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Talking of Animals: Whales, Ambergris, and the Circulation of Knowledge in

Seventeenth-Century Rome

MONICA AZZOLINI

I. INTRODUCTION

Animals feature prominently in the history of Western science. As the topic of
numerous works by Aristotle, including his influential Historia animalium [ The History
of Animals], the study of animals (and humans as part of the animal kingdom) has
represented a privileged site of investigation for generations of natural philosophers and
physicians training at European universities. As objects of study in Catholic Europe,
moreover, animals were subjected to numerous allegorical and moralizing
interpretations; it was not completely unusual, therefore, to find Aristotle’s zoological
knowledge acquire symbolic or moral undertones.! The sixteenth century, however,
signalled the beginning of a new era for the study of animals. As Brian Ogilvie has
provocatively stated, ‘natural history was invented in the Renaissance’, when
practitioners came to think of their discipline as related to, but distinct from, medicine
and natural philosophy.” Never before the sixteenth century did so many Europeans
devote so much time and so many resources to discovering, describing, and cataloguing
nature, as witnessed by the veritable explosion of printed texts dedicated to the topic. In
the case of animals, the peak was arguably reached with the publication of Conrad
Gessner’s monumental Historiae Animalium (1551-8) [The Histories of Animals], a text
that is clearly indebted to Aristotle’s Historia animalium down to its very title and

structure, but that was aimed to surpass it in scope and depth.’ In it, Gessner described



each animal via a series of headings that included: its names in various languages, its
geographic distribution and habitat, its physical features and habits, its temperament, its
use for humans, its culinary uses and medicinal properties as well as its philological
aspects.* Animals could be studied for their own sake, but just as importantly for their
practical utility to humans and for their moral and allegorical significance.

As argued by Laurence Pinon and Sachiko Kusukawa, Gessner’s aim was never
to establish the truth and reliability of all the information he assembled, but more
simply to accumulate and juxtapose as much knowledge as possible about each animal
to allow other scholars to form their own opinions.® For this reason, Gessner’s book —
and others of the period — include a series of familiar animals, but also mythical and
fictitious beasts, monsters, and rare and exotic animals that the author had never directly
observed.® While the moral and allegorical undertones did not completely disappear at
least until the late eighteenth century,’ the field grew in complexity and saw the
emergence of the figure of the professional ‘naturalist’. Gessner’s enterprise, like that of
many contemporaries, was firmly based in the systematic mining of classical, medieval,
and contemporary sources, extensive correspondence with naturalists and other
informants, and, whenever possible, direct observation. The study of animals, therefore,
engaged naturalists at all these levels.

Numerous studies have appeared in recent years about this extensive exchange
of information, which took the form of letters, books, images, and occasionally
instruments.® Much of the research proceeds from the premise that one cannot properly
understand early-modern scientific knowledge without also investigating the
relationship between content and the contexts of its production, transmission, and use.
Written words, images, and instruments — some of the ‘vehicles’ of such transmission —

are central to our understanding of the period, and so is their relationship with one



another.’ Place, moreover, has acquired renewed significance in our modern
understanding of how ‘science’ is produced and transmitted. Sociologists of science
have emphasized how all knowledge, including scientific knowledge, is to various
degrees and in various forms a product of its local context.!® Few early-modern
Europeans who were engaged in the study of exotic animals, for example, had actually
travelled to far lands and seen the animals in person, and even those scholars who
studied the European fauna and flora did not always have access to all specimens
themselves. Even when they did, they were confronted with a vast array of information
— some of it conflicting and some of it confusing — as to the nature of the animals that
they chose to investigate. The kind of scientific knowledge that investigators produced,
then, depended on specific circumstances. It reflected the strengths of investigators’
local networks, what opportunities they had to make their own observations in their
place of writing, and idiosyncrasies of the specific ‘cultures’ in which they were
embedded. While sixteenth- and seventeenth-century naturalists had much in common,
they were also different in their backgrounds, methods, and aims. '

