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To Columbus, whose extraordinary journey made mine possible
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This is the story of a boy, born to a family of modest means, who grew up to become the most famous mariner of all time and whose discovery changed the world forever. The story has been told so many times you would think there was nothing more to tell, but the very profusion of books about him suggests that there is something still unresolved.

The story of Columbus does not begin or end with the landfall on an island in the Bahamas on October 12, 1492—the date and event most often associated with him. That day was important to him only because it confirmed what he had been arguing about for years, namely that the Ocean Sea could be crossed. His crew and the three small ships, whose names are almost as famous as his own, had only two days’ rest before they were off again, sailing among islands in the Caribbean in search of the Asian mainland and the Grand Khan. Another date to begin the story might be March 15, 1493, for on that day Columbus arrived back in Spain, and that is when Europe learned of his discovery. Had he perished at sea, his name would have perished with him and so, too, any knowledge of his achievement. To me, however, December 26, 1492, is the most important date, for on that day he revealed his motivation and the ultimate goal of the voyage—the vision that would sustain him until the day he died. In his diary, he promised the Spanish sovereigns that in three years’ time he would find enough gold and spices to finance a crusade to

conquer the Holy Sepulcher; for thus I urged Your Highnesses to spend all the profits of this my enterprise on the conquest of Jerusalem. 
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THE PASSIONS OF COLUMBUS


A few years ago, had anyone said I would write a book about Columbus, I would have laughed. To me, Columbus had been a quasimythical figure; I knew nothing about him beyond what every schoolchild of my generation learned, which was not much. I didn’t know he had made four voyages, or that he had returned from one of them in chains. Even the Quincentennial of 1992, commemorating his “Discovery” of America, passed me by.

Everything changed during the fall of 1999 when I was teaching a class at Stanford University called “Millennial Fever.” The purpose was to observe the apocalyptic frenzy that was gripping America at the turn of the Christian millennium and to explore some of the history of millennial thought. In one of the readings for the course I came across a reference to Columbus and his apocalyptic, millennial beliefs. I learned that Columbus believed his role was to obtain enough of the fabled gold of the East to launch a crusade to conquer Jerusalem in order to prepare for the Second Coming of Christ before the end of the world. I had never heard about these beliefs of Columbus’s, nor had anyone else whom I asked. The idea that he envisioned his project as part of the Christian apocalyptic scenario took hold of me and didn’t let go.

I spent a summer at the John Carter Brown Library at Brown University in Providence, Rhode Island, exploring its rich collection of material related to the Columbian encounter and seeking the expertise of its knowledgeable staff and fellows. Little did I know that it would change the course of my life. I applied for and received a fellowship for the following year, decided to retire from my teaching position at Stanford, drove across the country again, and settled in Providence to pursue the research for this book. A whole new world opened up for me as I sat riveted to my seat in the library’s elegant reading room from the moment it opened until it closed. I read voraciously about Columbus, about fifteenth-century Europe, and about medieval apocalypticism.

The more I read by and about Columbus, the more dissatisfied I became with portrayals of him as if he were our contemporary, as if only his clothes or his ships were different from ours, or as if medieval Christianity were merely a belief system he could choose and not the world that enveloped him. Most scholars of Columbus have focused on what he did but there is comparatively little written on why. They have tended to ignore his religious motivation or dismissed it as a way to ingratiate himself with Queen Isabella. Only a handful have taken his apocalyptic, millennial views seriously, and their publications have not reached the general public.1 Twenty-five years ago Leonard Sweet remarked that “scholars most interested in millennialism have largely ignored Columbus, and those scholars most interested in Columbus have skipped over his millenialism.” To delve into it, he said, would mean taking “a medieval journey into mysticism, dreams, visions, poetry, monasticism, crusading ideology, prophecies, messianic illusions, apocalypticism, and millennialism,”2 a journey very few academics have wished to take.

