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Chapter I
Naples: Courts and Academies

At the head of the twenty books of the Magiae naturalis which appeared at Naples in 1589 stands a preface in which the author, looking back over thirty-five years of work, describes the room where the book was made: “Nor was there ever wanting in my home an academy of curious men, who pooled their resources and devoted their vigorous and eager labour to investigating and testing these things.” The sentence installs a learned society inside a household, and it is the door through which his life is best entered, because it names the institution his philosophy of nature required — a company of men with means, leisure and curiosity, gathered under a private roof, bringing substances, instruments and books, and testing what the master of the house had collected. Nothing here resembles a university: there were no salaries, no degrees, no ordered succession of lectures; there was a patron who was himself an investigator, a circle of friends and clients, and a common fund of money and labour to which each contributed what he could. The house in Naples, with its name and its means, was the endowment. His career can be described as a series of attempts to keep such a room in being and to find for it a protection which a private household could not always promise; the book of 1589, in which four books had become twenty, is itself the record of how the attempt fared.
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Figure 1.1. Naples in the sixteenth century. Naples as engraved by Frans Hogenberg for the Civitates orbis terrarum. The city is the setting in which Della Porta gathered in his house an academy of curious men.

Giambattista della Porta was born about 1535, at Naples or at Vico Equense on the Sorrentine coast, and he died at Naples on 4 February 1615; the uncertainty about the birthplace is a small thing in itself and yet characteristic, since what his contemporaries recorded was the public man, the author of famous books and the master of a famous house, while the private beginnings stay half in shadow. He came of a noble and wealthy Neapolitan family, and this circumstance governs the whole of his career, for he never had to earn his bread by teaching and never held a chair, and the revenues of his house paid for his instruments, his journeys and his printing. About his formation little is recorded; what can be said is that it passed through the household more than through the schools, and that its likely masters were his maternal uncle Adriano Guglielmo Spadafora and his brother Giovanvincenzo, both of whom stood in contact with the physician and philosopher Antonio Pisano and with the naturalist Domenico Pizimenti. A boy raised among physicians and collectors of natural objects, in a house where learned men came and went, grew up with books of medicine and natural philosophy and with the conversation of those who practised the arts; the two kinds of knowledge were never separated for him, and his later work rests on their union.
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Figure 1.2. Portrait of Giambattista della Porta. An engraved portrait of 1688, inscribed “Ioh. Baptista Porta, philosophus et astrologus neapolitanus”. It presents the public author and master of a famous house rather than the private beginnings.

The first fruit of that situation was a book, and the book shows how a nobleman’s curiosity had to be presented to the world. In 1558, while still a youth, he published at Naples the Magiae naturalis sive de miraculis rerum naturalium libri IIII, four books on the marvels of nature, and he dedicated them to Philip II, the most powerful monarch of Europe and the sovereign of the kingdom in which he lived. A young man of fortune who addressed a king on the properties of stones, plants and metals was doing more than looking for readers: he offered his command of natural secrets as a service, and asked in return for that recognition which, in the world of courts, is the beginning of protection. The gesture recurs through his life, and it defines the economy within which his learning moved; the dedication of 1558 is the first instance of a bargain that would be struck again with a cardinal and, at the end, with the founder of a Roman academy. The book had its reward, for it made him known far beyond the bay, and men who had never seen Naples knew the author of the Magia as a master of hidden things.

In the same year he began to travel, and the two facts belong together, since the book was his passport. Through the following years he went down into Calabria, across Apulia, into Lombardy, to Venice, and then into France and Spain, and in Spain he was received at the court of Philip II; the preface of 1589 recalls the purpose of those journeys in a sentence to be set beside the first: “having journeyed through Italy, France, and Spain, I sought out libraries and every learned man.” Libraries and learned men, and with them workshops, gardens, instruments and the talk of practitioners, since a man who collects the secrets of nature does not learn them from books alone. Travel did two things for him. It gave him a stock of materials, observations and authorities far beyond what one city could supply, and it taught him that knowledge circulates through courts and households, is carried by patrons and ambassadors, and acquires authority by being presented in the right place and in the right tongue. He came back with the experience of a Europe in which a Neapolitan nobleman could be received anywhere, and with the habit of addressing his betters in the language they understood.
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Figure 1.3. Travels and Italian centres. The places of Della Porta’s travels and career: Naples and Vico Equense, Rome and Venice, the Italian regions named in the 1589 preface, and France and Spain. The lines join the places in the order in which the sources name them.

