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Preface

This study aims to contribute what it can to modern scholarship on Pietro Bembo in general, and on his 1496 De Aetna in particular, by exploring the contextual background and the imaginative capacities that crucially shape his portrayal of his youthful ascent of the volcano in 1493. The Bembo presented in these pages offers much more than a one-dimensional account of the facts, sights, and findings of his climb. Far more important in this study is his eye for creative elaboration, or for transforming his literal experience on the mountain into a meditation on (i) his coming of age at a remove from the conventional career path expected of one of his station within the Venetian patriciate; (ii) the complex literary history of Greco-Roman treatments of the Etna theme; and (iii) the potential of the Etnean landscape to serve, via Bembo’s artful manipulation of its symbolic properties, as a highly inventive mode of self-portraiture through figurative projection onto the natural canvas. Many debts have been incurred during the evolution of this study: for help and advice on many fronts I thank Michael Cole, Marco Fantuzzi, Andrew Feldherr, Charles Hope, Ermanno Malaspina, Silvia Montiglio, Roberto Nicosia, Laura Nuvoloni and Gareth Schmeling. Michael Reeve gave important encouragement at a moment when the project was taking embryonic shape. Three readers for Oxford University Press offered trenchant but invaluable criticisms of an earlier draft; in particular, Craig Kallendorf provided precious guidance for improvement on multiple fronts, and I have greatly benefitted from his advice. James Uden generously read the entire manuscript with his customary acumen and keen wit. So too did James Zetzel, who also made important interventions on many points of argument and scrutinized my translation of De Aetna with the greatest care: I gratefully acknowledge here more than two decades of fine friendship, wise counsel and many acts of kindness. I thank Leslie Safford for her excellent copy-editing; Prabhu Chinnasamy for managing the production process so efficiently; and John Veranes for his help in gaining permissions for the illustrations used in this book. But my greatest debt at Oxford University Press is to Stefan Vranka for his general encouragement of this project from its inception, for his patience and good humor as the chapters went through many stages of rewriting, and for his expertise in seeing the end-product through the press. I am also grateful to Columbia’s Stanwood Cockey Lodge Foundation for a subvention toward the costs of production. The dedication expresses my greatest debt of all.
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Introduction

ON MAY 4, 1492, Pietro Bembo (1470–1547), that flamboyant young Venetian patrician and future cardinal, at last set foot in the city of Messina after an arduous journey by land and sea from Venice.1 He had traveled to Sicily with Angelo Gabriele, his friend from boyhood,2 to study Greek under the distinguished Byzantine émigré scholar and teacher, Constantine Lascaris (1434–1501); after settling in Messina in 1466, Lascaris had been appointed in 1467 to a professorship at the Greek school attached to the Basilian monastery of San Salvatore in Messina. During his more than two-year stay in Sicily, Pietro briefly interrupted his studies to visit and climb Mount Etna and, after his return to Venice in the summer of 1494, he wrote of that adventure in the slender yet engaging work that is the focus of this study: his De Aetna. This was the first Latin text—or, more strictly, the first text entirely in Latin—to be published by the Aldine Press at Venice, appearing in February 1496 (1495 more veneto).3 Set in the Bembo country retreat that was known as Noniano, outside Padua,4 it is cast in the form of a dialogue between Pietro and his father, Bernardo (1433–1519), that distinguished humanist, diplomatist, and devoted servant of the Republic, who eagerly receives his son’s account of his ascent. For convenience, a brief synopsis of the dialogue is offered at the end of this introduction, and the entire text is presented, with my own translation, at the end of this study. Within the dialogue Pietro enthusiastically broaches his Etna topic; that enthusiasm is further attested by Pietro’s reaction to a letter that he received from Messina many years later—a letter that just so happens to be dated to May 4, 1536, forty-four years to the day after the young Pietro first set foot in Messina on May 4, 1492.

This letter was written by the eminent Sicilian mathematician and astronomer of Greek descent, Francesco Maurolico (1494–1575).5 Maurolico’s father, Antonio, had studied under Lascaris as Pietro Bembo had done, and as Pietro may well recall:

If you remember your Constantine Lascaris, under whom you once applied yourself to Greek learning here, most excellent Bembo, I believe that you have not forgotten us either. A fair number of our citizens mention that golden period, and now and again they show us the house in which you stayed, and they pay homage to it. What wonder if you were able to recall my father as well, Antonio Maurolico, a very close friend of Lascaris?6

As the letter proceeds, Maurolico laments what he portrays as the dearth of modern attention to the ancient mathematicians before he asserts his own efforts and achievements in the mathematical realm, including his authoring of a Cosmographia that he intends to dedicate to Pietro; he also possesses an astrolabe that, he writes, Pietro had once sent to Lascaris from Venice.7 Beyond these initial allusions to Pietro’s scientific interests, however, Maurolico then turns to describing the eruption of Etna that had occurred in late March 1536, some six weeks before he penned his letter; “for I know what great appetite you have for antiquities and for things of wonder.” A lengthy account of the eruption and its effects follows before Maurolico abruptly closes the subject (“This is what I had to write about Etna”) near the letter’s end. In his reply of June 26, 1536, written in Padua,8 Pietro expresses delight at Maurolico’s letter:

Don’t imagine that any letter has reached me in this entire year that has caused me more pleasure than this one. For you’ve stirred, and brought back to my mind and senses with the sweetest recollection, my memory both of that time when I was in Messina to study Greek letters thoroughly, a time that was not only more pleasurable but certainly also more rewarding than all the other times that I’ve lived through thereafter; and the memory also of Constantine Lascaris, that most excellent and venerable man, who trained me.9

As for Maurolico’s account of the eruption,

[d]‌id I not seem to myself, while reading your letter, actually to be watching that mountain vomiting forth streams of fire? So that, together with the pleasure of reading, I was affected almost by the same fear by which you say all the communities were terrified because of the sudden inundation. All told, not only did all the other matters [sc. on mathematics] about which you write bring me wonderful delight (for they’re such that nothing could be more learned), but also that part of your missive that I mention [sc. about Etna]; [it brought me delight] I believe precisely because, when I visited the mountain during my stay there, I never saw anything in my life that I’m gladder to have seen. I also wrote a dialogue on that subject when I was very much a young man—a dialogue that is in fact in circulation (Scripsi etiam de ea re Dialogum admodum adolescens, qui quidem circumfertur). And so several factors have made that reading, pleasant as it is in itself, even more pleasurable by far.10

In stating that De Aetna is in circulation, Pietro surely refers here to the second edition of the work that was published in 1530,11 along with three other Latin works of his, in the quarto edition of Opuscula produced at the Venetian press of Johannes Antonius da Sabio and brothers.12 For now, however, his fond recollection in his letter to Maurolico of his youthful ascent of Etna sets the stage for my own approach to the vibrant and inventive meditation on the volcano—and on far more than the volcano per se—that is De Aetna. While Maurolico’s letter of 1536 stirs Pietro’s memory, De Aetna is itself an act of memory, and not just in the straightforward sense that it commemorates his youthful adventure on Etna. In its representation of the father-son relationship and of Pietro’s youthful yearning for the life of lettered otium at a far remove from the Venetian civic cursus honorum, the dialogue memorializes a key tension point in the young Bembo’s coming of age as one born to civic responsibilities in the Venetian patrician way: from this Venice-centered perspective, Pietro’s devotion to his Greek studies under Lascaris in Sicily already represents a significant deviation from the patrician path of duty even before his spirit of independence is graphically expressed in De Aetna through his immersion in the Etnean wilderness.

Despite his many achievements in later life, my primary focus in the chapters that follow is on the earlier phase of Pietro’s life and writings down to 1506. His early education readied him for the civic career expected of one of his station at Venice, but the political life had but limited appeal for him from a young age, drawn as he was far more strongly to the world of letters and learning. Despite this ambivalence toward the civic cursus, he dutifully ran for minor office on multiple occasions in the later 1490s and beyond, but without success. But he departed decisively from Venice in 1506 and soon settled into the courtly life at Urbino, where he remained until 1512;13 the world of refined elegance, entertainment, and learning that opened to him in Urbino was in many ways an instantiation of the courtly aesthetic that he had already captured in his three-book vernacular dialogue, Gli Asolani (The people of Asolo), published in 1505. Yet for all the charms of Gli Asolani, Pietro is surely best known today for his codification of Italian orthography and grammar in his Prose della volgar lingua (Discussions of the Vernacular Tongue) of 1525, and hence for his role in establishing a standard vernacular language based on fourteenth-century Tuscan models, above all Dante, Petrarch, and Boccaccio; the long gestation of this work extended all the way back to his years in Urbino. Thereafter, in 1513, he was appointed secretary to the newly elected Pope Leo X (Giovanni de’ Medici), and he spent the next years in Rome. His ailing health, however, and the financial straits that he faced after his father’s death in 1519 led him back to the Veneto, and after Leo’s death in 1521 he devoted himself to his literary pursuits in Padua. In 1530, at the invitation of the Venetian authorities, he was appointed historian of the Republic, and also librarian of St. Mark’s Basilica, but late in life came a further calling when he was elevated to the cardinalate in 1539 by Pope Paul III. He died in 1547 after acquiring great fame as a scholar, a poet, a literary theorist, an art collector, a cardinal, and, above all, a remarkable, and remarkably well-connected, product of his Renaissance times. Such, in brief, were the life and achievements of Pietro Bembo, but central to this study are the formative years in which he struggled to reconcile his patrician obligation to serve the state with his calling to the literary life.

The relevance of De Aetna to this fuller story of Pietro’s unease at the burden of patriciate expectation that weighed on him at Venice in the 1490s and beyond has been well documented in modern scholarship.14 But the mode of “thick description” that is deployed in this study to contextualize De Aetna within the Venetian times and terms of its production is nevertheless designed to cast fresh light on the work by focusing in particular on three distinctive features of it that warrant new scrutiny—independent and separable features that nonetheless coalesce to form the harmoniously unified exercise in Classical reception, in print and typeface experimentation, and in symbolic projection that I claim for the 1496 editio princeps of De Aetna. These three features are (i) the stimulus that Pietro drew from the complex history of Mount Etna as treated in the Greco-Roman literary tradition from Pindar onward; (ii) the striking novelty of De Aetna’s status as the first Latin text produced at the nascent Aldine Press in Venice; and (iii) Pietro’s ingenious deployment of Etna as a powerful, multivalent symbol that simultaneously reflects in different ways the diverse traits and tendencies of father and son, Pietro and Bernardo, in the course of their dialogical exchanges within De Aetna. To expand briefly on these three features:

(i) De Aetna and the Classical Tradition

For all Pietro’s direct experience of Mount Etna, his dramatis persona within De Aetna defers to Bernardo when it comes to explaining the cause of Etna’s fires:



PIETRO: Come on, then, father, explain to me rather what I’m after: where do these fires come from, and, once they’ve come into being, how do they keep going?

BERNARDO: … But since you now so want to hear me discuss the fires that I’d questioned you about previously, I’ll set out what I think in just a few words . . .