Attention to locality — to the place where knowledge was carved out from a mass
of information so that it could be forged into written words, as well as into images and
instruments — has not been matched by a similar interest in the role of orality and face-
to-face exchange in generating scientific knowledge, including knowledge about
animals, especially unusual ones.!? In what follows I take locality and orality as guiding
principles in my exploration of the ways in which oral knowledge contributed to
Renaissance understanding of such animals. Naturalists, I shall demonstrate, learned
about animals both from written and from oral sources. As a result, oral knowledge,
complex and multifarious as it may have been, left some significant traces in their

discussions of animals, especially the more mysterious ones. Here I shall focus in



particular on a case study, that of the Renaissance fascination with whales, to
investigate how oral knowledge shaped and changed written knowledge about whales in
seventeenth-century Rome. In doing so, I place the emphasis on the way local
knowledge and distant knowledge were joined together through the medium of the
uttered word, as well as how different authors juxtaposed oral knowledge to their
written sources and weighed it differently, and sometimes inconsistently, against their
written sources within their works. The aim is to show that the ‘vehicle’ of the uttered
word, so often neglected in the history of science and yet so inextricably linked with
direct observation and local knowledge production, provided an important but neglected
space for the establishment of scientific authority and the creation of new knowledge

about animals in the Renaissance.

II. THE EPHEMERAL WORLD

As Frangoise Waquet lamented over two decades ago, despite the numerous studies
dedicated to rhetoric as a discipline within Italian medieval and Renaissance culture
little emphasis has been placed on ‘la voix vive’, the real spoken word, as a vehicle of
transmission of knowledge.!® Indeed, until recently, surprisingly little research had been
undertaken to return the voice to the central place that it occupied in early-modern
society, a place that, in Waquet’s words, ‘the civilization of the book has largely
obscured’.!* This is particularly true of the history of science and the history of
medicine, where little attention has been placed on the importance of oral transmission
in conveying both old and new knowledge. Yet we know that much of the scientific
enterprise of the time was collaborative in nature, taking place in courts, academies and

households; markets and piazzas; libraries, bookstores, and printing houses; pharmacies,



anatomy theatres, and laboratories — all of them privileged sites of conversation and
collaboration.!> Medieval and Renaissance doctors, for instance, rarely treated patients
alone, preferring to do so as a group of practitioners exchanging opinions and reaching
consensus whenever possible. Likewise, natural philosophers were often aided by
pupils, assistants, and occasionally their wives or daughters. Natural philosophers also
often experimented in front of colleagues and explicated their views in front of patrons,
either by means of disputations or by engaging in other forms of oral communication.'®
Utterances, in short, were everywhere.

Yet verba volant, scripta manent. Part of the reason why orality has been
neglected is that the spoken word is ephemeral. Before sound recording was invented,
the voice could only be consigned to the page or be forever lost to the ravages of time, a
topos common to much humanist literature. In putting words down on the page authors
applied literary conventions and recast their words in a variety of other ways as well.!”
Such practices, which inevitably concealed orality, clearly pose methodological
problems for any historian who hopes to retrieve past oral discourse. Beyond such
difficulties, however, practitioners of the history of science and medicine have
traditionally privileged texts (especially those written in Latin), at the expense of
exploring the contexts of their production.

There is growing evidence, however, that the role of orality in transmitting and
transforming early modern scientific knowledge cannot safely be ignored. For instance,
artisans and craftsmen played a vital role in shaping modern scientific knowledge.
Much of their practical knowledge circulated orally, and, when they wrote it down, they
almost exclusively used the vernacular.'® More broadly, the increasingly empirical

approach to nature that sixteenth- and seventeenth-century natural historians and



philosophers adopted brought with it a change in emphasis from reading to a mix of
reading, observing, and trying.!’

By collecting specimens, images, and textual sources, natural historians and
philosophers engaged in constant attempts to classify and systematize the world around
them.?® Together with the birth of the museum, this translated into books of natural
knowledge that assembled an increasing number of particulars about all sorts of animals
and plants. As noted, some of the particulars were taken from books (those written both
by classical authors and by contemporary authorities), others from personal
observations and other types of evidence. The additional evidence often travelled in the
form of letters, drawings, material objects, and — we know from the written record —
also oral reports and hearsay. The rich textual world of learning about nature was
increasingly punctuated by personal experience. It is not surprising, therefore, that
‘seeing’ and ‘hearing’ slowly grew in importance. In the absence of a real specimen,
images could function as a convenient, synthetic way to collect and present information
about the natural world. The new emphasis on empiricism and observation, however,
threw the issue of authority into sharp relief. Even images — the surrogates of visual
sensory experience — presented challenges; they took a long time to establish
themselves as adequate and reliable means of transmission of knowledge.?! So, we may
ask, how did oral information fare within the panorama of early modern scientific

understanding of animals? What kind of epistemic value was it given?

