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The original Zen map, which I found glued to the back of the 1558 edition of Dello scoprimento … It features Frisland, Estland, Islanda, Engronelant, Estotiland, Drogeo and Icaria. (illustration credit col1.1)

(Click here for an enlarged image of this map.)




        Prologue

        I
            CAME UPON this curious map in the most unexpected way. One day I was reading in the Biblioteca Marciana, in Venice, when an American tourist in shorts and T-shirt wandered into the hall holding a crumpled piece of paper. I offered to help as he was having some difficulty making himself understood by the clerk. He said he came from Madison, a small coastal town in Connecticut; he was on a pilgrimage to see the family palazzo of two Venetian brothers he
            claimed had crossed the Atlantic and reached the coast of North America at the end of the fourteenth century. He handed over the note on which he had scribbled their names: Nicolò and Antonio Zen. They meant nothing to me at the time and the story sounded rather outlandish, but as the American was in a hurry to rejoin the group he was with, I pulled out from the open stacks a book on Venetian palaces, showed him a picture of a Palazzo Zen near the Frari Church and sent him on
            his way.

        There are several Zen palaces in Venice: a few days later I was walking down the Fondamenta Santa Caterina, off the Campo dei Gesuiti (a brisk twenty-minute walk from the Frari), when I noticed a soot-covered plaque on the wall of a crumbling building:

        
            A

            Nicolò e Antonio Zen

            nel secolo decimoquarto

            navigatori sapientemente arditi

            dei mari nordicil1

        

        So this was the Palazzo Zen the American was looking for! It had none of the majesty of the great palaces that line the Grand Canal. Tufts of weeds tumbled out of the cracks in the marble. Loose electrical wires dangled from on high. Steel beams supported the walls like rusty old crutches. Even by Venetian standards, the building looked terribly worn. Yet the unusual mix of Gothic and Renaissance styles, embellished by Levantine motifs, gave it an air of shabby
            grandeur.

        The next day, I put aside my research and checked the library catalog to see if I could find a reference to the Zen brothers and their mysterious voyages. Out of the Rare Book Collection came a dusty little volume, six inches by four, that seemed to have traveled to my desk straight from a sixteenth-century Venetian bookshop.

        The book was printed in 1558 by a certain Francesco Marcolini. It was a travel narrative written in Italian, which was unusual because Latin was still the language of choice in publishing. The title was long-winded but alluring: Dello scoprimento dell’isole Frislanda, Eslanda, Engrovelanda, Estotilanda & Icaria fatto sotto il Polo Artico da due fratelli Zeni (On the Discovery of the Islands of Frislanda, Eslanda, Engrovelanda, Estotilanda and Icaria
                made by two Zen brothers under the Arctic Pole).

        The name of the author was not on the cover, but Marcolini, the printer, explained in the introduction that the book was written by “the Magnificent M. Nicolò Zen,” a great-great-great-grandson of Antonio Zen, one of the two navigators. This Nicolò Zen, whom I shall henceforth call Nicolò the Younger to avoid confusion with his ancestor, was a well-respected statesman in Renaissance Venice and a minor historian whom
            I’d come across on several occasions during my studies at the Biblioteca Marciana. The book, he claimed, was based on several damaged letters the brothers had sent home during their travels in the 1380s and 1390s, and which had remained in the family archives ever since.

        Glued to the back of the little volume was a Carta da navegar—a nautical map. (For an enlargement of this map, see the final page of this book.) It was a wood-engraving with a rich, grainy texture. At first glance it looked like the sketch of an old treasure map, with oddly shaped islands and exotic place names. But I recognized the coastline of Scandinavia. The Shetland Islands were placed a little too close to the Norwegian coast. Iceland was roughly
            where it should have been, although a cluster of mysterious islets had been sprinkled along its eastern coast. Greenland’s outline was traced with startling precision, but then a lumpy Nova Scotia seemed to have lost its bearings and was floating eastward, away from Newfoundland and the coast of New England. Strangest of all was a large, bulky island called Frisland (Frislanda in the text of the book), which the author placed above Scotland.

        Even more intriguing than these obvious distortions was the general configuration of the map. It showed the North Atlantic as a semi-enclosed sea, in some ways a mirror image of the Mediterranean, and not as a wide-open expanse of water between two continents. Although the map was in many respects rather advanced by Renaissance standards—especially with regard to Greenland—it seemed to reflect a late-medieval view of the North Atlantic in that it did not
            take into account the new geographical discoveries that, from 1492 onward, had revealed to Europeans the existence of the American landmass.

        Travel narrative was very popular in the sixteenth century and the book sold well. After some initial probing I learned that several editions appeared in Venice in the following years. One of them reached Gerard Mercator, the great cartographer, in the German town of Duisburg; he used the Zens’ Carta da navegar to complete the first modern map of the world in 1569. An English translation was published in London by Richard Hakluyt, an
            influential geographer in Elizabethan England. Later I discovered that John Dee, astrologer, mathematician and close advisor to Queen Elizabeth I, seized on the Zen voyages in the 1570s to press the case for a British empire in North America. The Crown even sent Martin Frobisher on a fruitless journey to discover Frislanda and claim it for England.

