possible
confrontations with them. The English were still close enough to the
Roman Catholic Church at that time to want to avoid flagrant violations of
the papal Treaty of Tordesillas, which had given the Spanish the Western
Hemisphere to colonize and the Portuguese the East. At this stage England

could 111 afford another war after the tremendous drains of the Hundred
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Years' Wer with France and the War of the Rosas at home. Only the promise
of new wealth for England could capture Henry Vil's interest.!®

Fortunately, the logic behind Cabot's proposal was very compelling.
He reasonad that Asiae would be closer to Europe from e northern approach
because of the closeness of the bands of longitude as they begin to converge
towards the pole. He said that Columbus had not reached his goal merely
becauss he had not gone far snough west. Cabot ciaimed that by sailing
west from England, the distance of the Atlantic passage could be reduced.
Then, by sailing southwest from the initial 1andfell, the inhabited parts of
Asis could be reached before Columbus or any Spanierd reached them. The
English would then be free to trade directly with the Asians and not hove to
worry about Spanish or Portuguese interferance.'®

This was 8 proposs! based on sound geographical reasoning by & man
who was well-versed in the latest developments in cosmography. Cabot's
use of the globe to show the possibility of @ shorter route to Asia wes @
mors compelling visual aid than the one-dimensional sailing charts which
most navigators used at the time. A contemporary source tells us that

Cabot's use of the globe is what won the king over. Reimondo de Soncino

related John Cabot's persuasiveness in the following:
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... He therefors reasons that these things [spices] come from places
far away from them [the Arabs], and so on from one to the other,
always assuming that the earth is round, it follows as a matter of
course that the iast of all must take them in the north towards the
vwest. He tells all this in such a way, and mekes averything so plain,
that | also feel compelled to believe him. What is much more, his
Majesty, who is wise and not prodigel, also gives him some credence.
... By means of this they hope to meke London a more important mart

for spices than Alexandria. 20

John Cabot was wrong in thinking thet the source of spices was
northern Asis, but right in assuming that they were traded from nhend to
hand many times from a source in the Far East. What he could not have
known, however, was that the figures which he was using from Ptolemy for
the circumferance of the earth were too small. Columbus had made the
same error, but by 1501 or so Vespucci hed guessed as much beceuse of his
own calculations. Therefore, although North America wes proportionately
closer in the high latitudes, Asia was still incredibly far avay.

Like Columbus, Cabot probably died thinking he had found Asia. It
is to his credit, however, that he did not further shorten Ptolemy's figures
on the circumference of the earth to manufacture plausibility for his
arguments as Columbus had.?! Hsd Cabot lived ionger, he probably would
have seen the error in his thinking and changed his strategy as we know his
son eventually did. In contrast, Columbus misled an entire generation of

Spanish rulers, explorers, and cartographers to believe he had found Asia.
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John Cabot had been very effactive in convincing the English Crown
to underwrite his enterprise, even though it was radically different from
anything else the British had tried up to that time. Cabot's ideas were well

before their time for England of the 15th century. To the English, the North

Atlentic was little more than e good ﬂsherg.z2 The tales of Viking and
Irish voyages of discovery and Nordic colonies in the islands of the North
Atlantic were long forgotten. There were legends of such lands as the
Seven Cities of Cibola, the islands of St. Brenden, and Brasil, but until Cebot
came along with a plan to reach Asia by seiling west there wes little
interest in voyages of discwerg.23

¥hile Hving in Lisbon, Cabot heard many teles from the merchants
from Bristol stationed there. They told him that in the early 1490°s @

series of voyages had gone out to the west from England, searching for new

fishing sites free from the control of lcelanders.24 Cabot heard of
uncharted lands to the west of Iceland end thought that they might be a part
of Asie. It seemed to him that a voyage of discovery from those latitudes
might be & worthwhile underteking. Soon afterward he went to Bristol
personally to investigate further and then he went to king Henry VIl to try

to convince him to sponsor an expedition.
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It is to Cabot's credit that he not only conceived the idea of a
northern approach to reaching Asia, but was siso able to win Henry over. He
produced an impressive colisction of maps, globes, and documentery
evidence to prove his point and soon had the king convinced. in typicel
Renaissance fashion, he combined knowledge from research with empirical
evaluation of new facts to back up his theory. He also emphesized the
practical benefits of exploration by convincing the king that he could have

riches of Cipangu (Japan), conquer the infidels, and cleim new lends for

England. The Letter of Patent issued to John Cebot on March 5, 1496
authorizes him “ . .. to find, discover and investigate whatsoever islands,
countries, regions or provinces of heathens and infidels, in whatsoever part

of the world placed, which before this time were unknown to all

Christians."2> He then agrees to give the bulk of the profits to John Cabot
and his heirs, keeping only a fifth for himself.2

what more could Henry ask for? He enthusiastically backed Cabot,
end scored a bit of a diplomatic coup by menaging to sponsor the first
voyage of discovery not conducted by members of the Treaty of Tordesiilas.

it vas a coup because he did this without being drawn into a conflict with

its signatories or his Continentel 011188.27 In fact, in future voyages

the Portuguese cooperated with the English and menaged to explore the
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Northwestarn Atlantic without conflict because they wers hoping to exploit

a 1oophole in the treaty by proving thet the newly found territories were

beyond the Line of Demarcation showing those ereas belonging to Spain.28

They were unsuccessful in North Americe, but they did menage to
demonstrate that Brazil was within their sphere of influence and thus they
gained a toehold on a pert of the New World. For its pert, Spain was too
preoccupied with developing its other possessions and defending its claim
to the Philippines to got involved with defending its cleims to North
America by force. The English staked & claim {n North Americe by virtue of
the old exiom that possession is nine-tenths of the law and no one did '
anything to stop them. |

Cabot set sail from Bristol about the 20th of May, 1497, heading
west to Dursey Head, Ireland, and from there westward in almost a direct
line to Néwfoundiand. ironically, his 1anding was within a few miles of Leif

Ericson’s neerly five hundred years before, but any trace of the colony that

Ericson had 1ert was gone, and the voyage 1tsel 1ong forgotten.®® Cabot
claimad the land for England, but also planted the banner of St. Mark es a
tribute to his native Venice. He did not spend much time ashore, but he did
have time to observe the inhabitants, as we shall see shortly. He explored

the waters near Newfoundland, searching for a streit that would open up to



91

Asia. When he thought thet the had found it, he returned to England to plan a
larger expedition which would investigete further. He could not take
chences at more extensive exploration because he was short of supplies and
had just one ship, the Mattes or Matthew, with only & smell crew.