§§32, 33

In his ensuing rationalization of the fires, Bernardo “normalizes” Etna by explaining its workings on principles of subterranean wind action and of ignition through contact with sulfur, an explanation that shows his easy familiarity with a range of Classical sources; prominent among them are Lucretius’ account of Etna in De rerum natura 6.639–702, Seneca’s Natural Questions, and the so-called Aetna poem of the later first century CE. As we shall see,15 this bookish and borrowed discourse is set in tension with Pietro’s far more lively, even life-threatening (cf. §27), engagement with the volcano; for now, however, Bernardo’s disquisition serves usefully to distinguish two modes of appeal to the Classical tradition in De Aetna. The first is determinedly “scientific” in orientation: even if traces of medieval speculation on the causes of Etna’s eruptions are faintly discernible in Bernardo’s discourse,16 his reliance on Classical authority bears witness to the relative dearth of advances in the earth sciences in the Middle Ages, and to the poverty of any detailed record keeping about Etna’s volcanic activity down to at least 1062.17 Isolated exceptions aside,18 “little is known about Etna’s eruptions from c. A.D. 400 to 1329,”19 “[a]‌ true chronology of eruptions … can be reconstructed only from 1603 onward,”20 and despite Pietro’s claim that lava flows from an eruption “shortly before our time” (paulo ante nostram aetatem, §43) destroyed much of Catania, the volcano appears to have been relatively calm for almost a century before the eruption of 1536, except for its customary mild activity (as apparently witnessed by Pietro) at and near the summit.21 In the absence of any consistently reliable reporting of volcanic events down to the sixteenth century, and given the hellish, theologically driven connotations of volcanic fire that persisted throughout the medieval era,22 Bernardo expatiates on Etna’s functioning in §§33–8 with the time-honored weightiness of Classical authority.

In contrast to this “scientific” mode of Classical appeal in De Aetna, however, the second mode of appropriation that concerns us still more centrally in this study takes its start from the many imaginative portrayals of Mount Etna that are strewn across the Classical tradition, especially in connection with the confinement of the monstrous Typhoeus or Enceladus beneath the volcano in the aftermath of the Gigantomachy.23 Certainly, traces of post-Classical influence are detectable in Pietro’s depiction of his climb in De Aetna, with Petrarch perhaps the clearest reference point.24 Pietro’s profound debt to the Classical tradition, however, is paraded through his allusions to Typhoeus and Enceladus (§31), to the Ovidian Pythagoras’ coverage of Etna in his great speech in Metamorphoses 15 (§38), to the Hesiodic account of Typhoeus’ demise in the Theogony (§39), to Virgil’s visitation of Etna in Aeneid 3 (§43), and to Theocritus’ love-struck Cyclops in Idyll 11 (§47). Of course, this network of evocations is the predictable accoutrement of an author who takes pains to reveal in this, apparently his first published work,25 “an easy familiarity with a wide range of ancient authors, philosophical and poetic, a delicate mastery of the Ciceronian Style, and a sensitive (at times puckish) grasp of character portrayal through dialogue.”26 Beneath this veneer of surface allusion and quotation, however, the deeper distinctiveness that I claim for Pietro’s procedure in De Aetna lies in his idiosyncratic deployment of what is presented in Chapter 1 as the Etna Idea. This Idea represents the totality of imaginative Classical elaborations of Etna, and even of related volcanic action in other locales such as Vesuvius and “Phlegraean” Campania—locales that came to be associated by attraction with the Etnean myth of the Gigantomachy, even though no monster, Typhoeus or otherwise, is ever placed by any author under Vesuvius itself.27 Particularized in its manifestations in Pindar, Lucretius, Virgil, and the other authors surveyed in Chapter 1, the generalized Idea that Pietro inherited from his Classical forebears presupposes an Etna that (to invoke Charles Martindale’s language of reception) is “endlessly redescribable,” is “constantly being made rereadable in multifarious ways,” and hence is continually “in production” in the Greco-Roman tradition and its aftermath.28 On this approach, the Etna Idea constitutes not a static trope or a collection of stable and staple generic topoi, but an ongoing process of invention and provocation: it amounts to a dynamic catalyst for remakings of the volcano, so that the improvisations of Pindar, say, or Virgil stimulate further rounds of experimentation or adjustment when Etna is revisited and reimagined later in the tradition.

Just as the physical mountain continually undergoes reconfiguration and change through volcanic action, then, so the Etna Idea is an ever-evolving work in progress; in this respect, Chapter 1 is designed in part to offer students of the Classical tradition a selective, stand-alone survey of Etna’s literary evolution. A conspicuous feature of this chain of receptions, however, is the phenomenon of doubleness in certain Classical treatments of Etna, by which I mean the tension that a given author may generate by portraying the volcano from different, often directly competing perspectives (e.g., the “scientific” and the “mythic”), or the tension one author may create by explicitly contesting or diverging from another’s portrayal of Etna. This phenomenon importantly recurs in De Aetna: basic to Pietro’s remaking is his appropriation of Etna as a symbolic landscape that, from the different perspectives of father and son, suggestively reflects the differing life outlooks and characterizations of Pietro and Bernardo in De Aetna. If for Bernardo, that sober and unexcitable senior statesman, Etna is there to be tamed through the dispassionate, “normalizing” rationalization of its workings, the youthful Pietro perceives it with a freshness of viewpoint, even a passionate sense of thrill in encountering raw nature, that renders his Etna an energizing locus of adventure and self-discovery. Through this process of coordinating and yet distinguishing Pietro and Bernardo’s different casts of character, this Etna serves a symbolic purpose that, in its particular application of the doubleness phenomenon, is unparalleled in the surviving Classical tradition of the Etna Idea. Herein lies much of Pietro’s originality of conception in De Aetna, a point that I return to in (iii) below and that is taken up at length later in this study, especially in Chapters 1 and 6.

(ii) De Aetna and the Aldine Press

After Pietro and Angelo returned to Venice from Sicily in the summer of 1494, their ascent of Etna aroused so much interest, claims Pietro, that he wrote De Aetna to stave off yet further enquiries (§3):



For now, however, since it’s already happened that, almost every day after you and I returned from Sicily, we were asked about Etna’s fires by people who knew that we’d observed them fairly carefully, I thought it a good idea, so that we could at last be free of this nuisance, to set down in writing the conversation that I had with my father, Bernardo, a few days after our return; henceforth, those who asked anything about Etna were to be referred to that conversation. And so I’ve written a book for each of us to profit from in common.

Beyond the spectacle described within the work, the published book was itself an impressive spectacle as the first Aldine expression of the roman face prepared by Aldo Manuzio’s master type-cutter, Francesco Griffo of Bologna; this, “the face that launched at least a thousand typographic ships,”29 was revived by the Monotype Corporation in 1929 as “the supremely elegant Monotype Bembo”30 under the guiding influence of the eminent British typographer and historian of printing, Stanley Morison (1889–1967).31 A central contention of this study is that the materiality of the 1496 Aldine edition—its typeface and page format, to say nothing for now of post-print finery at the stages of binding and cover decoration—is inseparable from the internal, textual meaning of De Aetna. Indeed, that materiality contributes crucially to the overall meaning of an edition in which the innovative quality of the printed word matches Pietro’s spirit of adventure on Etna’s slopes in a symbiotic correlation between type form and book theme. He may hardly have been a pioneer in climbing Etna, as he himself concedes in reporting that he failed to reach the very summit (§28) and that he relies on Urbano Bolzanio (c. 1442–1524)32 for details of conditions at the volcano’s topmost crater (cf. §§28, 46). But if he nevertheless resembles a vertical Columbus in his “modern” exploration of the volcano, that analogy is also delicately but tellingly applied to the Aldine De Aetna by the distinguished typographer Giovanni Mardersteig (1892–1977):



For all those who have studied the vast riches of the Italian incunables, De Aetna belongs, for the beauty of the type created by Griffo and for the simplicity of the typographic layout, to the most impressive witnesses of the art of printing. The Quattrocento is outmoded, a new world (“un nuovo mondo”) announces itself.33

Beyond this basic correlation between theme and type form, however, or between Pietro’s boldness of stride on Etna and Manuzio’s enterprising step in applying Griffo’s new roman in De Aetna, that symbiosis can perhaps be pressed further. Given that De Aetna was apparently Pietro’s first publication,34 both author and publisher simultaneously announce themselves in this proto-Aldine production in Latin: only a few years after his arrival in Venice in the late 1480s, Manuzio’s association with the fashionable young Pietro lent a certain prestige and élan to the nascent press, while Bembo stood to gain from this public burnishing of his humanist credentials in the trailblazing Aldine format. But the striking elegance of the new Aldine roman may yet suggest something beyond this aesthetic alliance of sorts between printer and author, Pietro and Aldo: if style is the man, the print style of De Aetna offers a tempting typographic portrait of Pietro himself, his face as if pictured in typeface—a dimension of the text that will be explored further in Chapter 5 in particular, with due attention to both Pietro and Bernardo Bembo’s demonstrable interest in the interplay of word and image, script and picture, in various artistic media.

The importance that I attach to the materiality of the 1496 Aldine De Aetna is usefully illustrated from another angle by glancing at Pietro’s text as given at the end of this volume. Reproduced as it is in the modern Monotype Bembo, that text may be “true” to the original font in one way; yet what can never be adequately reproduced in this 2017 setting is the tight synergy in the 1496 original between form and content, between the clean expressiveness of the Aldine typeface and Pietro’s unforced ease of expression, or between the spacious elegance of the Aldine page design and Pietro’s attractive self-design in words (see Figure Intro.1 for these Aldine features). The same phenomenon of separation applies no less to the second edition of 1530, in which De Aetna is not only stripped of its stand-alone singularity by participating in a compendium of Pietro’s Latin Opuscula; it is also printed in italic, not the distinctive roman font of the 1496 princeps.35 To enlarge on this displacement-effect, Roger Chartier helpfully reflects on “the ways in which transformations of material typography (in the broadest sense of the word) [e.g., in the transition from the codex to the electronic text] have profoundly changed the uses, circulation, and understanding of the ‘same’ text”:36


[image: image]

FIGURE INTRO.1 Sample page illustration from the 1496 Aldine editio princeps of De Aetna.



The significance, or better yet, the historically and socially distinct significations, of a text, whatever they may be, are inseparable from the material conditions and physical forms that make the text available to readers.37

The lesson, Chartier urges, is that



the transfer of a written heritage from one medium to another, from the codex to the screen, would create immeasurable possibilities, but it would also do violence to the texts by separating them from the original physical forms in which they appeared and which helped to constitute their historical significance.38

Much of the present study aims to counter this distancing effect by highlighting the inseparability of material form and content in De Aetna, albeit with ironic consequences for my inclusion of the text in this volume. For all its accessibility between these covers, and even though it is printed in Monotype Bembo, the text as reproduced here merely exposes and incurs the very separation problem that I seek to address in my several chapters: Pietro’s written voice is disembodied, so to speak, and the reading experience at least partially distorted, when the text is encountered in anything other than its first, uniquely impactful incarnation on the Aldine page.