        As cartography became more accurate, the Zen map, like all maps of its period, lost much of its relevance. The book, on the other hand, continued to be read well into the nineteenth century. But in 1835 a Danish admiral, Christian Zahrtmann, stunned the world of geographers and mapmakers by declaring it was nothing but “a tissue of fiction” and that Nicolò the Younger, the author, was a mischievous fablemonger. It took forty
            years for the Royal Geographical Society to publish a rebuttal of Admiral Zahrtmann’s accusations; it was penned by Richard Henry Major, one of its most prestigious members. But the stain of forgery proved indelible. The book suffered several more attacks and by the end of the nineteenth century it had been fairly torn to shreds, a critic pronouncing it “one of the most successful and obnoxious [literary frauds] on record.”

        The Zen brothers faded into oblivion. There is not a trace of them in contemporary books about travel and discovery. Their names are unknown even to Venetians. And hardly anyone notices the plaque that was unveiled more than 120 years ago on the façade of Palazzo Zen (after R. H. Major’s rebuttal of Zahrtmann’s thesis).

        Yet I found it hard to let go of the story. The more I read about it—about the voyages, the forgery charges, the rehabilitation, the new round of accusations—the more I was puzzled. It seemed to me unreasonable that Nicolò the Younger should have put his reputation at risk for the sake of an elaborate prank. If it was a fake, what could possibly have been the motive behind such a brazen act of fraud? To suggest that his ancestors
            had reached North America before 1492? But surely Nicolò the Younger would have made that claim explicit at some point. True, the narrative was filled with mistakes and incongruities, some of them rather bewildering. But all maps and travel narratives of the sixteenth century were riddled with befuddling oddities. Could not those very errors be the mark of authenticity rather than deceit? I shared the sympathetic feeling of Alexander von Humboldt, the great German naturalist
            and geographer of the early nineteenth century, who found the story “to be filled with candor and detailed descriptions” they could not have borrowed from others.

        Over and over I found myself wandering to Palazzo Zen for one more look at the fading façade as if those old stones could yield a clue to the mystery. At the library I often set aside my regular work to fish out of the stacks yet another volume about fourteenth-century Venetian merchant navigators. I did not yet realize that this growing obsession would drive me to follow the tracks of the Zen brothers out of the library and away from the streets and canals of
            Venice, on a voyage to the Great North.

        ONE DAY, in the early phase of my obsession, I was about to return the little volume on the Zen voyages to the Rare Book Collection when my attention was caught by the printer’s mark. In the pioneering days of publishing, printers in Venice went out of their way to design elaborate, eye-catching marks. It was a way to publicize their books and sharpen their commercial profile. But in this case the printer’s mark was notable by
            any measure: an allegorical composition depicting Calumny, Truth and Time so beautifully drawn that I fancied it might have been sketched by a Titian or a Tintoretto or another great master of the Venetian Renaissance.

        
            [image: ]
        

        Veritas filia temporis—Truth is the daughter of Time. Francesco Marcolini’s printer’s mark depicting Time snatching Truth from the clutches of Calumny. (illustration credit prl.1)

        It took me a little while to decipher the scene. Calumny, an evil-looking woman with a thick long tail and a cluster of writhing snakes in her right hand, was pushing naked Truth off her cloud. Above them, Time, a muscular and wise deity with wings, was able to save Truth in extremis by grabbing her wrist with his right hand while holding an hourglass in his left.

        The inscription around the engraving read Veritas filia temporis—Truth is the daughter of Time. Surely Marcolini, the printer, could not have chosen an allegory more suited to this tale. It occurred to me that in order to get closer to the truth I would have to begin by learning more about the author of the book I was holding in my hands, as well as the printer and the circumstances that had led to its publication.

        
            

            1 “To Nicolò and Antonio Zen, wise and courageous navigators to the northern seas in the fourteenth century.”

        

    
        CHAPTER ONE
Making a Book

        
            The Author
        

        NICOLÒ THE YOUNGER had reason to be furious. He had taken time off from his government duties to complete the first volume of a series he planned to write on world history, which was to cover the invasion of the Germanic tribes, the fall of Rome and the birth of Venice in the early Middle Ages. The manuscript still needed to be revised but his friend, the printer and publisher
            Marcolini, had pressed him to have a first look. “He was not pleased with my request,” Marcolini later recalled. “But in the end he deemed me worthy of the privilege probably on account of the deep affection I have always harbored for his magnificent House.”

        In exchange for the opportunity to read the draft, Marcolini promised “not to show it to anyone, let alone publish it.” But in the end he could not resist the temptation to beat his competitors, and he secretly obtained permission from the Council of Ten to print Dell’origine de barbari che distrussero per tutto ’l mondo l’imperio di Roma onde hebbe principio la città di Venetia (On the Origin of the
                Barbarians who Destroyed Rome’s Empire around the World Thereby Giving Birth to the City of Venice).

        Before Nicolò the Younger had time to realize the extent of his imprudence the book was selling briskly in the shops around Saint Mark’s Square. “He had been so busy performing his public duties that he had not been able to refine and perfect the manuscript,” Marcolini guiltily recounted. “[And so I sent it to press] exactly as I had received it in my hands.” The result was a mess: not
            just typos, errors and shoddy writing but a chaotic layout as well. The last section of the book was printed at the front, making the whole thing incomprehensible.