I am a cultural anthropologist and, unlike historians, we typically go off to another country to study living people. There is usually a lengthy period of fieldwork in a culture where the language, values, orientations in space and time, notions about human nature, gender, kinship and the meaning of life are often quite different from what many of us take for granted. This prolonged examination of cultural subtleties makes anthropologists keenly aware of the intimate connection between peoples’ beliefs, their actions, and the cultural context in which they live. I, for example, lived for several years in a relatively remote village in Turkey and quickly realized that Islam was not separate from the rest of the villagers’ lives, but the very context for them. Islam was the master narrative within which people understood the world and its meanings. A religious narrative, like history, is a story that explains “how things got to be the way they are.”3 The difference is not that the religious story or myth is false and history is true, but rather that they communicate their truths differently. For a believer, the Christian myth is eternal but it also unfolds in time—a belief that encourages a tendency to interpret historical events in terms of the Christian scenario.4 Just as for the Turkish villagers, for whom Islam was not something they could choose to believe but simply “the way things in sheer actuality are,”5 for people in Columbus’s milieu, the master narrative was medieval (Catholic) Christianity.

If “the past is another country,” as the common saying goes, then it seemed reasonable that anthropological insights could be applied to a world removed in time, but it was a world I would have to discover. I would have to delve into the history of fifteenth-century Europe and medieval Christianity, and learn more about the geographical and scientific knowledge of the time. But as an anthropologist, I also had to step outside the library and attempt to immerse myself in Columbus’s world—the landscapes he would have known, the buildings he would have frequented, the artwork he would have seen, the music he would have heard, and the places where he lived.

I visited Genoa, allegedly the place of Columbus’s birth, not only to see some of the precious documents preserved there but to get a sense of the city and its topography. Genoa is still a city cramped between the sea and the mountains: many of the old buildings remain, the harbor is still busy, and the view from the hills above the city gives a sense of the sea’s possibilities. In Spain, I visited most of the places of significance to Columbus, including Granada and the Alhambra, whose conquest by Queen Isabella and King Ferdinand he witnessed and where the Capitulations authorizing the first voyage were worked out; I spent several days at La Rábida monastery, where, five hundred years earlier, Columbus met with monks who helped him gain the attention of the Spanish sovereigns; I boarded the replicas of the three small ships docked below the monastery, walked the seven kilometers to Palos in Columbus’s footsteps, and entered the church where mass was said before the departure of the first voyage in 1492. While there, I almost missed the small plaque at the crumbling fountain where the crew took on water for that voyage.

Seville was my favorite place. Not only is it the city where Columbus first met the Spanish sovereigns at the Alcázar and the location of the Las Cuevas monastery where Columbus spent a great deal of time, it is also the home of the Biblioteca Colombina—where the remnants of Ferdinand Columbus’s library, including some of his father’s books and documents, are stored. Although it is open primarily only to researchers, a visitor can sometimes be permitted to catch a glimpse behind glass cases of the old books covered in thick vellum and labeled in fading brown ink. I visited Córdoba, where Columbus lived for several years waiting for the decision about his proposal for the voyage and where he met Beatriz de Harana, who would become the mother of his second son, Ferdinand.

In Madrid, as elsewhere, I visited churches and museums to get a sense of the pictorial repertoire that would have colored his imagination, and was fortunate to meet with Anunciada Colón, a direct descendant of Columbus, and be admitted to the Casa de Alba, which is a private residence for another branch of his descendants and contains valuable documents, including Columbus’s drawing of the north coast of Hispaniola.

At the library in Simancas, I actually held five-hundred-year-old letters written by Columbus, fearing that at any moment they would crumble to dust in my hands. Finally, I went to Valladolid to the house, now a small museum, where Columbus is supposed to have died.