(iii) De Aetna and Symbolic Etna

After the reawakening of Vesuvius in 1631 and the major eruption of Etna in 1669, the discovery of Herculaneum in 1709 and the beginning of systematic excavations there and at Pompeii in (respectively) 1738 and1748 gave further impetus to modern volcanology.39 Beyond their purely scientific interest, however, the powerful mystique exercised by volcanoes widely infiltrated eighteenth-century discourses on sublimity; it spawned multiple forms of entertainment as a branch of the “imaginary of disaster” in novels, plays, operas, and spectacles; and it had far-reaching metaphorical applications, as volcanic eruptions could symbolize (e.g.) the flexing of a ruler’s divinely ordained authority, the flaring of the French Revolution, or the seismic transformations brought about by the rise of industrialization.40 Volcanoes predictably played their part in firework entertainments, adding to the sublime accent of such events.41 So in 1772, for example, Marylebone Gardens hosted an elaborate staging of The Forge of Vulcan on Etna: the fireworks over, a curtain rose, revealing Vulcan and the Cyclops at the forge; Venus entered with Cupid, the plea for new arrows for her son was heeded, and Etna promptly erupted, with the illusion of lava flows streaming down from on high.42 This spectacle, itself often repeated at Marylebone Gardens, was notably emulated in May 1792 at Ranelagh Gardens in Chelsea, where Vulcan’s forge on Etna was featured once more, albeit with the Cyclops now shaping the armor of Mars to the music of Gluck, Haydn, Giardini, and Handel; thick smoke, fiery effusions, and simulated lava flows all added to the heady atmospherics of the occasion.43 Whether through spectacles such as these or through natural eruptions, volcanoes could acquire lifelike personality, their storied pasts embellished through mythical associations and hyperbolical elaboration; telling in this respect is the personifying implication of the title of Alwyn Scarth’s relatively recent Vesuvius: A Biography.44 For present purposes, these early modern examples of volcanoes brought to life, to the stage, or to metaphorical consciousness balance my earlier focus on the Classical tradition of the Etna Idea by illustrating certain post-Bembo applications of the volcano idea. But the personifying tendency conveniently introduces the symbolic identification between man and mountain, Pietro and Etna, that I now posit for De Aetna.

If from one perspective in De Aetna the imposing auctoritas of Bernardo is temptingly figured in Etna’s reassuring bulk and majesty, from another perspective the volcano is endlessly temperamental, unpredictable in its fiery energies, passionate and moody, often calm but always potentially explosive; it is also important to stress that Etna’s personifying credentials are explicitly stated in the text.45 On this approach, which is developed in detail in Chapter 6, Etna potentially functions as a symbol of Pietro’s own raw energies and spirit of independence at a far remove from the Venetian civic cursus. As he embarks on his ascent in De Aetna, he carefully describes the lush landscape of the volcano’s lower reaches; as he moves higher up the mountain, however, landscape appears to give way to an otherworldly mindscape in his vision of Faunus ranging sportively over an impossibly idyllic locus amoenus on a high promontory (Altissima in specula, §48). Bernardo reacts to Pietro’s claims with a wry skepticism (“Oh how beautiful the delights of nature!,” §49), as if firmly grounded even as Pietro rises on the upper slopes to heights of fabulist projection onto the mountain—a solipsistic-like fantasy that is all the more personalized if the Faunus Pietro locates on Etna is identified with the familiar Faunus of Pietro’s own juvenile carmina.46 If the Etna analogy at first implies a correlation between the mountain’s simmering restlessness and the eruptive energies that Pietro indulges far from the Venetian career path, that correlation is modified as the dialogue progresses: by inscribing his Faunus onto the mountain’s distinctly un-menacing slopes, he molds and appropriates the volcano according to his own escapist design—only to be partly indulged, partly brought down to earth, by Bernardo’s typically pragmatic warning on the dangers of seduction by Siren songs (§51).

Whereas Bernardo seeks objective report of Etna’s landscape, then, Pietro views and interprets that landscape with the dreamer’s eye for figurative elaboration. Through these different perceptions of landscape in De Aetna, father and son are differentiated in terms of life choice and their relative degrees of devotion to Venetian civic duty; Pietro’s ascent may be the central event of the dialogue, but this delineation of character difference between father and son, I argue, is its central theme. Beyond these competing visions of the specifically Etnean landscape, however, my further concern, especially in Chapter 6, is to weigh two competing conceptualizations of nature in De Aetna, the one Venice-centered, the other centered on Etna. If in Venice and the Veneto the natural world is susceptible to molding by architectural design (Venice was after all a city “constructed” in the lagoon), by the culture of villeggiatura, and by the rise of the manicured garden, Etna towers forth as a symbol of unbridled nature in all its rawness. Bembo’s setting of De Aetna in the pleasant family villa of Noniano is strategically crucial in this respect: it facilitates the schematic contrast that permeates the dialogue between home and away, Venice and Sicily, with Bernardo associated with the controllable comforts of the villa garden, Pietro with the uncontrolled but enthralling discomforts of Etna.

The Scope of This Book

This book aims above all to synthesize the three signal features of De Aetna that have been distinguished thus far, and to stress to the last their interaction in a work that is steeped in the Classical tradition, a landmark in the history of printing, and also a highly inventive form of engagement with the symbolic possibilities of Etna; through the merging of these threads, each with its own complex storyline that will be traced in due order in this study, De Aetna elegantly but pointedly expresses Pietro’s crisis of conformity to the norms and expectations of patriciate society in late Quattrocento Venice. The seven main chapters that follow are broadly divisible into four movements; the first three movements consist of two chapters each, while the fourth is confined to Chapter 7. Chapters 1 and 2 are coordinated by the overarching theme of De Aetna as a fusion of literary memory on the one hand, mnemonic topography on the other. As a preface of sorts to our later investigation (especially in Chapter 6) of the symbolic properties of Pietro’s Etna, Chapter 1 explores the rich diversity of Classical treatments of the volcano from Pindar onward. In mapping the Classical dimensions and contours of the cumulative Etna Idea, this chapter not only functions as a form of excavation into the literary geology of Pietro’s mountain, but also defines the question that much of the rest of this study seeks to address: in what ways, and to what extent, does Pietro challenge, exploit, and depart from (even upstage) the imaginative applications that are already encoded in Etna’s literary past? Chapter 2 builds on the mnemonic significance of the Etna Idea as traced in Chapter 1, partly by relating Pietro’s activation of literary memory on Etna to the Classical phenomenon of mnemonic topography, or the embedding of the socio-historical, cultural, and literary past into descriptions of material landscape. But De Aetna is also viewed in Chapter 2 in relation to the Renaissance tradition of travel writings that combined topographical surveillance with the visitation of antiquity in a merging of past and present, or of place description and antiquarian recovery. Yet while Pietro’s ascent of Etna shows important traces of travel through literary time, De Aetna’s setting at Noniano proves to be no less mnemonic in its evocations of the Classical Ciceronian dialogue. A further memory function of De Aetna lies in its possible dialogue with, and even its direct response to, Petrarch’s celebrated account of his ascent of Mont Ventoux in 1336. The Petrarchan account is duly visited in Chapter 2, but as part of a larger attempt to locate Pietro’s Etna adventure within the broader history of mountaineering and of the mixed attitudes toward mountains from antiquity down to the sixteenth century: De Aetna importantly reflects, I argue, the “fresh view of nature”47 that dawned in the Renaissance with the rise of a new realism (“landscapes of fact”48) and a growing appreciation of raw, unexplored nature in a fast-expanding world. Hence the gradual erosion of the sinister reputation that had long been attached to the mountainous Other in the medieval imagination—an erosion process to which Pietro makes his own limited contribution.

In the second movement, our focus turns to the complex motivations that led Pietro to leave Venice for Messina in 1492, and to the particular individuals who importantly shaped his humanistic formation both before and during his time in Sicily. Four pivotal figures enter our story in Chapter 3, the first of them Angelo Poliziano (1454–94; Angelo Ambrogini by birth, Poliziano by nickname after his place of origin, Montepulciano in central Tuscany), that revolutionary figure in the history of philological method. It is surely no coincidence that Pietro departed for Sicily soon after assisting Poliziano in collating the celebrated Bembine Terence during the great man’s visit to Venice in the summer of 1491; beyond Poliziano’s guiding example in the techniques of rigorous collation, that encounter would seem to have intensified Pietro’s awareness that Greek was as indispensable as Latin in the armory of the truly proficient philologist. But why distant Messina in the first place? Constantine Lascaris’ reputation as a teacher was far reaching, but we shall see that Giorgio Valla (1447–1500), Lascaris’ former pupil from his Milan days and later Pietro’s teacher in Venice, may well have played an important role in steering Bembo toward Messina. The naturalistic interests displayed in De Aetna were perhaps nurtured in part by Lascaris, but they also bear the imprint of another major influence on the young Pietro in Venice: Ermolao Barbaro (1454–93), that “Wunderkind of late Quattrocento Venetian humanism”49 who was appointed Venetian ambassador to Rome in 1490, but who became estranged from the Republic in scandalous circumstances in 1491. After our introduction to Barbaro in Chapter 3, the story of his estrangement from Venice is taken up in Chapter 4, but in the context of our larger coverage of the shift that is discernible in Venetian patrician humanism of the late Quattrocento—a shift away from the disciplined devotion to public duty and the common cause that characterizes the distinctly Venetian strain of civic humanism earlier in the century. Whatever the extent to which Barbaro’s estrangement from the Republic may have influenced Pietro’s ambivalence toward the conventional patrician career path, Bembo’s detachment from Venice as portrayed in De Aetna is related in the rest of Chapter 4 to these broader currents in the evolution of Quattrocento Venetian humanism.

The third movement begins, in Chapter 5, with the rise of the Aldine Press at Venice in the early 1490s, and with De Aetna’s place in relation to Aldo Manuzio’s wider innovations and pattern of print experimentation down to the introduction in 1501 of his renowned octavo libelli portatiles (“portable little books”). The interaction that I posit between theme and typographic form in De Aetna, or between Pietro’s adventure on Etna and the novelty of Manuzio’s own print venture, unites author and printer in a mode of mutually reinforcing self-display and aesthetic alignment: the dialogue is dignified by Aldo’s typographic élan, the Aldine page graced by Bembo’s fashionable pen. At the same time, this interactive dynamic between word and type form is also interpretable in terms of Pietro alone, to the effect that the verbal picture of him in De Aetna is supplemented by his figurative picturing in and through the physical text: face as typeface. True, Bernardo’s presence in De Aetna complicates this vision of its type form as a physical picturing of Pietro in particular—unless, that is, we find the stately Bernardo similarly pictured, father like son, in a distinctive familial sharing of print script. At the very least, however, Bernardo was demonstrably interested in the kinds of interplay between textual form and content, word and (print)image, that are explored earlier in Chapter 5; that interest is demonstrated in the last part of the chapter, partly by appeal to Petrarch, but especially through our focus on a famous portrait that Bernardo himself very possibly commissioned: Leonardo da Vinci’s Ginevra de’ Benci, which now resides in the National Gallery of Art in Washington, DC. The father-son relationship recurs as the central theme of Chapter 6, albeit with the spotlight now on Etna as a powerful symbolic marker of the generational tensions and the differences of career outlook—Bernardo committed to civic duty in the traditional Venetian patrician way, Pietro far more ambivalent about that calling—that underlie (and gently qualify?) their congenial exchanges in De Aetna: whereas Bernardo views Etna with studied detachment, resisting its aura of wonder by systematically explaining its workings in terms of a larger volcanic typology, Pietro’s Etna is as much a mountain of the mind as it is a formidable physical challenge; whereas Bernardo objectifies nature, Pietro views Etna with a far more subjective eye for fabulist projection onto its slopes, for engaging with its air of mystery and enchantment,50 and above all for making the mountain his own as a figurative locus of self-expression. To put the point differently, if Bernardo expounds de Aetna, Pietro exults de sua Aetna; whereas Bernardo deciphers the mountain, Pietro encrypts it in his own code of fantasy.51