        
            [image: ]
        

        Nicolò Zen the Younger (1515–1565). The painting is part of the Kingston Lacy Estate collection, in Dorset (UK). Formerly cataloged as the “portrait of an unknown Venetian senator,” it was identified in 2008 as Titian’s long-lost portrait of Nicolò Zen the Younger, mentioned by Giorgio Vasari in Lives of the Artists. (illustration credit 1.1)

        Nicolò the Younger complained bitterly, telling his friend “how truly distraught he was that his work should see the light in such an imperfect, altered and mangled form.” All his life he was a loyal, dutiful and dedicated public servant, devoted to his family and to the Republic. As this episode showed, he also cared deeply about his reputation as a historian of Venice. So I thought it was
            ironic—tragic from his perspective—that he, of all people, should have gone down in history as a shameless liar, a dangerous forger and, perhaps worst of all, “a trickster whose inventions led countless ships astray.”

        NICOLÒ THE Younger was born in 1515, when Venice was no longer the mercantile power it had been in the time of his forebears. The gradual shift to a land-based economy in the fifteenth century had led the Republic to expand its territory over most of northern Italy and become embroiled in continental power politics. But after years of war and devastation that had brought Venice to its knees, the new doge, the charismatic Andrea Gritti (ruled 1523–38) was presiding over a period of great renewal—renovatio was the Latin buzzword of the age.1 The city itself underwent major changes that reflected the new landed wealth. Modern palaces rose on the Grand Canal while the old ones were embellished to follow the new classical fashion. The arts—painting,
            music, poetry—flourished as never before. And the young book industry thrived, as dozens of new printers opened for business, transforming Venice into the mecca of publishing.

        The Zen family embraced humanism from the start. Pietro, Nicolò the Younger’s grandfather and the family patriarch, had a reputation for helping young artists and architects get started in Venice. Caterino, Nicolò’s father, was a leading member of the literary establishment. Francesco, Nicolò’s uncle, was the architect in the family; after his death, the Zens added the draftsman’s
            compass to the nautical rudder, the laurel and the palm tree that already adorned the family crest.

        As a teenager, Nicolò absorbed the intellectual atmosphere at Palazzo Zen. Following the fashion of the times, he was schooled in the sciences as well as the humanities. His special aptitude for mathematics led him to become an accomplished hydraulic engineer. But he also studied Greek and Latin literature, philosophy and poetry; his favorite author, he claimed, was Herodotus, the founder of narrative history.

        After completing his studies Nicolò went straight into politics, jump-starting his career in government by arranging to be elected to the post of savio agli ordini dell’Arsenale (special commissioner for the Arsenal). His appointment was suspended when it was discovered that he was only twenty-three years old, two short of the minimum legal age for the post. Nicolò appealed to the powerful Council of Ten, invoking a law
            that allowed candidates to purchase up to five years’ experience at the cost of one hundred ducats; he won and was reinstated.

        By then, Gritti’s enlightened dogeship was coming to an end. Tensions between the western powers and the Otto-man Empire were building in the Mediterranean. Emperor Charles V of Spain, the leader of Christian Europe, cobbled together an alliance to push back the Turks. Venice’s policy of peaceful engagement with the Ottoman Empire, which Gritti had upheld with the support of the Zens, dissolved in a warmongering frenzy. “Venetians, especially young ones, [are now] fervently clamoring for war,” Nicolò noted with dismay.

        The military confrontation—it was hardly a war—turned into a humiliating debacle for the coalition. At Preveza, off the coast of western Greece, the allied commander, the Genoese admiral Andrea Doria, backed out of the fight under orders from Emperor Charles himself, who was secretly negotiating with the Sublime Porte to avoid all-out war. As the junior partner in the
            alliance, Venice could do little but acquiesce and retreat. But the moment was certainly sobering, for it revealed rather starkly the diminished political status of the Republic.

        For young Nicolò, Preveza was a defining experience. Stung by the outcome of the conflict, he wrote a scathing account of the campaign. History of the War between Venice and the Turks is not so much a narrative as a vitriolic indictment of those who had pressed for war against the Ottoman Empire and then had behaved so ignominiously in the hour of battle. Nicolò ranted against “the infamy of all Christianity”
            and called on “the Spanish soldiers who were on the Emperor’s ships to bear testimony” to the shameful conduct of the western alliance.

        Nicolò’s beloved Herodotus would probably have frowned at his overheated prose. In the end, the manuscript was never published and his fierce denunciation was read only, if at all, within the confines of Palazzo Zen. But the copy that survives in the Biblioteca Marciana offers a fascinating glimpse into the mind of this ambitious twenty-five-year-old patrician already fully engaged in the affairs of
            the Republic.

        Although never a merchant himself, Nicolò was very proud of the mercantile origins of his family. To him, trade had been the lifeblood of the Republic since its earliest days and had strengthened it over the centuries. He felt very strongly that by shifting their economy from the sea to the mainland, Venetians had betrayed their roots and corrupted the soul of the Republic. “Now everyone rushes to buy property in order to live on
            their income,” he lamented, “while merchants [are] despised and greatly berated.” He blamed this morally impoverished environment for the hubris that had led to war.