Cabot was unable to prove that the land he had found was Asia, but
he did furnish evidence that it was inhabited, having found paths, cempfire
sightings, game snares, & needle for making nets, and other man-made
objects. He alsc saw felled trees, cultured fields, and animal droppings,
which he interpreted as signs of agriculture. This created enough
excitement in England to cause most people to believe that Cabot had done
what he had set out to do. Lorenzo Pasqualigo, a contemporary of Cabot,

wrote to his brothers in Venice on August 23,1497: "He has discovered

mainland 700 leagues away, which is the country of the Great Khen .. .'30

Similerly, Soncino wrote in the same year to the Duke of Milen that
Cebot had discovered the Seven Cities of Cibola and °. .. geined @ part of
Asia without o stroke of the sword.”' Finally, John Day in an undeted
letter to the "Lord Grand Admirs!” of Spain (probably Columbus) reported

that John Cabot had confirmed the findings of the Bristol merchants who

had earlier claimed to have found the Isls of Brasll.',’2 John Cabot was

warmly received in Englend upon his return. Pasqueligo said that “... he is
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celled the Great Admiral and a vast honor is paid to him and he goes dressed
in silk, and these English run after him like mad . ...">® This lavish
gpending on the part of Cabot was made possible because the king gave him
a government stipend for 1ife and granted @ charter for a secend 9ogege.34

Soncino relates that Cabot told him thet:

The land is excellent and temperate, end they believe thet Brazii
wood and silk are native there. They assert that the sea there is
swarming with fish, which cen be taken not only with the net, but in
baskets iet down with a stone, so that it sinks in the water. | have
heerd this Messer 2oene state so much. These same English, his
companions, say that they could bring so many fish that this kingdom
yould have no further need of iceland.... But Messer Zoane has his
mind set upon even grester things, because he proposes to keep along
the coast from the place at which he touched, more and more to the
east, until he reaches an island he calls Cipango, situated in the
equinoctial region, where he believes thet all the spices of the world

have their origin, as well as the jewels.“

As fate would have it, however, tragedy would rain on John Cabot's
life @s 1t did on so meny other explorers. Something went wrong on his
second voyage, the nature of which remains uncertain, because of scenty
evidence. He was either lost at sea, or he returned to England e failure end
retired in ignominy. As Poludore Virgil, the writer of the Anglice Historia
rather unceremoniously put it: “In the event he is believed to have found the
new lands nowhere but on the very bottom of the ocean, to which he is

thought to have descended together with his boat, the victim himself of that
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self-same ocean; since after that voyage he was never seen again

tem\tyulmere.‘56 Either way we know that 1t soon became known in England
from those who did return that he had not found what he had sought.>’

The details of what John Cabot found on his second voyage are
sketchy, but the few facts that we do have are enticing. Pedro de Ayala
sent an alarmed letter in cipher to the Spanish sovereigns on July 25, 1496,
thet the British were beginning to encroach upon lands claimed by Spain. He

cried, "I find that what they have discovered or are in search of is

possessed by Your Highnesses by the convention with Portugel [The Treaty

of Tor‘desmt!ls].?'8 He further claimed that Cabot faked his maps to make it
appear thet the lands discovered were not part of those claimed by Spain.39

The Spanish historian, Alonso de Santa Cruz, tells us in his /siario
Generel de Todes les Isles del Mundo, written in 1541, that:

... [John Cabot] had coasted the 1and and northern shore even
farther than the land of the Bacellaos [Newfoundliand] and almaost as
fer as Florids, that even in July there were such great flces and
masses of ice on the sea, larger than their ships, which came along
the coast propelled by the currents, that they could hardly keep clear

of them.40

He then credited Cabot with discovering Labrador and some smeller
islands and stated that by the time of his writing the English frequented the

aree, extracting large quantities of fish and veluable trade in furs with the
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large native population. He further reasoned that the area which Cabot

found was & mainland by virtue of the large rivers located there.41

A map which wes supposed to have been created by Sebastian
Cabot“ has a narrative which combines siements of John Cebot's first and
second voyagss in & 1egend corresponding to the areas he discovered. It

describes the nativas as follows:

The people of it are dressed in the skins of animals; they use in their
wars bows and arrows, iances and derts, and certain clubs of wood,
and slings. It is e very sterile land. There are in il many white bears,
and very large stags like horses, and many other animels; and
likewise there is infinite fish ... and likewise there are in the same
land hawks like black crows, eagles, partridges, 1innets, and many

other birds of different kinds.*®
Finally, a clue as to what might have been the fate of John Cabot is

found in @ letter of Pietro Pasqualigo to his brothers in Yenice, dated
October 19, 1501. He related the expedition led by Gaspar Corte Real to
follow up on Portuguese claims to the area (hoping that it was east of the
Line of Demarcation of the Treaty of Tordesillas) and said that they found
among natives knowing of no metels " .. a piece of broken gilt sword,
which certainly seems to have been mads in Itely. One of the boys was

wearing in his ears two silver rings which without doubt seem to have been

made in \/enice."44 Historians differ as to whether this indicated the signs
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of & battie that was fought and lost, items abandoned by the Cabot
expadition in haste, trade items, or nothing st an.®

We know slightiy more about the 1ife of Sebastian Cabot because he
died st a very oid age of naturai ceuses and hed gatherad e great many
friends and much influence during his long career. We even have 8 unique
example of & map which bears his name, though his role in its construction
is disputed. We do not have a surviving written account by him, however, so
as with his father, we must patch togsther the details of his voyages from
his contemporaries.

Sebastian’s most important contribution was turning the traegedy of
his father’'s desth inte victory. He was instrumental {n developing England's
exploration policy to the west and to the east by continuing the search for
passages to Asia. Having probably accompenied his father on his voyages, he
set out on a voyage of his own 1508 to confirm hig father's findings. When
it became clear to him thet o strait opening up to Asia was not where he had
expected to find it, he sought the Northwest Passags to bypess the
“Firstseenland” end go to Asie directly instead. Sebastian did not eccept
defeat or stubbornly defend the impassible; instead he opened a whole new
epoch in the Age of Discovery by initiating a search by the British and

French for this passage which would last for nearly three-hundred ysars.
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During the course of his carser Sebastian would change his direction of

exploration many times as he received updated information regarding other

discoveries.