III. KNOW THY WHALES

A brief report dated February 1624 recounts how a whale, by then dead, was spotted in

the sea near Rome, in proximity to the small town of Santa Severa. It was later brought



to shore and subsequently measured and dissected.?? The report was written by
Giovanni Bricci (1579-1645), painter, musician, productive comedian, and prolific
chronicler of all kinds of Roman events.?* Bricci’s ‘report’ (relatione) brought together
a variety of sources. By his own admission, his slim booklet was partly based ‘on a
letter by a certain Friar Leone Oliva of Santo Spirito, who writes that he saw it; partly
on others who were present; and partly on what was heard by Friar Luigi Bagutti,
architect of Santo Spirito’, a friend of Bricci’s.?* What the booklet contained then, was a
mixture of written and oral communication, some originating from people who had seen
the animal first-hand (Friar Leone Oliva and others); and some consisting of rumours
that had reached the ears of Friar Luigi Bagutti (who may have communicated
information either in writing or orally to Bricci — an important detail that we are not
able to know with certainty). In addition, Bricci’s report was based on first-hand
observation of ‘the bones, fins, teeth, flesh, fat, and other things that were brought to
Rome, from the size of which, by extension (procedendo per simmetria), it is not hard
to believe what has been written by those who have measured it’.?> Visual, written, and
oral information found their way into the final report.

The text proceeded to explain how the whale was discovered: the animal was
first seen by a guard (sentinella) of the walled town of Civitavecchia. The animal’s
body had been visible from a distance of two miles, even though it was two-thirds under
water; from afar it looked like a little island. It was only when somebody went out to
see what it was that it was discovered to be a whale that had recently died — yet it was
reported that sailors had seen it alive not long before, in the same waters. Bricci asserted
that it was ‘difficult to picture it by means of writing (figurarla con scrittura) in a short
piece’, but that in the remaining pages he was going to attempt to do just that.?® What

followed was a description of the whale: first its dimensions; then its mouth and teeth



(which he likened to the travertine foundations of Italian fortifications); then the eyes,
its skin colour, fins, tail. Finally, Bricci mentioned its flesh and fat and the oil that could
be extracted from the latter. The fins and the whale’s teeth were later sent to the hospital
of Santo Spirito for examination and dissection, whence they were later dispersed.
Bricci claimed to possess a whale’s tooth himself.

Here again Bricci indicated that information had travelled orally. It had been
recounted by sailors and possibly also by the guard in spoken form — as well, perhaps,
as by ‘those others who were present’. It is certain that much of the information that
Bricci relayed in his short report had travelled orally, passing from one person to the
next, from the locality where the whale was seen and cut up back to Rome, where Bricci
wrote. When it came to his own contribution, Bricci lamented that words, even those on
the page, were inadequate to conjure up the true magnitude and nature of the beast, for
they were not the same thing as the actual experience of seeing the animal itself.
Writing could depict the whale only imperfectly, especially given the brevity of the text.
Yet Bricci, a painter, only managed to accompany his relazione with a poor and rather
stock image of a generic large fish (Fig.1) — no doubt because the booklet to which he

was entrusting his words was a piece of cheap print.

INSERT FIGURE 1 HERE

Bricci’s relatione was followed by a discorso (discourse) — evidently a
specimen of a different literary genre. He began the discorso by discussing the only
other case of a dead whale that he was aware of: a similar animal that had died off the
southern tip of Corsica, near the small fishing village of Sarteéne. Bricci described how it

took seventeen men to cut up the animal’s fatty meat and take it ashore to make whale



oil out of it.?” The veracity of Bricci’s account may be confirmed by other images of
similar episodes, which appear regularly in other natural historical publications

depicting the capture and jointing of whales (e.g., Fig. 2, 3 and 4).28

INSERT FIGURES 2,3 AND 4 HERE

After mentioning the sighting in Corsica, Bricci launched into a brief ‘natural
history of whales’.?’ The numerous references to Scandinavian specimens hint at
Bricci’s indirect debt to Olaus Magnus’ popular Historia de Gentibus Septentrionalibus
(1555) [History of the Northern Peoples], an illustrated history of Scandinavia that
contained an informative and richly illustrated section on whales and other marine
monsters.*? As Larry Silver has deftly demonstrated, Olaus’ account of whales and
other sea-monsters was highly influential among sixteenth- and seventeenth-century
naturalists and map makers, with images from the text ‘migrating’ into a number of
other important works of the period, including Conrad Gessner’s Historiae Animalium,
Ambroise Paré’s Des monstres et prodiges (1573) [On Monsters and Marvels], and
André Thevet’s Cosmographie universelle (1575) [Universal Cosmography] (compare
Fig. 2 from Olaus Magnus’ Historia with Figs. 3 and 4 from Gessner and Thevet,
above).’! Bricci had absorbed information from Olaus’ work, which was first printed in
Rome, second-hand from Giovanni Maria Bonardo, La miniera del mondo (1585) [The
Riches of the World], a popular encyclopaedic work in the vernacular which he dutifully
cited as his source.*> Following Olaus and Bonardo, the ‘natural history’ of whales
explained how the sailors often dispersed castor oil into the water to discourage whales
from drawing too close. Alternatively, sailors sounded trumpets to frighten them or