        Nicolò idealized the early days of the Republic, when Venice was a small democratic community and Venetians lived “in houses of equal size and height, decorated in the same manner.” He decried the new fashion of building “palaces and magnificent dwellings,” which fostered feelings of inequality—an obvious dig at the new landed aristocracy living in luxury on the Grand Canal. To him, the
            new palaces were garish symbols of Venice’s moral decay. He lambasted the fashionable young architects who indulged in the so-called ornamental style; ever the moralist, he railed against “the indolent and the pleasure-seeking” who mixed with singers and actors and courtesans.

        Nicolò’s militant brand of nostalgia was no doubt sharpened by the fire of youth. But old republican values had always thrived at Palazzo Zen, and Nicolò had absorbed them from his grandfather, the venerable Pietro, and from his father, Caterino. Palazzo Zen was a household where renovatio did not mean renewal for renewal’s sake but rather through the rediscovery of the virtues and traditions of the early
            Republic.

        At twenty, Nicolò had married Elisabetta Contarini, a member of one of the oldest Venetian families. She bore him a son, Caterino, ensuring the line would continue into the next generation. By the early 1540s, Nicolò was already looked upon as the leading representative of the Zen family, “whose great worth and wisdom,” wrote a contemporary chronicler, “everyone in Venice admires.”

        His government career progressed rapidly. He was sent on his first mission abroad, to the court of Charles V in Madrid, to patch up relations with Spain after the fiasco of the war against Turkey. He made a lasting impression on the emperor, and if he still felt the urge to inveigh against “all Christianity,” as he had in the wake of defeat, he evidently bit his tongue.

        Back in Venice, Nicolò joined the Collegio della Milizia da Mar, a commission established to oversee the reorganization of the Arsenal and the rebuilding of the Venetian fleet. In his view, the Arsenal was to be much more than just a great shipyard: he saw it as the hinge that would join Venice’s sea and land power. He set himself to the task “with loving diligence and practical wisdom,” in the words
            of one observer, and was often to be found in one of the yards at the Arsenal taking notes among the arsenalotti, measuring planks, weighing materials, testing pulleys to find new ways of “lifting huge weights with as little effort as possible.” It is doubtful the production target of 130 warships—roughly the size of the Ottoman fleet and slightly smaller than the Spanish Armada—was reached during his tenure or indeed
            afterward. But his thoughtful policies were credited with transforming the Arsenal into a leaner and more efficient ship-building machine.

        Next, he turned his “good judgment” to improving the web of waterways in the lagoon. Over the centuries, the silt deposits brought in by the Piave and its tributaries had altered the sand and mud formations around the city. The haphazard dredging of new canals had further changed the seascape, dangerously affecting water levels. Nicolò was elected several times savio di terraferma and savio alle
            acque—land commissioner and water commissioner—key posts that enabled him to dominate the public debate on this issue during the 1540s and 1550s. He drew plans for reclaiming vast tracts of marshland and managed to renovate the lagoon’s complex hydraulic system.

        Nicolò brought a humanistic approach to his scientific and managerial tasks. He was interested in a general reorganization of the city and its territory and he drew on his classical education to give depth and range to his technical solutions. Even though he was known primarily as an engineer, his Pliny and his Vitruvius were never out of reach.

        Yet for all his dedication to Venice’s renewal, the pull of the past was always strong. All his life Nicolò sought ways to celebrate the fabled story of the Republic—making sure his family’s important role in it was remembered as well. His book on the origins of Venice was meant above all as a tribute to the city he loved. That the publication turned out to be a complete fiasco would have been especially painful and humiliating for him.

        Marcolini had put his friendship with Nicolò at risk for the sake of a book. But he had taken a precaution by dedicating the volume to the patriarch of Aquileia, Daniele Barbaro, who served as archbishop of Venice. Barbaro was a well-known humanist and a distinguished former diplomat. He was also Nicolò’s closest friend. Marcolini hoped Barbaro would talk to his “soul mate” and “appease his rage in the face of my disobedience, much like Daniel appeased the ferocious lion.” The ploy worked, and Nicolò eventually forgave his publisher. The following year Marcolini printed a new edition of the book, revised and corrected, this time with the author’s approval. And if Nicolò is remembered at all as a historian, it is on the strength of that one volume on Venetian history.

        
            Marcolini’s Shop
        

        IN THE BIBLIOTECA MARCIANA I found a woodprint of Marcolini carved when he was in his late thirties or early forties. The portrait itself is very fine and conveys Marcolini’s energy and quick intelligence. He was a handsome man, with a wide forehead, a large, well-proportioned nose and an inquisitive expression. His hair was thick and curly, and like many of his
            contemporaries, he wore a long beard. The portrait has a Titian-like feel to it and although there is no certainty about the authorship, some scholars attribute it to the great Venetian master.

        
            [image: ]
        

        Francesco Marcolini’s portrait adorned the frontispiece of the 1540 edition of Le Sorti. (illustration credit 1.2)

        Marcolini, I learned, was originally from Forlì, a small city in Romagna that had fallen on bad times during the rule of Caterina Sforza. For a talented young man interested in the book business, the obvious place to go was Venice, where relative intellectual freedom provided a more permissive atmosphere. He arrived around 1525, in the heyday of Doge Gritti’s renovatio. Aldus Manutius,
            the father of modern publishing, had died, but the industry was still very vibrant. There were no less than 150 printers operating in Venice at the time, many of them doubling as publishers. More books were being printed there than in any other European city.