Peter Martyr of Anghiera in his De Orbe Novo Decades of 1516
discussed the various water routes which were being explored as possible
openings to Asia. He noted that all the currents flowed westward in the
lands found thus far, and thersby reasoned (incorrectly) that there must
have been an opening towerds which all of these weters flowed, thus
allowing passage to the seas of Asia. He then discussed the frozen waters
of the north explored by Sebastian,

He equipped two ships at his own cost in Britain, and with three
hundred men steered first for the north, until even in the month of
July he found great icebergs floating in the sea and almost continuous
daylight, yet with the lend free by the melting of the ice. Wherefore
he was obliged, as he says, to turn and meke for the west. And he
extended his course furthermore to the southwerd owing to the curve
of the coastline, so that his l1atitude was aimost that of the straits
of Gibraltar and he penetrated so far to the west that he had the

fsland of Cuba on his left . .. .46
Following that, he described the land that Sebastian found:

Cabot himself called those lands the Baccallaos because in the
adjacent sea he found so great a quantity of a certain kind of great
fish like tunnies, called bacallaos by the inhaebitents, that ot times
they stayed the passage of his ships. He also found the men of thase
lands clothed in skins and not anywhere devoid of intelligence. He
says there sre great numbers of bears there, which eat fish...on
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which account, he says, the bears are less dangerous to men. Many
say that they have seen copper ore in places in the hands of the

inhabitants.
| know Cabot as a familiar friend and sometimes as o guest in my

house . .. .47

Ramusic recorded in 1550 that Sebastian also confided the above to
Hieronime Fracastoro, recalling that upon hearing of Columbus’ discoveries:

There was born in me a great desire and on eagerness thet | should do
some signal deed also, and knowing by reason of the sphere that if |
sailed by way of the north west | should have & shorter road to find
the Indies, | at once communicated my thought to his majesty, who
was very pleased and squipped for me two caravels with all things
needful .... And | began to sail towards the north-west, thinking not
to find 1and until | came to Cathay, and from thence to turn towards
the Indies. But et the end of some days | discovered land, which ran

to the north, which greatly displeased me... .48

Hs continued southward along the coast:

.. .alwaeys with the purpose of finding a passage to the Indies, and
came as far as that part now called Florida. And, my victuals being
short, | decided to return to England, whers, on my arrivel, | found
great disturbances, of the people in rebsllion and of 8 wer with
Scotland. There was no further thought of sailing to those parts, for

which reason | came to Spuin.49

Once in Spain, Sebastian put his taients to good use. The king
appointed him to take up Vespucci's oid job as Pilot Major for the Spenish
navigators. While in this office he was active in cartography, exemining
pilots, outfitting voyages, end serving as an expert witness in negotiations

arising from territorial disputes between Spain and Portugel over the lands
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recently discovered.” For a brief period from 1522-1523 Sebestian
secretly negotiated with Venice to conduct a new expedition to explore the
Northwaest Passage. The Venstians appealed to Cabot's Toyalty to his
country of origin, but neither party could surmount the difficuity of
conducting & secret voyage under the noses of the Spanish and Portuguese
without being detected. In the end, Sebastian stayed loyal to Spain end the
expedition never took place.s' This was as close as an italian state would
gver get to conducting en original voyage of discovery of its own, though
routine commercial ventures to the New World would become common.

He also led an expedition to search for a passage to Asia through the
Rio de 1a Plata in South America. This {11-fated voyage begen on April 2,
1526. This expedition was originally commissioned as a follow-up to the
success of Magellan's crew in finally reaching the spice islands by sailing
west, but at some point Sebastien decided to change the objective of the
voyage. The reasons for this were unclear.? The expedition was divided in
1ts purposes from the beginning because its private backers were in search
of & quick profit end the king only wanted to obtafn geopoliticsl informstion
which might be useful to him later. This brought about strife and division
emong the officers representing both sides which was no doubt exacerbated

by those who resented having a foreigner in command. The dissension among
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the officers and crew resulted in several mutiny attempts and the loss of
the flagship on the rocks during a moment when command broke down.
Soon after this, Sebastian found survivors of the de Solis expedition
which he rescued north of and around the Rio de 1a Plate. They told him
tales of limitless silver tv be found inland. He proceeded to explore the
mouth of the river and the Parana and Uruguay rivers that feed into it to
fTollow up on claims by the natives of huge amounts of silver and a large
ocean to be found to the west of the mountains. After years of plodding
through the jungle and exhausting themselves exploring treacherous and
hostile upriver areas in small boats, Sebastian returned to Spain in July of
1530 with only one in ten of his original crew because of starvation,
disease, and Indian attacks. He brought back with him only some gold and
silver artifacts and slaves to show for his efforts. The king was grateful
for the geographical and strategic information gatherad, however, and the
promise of riches would cause numerous Spanish expeditions to suffer
hardships in the area until the native popuiation was subdued and the area

devel oped.s3

Upon his return to Spain, Sebastian was taken to court by his
enemies over alleged misconduct and abuse of command (much like

Columbus) end was fined and sentenced to exile. The king overturned this
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sentence, however, and reappointed him to the post of Pilot Mujur.54

During his remaining time in Spain he worked on a theory for determining
longitude with the use of magnetic veriations and another by using the sun's
declinstion at middey and comparing it to the recorded level at a known
locetion. Neither of these produced immediate, reliable results, but they
show an active mind engaged in practical, scientific endeavor,

nonetheless.”®

After the mixed resuits of this mission, and with his popuierity
probably failing, Sebastian bagan to consider looking for sponsorship
elsewhere than Spain once again. When his Spanish wife, Dofia Catalina,
died in 1547, his 1ast tie to Spain was gone. He returned to Englend and
becams quite busy es a cartographer and sponsor of voyages. Finally, when
he wes quite old he was instrumentsl in beginning the search for e
Northeast Passage. He was the Governor of “The Merchant Adventurers of

Englend for the Discovery of Lands, Territories, Isles, Dominions and

Seignories Unknown" which later became known as the Muscovy Compeny. He
sponsgored and outfitted expeditions, but he did not carry out them out
himself. He was finally able to realize the lifetime dream that he and his
father had to bring Asian trade to England, because the Muscovy Company

ultimately broke the trade monopoly of the Hanseatic League by travelling
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to Moscow end arranging & trading treaty in 1554. After e long life, full of
accomplishments, Sebastian died in 1557 at the advanced age of

swentg-thr'ee.56

Unfortunately, in their haste to forget John Cabot's failure to find
Asis, the British dropped his name entirely from their chronicies, and his
voyages were popularly associated with those of his son-even while
Sebastian was still alive. John was forgotten by his contemporaries
because he had failed; his son lionized because the prospect of 8 Northwest
Passage stil] held some hope.>’ If history wes truly rewritten in this way,,
it would be a fascinating example of the selective memory of populer
history, which has so distorted our image of many of the explorers. Often
we remember things the way we want to see them.