We progress in the fourth movement, in Chapter 7, to Pietro’s renown as a collector of antiquities, books, manuscripts, contemporary art, and scientific instrumentation in accordance with the larger Renaissance appetite for self-fashioning through collecting. De Aetna’s relevance to this topic lies partly in its credentials as a work of naturalist collection in itself, recording as it does the physical conditions and topographical features that Pietro encountered on Etna. But my further purpose is to explore the ways in which, far later in his life, the world of De Aetna—not just his climb of Etna, but also the otium-rich atmospherics of Noniano at a far remove from the Venetian cursus—is nostalgically evoked in the material arts. Our main exhibits are the portrait medal that Pietro commissioned in the early 1530s from Valerio Belli, that eminence among Renaissance medalists, and the badly preserved portrait of Cardinal Bembo (c. 1546) by Titian that now resides in the Museo di Capodimonte in Naples. But we also consider the controversial case of Giovanni Bellini’s Portrait of a Young Man of c. 1505, not to argue (against the weight of prevailing opinion) that Bellini’s sitter in this painting is Pietro himself, but rather to illustrate from a different angle of approach the interplay that I claim for De Aetna between its content and form, its typeface and verbal portraiture. Here our journey to Etna reaches its end: the volcano at last returns to dormancy after these seven stages of varied Bembine activity.

De Aetna: A Brief Synopsis

De Aetna opens with a prefatory address (§§1–4) to Angelo Gabriele, Pietro’s companion in Sicily, explaining the work’s ostensible raison d’être as a means of circumventing the many enquiries that their ascent of Etna has aroused since their return to Venice in the summer of 1494. Pietro claims to offer a more or less verbatim account of the proceedings that took place when, at Noniano, the family villa near Padua, he described his activities in Sicily to his father, Bernardo (§4). Beginning in §5, the dialogue proper is conveniently divisible into five main sequences:



1. §§5–10. Comfortably positioned before the house, on the bank of the river Piovego, at around noon, father and son engage good-naturedly in their opening exchanges, with Bernardo’s dutiful commitment to the Republic set against the freer spirit of Pietro, fresh as he is from his Sicilian adventure. Bernardo relishes his time at Noniano and craves relaxation there, but his thoughts keep drifting back to the affairs of state (§5), returning him from the serene riverbank (ripa) to the “wave” (unda) of his civic duties at Venice (§§5–6). In fact, in the years after his service as podestà of Bergamo in 1489–90, Bernardo was appointed in October 1492 and then in November 1493 to two zonte of the Venetian Council of Ten, or commissions of elected nobles that expanded and supplemented the Council of Ten in matters of special importance or complexity. In 1494 and 1495 he served as public prosecutor (avogador di comun), one of the most prestigious positions of state; in October 1496 he was elected to the Council of Ten, a position he held until his appointment as visdomino of Ferrara in June 1497.52 In terms of the larger military-political theater beyond Venice, the summer of 1494 witnessed the beginning of French intervention in the Italian peninsula, and the commencement of the long series of Italian Wars that lasted down to 1559.53 In early 1495 Charles VIII of France took Naples, but that success was short-lived: Charles withdrew to France after the inconclusive battle of Fornovo in July 1495 against a hastily formed Italian coalition, and Naples was lost by 1496.54 But the French stirrings coincided with the last months of Pietro’s stay in Sicily; Pietro’s allusion to these events in De Aetna touches on a matter that is of deep personal, if no immediate political, concern to Bernardo (§8). The conversation turns in due course to Sicily, with Bernardo apparently at ease (§9: “. . . we certainly have time at the moment. What else are we to do at midday in the heat here?”) and eager to hear Pietro’s account of Etna’s fires.

2. §§11–21. Pietro recounts his and Angelo’s journey from Messina to Etna, first describing how they had studied Greek with Constantine Lascaris in Messina for fourteen months without a break. Hence their well-earned visit to the volcano (§§11–12). Accompanied by guides, they traveled by horseback along the coastline to the town of Taormina, where they found a wealth of Greco-Roman monuments and antiquities (§13, with allusion to Bernardo’s own taste for archeology55). After leaving Taormina and the coast, they entered a valley between the foothills of Etna on their left, the mountains of Taormina to their right; by that route they reached the town of Randazzo at the base of Etna after a twenty-four-mile journey from Taormina. The valley was watered by a river shaded by plane trees, and Bernardo reacts with renewed attention when he hears of them (§14): if only the climate were such that he could grow plane trees at his own Noniano! This thought causes Bernardo to reflect on his country estate, and on how he has built it up over the years (§§15–21): had he planted plane trees, he would have carefully nurtured them (§15), but he can yet take real pride in the poplars that he has grown at Noniano (§16). After all, everything that he has achieved at Noniano has been not for his personal benefit but for that of his children (§17)—a thought to which Pietro responds by fondly expressing his gratitude to Bernardo for the latter’s devotion to Pietro’s education and training in “all of the cultured arts,” a legacy more valuable than “any magnificent villas that you might have built for me” (§18). Ever the pragmatist, Bernardo returns to the need for a material legacy to underwrite the benefits of a cultured education (§19), only for Pietro to counter by stressing that it was Bernardo who so often impressed upon him that the riches of the mind vastly outweigh material considerations (§20). The conversation has strayed far from Etna at this point, and Pietro eventually steers it back in that direction (§21).

3. §§22–9. Turning to Etna itself, Pietro begins by describing its general topography before dividing it up, Chimaera-like (his own analogy, §26), into three parts. First, the natural beauty, fertility, and vegetation of the mountain’s lower reaches are briefly surveyed in an idyllic vision that is enhanced by Pietro’s exuberant comparison with the orchard garden of Alcinous, king of the Phaeacians, in Odyssey 7 (§§22–3). We then rise to Etna’s middle region, where woods of pines and beeches coexist with arable land of a legendary bountifulness (§24). Finally, all digressions aside and following a more direct path of narration (§25), Pietro advances to the arid upper reaches, where the sparsely grassed terrain shows outcroppings of tufa, and where whole stretches are covered with lava, others with sand. Pietro reports that there were two craters at the top, but that he and Angelo made it only to the lower of them, edging their way along the stony plateau surrounding it until “we actually touched [the crater] with our hands” (§26). Smoke belched forth; the ground between their feet oozed fire. Bernardo is duly alarmed to hear as much (§27), but youthful exhilaration emboldened Pietro; yet such was the smoke billowing forth from the uppermost crater, such the force of the wind, that he and Angelo could ascend no farther (§28). He relies instead for his account of the upper crater on the eyewitness report that he allegedly received later at Messina from Urbano Bolzanio.56 Bernardo apparently “knew and esteemed” Urbano (§28), an endorsement that enhances the credibility of Pietro’s subsequent account via Urbano of the harsh conditions at the upper crater (§29).

4. §§30–8. Bernardo proves to have been very well informed about volcanic theory all along: after Pietro expresses wonder (mirum, §29) about aspects of wind action relative to eruptions from the upper crater, Bernardo counters with a rationalizing discourse on how Etna’s exhalations change with the winds: “That shouldn’t seem remarkable, son, as it isn’t at all extraordinary (mirum)” (§30). The tables are now turned: Bernardo has been eager thus far to hear Pietro’s firsthand account of Etna’s fires (cf. §9), but now it is Pietro who asks his father why the eruptions occur, and how, once started, they continue on (§32). In §§33–8 Bernardo offers a lengthy, essentially Classical theorization of subterranean trauma and volcanic action. The earth, like the human body, he asserts (§33), is permeated by veins and channels. Nowhere are those passages larger than in areas near the sea, because the sea is always eroding the land. Wind enters those openings; hence earthquakes are nowhere more prevalent than in places near the sea. If strong winds come into contact with veins of sulfur, fires break out easily because “sulfur has a very great capacity for catching fire, and winds too, through their own force, set other substances on fire”; so it is, spectacularly, in the case of Etna (§34). But how do Etna’s fires persist when once begun? They presuppose an immense fuel source, but why should that supply be difficult for nature when she is so obviously capable of so many other wonders (§§35–6)? For Bernardo, water and fire clearly provide the volcanic fuel source: through the combinational effect of heat and moisture, the soil exudes substances such as sulfur, pitch, and alum, substances that in turn feed the fires; nor is there anything remarkable about the seemingly endless stream of rocks that the volcano spews forth, given that “the earth is forever pregnant with itself and always self-reproducing” (§§37–8). After completing his theoretical discourse on the origins of Etna’s fires, Bernardo turns, with customary directness, to no-nonsense questioning of Pietro: what were the lava flows actually like?

5. §§39–52. In contrast to Bernardo’s drier mode of exposition, Pietro sets the tone for his colorful account of the lava flows by beginning with his own Latin rendition of the Hesiodic simile describing Typhoeus’ demise in the Theogony: much of the earth burns and melts like tin in the furnace, or like iron as it seethes under Vulcan’s controlling hand (§39; cf. Theog. 861–8). The quotation is diverting, concedes Bernardo, but he still awaits a plain answer to his query about the lava flows (§40). Yet Pietro takes wing at this point, using extravagant imagery (not least the language of birthing from the womb of mother Etna) and vibrant description to dramatize his picture of lava streams teeming forth and hardening into stone. Flow after flow creates the buildup of rock piles that cover much of the mountain, but in time their color fades and they begin to crumble; hence the sandy material around the summit, and also the sloping streams that extend all the way down the mountain to the Catania region and as far as the sea (§§41–3). Given this harsh terrain at the summit, Pietro asserts (§44), the craters can be reached only by crawling uncomfortably for two or so miles. After Bernardo’s long-distance explication of Etna’s workings, the stress that Pietro places on the practical hazards of the mountain gently presses the point that there is no substitute for direct experience of the volcano. The same point resurfaces in his observation that, in winter, practically the whole of Etna is white with snow, and that at the peak the snow remains throughout the summer (§44). But, objects Bernardo, Strabo mentions snow only in winter—only for Pietro to counter both Strabo and Bernardo by asserting the importance of direct, up-to-date experience of Etna over the Classical word of authority (§§44–5); the unimpeachable Urbano can also attest to snow at the peak in early June (§46).