        Marcolini entered the fray with considerable brio, quickly establishing himself as a quality printer and publisher in the expanding market of music books and scores. Soon he opened his own print shop, next to the friars of the Order of the Cruciferi, whose oratory abutted Palazzo Zen. Pietro Zen, Nicolò’s grandfather, took the young printer under his wing; years later Marcolini readily acknowledged he was “a creature of the
            great Pietro.”

        He invested his earnings in a new printing press and a complete set of Garamond type, purchased wood blocks to make engravings and hired Johannes Britus, a talented German engraver, to embellish his books. Marcolini himself was an accomplished artist, a draftsman and a goldsmith, and all his skills found expression in his print shop, where he worked late into the night, his hands covered in ink and sticky with glue, designing
            letter blocks for his chapter headings or preparing a collection of decorative friezes. He was not always a careful editor and his copy was often filled with mistakes he later had to correct (I noticed the list of errata in each of his books was usually very long), but he made a point of publishing beautifully designed and finely executed volumes, fretting endlessly about the title, the layout, the type. He promoted his books with enticing prefaces and blurbs.

        Marcolini’s big break came in the early 1530s, when he first published Pietro Aretino, a literary celebrity who had been run out of Rome by Pope Clement VII after the publication of his popular Sonnetti Lussuriosi (Lewd Sonnets). Aretino arrived in Venice preceded by his fame. He was a talented satirist who delighted his readers with his impudence and irreverence toward the rich and
            powerful—although, when necessary, he knew how to ingratiate himself with them as well. His many patrons, among them the king of France, Francis I, lavished money and gifts on him in part because they feared his vitriolic pen. A larger-than-life character, he lived in great style, enjoyed a rich table and, as we shall see, was not above seducing the wives of his friends. Marcolini met Aretino shortly after the writer had settled in Venice and quickly came
            under his spell. It was Aretino who persuaded him to start his own print shop. As a mark of his friendship, and of his confidence in his publishing talent, he offered him the manuscript of La Cortigiana (The Courtesan), an uproarious comedy about life among the lower classes in papal Rome. Marcolini published it in 1534 and it became a runaway best seller. During the next decade, he published a dozen other books by Aretino, his star author.

        While the Zens provided Marcolini with useful contacts in the upper reaches of the ruling oligarchy, Aretino introduced him to his artistic circle, which included Titian, Tintoretto, Sebastiano del Piombo and Jacopo Sansovino. This talented band of artists, writers and architects would gather in Marcolini’s print shop after a day’s work for a mug of wine and some boisterous
            conversation, which often continued at the young publisher’s home, where his beautiful wife Isabella gave everyone dinner.

        It was a joyful period for Marcolini. His reputation as a quality printer and publisher grew and he made good money in the process. His own creativity found an easy and gratifying outlet in the production of his beautiful editions. He also became an accomplished goldsmith and developed a serious interest in architecture, even designing a bridge that was built over a canal on the island of Murano. “Our friend Francesco’s superb
            structure has finally given a soul to the body of Murano,” Aretino wrote to Sansovino, Venice’s chief public architect. In 1540 Marcolini authored his only book, Le Sorti intitolate giardino dei pensieri (The Cards of Fate in the Garden of the Mind), a society game published as a book of cards. Learned and playful, it was illustrated with splendid drawings—the hallmark of the Marcolini publishing house. No less a critic than
            Giorgio Vasari, the great Renaissance art historian, weighed in to praise Le Sorti’s “beautiful imagery.”

        Then something went terribly wrong in Marcolini’s happy world. From the half statements and innuendos that surface in letters of the period, it appears that his beloved wife, Isabella, succumbed to Aretino’s insistent sexual demands. What we know for sure is that Marcolini shut down his print shop, left Venice in a hurry with his wife and sailed to Cyprus (then under Venetian rule), where he took on a clerkship in the
            governor’s office. Aretino wrote several letters to Marcolini begging him to come back. But he did not return to Venice until four years later, in 1549. By then Isabella was dead—she must have died in Cyprus or on the way home.

        Marcolini opened for business again but never really made up with Aretino and did not publish any new work of his. Anton Francesco Doni, a writer of popular romances, became his new best-selling author. Doni’s fanciful love stories could not have been more different from Aretino’s biting satires and lewd poems. But they sold well, each edition running into several thousand copies. Marcolini continued to have one of the more interesting
            lists in town—a mixture of novels, biographies and narrative history—but it was certainly not as spicy and irreverent as it had been during his early years as a publisher (his backlist remained impressive, with works by Dante, Boccaccio, Petrarch, Ariosto, as well as classics by Aristotle, Polybius, Ovid, Cicero and his beloved Vitruvius).

        After his return from Cyprus, Marcolini renewed his ties with the Zens. Nicolò the Younger had been a teenager when he had last seen him; now he was the head of the family and a man of influence in Venice. Marcolini cultivated his friendship, even boasting to his readers that he had “not a little familiarity with this very noble and kind-hearted gentleman.” After the row over the unauthorized publication of
            Nicolò’s volume on the history of Venice, the two men, as we have seen, renewed their close ties. And it was to Marcolini that Nicolò eventually turned two years later when he decided to publish an account of his forebears’ travels in the North Atlantic.