A different ethnographic endeavor was to get some feeling of what it was like to go to sea on a sailing ship. I signed up for a stint on a tall ship. I kept the watches—including a very cold midnight-to-three a.m. watch—swabbed the decks, hauled the heavy sails, and attempted to calculate distance by “dead reckoning.” Unlike Columbus’s crew, I had the luxury of a narrow bunk. However, I have to admit that I got very little sleep due less to the motion of the ship than to the total disruption of one’s normal circadian rhythm of wakefulness and sleep and the noise of those on duty. I wanted desperately to sail into the harbor at La Isabela in the Dominican Republic (the site of the first colony) to view the promontory as Columbus did, but that was not possible as the site is under military surveillance. Still, I have spent a fair amount of time in the Caribbean and can understand the wonder Columbus felt at the beauty of the place—the luxuriant foliage, the scent of flowers, and the extraordinary color and clarity of the water.

Today, Columbus is not a flesh and blood person, but a symbol. The dominant picture holds him responsible for everything that went wrong in the New World. Debates about his legacy are politicized and vehement. Every Columbus Day, protests are staged and statues of him are desecrated.6 No longer is Columbus the man who was proposed for canonization in the nineteenth century; instead, he is an avaricious sinner who fomented genocide. The “Discovery” has come to be seen not as “the greatest event since the creation of the world, save in the incarnation and death of Him who created it,” as a sixteenth-century chronicler proclaimed,7 but as one of the greatest disasters in world history. Judging Columbus from a present-day ethical standard is not only anachronistic, it reduces his intentions to their (unintended) effects; that is, it mistakes the consequences for the motivations. My purpose is not to exonerate Columbus, but to situate him in his cultural context and to shift some of our attention from the man to the religious ideas that motivated him and were widely shared by his contemporaries—ideas that have reemerged in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.

Years of becoming acquainted with Columbus have convinced me that we must consider his world and how the cultural and religious beliefs of his time colored the way he thought and acted. Columbus lived in a Christian, Catholic world that enveloped his life. For Christians at that time, the concept of a religion—one among many others, and each with a name, e.g., Christianity, Judaism, Hinduism, Islam, Buddhism, as we tend to think today—did not exist. Modernity transformed what were different ways and views of life into entities defined by specific beliefs and practices focused on a particular aspect of life, namely, one’s spirituality. Indeed, attaching “-ism” to some of them was a late-nineteenth-century invention.8 For Columbus and his milieu, the Christian way of life and view of the world was the one and only true way; it had been communicated by God through his son, Jesus, described in the New Testament, and elaborated in lessons delivered by one’s priest. From this perspective, the Jewish way or the Muslim way could only be considered false.

The Christian faith was not just a moral guide to life; it also incorporated a worldview—a view of the world in its widest (cosmological) context. People in Columbus’s day took for granted that the world was created by God and held in his embrace, as portrayed in a number of mappae mundi (world maps). Where today we tend to think of space and time as expanding, perhaps infinite, that was not the medieval view; space and time were circumscribed. The world, or the earth, was the center of the universe—the pinnacle of Creation; everything else—the moon and planets, the sun and the stars—revolved around it. Mappae mundi were not meant to accurately represent the physical world; instead, they were a form of religious education—a topography of faith—pointing out places of religious-historical significance.
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T-O map by Zacaría Lilo. Courtesy of The John Carter Brown Library at Brown University.

The earth, excluding the ocean, was composed of three “parts”—Europe, Africa, and Asia—believed to be populated by the descendants of the three sons of Noah—Japheth, Ham, and Shem. On the more schematic T-O maps, so called because the O represented the round world and the T the bodies of water that trisected it—the Mediterranean, the Nile, and the Don—Jerusalem was assumed, if not always depicted, to be at the center where the three parts met. While the world was imagined as “the stage on which God’s plan for the salvation of mankind was to be enacted,”9 Jerusalem was center stage both spiritually and physically.

Jerusalem was sacred not only because of events in the past but because of events prophesied to take place in the future. It was the place where Jesus had walked and preached and been crucified, but it was also the place where he would return to usher in the Last Days as portrayed in the book of Revelation or Apocalypse, the last book of the Christian Bible.10 The big question, always, was “When will He come?” Medieval Christians knew that the “life span” of the world was only seven millennia, one millennium representing each day of Creation, but they did not know when that time was up. Turbulent events experienced over several centuries—wars, famines, pestilences, schisms in the church, earthquakes, and, finally, the fall of Constantinople—were seen as signs that the end time was fast approaching.