As 8 result of the failure of the Cabots to find a shorter westward
route to Asia, the British switched their exploration policy. They bypassed
the newly-found 1ands and continued on in search of a Northwest Passage.
An important consequence of this was that even though they had reached the
North American Mainland almost as early as the Spanish explorers had, they
postponed its development and exploitation until around 1600.

The choice of the British to postpone the colonization of the lands

found by the Cabots can be explained by & number of factors. The most
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immedisate of these was that when Henry Vil died his successors wers not
as interested in spensoring exploration as he had been, and there was a
temporary 1ull in British discovery after the voyages of the Cabots. This is
why Sebastian moved to Portugal and then Spain; he could no longer find
sponsorship in Englam:i.58

Secondly, the British had not received returns on the voyages which
had been sponsored to date. interest in voyages of discovery was at iasi
renewed in Francis Drake's time, but only because the British privateers
could always fall back on plundering Spanish galieons loaded with gold from
the New World to meet expenses if their voyages of discovery vere not
profitable. British voyages of this period usually only retraced the steps of
others or wested time on dead-end attempts at Northwest or Northeast
Passages. Only efter the defeat of the Spanigh Armeda did the British feel
comfartable with sending 1arge numbers of settlers to North America
because they knew that the Spanish were finally powerless to stop them.>®

As we have seen, the Cabots were instrumental in searching for
alternste routes to Asia than those sought for by the Spanish end the
Portuguese. This helped to lead to the beginning of the British era of
discovery and the ultimate British settiement of North America.

By-products of their efforts were also the opening up of English trade with
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Muscovy and the further exploitation of the interior of South America by the
Spanish. Their discoveries forced the Spenish and Portuguese to hammer
out some of the finer territorial disputes resulting from the Treaty of
Tordesillas. Accordingly Spain and Portugal began to send new explorers
inland to try and solidify thair claims and develop the interior of the new
continents.

The Cabots used the same methods as other Humanist cartographers
in the preparation for their voyages, and Sebastian Cabot ot least would be
able to revise his cosmography as new experience dictated in much the same
way as Vespucci did. We know that their discoveries and certography had e
profound effect on the theoretical conceptualization of the New world®0 and
inspired many others to investigate it further. 1t is a pity that none of their
own writings or maps have survived or we might know more of how their
thinking was influenced by humanism. Still, we have seen that in the

opinion of many of their contemporaries they were men of learning and

expert mariners.
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that Sebastian may have lent his name to the project, but did not inspect
the finel product. Williamson, pp. 57-59. Roberto Almagia in L'opers de!
Genio Italieno All'Estero, vol. 1: GlI Itelieni: | Primi Esploratori
Dell'America [The italians: The First Explorers of Americaj (Rome: La
Libreria Dello Stato, 1937), suggests that the unclear ereas were
deliberately kept vague by Sebastian to protect state secrets.
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4SSee Morison, Northern Voyages, p. 180 and Williamson,
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soAlmugio, pp. 316-317. Interestingly, Ferdinand Columbus and
Giovanni Yespucci were also involved in the negotistions.

o1 See Williamson, pp. 282- 285; also Almagia, pp. 314-316.

52Almagia claims Cabot changed objectives because he had lost his
flag ship and the remaining crew and ships were in no condition to go as far
as Asia (p. 317). Willlamson, in the final chapter of his earlier work
entitled The Voyages of the Cabots and the Discovery of North Americae,
(London: Argonaut Press, 1929), proposes that a secret pact existed
between the king and Cabot to go to Rio de 1a Plata instead of Asie and that
Sebastian was just following orders accordingly. Characteristicaily,
Morison in Ch. 22 of The European Discovery of America: The Southern
Voyages: 1492-1616, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1974), ciaims
that Sebastian was an incompetent fraud who had fnvented his earlier
voyage to the Northwest and was unfit as a commander in this one. He says
that Cabot made serious errors in navigation, cartography, and command,
and his only motive for exploring the Rio de 1a Plata was greed for gold and
silver. The question remains how such an incompetent could conduct so
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many voyages of discovery in vastly different climates and hold responsible
and trustworthy commands over the lives of other navigators in both Spain

and Englandl

53The fairast and most unbiased account of this voyege can be found
in The Voyages of the Cabots and the Discovery of North Americs. Although
the suthor admits that it is a cursory treatment, no one eise has covered the
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command. As yith many other explorers Sebastian Cabot has been
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resentment of foreign commanders by native Spaniards. Morison makes the
same mistake as many 19th Century historians by placing too much weight
on these sources in an attempt to assassinate the character of Sebastian.

A more balanced assessment such as Williamson's shows that most
of Cabot's contemporaries liked and trusted the man, and that his failures
were no worse than many other conquistadors.
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Chapter vV

GIOVANNI DA VERRAZZAND

Sebastian Cabot's final voyages revolved around trying to find
alternative routes to Magellan’s passage to Asia,’ but he was not the first
Italian axplorer.'inﬂuenced by Magellan. Giovenni de Yerrazzano, a young
Florentine meichant, was briefly acquainted with Magellan while they wers
in Spain and Portugal. Antonio de Silveira de Meneses, the governor of
Mozambique, wrote & letter in July of 1518 to the King of Portuge! stating
thaet Verrazzano had been in Lisbon and had accompanied Magellan when
Magellan left Portugal to offer his services to the King of Spein. We can
only speculate as to what ideas of discovery the two men might have
discussed or to why Yerrazzano decided not to go with Megellan on his
attempt to cirg:umnuvigate the globe in the Southern Hemisphere. Perhaps
Verrazzano had already thought to try a shorter route in the Northern
Hemisphers. Unfortunetely, the documents tell us nothing further of their
relstionship, but Verrazzeno must have heard of the return to Spain of
Magellan's ships after their leader's untimely desth in the South Pacific, and
ha must have been influenced by the news that Asis could be reachsd by

sailing west.?
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By the time that Magellan's crew returned to Spain in 1522, the
only major nation in Europe which did not have a stake in the discovery of
the New World was France. France was going through o difficult time in its
history because it found that its traditional power which came from being
one of the oldest and largest monerchies in Europe was suddenly and
seriously rivaled by the upstart Spain. Spain had used the wesalth of its New
World colonies and Europsan dependencies as well as the momentum of its
unification movemisnt to amass a powerful military and allience system.
France was now surrounded by 8 hostile Spain which also controlled the
Holy Romen Empire and the Low Countries. France's attempts et militery
intervention in Italy were being thwarted by Spain and the Holy Roman
Empire, and France bagen to look elsewhere for a place to exercise its
power. For these reasons the New World begen to ook appealing. Once
France overceme the difficulties of its internal religious wears stemming
from the Protestant Reformation, it was willing to look for overseas

possessions, but by that point all of the best sites were already taken by

the other European powers.-

France also became {nterested in seeking trade with the East
because it faced a degree of economic 1solation due to 1ts largely Medievel

economy. France yas dependent on [talian merchants for credit and
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industrial goods because its economy was entirely domestic-oriented and
had no means of distribution for imported luxury goods, nor could the Crown
raise enough money through texes alone to finance its many wers. The

French were tired of paying for goods second-handedly at exorbitant

prices,4 and wished to find an unobstructed route to Asia of their own.
Furthermore, France was somewhat jealous of the other powers' colonies
and was encouraged by England's success in challenging the monopoly of
Spain and Portugal in the New World. Slowly France began to bufld sn

interest in the New World as a way to gain wealth an independence for

itself.