        
            
            Ramusio’s World
        

        THERE WAS PROBABLY no better place than Venice to gain a sense of how the view of the world was changing in the mid-sixteenth century. True, the Republic was not a player in the Age of Discovery. Portugal, Spain, France and England were the new great naval powers driving world exploration. Still, if Venice no longer had the ambition and the resources to finance expensive
            expeditions to distant lands, it was nevertheless the major clearinghouse for the valuable information flowing back to Europe: information circulated more freely than in any other European capital. An endless stream of travel narratives, captain’s diaries, ship’s logs, maps and portolan charts found their way to Venice, which in turn had the printing presses, the publishers, the editors, the bookbinders, the illustrators, the mapmakers to process
            and disseminate the new literature of exploration.

        The most ambitious publishing project in the 1550s was Giovanni Battista Ramusio’s monumental Delle navigationi et viaggi (On Journeys and Navigations). Ramusio was one of Venice’s highest-ranking and most respected civil servants. In the course of his long career in government he had collected the reports of the major European explorers, translated them into Italian and edited them carefully (while still a student, he
            had worked as an apprentice in Manutius’s print shop, reading and selecting manuscripts and preparing them for publication).

        Poring over his travel narratives, Ramusio had reached the conclusion that the old Ptolemaic world was “quite inaccurate with respect to the knowledge we have today.” He decided to use the vast material in his possession to produce a written geography of the world that cartographers could use as a source for a new mapping of the globe. “I think it would be good and not a little useful,” he
            explained, “to assemble the narratives of our time written by those who have actually been in those regions and have described them in detail.”

        
            [image: ]
        

        Giovanni Battista Ramusio “stole time from Time itself” to complete Delle navigationi et viaggi, his three-volume collection of travel narratives. This medal was printed in the Museum Mazzucchellianum, an eighteenth-century museum catalog. (illustration credit 1.3)

        As Ramusio saw it, the world beyond Europe was roughly divided into three parts: Africa, India and Brazil to the south; Asia and Scandinavia to the north and east; the New World to the west. Accordingly, he planned one volume for each geographical area, in that order. The first one came out in 1550. It was a sensation, in part because it included a considerable scoop: Leo Africanus’s report on his
            extraordinary journey across Africa.

        Al Hasan ben Mohammad al Wazzan az Zayati, later known as Leo Africanus, came from a well-to-do Arab family living in Spain. After the fall of Granada in 1492, the family moved to Fez, in Morocco, where young Hasan was educated. He later traveled across Africa on commercial and diplomatic missions, but on a voyage home he was captured by pirates and sold as a slave. His new owner was so
            impressed by his learning that he presented him as a gift to Pope Leo X. The pontiff freed him in exchange for his conversion to Christianity and christened him Giovanni Leone. The former slave became a fixture in Roman humanistic circles. He wrote a Latin version of Description of Africa, the fascinating chronicle of his voyages, but the pope kept the manuscript under lock. So it was quite a coup for Ramusio to get his hands on it, thanks to his secret
            contacts in Rome.

        CONSUMED BY the demands of his regular job as an influential secretary at the Senate, Ramusio pressed on with the preparation of the next two volumes of his trilogy “by stealing time from Time,” as his printer, Tommaso Giunti, put it.

        Unlike Ramusio, Nicolò the Younger had been slow to understand the extraordinary changes taking place in the world as a result of the geographical discoveries of the first half of the century—including the rapid decline of Venice as a great naval power. His own vision of the world remained centered around the Mediterranean; he had little patience with the hoopla surrounding the Spanish conquests in the New World. “The Spaniards,” he wrote as late as 1540, “tell us there are many countries, islands and provinces there.” But he had been to Spain and knew better. “They are bombastic by nature. They brag and are untruthful.” Imprudently, he added, “Of one thing I am sure: they have found much less than what they claim.”

        However, by the time the first volume of Ramusio’s trilogy came out, Nicolò was belatedly catching on. He now acknowledged the importance of the discovery of “so many territories where we least expected to find them.” Marveling at the success of Ramusio’s first volume, he thought it would be a good idea to offer an edited version of “the documents I have been able to salvage”
            on the voyages of his forebears. There was not much left: five badly damaged letters and a barely legible chart. According to Nicolò, he was largely responsible for the awful condition of those precious family heirlooms: “When I was a child I took those papers in my hands, and not knowing what they were, I tore and damaged them, as a child will do. To this day the very thought of what I did causes me the greatest sorrow.”
            He must have received quite a scolding if, so many decades later, he was still grieving for the wreckage he had caused. And given what I knew of Nicolò—his sense of duty, his diligence, an earnestness that verged on naïveté—it is hard for me to escape the feeling that the publication of the Zen voyages was, at least in part, an act of belated atonement.