For all the fearsome explosiveness of Etna, Pietro subsequently lingers on certain charming aspects of the mountain’s topography, describing first a sparkling spring named Crana that gushes forth halfway between Catania and the summit (§47), and then a meadow that amounts to a remarkable locus amoenus high up on the mountain (§48). It is as if Pietro softened, appropriated, and even in a sense personalized Etna in these sections, projecting onto the landscape an idealized, bucolic vision that appears more literary than real—an impression reinforced when he claims that the god Faunus is said by shepherds to frequent this idyllic place (§49–50). Bernardo reacts with benign forbearance to Pietro’s mentioning of Faunus, since “I know that, every so often, you like to amuse yourself by sporting with him in verse” (§49). But Pietro is wary of testing Bernardo’s patience further: “these are frivolous matters, and it’s not right for me to talk to you without proper consideration” (§50). Yet there is surely a place for diversion from the serious matters of study and life, he continues; Bernardo concurs, provided that the mind is securely fortified against being captivated by Siren-like pleasures (§51). Bernardo has the last word, quoting from Horace’s Epistles (philosophically a world away from Pietro’s ludic Faunus) to support his case for keeping the pleasures in check. Paternal rigor thus counters filial whimsy as evening draws in, the thoughtful Bernardo withdraws all too fittingly to his library, and the dialogue draws to its close in §52.
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1

The Etna Idea

EARLY IN DE AETNA, before Pietro Bembo recounts to his father, Bernardo, his ascent of Etna, he first describes the largely uneventful progress that he and his companion, Angelo Gabriele, made from Messina to the town of Taormina on the coast, and then on to Randazzo, at the northern foot of the mountain. Soon after they leave Messina, Calabria on the mainland becomes visible to their left; on their right, a chain of hills borders the coastal plain, which is “a rich producer of wine, and famous for its Mamertine vineyards—perhaps less famous than it once was, as if its praises had now been worn out precisely because they’re so old, but still famous enough nonetheless” (§12).1 Then, roughly halfway through their journey to Etna, the fortress of Nisus comes distantly into view on a lofty cliff: it was from this place, says Pietro (§12), that Ovid derived the line “Mothers descended from Nisus, and daughters of Sicily” (Nisiades matres sicelidesque nurus) in the fifteenth of his Heroides poems, purportedly written by Sappho to her lover, Phaon. Bernardo’s interest is immediately piqued by this verse: in the philological controversy that he recalls in §13 (“when I was a boy, if I remember correctly, scholars had yet to agree about this line of the poet”), Nisiades as read in the majority of manuscripts came under challenge from Nasiades/Nesiades.2 “But carry on,” Bernardo then urges, and Pietro next tells of their arrival at Taormina, of the ancient monuments that could be seen in the town, and of the Greek coins that could apparently be dug up with ease there, just as they could in Syracuse most of all, “and pretty much throughout the entire island” (§13).

This chapter explores some of the ways in which Etna is imaginatively portrayed in the Greco-Roman literary tradition on which Bembo so conspicuously draws in composing De Aetna: just as Pietro gradually progresses from Messina to the foothills from which Etna eventually rises, so our journey through the literary past in this chapter is designed to lead up to, and artistically to contextualize, the highly idiosyncratic version of Etna that he configures in De Aetna. Hence the relevance of our initial glances above at the Mamertine vineyards, the fortress of Nisus, and the antiquities of Taormina: from the outset of Bembo’s journey from Messina, he not only captures a certain local flavor in the landmarks and curiosities he describes; he also combines topographical description with visitation of the Classical past, be it in the form of the Mamertine wine that was prized in antiquity, the philological problem posed by Ovid’s Heroides 15.54, or the ancient vestiges of Taormina. As soon as we become attuned to this connectivity with the Classical past as we travel with Bembo over space and time in De Aetna, the Etna that we might reasonably expect to encounter in that work is not just the literal mountain that Pietro climbed in the summer of 1493, but also a volcano of a far more flexible meaning and imaginative possibility. Bembo’s specific departure point in Messina, it is important to stress, was the learned school of Constantine Lascaris, his teacher of Greek. Pietro apparently ventured to Etna as a respite after more than a year of uninterrupted work at Lascaris’ school (§11), but his climb as portrayed in De Aetna constitutes the application, I argue, of the Classical learning that he worked to acquire both before and during his stay in Sicily: while he records his direct experience of the mountain in De Aetna, this short work is also crucially centered on his literary experience of the storied volcano.

After thus far tracing Bembo’s progress from Messina to the foot of the literal volcano, then, we embark in this chapter on a preliminary journey of our own, as if traversing the literary landscape that stands before Bembo’s idiosyncratic Etna as drawn in De Aetna. A central contention of this study is that he drew from the ancients the stimulus that shapes his own highly imaginative elaboration of what I term the Etna Idea—the generic name that I give to the phenomenon, or rather the dynamic principle, that underlies the diverse, highly inventive portrayals of Mount Etna in the Greco-Roman literary tradition.3 The Etna Idea constitutes no formal ancient category of definition; rather, it brings to order in this chapter a collection of treatments that may in many cases be related through allusive contact or thematic overlap, but that nevertheless differ profoundly in their idiosyncratic meaning(s) within their given works or contexts.

To introduce the Etna Idea more fully, and to establish a vantage point from which to observe major developments in its Latin literary evolution in particular, we turn first to the Greek tradition, and specifically to Pindar’s first Pythian ode—the earliest extant example of Etna’s complex elaboration to symbolic effect in Greco-Roman literature. Thereafter we turn to Lucretius, Virgil, Ovid, Seneca and the so-called Aetna poem (its author unknown) of the later first century CE. Yet other treatments of Etna could have been chosen for analysis, but my focus on these authors is designed to exploit one particular interpretive opportunity. First, however, an important caveat is to be registered. In surveying modern interpretations of (say) Lucretius, Virgil, and Ovid below, I hardly insist that Bembo himself would necessarily have interpreted the texts in those particular ways, or that he would have applied anything like the same literary-critical apparatus and outlook to those texts. My claim is rather that he was all too alive to the creative impulse that underlay those prior treatments—an impulse that is broadly visible even if the niceties of a particular interpretation of (say) Lucretius on Etna can hardly be straightforwardly attributed to, or intuited in, Bembo’s own reading of Lucretius.

But then the opportunity just prefigured: for all the safeguards expressed in my caveat above, this chapter is designed to introduce the feature of Etna’s doubleness which, I argue, is basic to De Aetna. By that doubleness I mean the different perspectives from which Pietro simultaneously portrays Etna within his text: as we shall see in Chapter 6 in particular, Bernardo’s cool, detached, and rationalizing approach to the mountain is set in tension with Pietro’s warm vibrancy of expression as he describes his direct engagement with Etna. This doubleness of vision is already encoded, I contend, in the Greco-Roman tradition of Etna treatments, albeit with several variations in how that doubleness is deployed. In Lucretius and Ovid, for example, we shall see that Etna is differently represented at different points within both the former’s De rerum natura and the latter’s Metamorphoses, and that each poet enterprisingly exploits the tension that results from that duality of representation in their respective works. Then there is the doubleness that results from one poet asserting a vision of Etna that engages with, challenges, or counters a prior representation of it: our prime illustration in this category will be the “corrective” that Virgil applies in the Aeneid to the Lucretian representation of Etna in De rerum natura. In turn, the younger Seneca offers a further variation on this doubleness in his Moral Letters, or at least in those missives that are addressed to his friend Lucilius after the latter is installed as procurator of Sicily: hovering as it does between its status as so familiar a literary landmark on the one hand, its subjection to Seneca’s inquiring, “scientific” eye on the other, his Etna is drawn with a wry ambivalence of tone that is fully in keeping with his larger authorial persona in the Letters. But if Seneca already exploits this tension between Etna as a staple literary phenomenon on the one side, Etna as the object of naturalistic inquiry on the other, we shall see that the Aetna poet sets these two visions of the volcano against each other in a still more confrontational fashion in his treatment of those twin peaks, the Etna of fabula and the Etna of ratio.

In touring this chosen landscape of Etna receptions from Lucretius to the Aetna poem, then, this chapter aims not just to contextualize Pietro’s treatment of the volcano within the Greco-Roman lineage of the Etna Idea, thereby asserting the Classical provocation for his own idiosyncratic development of that Idea. By focusing on the doubleness of Etna’s deployment in the Latin tradition in particular, this chapter also seeks to identify an important subcategory within the larger Classical repertoire of the Etna Idea—a subcategory that strikingly anticipates Pietro’s own elaboration of Etna’s doubleness in De Aetna. Hence the structuring principle that coordinates my coverage below of authors such as Lucretius and Virgil is this phenomenon of double vision; but for initial orientation on the Etna Idea we turn to Pindar.

1.1: Pindar, Pythian 1

The eruption of Etna that Thucydides reports for the year 426/5 BCE occurred, he asserts, fifty years after the last such event (3.116.1–2).4 No eruption for 475 or so is reported in the Parian Chronicle; but the Chronicle does record one—the same or a different eruption?—under 479–8.5 If on the basis of these sources we broadly accept that Etna erupted in the 470s BCE, Pindar surely evokes that event6 when, writing in his first Pythian ode, he tells of Typhoeus/Typhon’s7 imprisonment under the volcano:



ὅσσαδὲ μὴ πεφίληκεΖεύς, ἀτύζονταιβοάν 13

Πιερίδων ἀίοντα, γᾶντεκαὶ πόν-

τονκατ᾿ ἀμαιμάκετον,

ὅςτ᾿ ἐναἰνᾷ Ταρτάρῳ κεῖται, θεῶνπολέμιος, 15

Τυφὼς ἑκατοντακάρανος· τόνποτε

Κιλίκιονθρέψενπολυώνυμον ἄντρον· νῦνγεμάν

ταί θ᾿ ὑπὲρ Κύμας ἁλιερκέες ὄχθαι

Σικελίατ᾿ αὐτοῦ πιέζει

στέρναλαχνάεντα· κίωνδ᾿ οὐρανίασυνέχει,

νιφόεσσ᾿ Αἴτνα, πάνετες χιόνος ὀξείαςτιθήνα· 20

Β΄ τᾶς ἐρεύγονταιμὲν ἀπλάτου πυρὸς ἁγνόταται

ἐκμυχῶνπαγαί· ποταμοὶ δ᾿ ἁμέραισιν

μὲνπροχέοντι ρ‛όονκαπνοῦ

αἴθων᾿· ἀλλ᾿ ἐν ὄρφναισινπέτρας

φοίνισσακυλινδομέναφλὸξ ἐςβαθεῖ-

ανφέρειπόντου πλάκασὺνπατάγῳ.

κεῖνοδ᾿ Ἁφαίστοιοκρουνοὺς ἑρπετόν 25

δεινοτάτους ἀναπέμπει· τέραςμὲν

θαυμάσιονπροσιδέσθαι,

θαῦμαδὲ καὶ παρεόντων ἀκοῦσαι,

οἷον Αἴτνας ἐνμελαμφύλλοιςδέδεταικορυφαῖς

καὶ πέδῳ, στρωμνὰ δὲ χαράσσοισ᾿ ἅπαννῶ-

τονποτικεκλιμένονκεντεῖ.

εἴη, Ζεῦ, τὶνεἴη ἁνδάνειν,

ὃςτοῦτ᾿ ἐφέπεις ὄρος, εὐκάρποιογαί- 30

αςμέτωπον, τοῦ μὲν ἐπωνυμίαν

κλεινὸςοἰκιστὴρ ἐκύδανενπόλιν

γείτονα, Πυθιάδοςδ᾿ ἐνδρόμῳ κά-

ρυξ ἀνέειπέ νιν ἀγγέλ-

λων Ἱέρωνος ὑπὲρκαλλινίκου

ἅρμασι.