So it was that Frencis | was ready to listen when Giovanni da
Yerrazzano appealed to him for support for an expedition to explore a
yet-untried route to the East. Francis | was very open to latest Italien
ideas and influences and accordingly surrounded himself at court with many
{talian artists, chefs, generals, ministers, mistresses, and bankers.
Yerrazzano wes well at home at the court of Francis | because of his
yridespread patronage and acceptance of Itelians. VYerrezzeno's iongtime
residence in France and influentisl French friends were also helpful in

getting him an audience with the King.5
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We know little of Verrazzano's early days except to say that he wes
& Florentine by nationality, but lived and worked in a foreign country. This
was in keeping with the tradition of many other Florentines before him, but
it is unknown whether he was actually born in Florence or not. Regardless
of his birthplace he was still considered a Florentine by his contemporeries,
and hig association with the Fiorentine colony of merchants and bankers
living in Lyons proved to be of great benefit to his career as an |axpmr¢ar.'5

He was related to the Ruccellai family, banking partners of the
Medici and the bankers of Jean Ango, a noted Humanist and outfitter of
yoyages of discovery. He knew Zenobio Rucellai well enough to piace him
elongside his own brother Girolame in the handling of his estate.” He was
also related to the Guadagni familg, a wealthy group of Florentine exiles
who helped him. Other supporters were the wealthy Albizi, Buonoaccorsi
(spelled Eoncorsu by the French), and Gondi familles. In fact, the list of his
financiel backers reads like a list of "Who's Who™ among Florentine bankers
abroed and included representatives of some of the most wealthy and
influential familiss in Florance. Verrazzano would ultimateiy underteke his
voyage of discovery with the backing of the king and his friends end in @

kind of joint venture between roysl end private capitcn.8
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While based in Lyons he obtsined experience as & navigator and
travelled widely in the Levant while in the employ of Florentine and French
merchants. Bernardo Cerli, a Florentine merchant, wrote to his fether in
Florence in 1524 that Verrazzano had lived in Cairo for a period of several
years, " ... and not only in Egypt and Syris, but also all the known world,
and thence by reason of his merit is esteemed another Amerigo Yespucci,
enother Ferdinand Magellan and even more.”? Everywhere he went he
gxchanged naws about racent discoveriss and sdded to his gssgraphical
knowledge. He and his brother Girolamo began making maps and globes,
described as “excellent” by Richerd Hekluyt in his Divers Voyages of 1582
and 1584, so much so that they were given to the royal fc:milg.‘0
Unfortunately, the only one which has survived is Girolamo's world map.

Among the finest of its time, it also included the voyages he undertook with

his brother, and many later maps were based on it.“

During his travels and geographice] studies Verrazzano began to
formulate n his mind the 1dea of exploring North Americe for @ passage to
Asia. He may have also teken part in the Aubert expedition, which expiored
in the area of Newfoundland in 1508, though the evidence is sketchg.'2 in

any cass, he had no trouble identifying Newfoundland when he later explored

the eastern coastline of North Amesrica.
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Whether he hed been there before or not, it was known since the
time of John Cabot that the only remeining possibility for an undiscoversd

Northern Passage to Asia lay in the hope of a strait opening up somewhere

along the eastern coast of North .»tﬁumtarit:a.13 In fact, only the Atlantic
seaboard south of the British claims in Newfoundland and north of the
Spanish claims in Florida remained open to exploration, éo Verrazzano led
an expedition in 1523 to survey this coastline for a passage to Asia. He
carefully avoided encroaching upon the cleims of others and embroiling
France 1n a diplomatic bettle with its neighbors. As 1t was, news of his
plans 1eaked out before he ever set sail, and the alarmed Portuguese, yho
had besn exploring in the arsa, sent envoys to France to discuss potentially

rival claims. The primary result of this was that Verrazzano's fleet was

reduced from four ships to one in the hopes of avoiding detection.”
Verrazzano did not find the passage to Asis thst he sought, but he
did provide Europe with a valuable geographicei, natural, and ethnographical
report of this last unknown stretch of the western shores of the Atlantic.
His descriptions of the lands he found and the people he met area among the
finest of any explorer before or since. It has been suggested that
Verrazzeno's writings show the earmarks of a humanist education because

of the quality of the language he used, the literary ailusions, and his
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knowledge of mathematics and science.'S In his letter to the King of
France upon his return he included meany classical allusions. For examp!s,
Verrazzano described a particular forest he had seen as Hyrcenian, called
another beautiful spot Arcadie, compered an island to Rhodes, and said the
native women of one locale wore their hair 1ike those of Egupt and Sgria.'6
In the spirit of the new cartography of the Renaissance, Verrazzeno
recognized the difference between what the Ancients knew and whet wes
new knowlsdge. Hs wasted no time declaring in the very beginning of his

letter to king Francis | that, " ... there appeared a new land which had

never been seen before by any man, either ancient or modem."n Awed by
its beauty he wrote about a place where, " ... we could see 8 stretch of
country much higher than the sandy shore, with many beautiful fields and
plains full of great forests, some sparse and some dense; and the trees have
so many colors, end are so beautiful and delightful that they defy

description.-'®

Verrazzano said that the Native Americans “resembie Orientals,
perticulariy those from the ferthest Sinarian regians,“'9 which means that
ha sither guessed at the Native Americans’ Asien ancestry or mersly saw
what he wanted to see, thinking that he was in Asia. Unlike other explorers

who lumped all natives together as a race of savages, it is to Verrazzano's



115

credit that he carefully recorded differences in appearance, dress, customs,
and culture among the different groups that he encountersd. Overall, his
tone when describing the natives weas not ethnocentric, condescending or
judgemente!.20

Much 1ike Marco Polo in his accounts of Asie, Verrazzano was
careful to point out potential trade commodities and mineral sources he
encountered. He described the land not only in terms of its beauty, but in
terms of its potentiail for harboring ships, cuitivating crops, and ianding
troops. Like a1l of the other Italian merchant discoverers, Yerrazzeno did
not neglect the commercial aspects of the voyage nor the natives’
receptivity to conversion, because he knew the importance of renewed
patronage st home.