        Nicolò set about rearranging, editing and weaving the content of what remained of the five surviving letters into a unified narrative, padding generously and adding new information along the way. He then drew a map of the region where the travels took place, based “on an old and rotten chart we still had in our house,” but no doubt consulting other cartographic sources available to him. “I think it’s come out
            rather well,” he noted, pleased with himself. “It will certainly enlighten interested readers who might otherwise have trouble understanding the narrative.” To be sure, the Zen map had its share of incongruities. But Nicolò had reason to be satisfied: by contemporary standards it appeared to be a great step forward in the geographical knowledge of the North Atlantic.

        RAMUSIO’S MUCH-ANTICIPATED second volume of the Navigationi et viaggi was mostly devoted to Asia. It was built around Marco Polo’s travels but it included more recent reports on Persia, Tartary, Russia and the Black Sea by Venetian ambassadors. Scandinavia was also part of the volume because it was considered an extension of the Asian
            continent. Thus Nicolò’s labor of love seemed a perfect fit: after all, Frislanda, Estlanda, Islanda, Engroneland and Estotiland2 were seen as an extension of the Scandinavian world. Ramusio, who knew Nicolò well through their work in the Senate, was familiar with
            the voyages of the Zen brothers. Although there is no evidence that he ever planned to include them in the second volume of his collection, I imagine he was certainly open to the idea and discussed the matter with his closest friends and advisors.3

        However, the publication of that second volume was plagued by delays. Ramusio, who did not want to keep his readers waiting, decided to go ahead with the third volume, on the New World, which included firsthand accounts of Columbus’s voyages and narratives by Peter Martyr, Oviedo de Guzmán, Hernán Cortés, Cabeza de Vaca,
            Francisco Coronado, Giovanni da Verrazano and Jacques Cartier. Volume three came out successfully in 1556.

        One possible cause for the long delay in the publication of the second volume—but this is mere conjecture on my part—were the secret negotiations Ramusio was carrying forward at the time. In the early 1550s, shortly after the publication of the first volume of Navigationi et viaggi, the Republic contacted Sebastian Cabot and discreetly put forward the idea that he lead a Venetian exploratory mission to find a northwest passage to Cathay under the Arctic Pole. Sebastian, a Venetian citizen then living in England, was the obvious candidate for the job. Son of John Cabot, who had reached North America in 1497, he was a great navigator and explorer in his own right. Initial talks with the Venetian ambassador in London were encouraging and the parties decided they should be continued in Venice. Ramusio was entrusted with this delicate dossier, possibly on account of his
            geographical knowledge. The immediate task was to find a pretext to bring Sebastian to Venice without raising suspicions in London. It was decided that the Seigneury would summon him to settle certain matters related to family properties.

        In any discussion about the search for a northwest passage, Ramusio and indeed Sebastian himself are bound to have brought up the voyage of the Zen brothers. And it is unlikely Ramusio would have agreed to make the Zen narrative and the map public while the Republic was secretly trying to set up a mission to that region. By 1556, however, talks with Sebastian had broken down, possibly because the English ambassador in Venice, having been informed of the talks by his
            spies at the Doge’s Palace, had managed to scuttle them. It does not appear Sebastian came to Venice. Instead, he turned his attention to the Arctic Sea north of Russia and helped to organize several unsuccessful expeditions to find a northeast passage to China.

        As it turned out, the fruitless talks with Sebastian were to be Venice’s last, half-hearted attempt to play a role in the Age of Discovery.

        THE FOLLOWING summer, Ramusio retreated to the peace and quiet of his villa near Padua to finish editing the intractable second volume. But he developed a case of petechia and purplish spots soon appeared all over his body. He weakened very quickly—he may have contracted typhoid fever as well—and on July 10 he died, leaving the work unfinished.

        Tommaso Giunti, the printer, was devastated by the death of his close friend and associate. He assured his readers that the ill-starred second volume would be available by the end of the year, but on November 4, 1557, a devastating fire broke out among the presses and the print shop was reduced to a pile of ashes. Giunti was inconsolable. “The loss has been very substantial,” he lamented.
            “Several of the texts which Ramusio had prepared and were ready to go to press went up in flames together with a number of maps.”

        Was the story of the Zen voyages among those destroyed by the fire? In the light of the controversy that has surrounded the Zen map for so long, the question takes on more than a mere bibliographical interest. It would have been useful to know whether Ramusio, a very diligent and widely respected editor, had actually gone through the material himself and put his stamp of approval on it before dying. In the absence of any evidence one can only guess
            what his opinion might have been.

        As a rule, Ramusio preferred to publish eyewitness accounts drawn from original manuscripts. Admittedly, Nicolò had used fragments of five badly damaged letters and a chart to stitch together a narrative. That alone would probably not have disqualified the story: Ramusio readily acknowledged that many manuscripts came to him “damaged and filled with mistakes,” and this did not prevent him from publishing them, usually after
            very intense editing sessions. “I hesitate a long time before publishing the documents I receive,” he explained, “because I cannot swear on the quality of the material. But after hesitating, I usually let myself be swayed by my desire to leave for future generations information that might turn out to be useful to them.”

        Still, my feeling is that Ramusio had decided to leave the Zen story out of the second volume. Not so much because he didn’t find it convincing—his editorial policy, we have just seen, was “when in doubt, print”—but because it was a heavily edited text prepared by someone other than himself. By his own admission, Ramusio was a hands-on editor, a perfectionist who worked on his texts obsessively during his “many sleepless nights.” He would have resisted the inclusion in his series of a story “packaged” by another editor—even an eminent Venetian like Nicolò.