Pythian 1.13–33



But those whom Zeus does not love are stunned with terror 13

when they hear the cry of the Pierian Muses, whether on the earth or on the resistless sea;

among them is he who lies in dread Tartarus, that enemy of the gods, 15

Typhon with his hundred heads. He was nurtured of old by the famed Cilician cave,

but now the steep cliffs above Cumae, and Sicily too,

lie heavy on his shaggy breast.

And the column that soars to heaven

holds him down, snow-covered Aetna, nurse of keen frost all year round, 20

from whose inmost caves burst forth the purest streams of unapproachable fire.

In the daytime her rivers roll forth a fiery flood of smoke,

while in the darkness of night the crimson flame hurls rocks down

with crashing din to the deep plain of the sea below.

And that monster sends forth the most terrible streams of fire; 25

it is a marvelous wonder to behold, and a wonder even to hear when men are present.

Such a creature is he that lies bound beneath the dark-leafed heights of Aetna

and beneath the plain, while his rugged bed goads the whole length

of his back stretched out against it.

Grant, grant that we may please you, Zeus,

you who frequent this mountain, this brow of a fruitful land, 30

whose namesake city near at hand was glorified

by its renowned founder, when the herald at the Pythian racecourse

proclaimed her by telling of Hiero’s triumph with the chariot.

This ode was occasioned by the victory won by Hiero I, tyrant of Syracuse from 478 to 467 BCE, in the chariot race at the Pythian Games at Delphi in 470. He had himself proclaimed there as Hiero of Aetna, in celebration of the city that he had recently established near the volcano (cf. 30–2), and in that same year, 470 BCE, he also installed his son, Deinomenes, as ruler of Aetna. This new city was formerly Catana (modern Catania); as part of his broader resettlement program to consolidate Syracusan control over the northern and eastern coasts of Sicily, Hiero had in 476 transferred the original population of Catana as well as Naxus to Leontini and replaced the people with 10,000 Dorian colonists, renaming the city Aetna.8 If the eruption happened soon after Aetna was founded, Pindar’s portrayal of Typhoeus’ punishment would be all the more topically relevant, even admonitory, given the ode’s complex fusion of athletic celebration, political resonance, and symbolic message through mythological appeal.9

Already in his Theogony Hesiod had recounted how, after defeating the Titans, Zeus faced a final challenger in the form of monstrous Gaia’s last child, Typhoeus (820–80); defeating him in single combat, Zeus “in terrible anger threw him into wide Tartarus” (868). If Αἴτνης is read at Theogony 860 (“And flame shot forth from the thunder-stricken lord in the rugged glens of the mountain Etna”), Typhoeus is first associated with Mount Etna in Hesiod—an association perhaps playfully taken up by Pietro Bembo in his suspicion, à propos of Hesiod’s vivid description of the earth burning after Typhoeus’ demise at Theogony 861–8, that “that famous shepherd from Ascra had at some point climbed Etna, and that he took from there the lines that he wrote about the entire earth” (De Aetna §39). But the reading Αἴτνης is clearly open to serious objection,10 not least because Hesiod departs from the Etna myth in portraying Typhoeus not as languishing under the (unidentified) mountain but as lying aflame on the mountainside before being hurled into Tartarus; Hesiod “seems not to be thinking of a volcano, but of a bare, scorched region.”11 If Αἴτνης is duly rejected, and if we accept that [Aeschylus’] account of Typhoeus’ imprisonment under Etna in Prometheus Bound 363–72 is later than and closely modeled on Pythian 1,12 then it is Pindar who provides the first attestation of eastern Typhoeus13 in the Greek west. Moreover, Pindar’s departure from the Hesiodic tradition is explicitly signaled by his initial allusion to Tartarus (“he who lies in dread Tartarus,” 15; cf. Theog. 868) before his Typhoeus is emphatically placed under “snow-covered Aetna” (20).14 By locating Typhoeus in both places, Pindar may partly exploit the belief that Mount Etna was an opening to the underworld;15 but he also achieves a movement from the general and the eternal to the specific in the here and now, as Kathryn Morgan nicely observes: “An account that started with the monster lying Hesiodically in remote Tartaros now has him much closer to the surface, where he can and does affect everyday life.”16

But the Pindaric Typhoeus’ association with Etna as well as with “the steep cliffs above Cumae” (18) is no less topical for political reasons. In answer to a delegation from Cumae (on the Tyrrhenian coast north of the Bay of Naples) for help in its struggles against the Etruscans, Hiero promptly dispatched a fleet that shared in a famous naval victory over a coalition force of Etruscans and Carthaginians off Cumae in 474 BCE.17 In Pythian 1 Pindar alludes directly to this much heralded victory, which contributed to the revival, after the Persian War struggles against Darius and Xerxes, of the Panhellenic myth of heroic Greek resistance to the barbarian Other:18



λίσσομαινεῦσον, Κρονίων, ἥμερον

ὄφρακατ᾿ οἶκον ὁ Φοίνιξ ὁ Τυρσα-

νῶντ᾿ ἀλαλατὸς ἔχη, ναυσίστονον

ὕβριν ἰδὼντὰνπρὸ Κύμας,

οἷα Συρακοσίων ἀρχῷ δαμασθέντεςπάθον,

ὠκυπόρων ἀπὸ ναῶν ὅ σφιν ἐνπόν-

τῳ βάλεθ᾿ ἁλικίαν,

Ἑλλάδ᾿ ἐξέλκωνβαρείαςδουλίας.



Pythian 1.71–5



I entreat you, son of Cronus, grant that the war-cry of the Phoenicians

and Etruscans

may remain at home in peace and quiet, now that they have seen their

arrogance

bring lamentation to their ships off Cumae. Such were the losses they

suffered

when conquered by the lord of the Syracusans—a fate that flung

their young warriors from their swift ships into the sea,

delivering Hellas from oppressive bondage.

“[B]‌ut now the steep cliffs above Cumae, and Sicily too, lie heavy on [Typhoeus’] shaggy breast” (17–19): beyond the geological linking of Cumae and eastern Sicily here as connected hotbeds of volcanic activity,19 Hiero’s recent naval victory “off Cumae” (πρὸ Κύμας, 72) aligns the defeated Etruscans and Carthaginians (72) with the vanquished Typhon of lines 15–20.20 Just as Zeus subdues Typhoeus, so Hiero, by implication Zeus’ earthly surrogate, dispenses an equivalent form of justice in thwarting his own eastern challengers.21 If Hiero is configured as Zeus’ regent on earth, then in his different way Pindar functions as Zeus’ instrument, channeling the music that is heaven-sent:



Χρυσέαφόρμιγξ, Ἀπόλλωνοςκαὶ ἰοπλοκάμων

σύνδικον Μοισᾶνκτέανον· τᾶς ἀκούει

μὲνβάσις ἀγλαΐας ἀρχά……………

…………………. …. .

καὶ τὸναἰχματὰνκεραυνὸνσβεννύεις 5

αἰενάου πυρός. εὕδειδ᾿ ἀνὰ σκά-

πτῳ Διὸςαἰετός, ὠκεῖ-

ανπτέρυγ᾿ ἀμφοτέρωθεν χαλάξαις,

ἀρχὸςοἰωνῶν……………

…………………………

ὅσσαδὲ μὴ πεφίληκεΖεύς, ἀτύζονταιβοάν 13

Πιερίδων ἀίοντα …



Pythian 1.1–2, 5–7, 13–14



Golden lyre, rightful joint possession of Apollo and the

violet-tressed Muses,

lyre, to which the dance-step listens, the beginning of

splendid festivity ……………

…………………………

You quench even the warlike thunderbolt of everlasting flame;

and the eagle, king of birds, sleeps on the scepter of Zeus,

relaxing his swift wings on either side ……………

…………………………

But those whom Zeus does not love are stunned with terror

when they hear the cry of the Pierian Muses ……………

The lyre’s music enchants its hearers as long as they enjoy Zeus’ favor: from the outset, the lyre—and, by extension, Pindar’s own song—operates within an overarching structure of obedience to Zeus, with both Hiero and the poet aligned as his servants.22 But while Pindar’s Etna imprisons Typhoeus, the recent eruption of c. 475 BCE allows no room for complacency: the Etruscan threat may have been thwarted in 474, but Etna’s eruption signals the restlessness of an enemy who yet struggles, however intermittently, against his captivity. Hence the further implication for Hiero, perhaps, is that the repression of disorder is no once-and-for-all achievement but an ongoing challenge that tasks the divinely ordained ruler with ceaseless vigilance; from another angle, Typhoeus’ fate may also warn of the dangers of misapplying absolute power by failing to heed measurement and (Pindaric) stricture about the art of rule, and thereby failing to stay on the side of Zeus and the lyre.23

For all the omissions in this brief overview of a poem as complex as Pythian 1, our priority for now is Pindar’s treatment of Etna and Typhoeus. Here is the earliest Greco-Roman example of Etna configured not just (or only) as an intimidating physical immensity per se, but also as an idea of immense imaginative appeal, a landmark that Pindar molds and exploits as a highly versatile carrier of both symbolic meaning and artistic possibility. Pindar claims the mountain as his own, as if inscribing it with his idiosyncratic design of Typhoeus- and Hiero-centered interpretation. A central claim of this study is that Pietro Bembo, in his De Aetna, appropriates Etna as a symbolic landmark in a similar way, albeit with a figurative meaning that is very much his own. He was evidently directly familiar with Pythian 1,24 and his experience of Pindar’s creative fashioning of the mountain may well have contributed to his experimentation with the Etna Idea, but only as one of multiple influences. From Pindar, we therefore progress to my promised coverage of the doubleness of viewpoint that characterizes Etna in Lucretius, Virgil, Ovid, Seneca, and the Aetna poet. In relating that doubleness to a parallel phenomenon in De Aetna, I introduce and illustrate via my ancient comparanda the tension that Pietro exploits between a “scientific,” rationalizing approach to volcanic nature on the one hand, and a more fictive, myth-based perception of Etna on the other; a harder formulation of this point would propose that Pietro directly, if differently, applies in De Aetna the dynamic of doubleness that he already found embedded in the Classical Etnean intertexts that he knows so well. In mining this tradition, sections 1.2 to 1.4 below amount to a form of literary geology as we probe into the Classical substrata of De Aetna: just as the lava effusions from Etna cool to form fresh layers on the mountain, reshaping it in the process (cf. De Aetna §§41–2), so the Greco-Roman past supplies its own multiple layers to the evolving literary history of the volcano, all of which give underlying support, substance, and stimulus to Bembo’s development of the Etna Idea. Before we ascend Etna with Bembo, then, we first build on our initial sampling of Pindar’s Pythian 1 by exploring the mountain’s literary layers, with Lucretius and Virgil supplying our first accretions.