Verrazzano very succinctly stated the purpose of his voyage of
discovery and then candidiy revealed how his notion of cosmology was

changed by it. He states,

My intention on this vouage was to reach Cathay and the extreme
eastern coast of Asia, but | did not expect to find such an obstacle of
new land as | have found; and if for some reason | did expect to find
it, | estimated there would be some strait to get through to the
Eastern Ocean. This was the opinion of all the Ancients, who
certainly believed that our Western Ocean was joined to the Eastern
Ocean of India without any land in between. Aristotle supports this
theory by arguments of various analogies, but this opinion is quite
contrary to that of the moderns, and has been proven faise by
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experience. Nevertheless, land has been found by modern man which
appears to be larger than our Europe, than Africe, and almost larger

than Asie, if we estimate its size correctlg.m

what more concise and precise statement of the beginning of
modern thinking could there be? Clearly Verrazzano had no trouble
distinguishing his age from those past or in redefining his world view as
ney information required it. With Verrazzano's clear admissions we have
lett behind the shadows of doubt that piagued Columbus. The new
generation of explorers thet followed Verrazzeno could freely discerd their
outdated notions of cosmology and redraw the map as they went along.

Verrazzano's obsewations provided those who followed him with a
great deal of valuable information. He in fact compiled a “11ttie book™ of
longitudinal, tidel, and astronomical observations which he said ™. .. would

prove rather useful to ntzwigt.'nors.'22 He told the King that he hoped that the

book would thersby promote science.?'3 Tragically, this book, 1ike so many
othars by the discoverers, is lost. Nor do we have written accounts of eny
oT his other voyages. They would have no doubt shed more 1ight on
Verrazzano's intriguing life and accomplishments.

Verrezzano contributed much to our knowledge of navigation and of
North Americen native populations, flors and fauna. In a major error,

however, he felt that the amount of l1and that he discovered in the New
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World proved that there yas more land on sarth than water. Another error
was that he mistook the sandbars off the eastern tidelands of North
America as an isthmus with a great ocean 1ying just beyond. He did this
because of his zee! to find a strait which wouid provide a potentiel opening
to Asia. These errors confused mapmakers for sometime afterwards
because they drew an otherwise correct North Americen coastline with the
addition of an inland sea nearly touching the lends that Verrazzano

described or continued to draw North America as a huge extension of

Asia24 This ig despite the fact that Verrazzeno said, “all this land or New
world which we have described above 18 joined together, but it 18 not linked
with Asia or Africa .... Therefore the continent would lie between two

seas, to the east and west; but these two seas do not in fact surround either

of the two centinents.'25 Verrazzano must have realized his error, however,
becsuse he never returned to try to substantiate his claims. Instead he
turned to commercial ventures along known coasts and attempts to find o
previously overlooked passageway to Asia in Central or South America.

Perhaps Yerrazzano knew of Sebastian Cabot's attempts to follow
up on the Magellan expedition, and planned to do the same. Yerrazzano led
an expedition to explore the Southern passage in 1526, but it fell into

disarray when his ships were unable to pass through the Strait of Magelisn
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because of severe weather conditions. Unsure of their chances for survivel
in the rough seas, they decided to turn east and try to round the Caepe of
Good Hope in Africa and go on to the Indian Ocean instead. It was known
that the Moluccas could be reached by that route, and trade there would
make the commercial backers of the voyage happy. Unfortunately, only one
ship succeeded in rounding the Cape of Good Hope, and continuing on to the
Moluccas. That ship ended up shipwracked in Madagascar hiowsver, and wes
never heard from again. Meanwhile, having lost contact with this captein,
Verrazzano and his brother Girolemo gave up hope for him and decided to
turn west and return to Brazil. The Verrazzano brothers took on brazilwood
on the return trip to salvage the expedition commarcially, but 1ittle was
accomplished in terms of discovery.?®

Equally uncertain is the nature of Verrazzano's death, but it is now
generally accepted that he met an untimely death along with his crew in
1526 at the hands of cannibals (possibly Ceribs) somewhere in the
Caribbean while en route to search for e passage through Central Americe.
Some historians heve confused him for s pirate hemed Jesh Florin who wes
executed by the Spanish in November, 1527. Archival documents of the
Parliament of Normandy prove, however, that in April of 1528 he was still

alive and negotiating the payment for a crew and ship to conduct & final
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voyage of exploration to A!.merica.z7 Neither Verrazzano nor his crew were
to survive the trip or find the passage, but an investor in the voyage paid to

return the ship and its valuable cargo of brazilwood te its home port

of Fécamp and recoup the investors losses and as best he could 28

Two reliable pisces of testimony racord how his death actually
took place. One is the Storie Poetica by Giulio Giovio of 1560 which reads,

They were taken by cruel people who suddenly attacked them. They
were killed, 1aid on the ground, cut into pieces and eaten down to the
smailest bone by those people. And there alsc wes Verrazzano's
brother who saw the ground red with his brother’s blood, but could
give no help, being aboard the ship. He saw everything end, having
later come to Rome, one dey he told us, in teaers, about this bitter

avent. Such a sad death had the sesker of new lands.?°
Another piece of testimony is provided by the grest historian of
navigation and discovery, Giovanni Battista Ramusio, in the third volums of

his Navigationi et Viaggsl of 1556. He says that Verrazzeno's Istters of

other voyeges were " ... lost in the travails of the poor city of Florence,™°

end that Verrazzano end his landing party were

... roastied and eaten, such an unhappy end had this vaiorous
gentisman who, had not this misfortune intervenad, with his
knowledge and great intelligence, which he had of the things of the
sea and of the art of navigation, accompanied and favored yith the
immense liberality of King Francis, would have discevered and made

known to the vorld all that part of land up to the north. 31
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He concluded by saying that Verrazzano had great plans to colonize,
develop and Christianize the land, and continue the search for & passege
through those lands to Asia. Verrazzeno's last two voyages were funded by
private individuals because Francis | was too heavily involved in the wars
for control of italy to pursue colonization of the New World. How different
the history of North Americe might have been had Francis | sponsored more

of Verrazzano's voyages and 17 Verrazzeno had lived to carry them out.
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NOTES

! Although not an explorer himself, Antonio Pigefette deserves
mention because without him we would have no written record of the
expedition which Magellan ied out from Spain in 1519. This mission was the
one which finally completed Vespucci's goal of finding a southern passage
to Asia by sailing west. Although Mageilan himself died in the Philippines,
his crew continued on and became the first men to circumnavigate the globe.