        The truth is that by the early summer of 1557, only days before Ramusio’s death and weeks before the fire at the Giunti press, Nicolò was already making plans to publish the story elsewhere. Who did he call on? Marcolini, of course, who immediately petitioned the Council of Ten for permission to print. The Riformatori dello Studio di Padova—the commission in charge of overseeing printing
            rights—sent the manuscript to two of their habitual readers: Nicolò Robusto Cipriota, a Carmelitan monk, and Alfonso de Ulloa, a freelance translator of Spanish texts. Both readers thought the book was “worthy to be printed as there is nothing against religion, good morals or the State.”4

        Marcolini must have been thrilled by this unexpected turn of events. I checked his list for 1558 and it was rather dull: a life of the doges, a new edition of Nicolò Zen’s book on the origins of Venice and a couple of classics—Ovid’s Metamorphoses and Cicero’s Epistles. The Zen voyages were just what he needed to jazz things up a little. He went straight to work and by the end
            of the year produced what turned out to be one of the season’s hits. The book was printed in an elegant italic type; it had a clean layout and lovely decorative motifs. Marcolini was an experienced copywriter and he assured his readers they would discover “wondrous things about wars and cultures, about the way people live and the clothes they wear, about landscapes and animals and many varieties of fish under the Arctic Pole,
            where the cold is very great and there is much ice and snow.”5

        
            

            1 In the fifteenth century the Venetian Republic expanded its mainland possessions to gain hegemony over the vast and fertile plains of the Po Valley. Pope Julius II felt the papal territories, which bordered in the north with the Republic, were increasingly under threat. In 1509 he formed an alliance with France and Spain, two powerful states which had developed ambitions of their own in northern Italy. The ostensible purpose of the League of Cambrai—after the name of the town where the alliance was signed—was to fight the growing menace of the Ottoman Empire. But the immediate objective was to curb Venetian expansion in northern Italy. The mercenary army in Venice’s pay was no match for the league and was crushed at the battle of Agnadello. The Venetian strongholds on the mainland collapsed one after the other. In a matter of weeks, the Republic lost all the territory it had gained in a century of expansion. Many saw the humiliating defeat at Agnadello as God’s punishment for the hubris that had infected the Republic, not to mention the loose morals that had made the city a symbol of greed and depravity. Andrea Gritti, a fiery and courageous young patrician, led the
                struggle for Venice’s redemption. He recaptured Padua and other cities on the mainland. Meanwhile, the League of Cambrai broke apart as the pope and the king of Spain turned against France, their erstwhile ally. Venice seized the moment, siding with the young French king, Francis I. In 1515, the French won a decisive battle at Marignano with the help of the Venetians. As a result, France consolidated its presence in Piedmont while Venice regained most of the provinces lost
                after Agnadello. The Republic had learned its lesson, though, and it gave up its aggressive expansionism, opting instead for a prudent policy of neutrality.

            2 In earlier centuries, spelling was nonstandardized, and sources offer several variants for the place-names in the Zen story. To avoid confusion, I have selected one spelling for each to use throughout this book, except when quoting directly from a text or map: Frislanda, Engroneland, Islanda, Estotiland, and Drogio.

            3 In the early 1550s these would have been his publisher, Tommaso Giunti, and his closest friend, the humanist Girolamo Fracastoro, who first brought the Zen voyages to his attention.

            4 A reader’s job was not without peril in those days. Three years later Cipriota was forbidden to preach because he had approved the publication of I Dialoghi Segreti, a book by Pompeo della Barba di Pescia that was later deemed irreverent, confiscated and burned. A far more tragic destiny awaited Ulloa, a Spaniard who had come to Venice as a young man
                in 1547 and had found employment as secretary to the Spanish ambassador, Don Juan Hurtado de Mendoza. The embassy became a hotbed of intrigue and propaganda. Mendoza was recalled to Madrid and the new ambassador, Don Francisco de Vargas, got rid of Ulloa, who found employment as a Spanish translator with Giolito, a well-known Venetian publisher. To complement his income, Ulloa took on a part-time job as a reader for the
                Riformatori dello Studio di Padova. The job would cost him his life. In 1568 the Council of Ten ordered his arrest because five years earlier he had approved for publication a book in Hebrew that the Inquisition later decided should not have been published. The accusation was couched in very nebulous terms and appears to have been a mere pretext (by the late 1560s the government had become more intolerant and repressive in the face of new international
                tensions, especially between Venice and Spain). The hapless Ulloa was sentenced to death. He managed to smuggle out of prison a letter to King Philip II in which he pleaded his innocence and begged him to intercede on his behalf. The letter did not reach Philip in time: Ulloa died of fevers in his prison cell.

            5 The volume actually contained two narratives. The first one described the embassy of Caterino Zeno to the court of Uzun Hasan, king of Persia, in the 1470s (On the Commentaries to the Journey in Persia of M. Caterino Zeno and the Wars Undertaken in the Persian Empire from the Time of Uzun Hasan). This book, too, was dedicated to Daniele
                Barbaro, who had been Venetian ambassador to England before becoming the patriarch of Aquilea, and was among the most informed Venetians about the history and geography of the North Sea.
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