threw round, empty vases in the water to make them play with them. Bricci then



recounted how a female whale gives birth and nurses its calf, just as other quadrupeds
do, and how, as Pliny the Elder recounts, a whale’s mouth is on its forehead. Here
Bricci’s sources are clearly textual, and often second or third hand. The pamphlet
concluded, however, with a brief account of the causes that might have led the animal,
which was found beached on the shores of Corsica, to enter the Mediterranean Sea.
Here Bricci framed his speculations in a series of sentences prefaced by the phrase
‘Some believe that’: some believed that the whale (which was a male) had been chased
by a killer whale (orca), its declared enemy; others, that it had died of old age; others,
that it had been chasing a female and, having entered the Mediterranean, died of hunger.
Others again argued that, frightened and injured by some ship, it had died and then
washed ashore. Bricci’s own opinion, however, was that it had been chased by a killer
whale into the Mediterranean and that, once lost and unable to feed on its usual food, it
had grown weaker and weaker, until finally it had succumbed to the waves.** The
pamphlet’s concluding passage has a more personal feel than what has gone before. It
would appear that the phrase ‘some believe that’ introduces hearsay opinions, which
were imparted to Bricci aloud or by letter.

If the sighting of a whale, dead or alive, was relatively uncommon, writing about
it in the way Bricci did was not. Whales were an intriguing topic of discussion among
early modern European natural historians, as well as physicians, and as such they
feature prominently in their writings. Cetaceans like the one that beached at Santa
Severa could be found on occasion on the coasts of Italy, and the two cases discussed by
Bricci are far from the only ones that Italians could have heard about. For example,
Federico Cesi (1585-1630), prince-patron of the illustrious Roman Academy of the
Lynxes, recorded an earlier case in a letter to a fellow academician, Johannes Faber

(1574-1629). In 1618 Cesi had received news of ‘a cetacean of large dimensions’ that

10



had been cast ashore by rough seas. He had ‘heard of it first through rumours, and then
with the greatest certainty’.>* Hearsay accounts were followed by trustworthy ones —
both kinds delivered orally.

Cesi’s interest in whales reflected a wider interest among the Lynceans.
Johannes Faber himself dedicated a short section of his Novae Hispaniae Animalium
Expositio in Rerum Medicarum Novee Hispianice Thesaurus [ Exposition of the Animals
of New Spain in the Treasury of Medical Matters of New Spain], to the subject.®
Beyond whale oil, discussion about whales in the period often centred around the
production of ambergris (ambra grisea), a perfumed substance often found on beaches,
and that we now know is produced from the bile of sperm whales. Its origins were
widely debated in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance. Ambergris was sought after for
its sweet scent and reputed healing properties (Fig. 5). Treatises of materia medica
recommended it for the treatment of a variety of ailments, ranging from stomach and
intestinal problems to the treatment of the plague, as well as diseases of the heart and

brain. It was also used in the manufacture of perfumes and ointments of various kinds.>

INSERT FIGURE 5 HERE

Because of how difficult it was to obtain, ambergris was costly. It was a luxury
ingredient intended for rich patients and royalty. Unsurprisingly, then, Faber placed his
discussion of ambergris just after the discussion of musk, in a section devoted to animal
scents and their medicinal and other properties. As Faber acknowledged, opinions
varied about the origins of ambergris, with some arguing that it was the sperm of
£ 37

whales, others that it was their vomit, and others again that it was their excremen

Faber had turned to an expert: the Franciscan friar Gregorio de Bolivar, a missionary to
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the New World, who provided him with an oral account (sermon), explaining his
views.?® In the friar’s words, ambergris was nothing but bitumen (mineral pitch), which
whales brought to the surface from the depths of the sea. More precisely, observation
(experientia) indicated, he claimed, that the ambergris was generated by sponge-like
formations in between rocks on the sea floor. Whales feasted voraciously on sweet
ambergris, Friar Gregorio asserted, and for that reason they sometimes vomited it or
excreted it. The best ambergris, however, was the kind that no whale had ever ingested
but that surfaced spontaneously from the sea. But because it was much sought after by
fish, crabs, and birds alike, the best kind of ambergris was particularly rare and as a
result particularly expensive.*