Before the end, however, several conditions were necessary to prepare for Christ’s return: all peoples had to be evangelized and hopefully converted so they would be saved from eternal damnation; Jerusalem had to be in Christian hands in order that the Temple could be rebuilt, for that was to be Christ’s throne as he sat in judgment. The apocalyptic scenario included a notion of an Antichrist, at that time identified with Muslims, who would try to seduce people from their faith, and a Last World Emperor, who would come forth to defeat the Antichrist, conquer Jerusalem, restore the Holy Sepulchre, and unite the whole world unum ovile, unus pastor (one fold, one pastor)—as the Gospel of John (10:16) proclaimed. Then, Christ would come again, the heavenly city would descend, and there would be a brief period of bliss before history, time, and the world would be rolled up.

Medieval Christians considered Jerusalem to be their rightful inheritance, given to them by Christ himself; it was outrageous that it was held by Muslims. Numerous crusades had been launched to wrest the city from them, and Franciscan missions had been sent to Asia to meet with the Grand Khan, who had expressed interest in Christianity. The hope was that he and his people would be converted and be convinced to form an eastern flank to march on Jerusalem as Europeans came from the west.

These ideas had been circulating long before Columbus was born; they were hardly original with him but they would greatly influence his plan to sail west to the “Indies” (cover term for the East). At Cathay Columbus expected to meet the ruling Grand Khan, deliver letters of greeting from Queen Isabella and King Ferdinand, and initiate the process to trade for the gold he had read about in the book of Marco Polo’s travels. That gold would finance the new crusade to take Jerusalem. Eventually, he came to see himself as a crucial player in the unfolding apocalyptic drama. His daring and controversial plan—to sail west to reach the East—did not, of course, spring into his mind “full-blown,” but developed over the course of his life. In Genoa11 he found his passion for sailing, heard stories about the crusades in which the Genoese had participated and Marco Polo’s travels to the Grand Khan of the thirteen century. He also witnessed the consequences experienced by the Genoese with the fall of Constantinople. While it is not known for certain where and when his passion for crossing the ocean emerged, his early voyages for the Portuguese, during which he learned about currents and winds in the Atlantic, surely contributed to that goal. His faith, as it matured, was of a passionate nature as his contemporaries avowed, and was greatly inspired by the Franciscans, whose vision would help him understand the meaning and purpose of his voyages and discoveries.

Since medieval Christians believed that there was only one true faith, all others were considered false sects; Columbus, like many before him, fervently believed it was the duty of every Christian to try to save the souls of non-Christians so they would not burn eternally in hell. As we know, religious passion can move mountains; it can also lead to wars and suicide bombers. Columbus’s passion led him on a great adventure, an encounter such as the world had never seen, but he could hardly have foreseen the consequences of that encounter. Seemingly positive intentions can have negative implications, for the “ends” can be used to justify the “means.” Columbus’s ends—the otherworldly goal of salvation—provided the justification for his earthly project—the quest for Jerusalem. The crusade to wrest Jerusalem from the Muslims was the first step in the series of events that would make possible the return of Christ before the Last Judgment at the end of the world, and time was running out.

The quest for Jerusalem was Columbus’s grand passion; it was the vision that sustained him through all the trials and tribulations he felt, like Job, that he endured—the frustrating years of waiting to secure support for the venture, the sleepless nights and treacherous seas he survived, the mutinous crews and rebellious colonists he put up with, the humiliation of being returned to Spain in chains and, later, being marooned for more than a year on the island of Jamaica with a divided crew and his thirteen-year-old son. He had dedicated his life to the liberation of Jerusalem; on his deathbed, realizing he would never see his project fulfilled, he ratified his will that left money to support the crusade he hoped would be taken up by his successors.