1.2: Virgil and Lucretius

(i) Virgil

In his hyperbolical description of Etna in Aeneid 3, Virgil sought to rival (aemulari) Pindar’s version in Pythian 1—or so thought the Roman sophist, philosopher, and polymath Favorinus of Arelate (modern Arles, c. 85–c. 165 CE),25 at least according to his devotee Aulus Gellius in his Noctes Atticae, published (internal evidence suggests) c. 180 CE. Although no stranger to Latin study,26 Favorinus, a pupil of Dio Chrysostom and a friend of Plutarch, worked exclusively in Greek throughout his professional career—an orientation that seemingly colors his critique in Noctes Atticae 17.10 of what he presents as those parts of the Aeneid that lacked finish, the allegedly overblown lines on Etna a special case in point. In the Virgilian description, Aeneas tells Dido and the Carthaginian court of how, voyaging from Troy, he and his men eventually approached the Sicilian coast near Etna (Aen. 3.570–82):



Portus ab accessu ventorum immotus et ingens

ipse, sed horrificis iuxta tonat Aetna ruinis,

interdumque atram prorumpit ad aethera nubem,

turbine fumantem piceo et candente favilla,

attollitque globos flammarum et sidera lambit;

interdum scopulos avolsaque viscera montis 575

erigit eructans, liquefactaque saxa sub auras

cum gemitu glomerat, fundoque exaestuat imo.

fama est Enceladi semustum fulmine corpus

urgeri mole hac ingentemque insuper Aetnam

impositam ruptis flammam exspirare caminis, 580

et fessum quotiens mutet latus, intremere omnem

murmure Trinacriam et caelum subtexere fumo.

There is a haven out of the winds’ reach, undisturbed and vast

in itself, but nearby Etna thunders with dreadful eruptions,

and now spews forth a black cloud into the sky,

a cloud smoking with its pitch-black eddy and white-glowing ashes,

and it throws up balls of flame and licks the stars;

and now it hurls high the rocks that it vomits up, and the mountain’s

ripped-out entrails, and with a roar it gathers up the molten rocks

in the air and boils up from its furthest depths.

The story goes that Enceladus’ body, half-scorched by a lightning bolt,

is buried under this mass, and that, piled on top of him, massive Etna

breathes forth flame from its ruptured furnaces;

and as often as he turns over his weary side, all Sicily moans

and trembles, and veils the sky with smoke.

Just before quoting lines 570–7 in a direct synkrisis with Pythian 1.21–6,27 Gellius’ Favorinus characterizes the passage as “among those that particularly seem to have needed revision and correction … For since he wanted to rival the verses that the earlier poet Pindar composed about the nature and burning of [Etna], he has heaped up such expressions and words that in this passage at least he is more abnormal and inflated (insolentior … tumidiorque) even than Pindar himself, who was thought to have too overloaded and rich a style of eloquence (nimis opima pinguique … facundia)” (17.10.8). Whereas Pindar realistically (cf. veritati magis obsecutus, §11) distinguishes the sight of smoke by day from that of flame by night, Virgil is taken to task for confusing day and night in a bombastic description (in strepitu sonituque verborum, §12) that vastly elaborates on its model, importing emphases and, for Favorinus, excessive infelicities of diction that render the Virgilian passage self-referential, its monstrous theme (cf. already τέρας “monster” at Pyth. 1.26) matched by a form of verbal monstrosity: “It is the most monstrous of all monstrous descriptions” (omnium quae monstra dicuntur monstruosissimum est, §19).28

It may be that the contrast drawn by Favorinus here between Pindar’s realism and clarity (cf. luculente, §13) on the one side, Virgil’s overblown grandiosity on the other, is implicated in a strand of ancient literary criticism in which Pindar offered one paradigmatic model of the “high style”; further, that in Noctes Atticae 17.10 Gellius reflects the movement of a Greek discourse of stylistic criticism that sets two passages or authors against each other toward a cross-lingual discourse that sets a Latin text against its Greek model.29 But beyond the fact that Favorinus makes nothing of the seething sound effects that Virgil so powerfully pounds out through assonance and alliteration,30 his critique is blinkered because of his fixation with Pindar alone: nothing is said of Virgil’s likely engagement with [Aeschylus’] Prometheus Bound as well as with Lucretius’ portrayal of Etna in his De rerum natura (cf. 1.722–5, 2.593, 6.639–702), and Richard Thomas duly stresses the Homeric frame that unmistakably surrounds the localized Pindaric presence in Aen. 3.570–87 as a whole.31 From this enlarged perspective, Favorinus’ critique is not only one-dimensional; it also gives no hint of how Virgil actively distances himself from his Pindaric model among competing models. Whereas Pindar locates Typhoeus under Etna, Virgil follows the alternative tradition that placed Enceladus under the volcano (578), and he thereby sides with Callimachus on this Alexandrian zetema, signaling the arcane literariness of his maneuver through the “Alexandrian footnote” delivered in fama est Enceladi … corpus/ urgeri mole hac (578–9).32 Yet still more important as a line of defense against Favorinus’ critique are the cosmic implications of Virgil’s hyperbole at 3.570–7—implications widely felt throughout the epic, to the effect that the alleged excesses of the Etna hotspot in Book 3 cannot be judged, as they are in Noctes Atticae 17.10, purely on their own terms and regardless of the wider poetic context.

Throughout the night Aeneas and his men endure the sound of Etna’s monstrous horrors (immania monstra, 583), only to encounter a different monstrosity on the next day: already warned of Polyphemus’ presence by the traumatized Achaemenides, that companion of Ulysses who was left behind on the island (616–18), the Trojans finally witness the Cyclops on the mountain top (summo … monte, 655), moving his great mass (vasta … mole, 656) toward the shore, “a terrifying monster, shapeless, massive, robbed of the light” (monstrum horrendum, informe, ingens, cui lumen ademptum, 658). The hyperbole and verbal cacophony that erupt in the description of Etna are now suitably matched in Virgil’s description of this monstrous man-mountain:33 already when we first glimpse him on high (summo … monte) in line 655, his spatial positioning anticipates the assimilation to Etna that is surely irresistible in lines 670–4, where the roar that he unleashes when he cannot catch the fleeing Trojans causes the seas to shudder, Italy to tremble, and Aetna to bellow in its winding caverns (curvis … immugiit Aetna cavernis, 674). Just as Aeneas and his men cower during the night, hidden in the woods (silvis, 583) and assailed by Etna’s monstrous noise (cf. immania monstra, 583), so the castaway Achaemenides relates how he “drags out his life in the woods” (vitam in silvis … traho, 646–7), ever trembling at the Cyclopes’ “voices and the sound of their feet” (sonitum … pedum vocemque tremesco, 648). At 3.423 the monstrous Charybdis is said to “lash the stars with her waves” (sidera verberat unda), as if in symbolic emulation of the Gigantomachic assault on the heavens. In his different way the towering Polyphemus “strikes against the high stars” (alta … pulsat/ sidera, 619–20), thereby also emulating Etna, which “licks the stars” through its effusions (sidera lambit, 574). Charybdis alternately sucks in the waves and throws them up (erigit, 423), an action echoed in Etna’s spewing of its innards (avolsa … viscera montis/ erigit eructans, 575–6); after gorging on his human victims and drowning in wine, Polyphemus completes the chain of eructation when, stretched out on the floor of his cave in his measureless bulk (immensus, 632: Etna-like in his massiveness?), he vomits forth his gory feast (saniem eructans et frusta, 632).

Through these linkages Virgil’s Etna is anthropomorphized (cf. viscera, 575; eructans, 576; gemitu, 577) as a mountain in some ways akin not just to Polyphemus, but also to the Giant Enceladus imprisoned beneath it: as Philip Hardie has shown so well, the Gigantomachic implications of Etna assaulting the heavens by hurling its ash cloud and fire balls to the skies and by “licking the stars” (572–4) align the volcano as one of the forces of disorder, one of the monstra, that challenge cosmic stability in the Aeneid more generally.34 Hence Aeneas’ experiences in Sicily as described in Aeneid 3 can be viewed, as Francis Sullivan well puts it, as “a prelude and preparation for [the Trojans’] future struggles against monstra of all kinds, whether embodied in natural forces, such as storms, or in human beings moved by violence and furor.”35 Among these monstra of all kinds are Charybdis, Etna, and Polyphemus, the three of them so tightly connected by the verbal bindings just sampled above; but the list extends to Cacus in Aeneid 8, his cannibalistic cruelty and primitive cave (cf. 8.193–7) so reminiscent of Polyphemus. Etna-like in his great bulk and in vomiting fire (8.198–9), Cacus still more closely resembles the volcano when Hercules, for Virgil that “symbol of the heroic qualities needed to establish Roman power,”36 leaps down into the cave and throttles the smoke- and fire-spewing monster (cf. faucibus ingentem fumum … /evomit, 8.252–3; Cacum in tenebris incendia vana vomentem, 259).37 Beyond Cacus, Virgil’s Allecto, Turnus, and Mezentius all show conspicuously volcanic signs of character,38 with Turnus and Mezentius in particular applying at the human level the disordering implications of Virgil’s Etna description in Aeneid 3: in their resistance to Aeneas and, by extension, to Rome’s sanctioned destiny, they threaten the order of fatum, just as Etna symbolically threatens the sanctity of cosmological and theological order in the epic. On this approach, Favorinus’ dismissive quip that Virgil’s Etna passage is “the most monstrous (monstruosissimum) of all monstrous descriptions” (NA 17.10.19) could not be truer, but for a reason absent in his critique. The excessive, monstrous, hyperbolical element is essential to Etna’s function in the Aeneid’s larger symbolic tectonics: rather than describing the volcano simply for itself, as if in an isolated purple passage of set-piece description in Book 3, Virgil applies the Etna Idea to highly creative, connective effect within a network of cross-poem significations.

In contrast to Virgil’s seething hot, cosmically threatening Etna in Aeneid 3 stands another man-mountain, the personified Atlas: there Mercury briefly pauses at 4.246–51 as he descends to Carthage to remind the tarrying Aeneas of his duty in Italy (cf. 223–37). Aged, weather-beaten, and ice-bound (249–51), Virgil’s Atlas is impressively steadfast (cf. duri, 247) in his Stoic-like apatheia;39 a giant who has been “immobilized and rendered safe,” transformed from “hubristic skyreacher” to “a stable prop of the established order,”40 he is the upholder of the cosmic firmament (caelum … vertice fulcit, 247), and hence symbolic (contra Etna) of the containment of Gigantomachic energies.41 Within Book 4 Atlas is also set in contrast to Virgil’s Fama (173–88):42 while Atlas towers to the heavens, his head girded by clouds (248–9), Fama, quick and agile (cf. mobilitate viget, 175) like an incendiary thunderbolt,43 spans heaven and earth, walking on the ground but with her head hidden in the clouds (177). Whereas Atlas upholds the cosmic order, Fama sows disorder and terror (territat, 187) through the facts and falsehoods she spreads as she flits about between heaven and earth (caeli medio terraeque, 184); through this disordering effect, this sister of Enceladus (179–80; in retrospect the “Alexandrian footnote” at 3.578, fama est Enceladi … , takes on added nuance),44 fully lives up to her heritage as the daughter of Earth, enemy of the gods (cf. Terra parens, ira inritata deorum, 178). Fama, this monstrum horrendum, ingens (181), is also Polyphemus-like in her monstrousness (cf. monstrum horrendum, informe, ingens, 3.658), a linkage underscored by the derivation of Polyphemus’ name from the Greek φήμη/fama.45 But these points of contact between Etna in Aeneid 3 and Atlas and Fama in Book 4 are further complicated by Virgil’s simultaneous engagement with Lucretius: the latter’s portrayal of religio in De rerum natura 1 has important affinities with Virgil’s Fama, and his deployment of Etna in connection with the Gigantomachy theme also provides a counterpoise for Virgil’s experimentation with the same idea.