De Bolivar had passed this information to Faber in a sermon, namely the oral
genre he was most familiar with, a rhetorical format suitable for indoctrination.*° This
was, then, not a dialogue among peers — at least not in Faber’s eyes — but a monologue,
which gave authority and a voice to one person: de Bolivar. The voice of the Franciscan
friar emerged even more vividly when he stated that he had seen real ambergris on the
coasts of Brazil, Mozambique, and Angola. Direct observation was coupled with oral
delivery to bestow authority to the friar’s words. Faber explicitly declared that the
testimony of de Bolivar, somebody who had come across ambergris first-hand, provided
the necessary preamble to his own discussion of other written authorities of materia
medica, including men who argued respectively that ambergris was a plant, an animal
product, or a mineral.*!

Orality may be glimpsed as well in some of the authorities that Faber discussed.
He cited, for example, Andrea Bacci’s De Thermis (1571) [On Baths], a work on baths
and hydrology, whose author stated: ‘it is not far from the truth what I heard related

from a prince from the Indies: much like the civet of the Indian cat or the musk [of the
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musk deer] or the castoreum [of the beaver], ambergris is the excrement of a certain
fish, who having eaten enough grass from certain herbs that grow, sometimes produces
an abscess in its abdomen, which, once ruptured, gives the ambergris’.** Like Faber,
Bacci invested his statement with authority by invoking the oral report of a person of
status — in this case an ‘Indian’ prince. Yet the prince’s opinion conflicted with what de
Bolivar had stated. Oral accounts carried weight, especially if people of status gave
them, but in this case the oral account of a friend and missionary trumped that of an
‘Indian’ prince reported in the work of Faber’s teacher Bacci. More intriguing, however,
is the fact that Faber failed to mention Ulisse Aldrovandi’s opinion regarding the
disputed origins of ambergris. By the 1570s the Bolognese natural philosopher was an
acknowledged authority when it came to natural knowledge. His opinions were an
essential point of reference for natural philosophers, natural historians and anatomists
alike. Aldrovandi had dedicated a substantial section to ambergris in his Musceum
Metallicum [ Museum of Metals], published in 1648, a few years before the Thesaurus
Mexicanus [Mexican Treasure] finally appeared in print. Aldrovandi had considered a
large number of authorities. One, Charles de I’Ecluse (Carolus Clusius, 1526-1609), had
based his account on the words of a trustworthy merchant. Others had talked to
fishermen who had occasionally found amber in fish.** Aldrovandi, however, rejected
all such reports. Other men reported having dissected whales and not finding the
precious substance. That led Aldrovandi to conclude, as de Bolivar did, that ambergris
was neither the excrement of fish nor that of cetaceans, but simply bitumen generated
from the depths of the sea. Aldrovandi pointed out that Avicenna and Serapion had

made the same argument.**

He cited other authors who concurred, including a Dutch
physician, Berent ten Broecke (Bernardus Paludanus, 1550-1633), who in his

annotations to a text recounting the journey to the East Indies of a countryman and
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merchant, Jan Huygen van Linschoten, argued that ambergris flowed from springs at the
bottom of the sea.*

It is puzzling that Faber failed to mention Aldrovandi in support of de Bolivar’s
assertion. The Bolognese natural philosopher would have certainly added further
authority to the friar’s words. It is possible that Faber wrote this section of his Expositio
well before Aldrovandi’s work appeared in print. It is also possible that he failed to
check Aldrovandi’s own sources: Avicenna, Serapion and the less—well-known
contemporary, Berent ten Broecke. He did, however, consult some of the same sources
cited by Aldrovandi, including Charles de 1’Ecluse, Julius Caesar Scaliger, and Andreas
Libavius.*® We should also entertain a third hypothesis, however briefly: that the
omission was intentional and that Faber wanted to convey the sense that direct
observation, through the eyes of the trustworthy eyewitness de Bolivar, was more
reliable than what Aldrovandi had read in the authors whom he cited.

Although he mentioned the oral reports of merchants and fishermen, Aldrovandi
largely fell back on the authority of two well-established medical writers, Avicenna and
Serapion (both somewhat out of fashion). While Aldrovandi and Faber reached the
same conclusion — that ambergris was indeed bitumen, which oozed from the seabed —
the basis on which each did so could hardly have been more different. Aldrovandi relied
on authoritative written sources; Faber on the voice and eyes of a trusted witness and
friend.