The “Enterprise of the Indies,” as Columbus was to call the project that culminated in his arrival in America, was not intended merely to find a new route to the gold and spices of the East, though that was part of it. It certainly wasn’t to prove the earth was round, because most people at the time already knew it was round. Nor was Columbus out to discover a “new world,” only a new way to reach part of the old one; he died still thinking he had reached the periphery of Asia, never knowing he had discovered a “new world.”

This book illuminates the ways the “ends” and the worldview that supported them are bound up with Columbus’s vision and venture, and will answer the question why, after all this time, it is important for us to consider them. Today, the apocalyptic vision that inspired Columbus is very much alive among some contemporary Christians and, in slightly different forms, among certain adherents of Judaism and Islam. Columbus’s story can be read as a parable for our times.
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OMENS OF THE APOCALYPSE
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Christopher Columbus was born two years before an event that would change the world and, in large part, would set the course of his life. The fall of Constantinople to the Ottomans in 1453 was a blow to Christendom from which it has never really recovered. That glorious city—home to the Byzantine Empire for more than a thousand years and to Hagia Sophia (Church of the Holy Wisdom), Christendom’s most famous church—lay in ruins, its emperor dead and its people slain or taken prisoner. When news of the sacking reached Europe, Aeneas Sylvius Piccolomini, who would become Pope Pius II a few years later, described the fall of the city as “the loss of one of the two eyes of the church”—the other being Rome.1

Constantinople had been a major stopping place for pilgrims en route to Jerusalem, primarily because it was the repository for a number of holy relics. Pilgrims yearned for a glimpse of objects like pieces of the True Cross; the remains of Anne, the mother of the Virgin Mary; and the bones of Saint Luke, brought back from Jerusalem by Helena, the mother of Constantine I, the founder and first emperor of the eponymous city. Helena, who had made pilgrimage to Jerusalem in 326, had also found the location where Jesus had been buried and had ordered a church, the Holy Sepulchre, to be built on the site.

In addition to its religious heritage, Constantinople was also home to European merchants, especially the Genoese who had come to dominate trade with the East through its outposts at ports on the Black Sea. Now, in the mid-fifteenth century, with the fall of Constantinople, the trade route to the East and the pilgrimage route to Jerusalem was virtually closed to the West. Constantinople, like Jerusalem, was in the hands of Muslims. In the struggle between Christianity and Islam, Islam seemed to be winning. Many Christians read this as a sign the end of the world was fast approaching. A pall settled over Europe.

The Ottomans, however, were jubilant; they had finally captured the “Kizil Elma” (Red or Golden Apple) of their dreams.2 Although Muslims had been sweeping across Asia Minor for some time, the Ottomans, known among themselves as ghazis or holy warriors, had pushed the farthest. By 1326, they had reached the Sea of Marmara across which they could almost see Constantinople. They lusted after that prize not only because of its opulent buildings, its luxury and learning, and its symbolic importance, but also because of its strategic position.
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Strategic location of Constantinople. Map prepared by Lynn Carlson, GISP.

Constantinople, today’s Istanbul, is situated on hills that overlook the place where three waterways meet: the Sea of Marmara, which flows through the Dardanelles out to the Aegean; the Golden Horn, an inlet off the Marmara that divides the city; and the Bosphorus, a strait that leads up from the Sea of Marmara to the Black Sea. Thus, whoever controlled Constantinople controlled travel and trade from ports in the Black Sea to those in the Mediterranean and beyond. Although the Byzantine Empire had contracted considerably over the years to contain barely more than the city itself, Constantinople was thought to be impregnable. It was protected by miles of stone walls that were fifteen feet thick and more than forty feet high, with evenly dispersed towers that were twice as high. There were three sets of walls in all, one inside the other, each separated by a fosse or moat. These fortifications would be put to the test. Ottomans had tried several times to take the city, but had been unsuccessful. They had kept sight of their goal, however, and had made long-term plans; in preparation for the siege of Constantinople, they had conquered a huge swath of territory in Europe: from Gallipoli to Adrianople, from Varna on the Black Sea, to Greece, and then to Kosovo and Bosnia, across the Adriatic from Italy, until Constantinople was effectively surrounded.