(ii) Lucretius

If Virgil re-mythologizes46 Etna after Lucretius applies a cold dose of ratio to explain its workings at De rerum natura 6.639–702, Lucretius ironizes the Gigantomachy theme through a technique that appears to be “corrected” in the Aeneid through Virgil’s starker juxtaposition of the forces of cosmic chaos on the one side (Etna symbolically prominent among them) and those of order on the other (Atlas symbolically prominent among them).47 Early in DRN 5 Lucretius assails belief in the divine nature and governance of the world, appropriating for himself the language of oracular authority as he readies to deliver his Epicurean “prophecies” (fundere fata, 110) on the mortality of the world “more scrupulously and with much surer reason (sanctius et multo certa ratione magis)” even than the Pythian oracle (111–12). In this rebellion against bridled obedience to religio (cf. religione refrenatus, 114), he in effect aligns himself with the Giants as drawn in lines 117–21:



… proptereaque putes ritu par esse Gigantum

pendere eos poenas immani pro scelere omnis

qui ratione sua disturbent moenia mundi

praeclarumque velint caeli restinguere solem,

immortalia mortali sermone notantes.48

[ … I shall set out comforts lest you think that the world is immortal,]

and for that reason you believe it right that, in the manner of the Giants,

all they should pay the penalty for a monstrous crime

who shake the walls of the world through their reasoning

and want to extinguish the radiant sun in heaven,

branding things immortal with mortal speech.

The association that is all but explicitly drawn here between thrusting Epicurean-Lucretian ratio and the Giants’ assault on the heavens is suggestively anticipated in Lucretius’ eulogy of Epicurus in Book 1:



Humana ante oculos foede cum vita iaceret

in terris oppressa gravi sub religione,

quae caput a caeli regionibus ostendebat

horribili super aspectu mortalibus instans, 65

primum Graius homo mortalis tollere contra

est oculos ausus primusque obsistere contra,

quem neque fama deum nec fulmina nec minitanti

murmure compressit caelum, sed eo magis acrem

irritat animi virtutem, effringere ut arta 70

naturae primus portarum claustra cupiret.

ergo vivida vis animi pervicit, et extra

processit longe flammantia moenia mundi

atque omne immensum peragravit mente animoque,

unde refert nobis victor quid possit oriri, 75

quid nequeat, finita potestas denique cuique

quanam sit ratione atque alte terminus haerens.

quare religio pedibus subiecta vicissim

obteritur, nos exaequat victoria caelo.



DRN 1.62–79



When human life lay before all eyes groveling on the ground,

miserably crushed beneath the weight of superstition,

which showed its head from the regions of heaven,

pressing upon mortals from above with ghastly aspect,

a Greek man first dared to raise mortal eyes against it,

the first to stand against it. Neither the renown of the gods

could suppress him, nor thunderbolts, nor the heavens

with their threatening roar, but all the more they stirred up

the fierce courage of his soul, so that he was first of mortals to desire

to shatter the confining barrier of nature’s gates.

Therefore, the vigorous force of his mind prevailed, and he proceeded

forth far beyond the flaming ramparts of the world,

and wandered over the universal immensity in mind and thought;

from there he brings back in victory knowledge of what can come

into being and what cannot, and, in sum, by what principle each thing

has its power limited, and its boundary mark set deep.

Hence superstition is in turn cast down and trampled underfoot,

while his victory now makes us stand equal to heaven.

Like those who “shake the walls of the world (moenia mundi) through their reasoning” at 5.119, so Epicurus’ force of mind reaches dynamically beyond the flammantia moenia mundi (1.73), attacking the gods and—unlike the Giants—succeeding in the attempt (cf. victor, 75; victoria, 79). On the Gigantomachic analogy, Epicurus leads the charge from below (in terris, 63) and upward to the celestial heights (caelum, 64, 69), freeing human life from oppression beneath the (mountain-like?) weight of religio. In this uprising, the truer monsters, perhaps, are religio (cf. horribili … aspectu, 65) and the traditional gods:49 if the Virgilian portrait of Fama is based in part on Lucretius’ religio, Virgil arguably exploits the correlation drawn between religio and fama deum at DRN 1.63 and 68, fully activating the pejorative shading that is already implicit in Lucretius’ use of fama; and while the clinical assault of Epicurean ratio results in Lucretius’ controlled surveillance of the cosmic whole (74), the combination of fama deum, fulmina, and minitanti/ murmure … caelum (68–9) appears backward-looking, as if confronting the new pretender with old lore and primeval repression and succeeding only in goading him to greater virtus (cf. 70). The reversal of fortunes is complete by the passage’s end, with religio now cast down (pedibus subiecta, 78) as once was human existence (cf. in terris oppressa [sc. vita], 63); moreover, even though the Gigantomachic analogy is obviously crude in one way (Epicurus is in a class of his own as an intellectual giant), it becomes still more compelling in retrospect when these laudes Epicuri are viewed in light of Lucretius’ treatment of Empedocles later in Book 1.

Given his atomistic commitment to the perishability of fire, air, earth, and water, Lucretius could hardly endorse Empedocles’ pluralistic theory that the world sphere consisted of the four root elements that remained permanent and unchanged, and that formed the world of things by combining with one another in varying proportions under the influence of Love and Strife. Yet Lucretius’ admiration for Empedocles is reflected in the profound influence that the latter’s own poem on nature, Περὶ φύσεως, exerted on De rerum natura; Lucretius was, in David Sedley’s neat formulation, “the servant of two masters. Epicurus is the founder of his philosophy; Empedocles is the father of his genre.”50 Already at 1.62–79 Empedocles is an important sub-presence, his own praises of (almost certainly) Pythagoras offering a “clear … model” for Lucretius’ laudes Epicuri.51 Hence, when Lucretius pays homage to Empedocles at 1.716–33, he balances out his praises of his two masters, with Etna now crucially illuminating the implied volcanic subtext of 1.62–79. Empedocles is introduced as follows:



quorum Acragantinus cum primis Empedocles est,

insula quem triquetris terrarum gessit in oris,

quam fluitans circum magnis anfractibus aequor

Ionium glaucis aspargit virus ab undis …



1.716–19



Foremost among them52 is Empedocles of Acragas,

who was born within the three-cornered coasts of that island

around which the Ionian sea flows with its great windings,

spraying salt-water from its green waves.

As Sedley points out, terrarum here is no “otiose addition” as Cyril Bailey would have it,53 but a detail that contributes importantly to Lucretius’ broader representation not just of Sicily itself, but also of why it gave rise to Empedocles’ theory of the four elements: earth and water are supplemented later by fire (ignis, 724, of Etna) and air (caelum, 725)54 in a symbolic topography that, for Emily Gowers, resembles (via the picture of the sea surrounding the island in 718–21, and then of fiery Etna at the heart of the Empedoclean passage in 722–5) “a larger version of Empedocles’ inner bodily landscape of fiery heart surrounded by cooling blood.”55 At 1.722–5 Etna threatens to erupt once more:56



       … hic Aetnaea minantur

murmura flammarum rursum se colligere iras,

faucibus eruptos iterum vis ut vomat ignis

ad caelumque ferat flammai fulgura rursum.

 … here the rumblings of Etna threaten

that it gathers once more the rage of its flames,

that again in its might it may vomit forth the fires bursting from

its throat, and once more carry to the heavens its flashes of flame.

As later in Virgil, Etna is here personified (minantur, 722; faucibus, 724) to telling effect: in its threatened eruption and assault on the heavens (725) it heaves with seemingly Gigantomachic intent,57 as if countering the Jovian bolts and threats (cf. 1.68–9: quem [sc. Epicurum] neque fama deum nec fulmina nec minitanti/ murmure compressit caelum) with bolts of its own (flammai fulgura, 725). But given Empedocles’ elemental inscription within the Lucretian-Sicilian landscape, Etna’s effusions offer a tempting analogy for Empedocles’ own rationalizing assault on traditional theology, with Etna’s roars and Empedocles’ god-like vociferations (carmina … divini pectoris eius/ vociferantur, 731–2) combining in a form of “counter-fama to the fama deum [cf. 1.68] of the unenlightened.”58 On this approach, Empedocles and Etna, that potent symbol of “an Empedoclean sublimity,”59 anticipate Epicurus’ assault on the heavens at 1.62–79; but whereas Epicurus triumphs (75, 79), Empedocles is ultimately no more successful than any other of Epicurus’ philosophical predecessors, all of whom are said to “have come to a crash with regard to the first-beginnings of things: great they were, and great and heavy was their fall in this matter (graviter magni magno cecidere ibi casu)” (740–1).60 Given this stress on ultimate failure, a certain irony may in retrospect color Empedocles’ credentials as superhuman (733) and divine (cf. sanctum, 730; divini, 731); for can the language of falling in line 741 fail to remind us of the legend that Empedocles wanted physically to vanish so that people would think he had become a god, and that he therefore died by hurling himself into Etna’s fires?61 Yet one of his brazen sandals was thrown up in the flames, exposing his mortality: if casu (741) gently recalls Empedocles’ fate, the divine aspect at DRN 1.731–3 is instantly complicated, even compromised, with Lucretius’ adoration now in tension with Lucretian irony, and another “god” struck down.

For Lucretius, then, the Gigantomachic associations of Etna emblematize the struggle of philosophical rationalism against monstrous (cf. horribili, 1.65) religio; and by arraying Empedocles and Epicurus on the rebel side against belief in the gods, he applies the Etna Idea to seemingly paradoxical effect, at least in comparison with Virgil’s “corrective” alignment of Etna with the other forces of cosmic disorder in the Aeneid. Hence the doubleness that I claim for the Lucretian and Virgilian visions of Etna in combination, the one countering the other; yet within the six-book arc of De rerum natura itself, the doubleness phenomenon is no less discernible in Lucretius’ own shifting perspectives on Etna in Books 1 and 6. Given the symbolic importance of Etna in Book 1, Epicurus’ triumph as portrayed in Lucretius’ eulogy of him (cf. victor, 1.75) is suitably complemented by Lucretius’ treatment of terrestrial phenomena in Book 6 (535–1137), volcanoes prominent among them, Etna his main exhibit in lines 639–702. And if at 1.716–33 Empedocles’ four-element theory is itself symbolically inscribed into Lucretius’ Sicilian topography, we find a comparable process of meta-inscription at work in 6.639–702. As we saw above, in Book 1 Epicurus’ force of mind advances far beyond the “ramparts of the world” (moenia mundi, 73) as he “wander[s]‌ over the universal immensity in mind and thought” (74): the controlling perspective that masters the all here (omne immensum) is re-applied in Book 6, where the far-reaching effects of Etna’s (recent?)62eruption are at first described in a hyperbolical pitch that relates the perceived scale of the phenomenon (“all the regions of the heavens smoke and sparkle …,” 644) to the degree of panic that it induces in its observers (“they filled their breasts with shuddering distress,” 645).
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