Further evidence of spoken communication emerges from Faber’s later
treatment of whales and ambergris. Despite having ruled whales out as the sources of
ambergris, Faber launched into a long digression about the nature of whales themselves
— and particularly about their teeth. He wrote that his account was based in part on his

own experience and in part on the oral accounts of others who were deemed trustworthy
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(ex fide dignorum auditione).*” Once again the oral transmission of information emerges
clearly, albeit briefly, from the written text. Like Cesi, Faber felt that he needed to go
beyond mere rumour and obtain reliable information about the animals he was writing
about, to which he added his own direct experience. Faber began this part of his text
with an account of the same whale beached on the coast near Santa Severa that Bricci
described in his report (relatione). In the margin, guiding the reader, appeared the words
‘Description of what is believed to be a true whale’ (vera putatee Balence descriptio).*®
Faber asserted that the whale was dead and its body lodged between two cliffs near the
shore. If one had propped its mouth open with a rafter, he added, there would have been
room inside for a man to stand. Faber was an accomplished anatomist, who had started
to practice animal and human dissection at Santo Spirito as a young physician.*’ As
Bricci had indicated, the fins and the teeth of the whale of Santa Severa had been sent to
the Roman hospital of Santo Spirito, and clearly it was here that Faber had a chance to
observe what was left of the large cetacean. The ‘teeth’, which he examined himself (u¢
probe ego examinavi), were nothing but corneal bristles, he argued. Clearly here Faber
was talking of a specimen of a baleen whale (suborder Mysticeti), which lacks teeth but
instead has plates in its mouth that filter food from the water. Faber’s aim, stated
numerous times in the succeeding pages, was to prove that the specimen was an
exemplar of a ‘true whale’.%° In subsequent paragraphs he proceeded to describe the
baleen’s eyes, skin, fins, and tail. He concluded melancholically by noting that he could
not examine its bones, because of the stench caused by the advanced state of
putrefaction of the beast.’ ! At the time of writing, Faber added, the ‘teeth’ had been
offered to Cardinal Francesco Barberini and were being preserved by his secretary, the

learned antiquarian Cassiano del Pozzo.>
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Like Bricci, Faber also mentioned another whale, the one that had died in
Corsica in 1620, remarking that the mammal had been bigger than the one at Santa
Severa and had been a pregnant female. Remarkably, Bricci and Faber recited largely
the same details about the Corsican mammal. Both authors, for example, mentioned that
the animal had thirty-two vertebrae, and that these were used to make a number of seats
(scabelli/sedilia); that the animal had been pregnant with a calf measuring thirty feet
and weighing 1,500 pounds, and that the mother’s intestines were so large that a whole
horse could easily have fitted inside them.>* There are various possible explanations for
why the two accounts coincided so neatly. It is possible that Faber relied on Bricci’s
cheap print as a source of information for both the whale of Santa Severa and the one
beached in Corsica (Bricci’s work predated the publication of the Thesaurus by twenty-
seven years). Bricci’s account, although brief, still included a few more details than
Faber’s. It is also possible that Bricci obtained the information from an earlier draft
version of the Thesaurus — an eventuality, however, that seems less likely. Or it could
be, finally, that the two authors drew on one or more common sources. Such sources, of
course, could have been either written or oral, but given the details about the animals’
measurements, it is possible that some of the information circulated in manuscript
among Roman intellectuals and natural historians.

While so far I have not found any evidence of their ever having known each
other personally, it is quite possible that the two men had friends in common. They
were both well acquainted with the intellectual and artistic circles revolving around the
Roman curia, had numerous acquaintances within the artistic community in Rome
(Bricci himself was a painter), and had connections with the hospital of Santo Spirito,
where Faber himself worked as a physician. Indeed, by Bricci’s own admission, he had

received much of his information on the specimen from Santa Severa from two people
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connected directly with the hospital: friars Leone Oliva and Luigi Bagutti. It is clear,
therefore, that Santo Spirito represented a major axis for the circulation and exchange of
information regarding the two whales and their characteristics.>*