An impressive fleet of five ships and 237 men left Spain, but only one ship
and 368 men eventually returned.

Through a1l of this, the scholer Pigafetta managed to survive

sspits baing in the thick of danger many times. Fer from being en iselated
chronicler, Pigefetta was an active participent in most of the major events
of the voyage himself and described 1ts many hardships and perils from
firsthend experience. A certain amount of this can of course be attributed
to the temptation of writers to exaggerate their own role in affeirs, but his
sccomplishment 1s none the less significant. By any account, we owe &
great debt to this fine Renaissance scholar for his basutifully-written
account of this epic voyage. Pigafetta's own account of Magellan's voyege
can be found in Antonio Pigafetta, The Voyage of Magsllan: The Journal of
Antonfo Pigafetta, trans. Paula Spurlin Paige (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey:
Prentice-Hall inc. 1969).

2Lawrence Wroth, The Voyages of Glovanni da Verrezzano:
1524-15268 (Hartford, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1970), p. 56. Portions
of Meneses letter relevant to Yerrazzano are quoted in Wroth, p. 229.

3l:hurles E. Nowell, The Great Discoveries and the First Colonial
Empires (1thica and London: Cornell University Press, 1954, 10th edition,
1974), pp. 81-62.

4 James Edward Gillespte, A History of Geogrephicel Discovery:
1400- 1600 (New York: Henry Holt & Co., 1933), pp. 65-66.

SSamuel Morison, The European Discovery of Americe: The Northern
Voyages A.D. 500-1600 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1871), p. 279.

6Wroth, p. 11 and pp. 57-64.
7"Power of Attorney” letter, as cited in Wroth, p. 223.
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aMorist:m, The Northern Yoyages, pp. 281-262.
Icarli Tetter, es cited in Wroth, p. 10.
fo Richard Hakluyt, Divers Voyages, as cited in Wroth, p. 162,

L 'For & discussion of the Yerrazzano brothers' certogrephy and its
impact see Wroth, ch. 12 and Roberto Almagia, L'Opara de! Genio Italiano
All'Estero, vol. 1: G1i Italiani: | Primi Esplorstori Dell'America [The
Iialians: The First Expiorers of Americsj(Rome: La Libreria Dello
Stato, 1937), pp. 365-366.

"2yrotn, pp. 8-9.

'3ibid,, pp. 14-16.

141b1d., pp. 66-70.

YSmorigon, The Northern Voyages, p. 284.

16't:éllere Codex", as cited in Wroth, pp. 133-143 in passim.
7 ib1d,, p. 132.

181b1g,, p. 133.

bid, p. 134

2°He was understandingly critical of one group of natives he
encountered {in the area which would 1ater be called New England) who
showed their contempt for Yerrezzano's trading expedition by laughing at
them end exposing their backsides in & common gesture of ridicule and
scorn. His gentlemanly, Christian sensibilities having been shocked,
Verrazzano said that these people had “no courtesy in them" and celled them
“brute creatures.” This humorous account is found in the Céllere Codex, 8s
cited in Wroth, p. 141.

211bid,, p. 142

22 14,

23)p14.

24yroth, pp. 165-177.

23Ca11ere Codes, as cited fn Wroth, p. 143.
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2e‘l’hls is the interpretation of events given by Wroth, based upon
the seemingly contradictory accounts of the voyage by the Gouveie letter of
July 18, 1528 and the Meneses letter of the same date &s cited in Wroth, pp.

228-229.
27Fécomp Documents, as cited in Wroth, p. 268.

28 pccording to the legal sattiements resulting from the doomed
expedition as documented in the Fécamp Documents, as cited in Wroth,

p. 260,
2364ulio Glovio, Staria Poetica, as cited in Wroth, p. 259,

30camusto, Navigationi et Viaggl, ss cited in Wroth, p. 264,
31
Ibid.



Chapter Vi

THE IMPACT OF THE AGE OF DISCOVERY ON ITALY

With the death of Yerrazzaeno the Italian Ere of Discovery cams to a
close. Italisns continued to serve as valuable crewmen due to their
seafaring axperiance,' but the leadership of sxpeditions gradually began to
pass into the hands of the non-italians whom the early discoverers had
trained. The nations which sponsored the italians (with the exception of the
Portuguese who had largely used their own nationais from the beginning)
gradually began to develop a corps of their own explorers and no longer had
need of outside help. Meny of these men had been apprenticed by the early
discoverers and went on to make important discoveries of their own.
Lastly, the sponsoring nations developed mapmaking and navigational
schools of their own as well as powerful fleets to rival those of the Italian

merch::mts.2

A common thread can be traced from the early speculations of
italian geographers to the explorations of |tailan discoverers to the colontal
empires estabiished in the New World by the conquistadors of other nations.
The Italien explorers were all influenced by Toscanelli directly or
indirectly in that each one shared his dream of seiling west to find a

passage to the sast. Each man was alse a student of the Italian School of
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Cartography in his own right and carried these ideas into his methods of
preparation and exploration and eagerly taught them to others.

As we have seen, none of the Italian explorers accomplished his
direct goa! of finding o8 westward route to Asia, but they were successful in
opening the way for others who followed after them. In addition, they mede
many important advences in navigational techniques and recorded obser-
yations of the people, lends, skies, and Atlantic winds and currents for
those who came later. Every msjor portion of the cosstline of the Americes
was first explored by an Itslian, end others came later to il in the precise
deteils and clear up inconsistencies. Most important of all, it was an
italian who first realized that the newiy found lend was not 8 part of Asia,
but the New World.