Back in Naples he gave his circle a name. The Accademia dei Secreti gathered men interested in natural phenomena, and the word in its title is the programme: secrets, the particular procedures by which nature is made to yield an effect, held in common by a group of friends who exchanged them, tested them and kept them from the profane. An academy of this sort had no revenues of its own and no prince at its head; it lived on the credit of its founder, on the houses in which it met, and on the reputation of its members, and it lasted as long as the authorities allowed. They closed it in 1574; the sources consulted do not say what moved them. The fact is enough, and it stands at the head of a series of cautions that would accompany his work for the rest of his life, since in 1583 the Magia naturalis was entered in the Spanish Index of prohibited books. The monarchy which had received the author at its court proscribed the book he had dedicated to its king, and the lesson was not lost on a man who meant to go on publishing.

The next shelter came from a cardinal. In 1579 he entered the service of Luigi d’Este, who invited him to Rome to pursue his researches, and in the following year he was at Venice, working on a parabolic mirror for the same patron. A parabolic mirror was an object of optical craft and of princely magnificence at once, the sort of thing a cardinal collected and a mathematician knew how to design; to make one required the geometry of reflection, the skill of glassmakers and metalworkers, and the patience of an experimenter, and it placed the man who made it at the crossing of the study and the workshop, which is where Della Porta’s learning lived. What he received in return was a household, a protector and mobility, and the freedom to pursue problems which no academy of private men could have financed. At Venice, in 1580, he met Paolo Sarpi, and the two remained bound by a common interest in scientific studies; Venice had given him, besides, its printers twenty years before, when the Italian version of the four books appeared there in 1560 under the title Dei miracoli et maravigliosi effetti dalla natura prodotti; the Italian version of the twenty books would be printed at Naples in 1611.
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Figure 1.4. Paolo Sarpi. Paolo Sarpi in an eighteenth-century engraved portrait. Della Porta met him at Venice in 1580, and the two remained bound by a common interest in scientific studies.

The great book of 1589 belongs to this system and records it. The Magiae naturalis libri XX, printed at Naples, expanded the four books into twenty and carried the inquiry over optics, magnetism, botany, zoology, chemistry and distillation; the preface which opens with the academy in his house goes on to name Cardinal d’Este among the supporters of the work, so that the household, the travels and the patron stand together on the first pages as the three conditions of the whole. The circulation of the earlier version measures what such a book could do in Europe: the four books were reprinted and translated again and again, and the twenty books continued that expansion in English and in German. That success belonged to a form of knowledge made to travel — practical, marvellous, addressed to courts, organised around a master whose name guaranteed the secrets — and the academy in the house and the editions in the shops were two ends of one enterprise, the second impossible without the first. A book of that kind is written by a collective: it is assembled out of what friends bring, and its preface acknowledges its debts.

Table 1.1. The Magia naturalis in Europe. The editions and translations of Della Porta’s book, from the four books of 1558 to the twenty books of 1589 and their European afterlife. The table shows how a local Neapolitan enterprise became a European book.


	Version	Date	Language	Place and note

	Four books	1558	Latin	Naples; dedicated to Philip II

	Four books	1560	Italian	Venice; Dei miracoli et maravigliosi effetti dalla natura prodotti

	Twenty books	1589	Latin	Naples; expanded edition

	Twenty books	1611	Italian	Naples

	Twenty books	1658	English	London; Natural Magick

	Twenty books	1680	German	Translation by Christian Knorr von Rosenroth




To the same years belongs the encounter which shows the Neapolitan circle at its most demanding. In 1590 Tommaso Campanella, a philosopher of formidable systematic ambition, met Della Porta at Naples and discussed with him philosophy and science, including the meaning of magic; the conversation falls within the years of Campanella’s Neapolitan stay, 1590-1592. Campanella pressed him for a philosophical explanation of the correspondences he described, and judged the descriptive method insufficient; what the younger man wanted was a system which would account for the correspondences he described, while Della Porta was content to establish that the effect occurs and to teach how to produce it. The meeting founded no school, and Campanella did not become a disciple. Naples could bring such men together; it could not keep them in agreement.