While the two accounts are similar in some respects, they differ in others.
Faber’s treatment expanded considerably on Bricci’s report when it came to discussing
the whale of Santa Severa in relation to the topic of ambergris — a subject that Bricci
completely neglected but to which Faber, as a physician and naturalist, accorded
importance both because of the medicinal properties of ambergris and because much
had been written about it by other natural philosophers and naturalists. Again Faber
returned to the topic of the substance’s origin. He took issue with Guillaume Rondelet’s
view that whales were a source and contended that ‘our people’ could not find any in
the specimen that had been examined at Santa Severa.>® Indeed, he proceeded to claim
that one of Federico Cesi’s own servants — somebody who had an interest in natural
history and who found himself within Cesi’s territory of Civitella Cesi, not too far away
from Santa Severa — had been sent there to investigate and examine the animal, observe
and report what was inside it, and measure it. The servant even came back with some of
its ‘teeth’, Faber added, which had since been housed in Cesi’s own museum. There
were, however, other kinds of whales that did not have corneous plates like this one, but
proper teeth instead. He cited the example of one that he remembered, which had been
beached at Torre Astura, not too far from the ancient port of Nettuno. Once again Cesi,
who owned land and a villa nearby, had been instrumental in providing Faber with
reliable knowledge. He had even been able to pass on to Faber a vertebra from the tail
and a tooth, for further study.>® In sum, Cesi’s servant, Cesi himself, and unspecified
‘people’, perhaps including other members of Cesi’s entourage, had inspected the

animal personally and as a result had been able to serve as important sources of
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information for the German anatomist. We can assume that Cesi collected much of his
information about the cetacean orally from local informants in and around Santa Severa.
He then must have proceeded to share the information either in writing, orally, or quite
likely both, with Faber himself. Faber, in turn, used his own direct and indirect
knowledge of the cetaceans beached in Lazio and Corsica to argue against other natural
historians’ opinions, including Rondelet’s. This marks a shift from the previous century,
when the Milanese polymath and physician Girolamo Cardano, for example, had based
his own account of the dietary properties of fish in his De Sanitate Tuenda (1560) [On
the Care of Health] entirely on the numerous texts on ichthyology that had appeared in
the 1550s, including Rondelet’s Libri de Piscibus Marinis (1554) [Books of Marine
Fish].>” Cardano too made reference to experience, but in a very limited way in
comparison to Faber: he recounted of his meals of salmon in Scotland and fish that he
saw in Dieppe, but as a Milanese, he had had limited experience in dissecting and
studying fish himself, whether large or small.>®

Unlike Cardano, Giovanni Faber engaged actively with data emerging from
reasoning and observation (his own and that of others), together with the oral and
written reports of his informants. The informants may have not been ‘authorities’ in the

sense understood by a physician like Cardano, but at least in this case Faber gave them

more credit than traditional classical authors and contemporary natural historians alike.

IV.TALKING ABOUT ANIMALS: A PLURALITY OF VOICES

As Silvia de Renzi has emphasised, Faber’s Thesaurus Mexicanus represents a
privileged source of investigation when it comes to oral knowledge. This impressive
volume about the natural history of the New World contained information gathered by a

Spanish physician, Francisco Herndndez, during his journey to New Spain in the 1570s.
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(It was later edited by another physician, Antonio Leonardo Recchi). It also contained
contributions by other members of the Academy of the Lynxes. Hernandez claimed to
have gleaned much of the information in his notes from conversations with indigenous
people.>® But that was not the only type of oral knowledge that the book contained: as
de Renzi has shown in her study of the complex history of the Thesaurus and as the
examples that I have given above confirm, Faber relied extensively on the ‘voice’ of the
trusted Franciscan missionary Gregorio de Bolivar. De Bolivar’s ‘mouth and notes’,
Faber emphasized, could conjure up vividly all sorts of animals.®® Seeing first-hand was
better than reading, but hearing what other reliable witnesses had seen, Faber argued,
could be at least as authoritative, or more so, than reading from books.®! Much like
Cesi, Faber distinguished between hearsay and gossip on the one hand — which needed
to be validated — and reliable accounts on the other. Just as it would be today, the
perceived reliability of an account often depended upon the moral and intellectual status
of the witness.®? And yet it is evident that in collecting and transmitting knowledge
about animals, whether exotic or not, Faber often relied on a plurality of oral sources,
not all of whom qualified as classic ‘eyewitnesses of credit’.®> Even if we concur with
de Renzi’s assessment that Faber was concerned about his own over-reliance on oral
sources and on the dubious status of hearsay,®* his systematic use of a plurality of
informants nevertheless demonstrates that in the seventeenth century knowledge about
animals was not only constituted by reading ancient or contemporary authors (many of
whom had made it their task to challenge and revise Roman and Greek natural
knowledge) and supplementing their reports with one’s own observations, whenever
possible. On the contrary, informal reports, many of them conveyed by word of mouth,

could legitimately enter into the mix of evidence.®’
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The status of such informants could vary substantially. Indeed, the passages
analyzed indicate that the acceptable sources could be more varied than has often been
assumed: sailors, missionaries, merchants, servants, and learned friends could all act as
vehicles of oral knowledge.®® It seems evident that in studying animals Faber and others
gave more credit to some sources than to others and that they inflected the concept of
‘expert witness’ in terms of social status and personal acquaintance. Local knowledge
from people of lesser status, however, was not automatically discarded. Although they
attempted to exercise quality control over the information that they received by cross-
referencing it with other sources and searching for more reliable informants when they
thought that they needed to, Aldrovandi, Bricci, Faber and Bacci nevertheless
incorporated information from a broad range of people. Social status was important —
but it was not all that mattered.®’