The ambitious young sultan known as Mehmet II decided that the “Apple” was finally ripe for the plucking. Late in 1452, he took his army of more than eighty thousand soldiers and marched from his capital in Adrianople toward Constantinople. He quartered his troops at Rumeli Hisarı, a fortress his workmen had quickly constructed on the shores of the Bosphorus, a few miles north of the city walls. Rumeli Hisarı, or “Roman fortress,” was built at the narrowest point on the Bosphorus, known as Boğazkesen (throat-cutter), directly across from the Anadolu Hisarı, the Anatolian fortress, built by his great-grandfather Beyazit I. From these two forts, the Ottomans could seize any ships coming from the Black Sea, collecting tariffs or confiscating their goods and capturing their crews. By the beginning of 1453 they were ready to begin the siege.

In the Ottoman camps, the fires burned all night and the men were whipped into fighting mood by the beat of drums, the shrill high notes of the zurna, and shouting songs that made it difficult for people inside the city to sleep. They also set up their cannons and began an incessant bombardment of the walls in a strategy of “shock and awe.”

The noise and vibration of the massed guns, the clouds of smoke, the shattering impact of stone on stone dismayed seasoned defenders. To the civilian population it was a glimpse of the coming apocalypse and a retribution for sin . . . [it was] according to one Ottoman chronicler, “like the awful resurrection blast.”3

Seeing all this activity, the Byzantines inside the city became terrified; Emperor Constantine XI wrote a desperate letter to Pope Nicholas V, promising to unify the Eastern Orthodox and Western Catholic churches if he would quickly send reinforcements. Although both Catholic and Orthodox were nominally Christian, their enmity was of long standing, ever since the two branches of the Church had split in the eleventh century. “Unity,” however, would not mean equality between the two branches, but submission of the Orthodox church to the primacy of Rome. Many Byzantines felt that was too high a price to pay for Rome’s support, but they were vastly outnumbered. Although the population of the city was about forty thousand, they could count at most five thousand Greek men available to fight. To be sure, there were also about two thousand foreigners—some Venetians and Florentines, but mostly Genoese who lived in Galata across the Golden Horn from the Greek part of the city—but their loyalty could not be assumed since they were Latin Christians, not Orthodox Christians like the Greeks.

Nevertheless, according to a letter written to the pope by Archbishop Leonard, who had been called from Chios to help negotiate the union, the emperor and his senate had agreed to the union and it was apparently confirmed in mid-December 1452.4 For a short time hostilities thawed somewhat, if not among priests and theologians, at least among the people imperiled in the city. They celebrated when a Genoese ship arrived in January 1453 filled with food, supplies, and seven hundred soldiers—four hundred from Genoa and three hundred from their colony in Chios, an island in the Aegean. Their arrival provided a much-needed boost to morale to those in the city, especially when they learned that one of the Chian soldiers was Giovanni Giustiniani, who knew how to fortify and repair damaged walls. Knowing that his skill would be essential during the impending siege, Constantine XI, the Byzantine emperor, quickly made him his second-in-command. Some of the Genoese in Galata rushed to join and fight alongside Giustiniani, while others rushed to the ship, hoping to catch passage back to Genoa. But the majority of the Genoese in Constantinople did not want to lose the lucrative trade from their Black Sea colony at Caffa in the Crimea. Luciano Spinola, one of the leading merchants, convinced them to remain neutral in the hope that the Ottomans, like the Byzantines, would appreciate the luxury goods such as caviar and sturgeon that they supplied from that trade.

Spring came; the storks returned from their winter sojourn in Africa, and the scent of roses filled the air and the churches. But these joyful signs could not dispel the unease felt by the people trapped inside the city. To add to their anxiety, at the beginning of April, Easter Week, a couple of small earthquakes rattled their already frayed nerves. For weeks, Mehmet’s soldiers had provoked small skirmishes along the length of the walls as a way to tire the Christians before the onslaught. For a time, the Christians had the advantage, despite their numbers. Ottoman cannon fire had damaged but not destroyed the walls, and when the soldiers tried to scale them, the Christians could knock them down with stones. Still, the continual assault and the constant vigilance had exhausted them.

