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			Amerigo Vespucci

			Key information

			
					Born: 9 March 1454 in Florence (Italy).

					Died: 22 February 1512 in Seville (Spain).

					Aim of the expedition: to explore and chart unknown lands.

					Regions explored: Central and South America.

					Famous discoveries:	The mouth of the Amazon River.

	The bay of Río de Janeiro.




			

			Introduction

			Amerigo Vespucci’s name has achieved posterity thanks to the German cartographer Martin Waldseemüller (1470-1518 or 1521). In 1507, Waldseemüller published the first map of the continent unknowingly discovered by Christopher Columbus (Genoese navigator and explorer, 1450-1506) and named the southern half of it ‘America’ in homage to Vespucci. Vespucci, who was born in Italy and was close to the powerful Medici family, but undertook maritime voyages on behalf of Spain, was a businessman with a passion for geography and cartography. He was the first person to believe that the lands he discovered were not an unknown part of Asia, but rather a completely separate continent.

			He produced a number of written accounts of his expeditions to South America. Although many of these have now disappeared, his descriptions of the customs of the populations he encountered on the Brazilian coasts were very popular with his contemporaries. Nonetheless, there are still some mysteries surrounding his career: we do not know how many voyages he undertook or what his exact role was, and the suspicion that he had usurped Christopher Columbus’s role in the discovery of the New World tarnished his reputation. A popular chronicler whose writings were circulated thanks to a fast-growing printing industry and who was passionate about literature, science and travel, this Renaissance man was truly a man of his time.

		


		
			Biography
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			Portrait of Amerigo Vespucci, dated 1876.

			Friends in high places

			Amerigo Vespucci was born in Florence in 1454. His father, Nastagio Vespucci (1425-1483), was a notary in the government of Florence, the signoria. He was taught by his uncle, Giorgio Antonio Vespucci (1434-1514), a Dominican friar and renowned humanist whose knowledge and erudition brought him into the service of the Medici family, teaching Greek and Latin to the sons of Florence’s elite. Amerigo Vespucci therefore spent time with the cultured circle of the Medicis, rubbing shoulders with painters and writers, such as Sandro Botticelli (Florentine painter, 1445-1510), who was also his neighbour.

			His uncle was also a skilled diplomat, and as a result was sent to France in 1478. The brothers Lorenzo (also known as Lorenzo the Magnificent, Florentine statesman, 1449-1492) and Giuliano (Florentine statesman, 1453-1478) de’ Medici had been the victims of an assassination attempt by the sons of the Pazzi family (a very old Florentine noble family). Lorenzo survived, but Giuliano was killed. The power of the Medici family was weakened by this conspiracy, leading them to seek support in the other European courts. For this reason, Giorgio Antonio Vespucci was sent as an ambassador to King Louis XI of France (1423-1483). Amerigo followed him in order to continue his education and train to be a businessman, in the modern sense of the term. This meant that he learnt how to manage the money, administration and public relations of first his own family, then the city of Florence.

			
				
					A painter’s muse

					Amerigo was not the only famous member of the Vespucci family. Simonetta Cattaneo (1453-1476) married his cousin, Marco Vespucci, at the age of 15. She therefore also attended the court of the Medici family, and some claim that she was the lover of Giuliano de’ Medici.

					In any case, in Florence she met the painter Sandro Botticelli. She was known as ‘the unparalleled one’ due to her incredible beauty, and Botticelli took her as the model for some of his most famous paintings: she is Venus in Venus and Mars (around 1483) and The Birth of Venus (around 1484), and one of the women in Primavera (around 1478). In addition, Botticelli was buried, at his request, at the feet of his muse in the Church of Ognissanti in Florence. The Portrait of Simonetta Vespucci by Piero de Cosimo (Florentine painter, 1461/1462-1521) is also displayed in the Musée Condé in Chantilly (France).

				

			

			[image: ]

			The Birth of Venus, painting by Botticelli.

			An encounter that would change his life

			When his father died, Vespucci was forced to return to his native city, where he entered the service of Lorenzo di Pierfrancesco de' Medici (1463-1503), a cousin of Lorenzo de’ Medici. He was sent to Seville in 1491 to manage his commercial affairs, along with Giannotto Berardi (Florentine shipowner and trader based in Seville, 1457-1495). Berardi helped to finance Christopher Columbus’s first expeditions and introduced the two men to one another. Like Columbus, Vespucci had a great interest in cartography, astronomy and navigation techniques. He read Marco Polo (Venetian traveller, 1254-1324), and also had a taste for travelling and exploring. In May 1499, he set off on his first confirmed journey, with the Spanish navigator Alonso de Ojeda (1468 or 1470-1515).