The accounts of Bricci and Faber, much more than those of Scaliger,
Aldrovandi, or Bacci, were shaped by local and personal circumstances. Rome, with its
proximity to the sea and with the hospital of Santo Spirito, provided a focal point for the
study of beached whales. In each of the two cases, orality and locality combined to
produce a type of knowledge that suited the author’s enterprise. When the authors put
things down on paper, so that what they had learned could be transmitted to a wider
audience, the process of combining oral, written, and visual evidence became
submerged. And yet it is evident that the voice remained an important vehicle of
transmission of natural knowledge, and that this knowledge was not limited to the close-

knit, erudite circles of early modern Europe.®®

V. CONCLUSION
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In 1624, the year of the beached whale of Santa Severa, Pope Urban VIII, who had
always had an active interest in the activities of the Lynceans, entertained the physicians
Johannes Faber and Giulio Mancini. A topic of their lively conversation was a two-
headed calf, which Faber had dissected in front of his students, and a drawing of which
he presented to the Pope. Animals, especially unusual ones, were clearly a fascinating
object of study and conversation among seventeenth-century Roman erudites,
physicians, and naturalists.

A number of historians have retold the story of the two-headed calf. It tells us
about medical and anatomical competence, about how natural investigation became
central to the seventeenth-century scientific enterprise, and about how monsters such as
this served as privileged specimens in the investigation into the workings of nature.®’
The story provides yet another example of how oral information helped shape
seventeenth-century knowledge.

In this article, I have argued that early modern knowledge-creation was
contingent upon myriad factors. Animals feature prominently within this narrative: they
were studied in books, observed first-hand (either alive or dead), prodded, poked, and at
times dissected, and — importantly — spoken about. The localities where knowledge was
produced and later consumed helped give this knowledge its specific shape, as did the
way in which information travelled. While historians have rightly emphasized the
impressive correspondence networks of some natural philosophers and natural
historians,” it is important to remember that much knowledge was gained locally,
through the exchange of spoken words, including the collection of hearsay. The global
and the local were not mutually exclusive, and learned practitioners of natural history
did not neglect to collect information from the broad array of people who had come into

contact with the animals that they were studying.
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In the seventeenth century, observation and experimentation entered into a
dialectic relationship with ancient and contemporary authorities. Testing knowledge
became a feature of science.”! With the slow but steady rise of observation and
experimentation, I argue, spoken testimony returned more forcefully to the pages of
natural-historical works. Animals — rare, real or imagined, exotic or prosaic —
increasingly attracted the attention of early moderns, who interpreted them differently
according to the local knowledge that they possessed and the contexts — cultural and
confessional — in which they lived.”2

The seventeenth century, however, did not experience a neat epistemological
rupture with respect to the previous century when it came to the ‘objective description’
of animals — be it through images, or, as I have discussed here, through words.
Descriptions — oral, visual and written — of wondrous and rare creatures continued to
circulate.”® Between testing nature and observing and describing it — between the realm
of the natural philosopher and that of the natural historian — a lively area existed where
early moderns’ knowledge of animals was still tentative and ideas were contested. This
area was replete with occasional observations delivered through the uttered word that
did not always have the heuristic value of solid evidence but that did, nonetheless,
contribute actively to shaping this knowledge. This area, moreover, was more variedly
populated than were the learned circles to which many writers belonged.

Bricci and Faber (like many of their contemporaries) attempted to assemble a
plurality of voices, some more authoritative than others. The voices were not limited to
those of the learned colleagues who had written extensive tomes about the animal
world, but encompassed a variety of informants, including fishermen, merchants,
architects, missionaries, and servants. It was a veritable ‘republic of people’. Ignoring

these lost voices diminishes our understanding of how early-modern knowledge
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emerged, travelled, and was reconfigured. If we forget about the spoken word, we
accord undue weight to the authority of the writers, who themselves lent heed to what
others had to say. In doing so, we also lose sight of an important aspect of early modern
life, namely the regular contact of various sectors of society — learned and non-learned —

with the animal kingdom.
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