Much of the commercial potential of the New World was pointed out
first by Italians, but 1t wes the other Europeans who would ultimeately
decide how the land would be used. The great frony of the Italian Era of
Discovery is thot the benefits of the italians’ discovery went to everyone
but the ltelian states. Many thousands of miles of cosstiine ware first
discovered by Italians, but not one Itelien colony wes ever founded in the
New World. Furthermore, Italy was conquered and divided by its neighbors

who ruled the weak city-states like colonies themselves.
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Later, they used the money from their colonies to build large
ermies of occupation in Itaely, thus squelching any chance of unification or
independence for hundreds of years. italy remained isolated from the
economic opportunity of the New Worlid and could only play & secendary role
by managing the wealth of others or handling the distribution of goods from
the New World. This sustsined Italy for perheps another fifty years after
the discovery of America, but decline was inevitable as the other nations
bagan to develop their own domestic industries to rival those of Italy and
establish their independence from the Italian commercial network and trade
monopoiy.3

Italy stayed dwarfed and divided by its neighbors who had the good
fortune to have unified earlier. Italian economic dominance wes crushed in
the struggle of the Italian states to defend themselves against foreign
armies and the loss of trade markets and finance to Northern Europe. Add to
this the repressiveness of the Counier-Reformation, and the Italien
Renaissance died a still birth. Their financial, sociel, politicel, artistic,

philosophicel and scholestic innovations spread throughout Europs, but

naarly died out in Italy itself.
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The story of Italian Discovery begins and ends with geographg.“
It was the Italians who first formed the notion of a New World, but its
discovery and exploitation proved to be their downfall. Their voyages of
discovery peved the wey for others who would exploit the resources of the
New World to overthrow Italy's dominance of the Od Werid. Now all that
remains of their accomplishments ere & few scattered places which bear
their names. The mystical iands of Antiiles, The Seven Cities of Ciboig, The
Isle of Brasil, and those mysterious lands described by Marco Polo eluded
them. The names thet they gave the lands that they found have nearly ell
bsen changed or forgotten. They did not find Asta, but the gift thet they
gave Europe in the form of the New World has brought Europe fer more
change and wealth than all the trade which was eventually esteblished with

the East.5

CONCLUSION
As we have seen, the Italian sxplorers of the Renaissance had
humanistic motives for their great accompiishments in the Age of
Discovery. The explorers deserve a place alongside the well-known
Humanists in the history of art, literature, philosophy, and government by

virtue of their resserch and sccomplishments. Just as the Humenists in
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other fields turned to the classics for their inspiration, so did the
humanistic explorers become distinguished by their research in the Clessics
while preparing for their voyages. The extent of their learning has been
shown by examining their writings end the testimony of their
contemporaries. The academic preparation of the |talian explorers was &
criticel factor in esteblishing their credibility when presenting their
arguments to kings and other patrons. This is a factor which has often been
overlooked in traditional studies of the discoversrs' 1ives. The explorers
also deserve credit for their original contributions to the fields of science,
navigation end certography. They were a breed of men who were as diligent
in their search for new knowledge as any of the noteworthy Humanist
scholars.

Each of the italian explorers contributed to our portrait of the
Renaigsance man as discoverer in his own wey. They were not merely
adventurers, but men infiuenced by the Humanism of their age. Because of
their education and research, they cerried the ideas and fresh outlook of the
Renaissance towards the world with them. Specific espects of the
Renaissance men very from one explerer to another. Cheracteristics which
are typically fdentified with the Renaissance man were developed to verying

degrees among the different explorers. However, their common humanistic
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educational background taught them the worth of man and inspired them to
accomplish grest deeds not only for God and country but also to meke 8 neme
Yor themselves and bring the world new knowledge.

An intellectuei evoiution occurred in the minds of the discoverers
which was to have far-reaching ramifications. The world view of the
Renaissance explorers of itely changed over time as new experiences caused
them to reevaluate everything that they had learned and be bold encugh to
change the maps to reflect their new discoveries. n generai, the explorers
based their decisions on the gathering of evidence tempered by empirical
methods. Observation and experimentation allowed them to be open-minded
enough to question the ancient authorities when necessery.

The italian discoverers also possessed the typicel Renaissance
desire to bring fame to thamselves through great and virtuous deeds, and to
find & better understanding of man and his role in the world. As this
occurred, the Renaissance explorars had to come to terms with new
informetion which challenged all of the accepted noticns of cosmology and
cosmogrephy with which they had been raised and which they had learned in

their extensive reseerch of classical geographers.
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A new thinking began to develop which could comprehend the
concept of a new world. This concept of a new world was formed by e
generation of explorers who hed been raised in an intellectual climate
which taught them that they were part of & new age. As with eny
intellsctual revolution, this new thinking did not occur overnight. The
realization that what they had found was a New World was to teke the
course of the entire Era of Itelien Discovery to become accepted.
Convincing the rest of the world and clearing up the controversies created

by this revelation would take much longer.

In the time in which the Itelian discoverers lived, the introduction
of the concept of & New World was to have just as profound an impact as the
claim of the other Humanists that mankind had begun a new age. Many of the
controversies created by the ideas and accomplishments of the Humanist
discoverers outlived the explorers themselves and are still being debated
today. Perhaps the most important contribution of the Itallan expiorers 1S
not {as has traditionally been maintained) the lands thet they discovered,

but the change in thinking that began to take place when the discoversrs

tried to explain what they had found.
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ROTES

'A complete listing of all Italians known to be involved in the Age
of Discovery can be found in the appendices of Roberto Almagia's L'Opera ds!
Genio Italiano All'Estero, vol. 1: Gli italiani: | Primi Esploratort
Dell’America [The Itslisns: The First Explorers of America] (Rome: La
Libreris Dellgs Stato, 1937.

2Lewrence Wroth, The Yoyages of Giovanni de Yerrazzano:
1524- 1526 (Hartford, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1970), pp. 255-262.

3James Edward Gillespie, A History of Geagraphical Discovery:
1400-1800 {Nsw York: Henry Holt and Company, 1933), p. 86.

4lbid., pp. 65-66. Also see Harry A. Miskimin, The Economy of Early
Rsnaissence Europe: 1300~1460 (Englewood CHffs, New Jersey:
Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1969), p. 158.

sPaul Herrmann, The Great Age of Discovery (New York: Harper &
Brothers Publishers, 1958), p. 10.
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Figure 1

Italian Youages of Discavery
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Chronology of the Italian Era of Discovery

Yeers of Voyage
1492

1493
1497
1498

1496

1499

1501

1502

1508

1523-24
1526-27
1528

1526-30

Figure 2
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Discoverar = _Araa Explored

Columbus
Columbus
John Cabot

John Cabot

Columbus

Vespucci-0jeds

Vespucci

Columbus

Sebastian Cabot

Varrsazzano
VYerrazzano
Verrazzano

Sebastian Cabot

Caribbeen {slends
Caoribbesn islends
Newfoundiand
Newfoundland

northern coast of
South America

northern and
eastern coasts of
South Americe
eastern coast of
South America

eastern coast of
Central Americe

Newfoundlend
and Lebrador

Atlantic seaboard
of North Americe
Cape Horn and
Cape of Good Hope
Ceribbesn

Rio de 1a Plata
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