			During his first two voyages, under the patronage of Queen Isabella I of Castile (1451-1504) and Ferdinand II of Aragon (1452-1516), he explored part of Central America. He then set off with the Portuguese fleet commissioned by King Manuel I (1469-1521) and explored the South of the continent, in the hope of finding a strait that would allow ships to pass from the Atlantic Ocean towards Asia. Vespucci’s accounts of these explorations were enthusiastically received at the Spanish court, and he was granted Spanish citizenship. In 1508, he was named piloto mayor (chief navigator) of the Casa de la Contratación (Spanish colonial administration) in Seville by Ferdinand II of Aragon. This put him in charge of drawing up and inspecting nautical maps, and training the captains of ships destined for the Spanish colonies in America, which were also managed by the Casa de la Contratación, in scientific navigation. 

			He died in Seville in February 1512.

		


		
			Political, social and economic context

			The Florentine Renaissance

			Vespucci was born in Florence, during the city’s Renaissance, to a family that was part of the Medicis’ sphere of influence. At that time, Italy was not politically unified. Rather, it was made up of a number of city-states, which were responsible for territories of varying sizes and which were governed either as kingdoms or as republics.

			Florence was a seigneury whose government comprised eight men, chosen from among the city’s professional corporations (guilds). They were headed by the gonfalonier (chief magistrate or official), who was chosen in turn from the great families of different parts of the city. Members of the government were appointed for two months and were assisted by two councils which had a consultative role. Beginning in 1434 with the arrival of Cosimo de’ Medici (1389-1464), the wealthy heir of a father who was well versed in banking, the textile industry and landed property, the Medici family held the reins of power in the city. Without challenging the institutions, Cosimo de’ Medici established a princely form of government based on cronyism and patronage. By granting financial support to family, friends and neighbours, in return he received their loyalty and their influence in appointments to public office. In this way, he indirectly infiltrated and directed the politics of the city to his own advantage. In 1469, Lorenzo de’ Medici rose to power. Unlike his grandfather, Lorenzo was not content manipulating the republic from the shadows, but asserted a growing authority by creating, for example, a new council with 70 members who were appointed for life, thus breaking with the tradition of rapidly changing offices, and by mercilessly crushing his enemies, such as when he put to death the members of the Pazzi family involved in the conspiracy against him and his brother Giuliano in 1478. Lorenzo the Magnificent embodied the height of Florence’s power and inspired the political writings of Niccolò Machiavelli (Italian politician and writer, 1469-1527).

			The fortune of the Medici family came above all from trade, but revealed its power in patronage. Beyond its financial power, Florence also symbolised the artistic Renaissance. Lorenzo de’ Medici supported artists and writers, offering his aid in particular to Giovanni Pico della Mirandola (Italian humanist philosopher, 1463-1494), Sandro Botticelli and Michelangelo (Italian painter, sculptor, architect and poet, 1475-1564). He also founded the University of Pisa in order to spread humanist teaching. Vespucci grew up in this environment oriented towards business and humanism, which stimulated his taste for knowledge and discovery. However, Florence was not the only representative of this flurry of cultural and economic activity in the late 15th century.

			The Spanish Reconquista

			While Italy was still a peninsula made up of independent states, at the end of the 15th century Spain was undergoing a period of national unification. Isabella of Castile’s marriage to Ferdinand of Aragon in 1469 allowed these two large Iberian territories to be unified when they each acceded to their respective thrones. The reconquest of Granada, the last Muslim enclave in Spain, between 1482 and 1492, followed by the annexation of Navarre in 1515, concluded the political unification of the country and earned Ferdinand and Isabelle the title of the Catholic Monarchs.

			Ferdinand and Isabella dedicated their reign to consolidating the unity of the country in order to establish Spanish power across Europe. This desire was first shown in a domestic policy which aimed to strengthen central royal power and the Catholic religion by setting up the Inquisition (1478-1480). The Inquisition, which was led by Tomás de Torquemada (Dominican monk, 1420-1498) then by Diego Deza (Dominican monk, 1444-1523), aimed to eradicate all forms of heresy through punishments ranging from fines to burning at the stake, and also involved the expulsion of all Jews who refused to convert (order dated 31 March 1492). However, Spain’s greatest ambition primarily concerned its maritime power.