The last of the shelters came late and remained unfinished. In 1604 Federico Cesi, founder of the Accademia dei Lincei, visited Della Porta at Naples, and in 1610 the academy admitted him and entrusted him with the direction of the Neapolitan branch which it intended to establish; the branch was never constituted, and the honour remained on paper. The visit of Cesi and the diploma of his academy were the recognition for which the dedications of 1558 and the preface of 1589 had asked, and they came from a quarter which had learned something from men like him, since the Lincei were an academy with a founder at its head and a programme of research, resolved to make natural knowledge a corporate and public enterprise. Della Porta entered them at seventy-five, honoured by an institution whose manner was newer than his own. The projected seat at Naples, never founded, closes the series: the household, the closed academy, the cardinal’s court, the Venetian studio, the Roman diploma. Each was a shelter, and every shelter was precarious.

He died at Naples on 4 February 1615, and that sequence of shelters is, I think, the proper form of his biography. It is a system of patronage and sociability, and it should be read as such. A nobleman without a chair and without a salary needed a place where his experiments could be paid for, guarded and communicated, and there were only a few kinds of place in which that could happen: the household of a rich family, a private academy, the court of a prince of the church, the studio of a city of printers, the new academies of the following century. Della Porta tried them all, in that order, and the order is also the history of the institutions of learning in his lifetime, from the informal circle around a wealthy investigator to the corporate academy with a founder and a programme. His philosophy of nature took its shape from these places, since a knowledge of secrets is made to be kept, exchanged, demonstrated and shown to a patron, and it thrives in households and courts better than in faculties.
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Figure 1.5. A sequence of shelters. Della Porta’s career as a succession of protected spaces, from the family household to the Lincean diploma and the Neapolitan seat that was never founded. The interruptions show how precarious each shelter was.

The fragility of the arrangement appears in its interruptions. The Accademia dei Secreti was closed in 1574, the Magia was placed on the Spanish Index in 1583, and inquiries were made about him at Rome, his case coming to stand among those by which the boundary between permitted and heterodox practice was being drawn in the second half of the sixteenth century. The caution which followed should not be read as a simple capitulation: the edition of 1589 removed some passages and reformulated others, and a naturalistic account of nature was present in the four books of 1558; but the pressure was real, and it shaped the manner in which his natural philosophy reached the press. The Neapolitan seat of the Lincei, projected in 1610, was never established. A career which had begun with a dedication to Philip II ended with a diploma from a Roman academy and with a Neapolitan seat of which nothing survives but the plan; between the two he kept his house, his books and his name, and made his city one of the places in Europe where the study of nature was carried on.

What, then, did Naples give him? It gave him a noble household with the money and the credit to sustain a company of investigators, a city in which physicians, naturalists and craftsmen were at hand, a court and a viceroy through whom a dedication could reach a king, printers, and a position on the edge of the Spanish monarchy’s Italian dominions which made his books travel with the language of learning. It gave him, above all, a form of life in which the study of nature could be pursued outside the schools, by men who were not professors, in houses and gardens and collections, with instruments bought at private expense and effects shown to private visitors. The city is the base and the condition of his work: its households were his laboratories, its academies his forums, its patrons his protection. That these supports were unstable belongs to the history of learning in his century, when the forms of scientific life were being made and unmade; and the story of Della Porta, who spent his life finding, losing and finding again the shelter he needed, is among the clearest we have of what it cost, in that world, to make the investigation of nature a vocation.
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Figure 1.6. What Naples supplied. The resources the city gave Della Porta’s philosophy of nature: a noble household, practical experts, courtly access, printers, a position in the Spanish monarchy, and private settings for experiment.

Chapter summary

Giambattista della Porta, born about 1535 at Naples or Vico Equense and dead at Naples on 4 February 1615, came of a noble and wealthy family and never held a chair or earned his bread by teaching; his formation passed through the household, among physicians and collectors, rather than through the schools. In 1558 he published at Naples the Magiae naturalis sive de miraculis rerum naturalium libri IIII, dedicated to Philip II, offering his command of natural secrets as a service and asking in return for protection; the gesture was the first of a bargain struck again with a cardinal and, at the end, with the founder of a Roman academy. The book
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