			A desire to conquer the world

			The Europeans had been roaming the known world for centuries, and Vespucci was a diligent reader of travel narratives, such as The Travels of Marco Polo. Relations with Asia, for the silk and spice trades, had already been established for a long time and were maintained in particular by Italian merchants. However, in 1453, the Turks took the city of Byzantium and dominated the Middle East. This made land routes to India, China and Japan dangerous, which prompted explorers to find new maritime routes. These expeditions were also encouraged by a range of innovations in the realm of navigation: the compass and the astrolabe, which allowed navigators to determine latitudes and longitudes so that they could find their bearings in the middle of the sea, and the portolan chart, a navigational map based on compass directions and distances as observed by the sailors. Thanks to these innovations and to improvements made to ships, explorers no longer had to rely on coastal navigation.

			In Spain, after several rejections, Christopher Columbus managed to persuade Isabella of Castile to fund his project to reach Asia by crossing the Atlantic Ocean. The extraordinary privileges granted to Columbus in the Capitulations of Santa Fe (the contract between the queen and the explorer) suggest that the Spanish monarch was not convinced that Columbus would be successful. Nonetheless, in spite of everything she saw an opportunity to assert Spanish power, particularly in the face of the Portuguese who were also embarking on the conquest of the seas. Columbus set off on his first voyage between August and October 1492, a few months after the conquest of Granada, and returned in January 1493, convinced that he had explored unknown Asian islands. His four voyages marked the beginning of the colonisation, evangelisation and exploitation of the resources of these new territories, which would bring wealth and power to the Spanish Crown for centuries to come. However, Columbus would never know that he had discovered a new continent.

		


		
			Amerigo Vespucci’s expeditions
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			Departure conditions

			Lorenzo di Pierfrancesco de' Medici sent Vespucci to Seville to assist Giannotto Berardi, one of the most influential Florentine merchants in the city. Berardi funded the voyages of navigators to the Indies in order to profit from the cargoes of spices, precious stones and slaves. As such, he contributed to the chartering of caravels for Christopher Columbus’s first expedition. Vespucci was present at this expedition’s triumphant return to Barcelona in April 1493.

			When Berardi died in 1495, just as he was about to renew his financial support to the Genoese explorer for his second voyage, Vespucci was appointed executor of his will. He therefore took over Berardi’s business affairs and was in charge of managing Columbus’s next voyage. When Columbus returned in June 1496, Vespucci evaluated the mission. He gradually became friends with the explorer, who no doubt fuelled his curiosity and his thirst for adventure and discovery.

			Up to that point, the Capitulations of Santa Fe had granted Columbus a monopoly over the profits of his exploratory voyages to what everyone still thought was the Indies. However, following his disastrous administration of the island of Hispaniola and his failure to bring back large quantities of precious stones, the Catholic Monarchs decided to end this exclusivity, thus allowing other navigators to try their luck. Amerigo Vespucci left with one of these captains on a number of voyages.

			First voyage (May 1497-October 1498)
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			Vespucci’s first voyage, drawing dated 1505.

			Vespucci’s first letter to Lorenzo di Pierfrancesco de' Medici is dated June 1500. In it, he describes the voyage and the discoveries he had made over the course of the previous months, but it is not clear whether he had undertaken another voyage prior to that one. A letter to Pier Soderini (statesman and gonfalonier of Florence, 1452-1522), written in 1504, asserts that this voyage, which probably occurred between May 1497 and October 1498, took place. It seems that Vespucci left from Cádiz with three ships provided by King Ferdinand II. After a month-long crossing, he apparently reached the coast of Mexico and went up towards Florida. If this voyage is authentic, it would make Vespucci the first person to actually set foot on the American content. However, his topographical plans did not correspond to the place he claimed to have berthed. Adding to this doubt is the controversy according to which Vespucci invented this journey to take the credit for the discovery of a new continent instead of Christopher Columbus. 

			Second voyage (May 1499-September 1500)

			Vespucci’s second voyage, on the other hand, is not disputed. It was organised by the captain Alonso de Ojeda, who proposed to the Catholic Monarchs that he carry out a new voyage to the Gulf of Paria (which separates modern-day Venezuela from Trinidad). The Gulf of Paria had been discovered by Christopher Columbus during his first voyage, and he had spoken of its wealth in gold and pearls. After the king and queen agreed, he set sail from Cádiz on 16 May 1499, accompanied by Juan de la Cosa (Spanish cartographer and navigator, 1449-1510), whose role on

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
					
					
				

			

			Third voyage (May 1501-September 1502)

			Seville to Lisbon

			
			The discovery of the South American coasts

			
			
			
			The journey back

			
			The Mundus Novus

			
			
			
			Fourth voyage (June 1503-June 1504)
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