As an alternative strategy to breaching the walls, the Ottomans began to dig tunnels under them. The Byzantines soon discovered some of the tunnels and set fire to them, capturing soldiers and forcing them to give the locations of other tunnels. They were also aware that there were two vulnerable places along the land walls—one at the St. Romanus Gate, located in a depression caused by the Lycus River, and the other at a point where the walls met at right angles, behind the Blachernae Palace. The Ottomans decided to focus on the St. Romanus Gate because the depression rendered the towers lower than hills opposite and also because the riverbed had made it difficult to construct a deep moat. Immediately, they moved their monster cannon into place. It was twenty-seven feet long—probably the largest cannon ever constructed at the time—and could lob a stone cannonball weighing a thousand pounds against the wall or over it. Never had anything like it been seen. It demolished part of the wall, but at night Giustiniani and his helpers were able to repair it and the assault continued.

Near the Golden Horn, the Ottoman fleet was similarly stalled. Aware that their city was most vulnerable through the Golden Horn, the Byzantines had laid a huge chain boom, designed, in fact, by a Genoese, across its entrance to prevent Ottoman ships from entering and attacking both sides of the city. That was a clever strategy but hardly a panacea; they desperately needed more soldiers and supplies from Europe.

The pope in Rome had dawdled in sending aid. He had assumed the city was well fortified and couldn’t believe God would let it go to the infidels, and he was waiting for assurance that a “union” between the Greek and Roman churches would be consummated before he sent aid. At the end of March, the pope finally dispatched three Genoese ships, but they got caught in a storm near Chios and did not reach Constantinople until April 20, when they confronted a fleet of Ottoman ships and triremes. Those on land, including Constantine and Mehmet, could only watch as a vicious battle ensued. Against the odds, the Genoese sailors managed to fight off the Ottoman ships and slip through the boom that was opened for them, into the Golden Horn, where they unloaded much-needed supplies.5 This success of the Genoese greatly embarrassed Mehmet II. In response, he devised an ingenious way to circumvent the boom.

In the dead of night, on April 22, the Ottomans carried out one of the most amazing military maneuvers of the time, perhaps of all time. On greased logs they rolled seventy-two ships overland up from the Bosphorus, over the hill of Galata, and down into the Golden Horn inside the boom, from where they could easily barrage the city. When the Christians awoke and saw this, they must have felt they were doomed. Yet, miraculously, they would continue to hold the Ottomans at bay for another month.

On the twelfth of May, the Ottoman forces came against the palace walls with thousands of soldiers and, according to Nicolò Barbaro, an eyewitness, “these Turkish dogs” let loose with “fierce cries according to their custom, and with sounds of castanets and tambourines . . . they made a strong attack against the walls of the palace, so that the majority of those in the city thought that night that the city was lost.”6 Yet the Christians clung to their belief that God would not allow the city to fall to the “wicked pagans,” at least not until a prophecy, attributed to the first Constantine, was fulfilled. He had prophesied that the city would never fall until the “moon rose darkened,” and since that had not yet occurred the people inside the city continued hopeful.

Two weeks later, however, their hope ran out. On May 24, there was a lunar eclipse, followed by torrential rain, fog, and a strange light that hovered over Hagia Sophia. Among the terrified citizens a rumor spread that “the time of the Antichrist had arrived,” meaning that the end of the world was nigh. In the Bible, the Antichrist is identified as a powerful leader who will come in the last days to tempt people away from their faith.7 A huge battle will ensue, the Antichrist will be defeated. Christ will come again to judge both the quick and the dead, and the world will end. For the people in Constantinople, it was easy to imagine that Mehmet was the Antichrist and that the end-time was upon them.

At this crucial moment, Mehmet tempted Emperor Constantine with terms of surrender. Constantine refused, and summoning the people to Hagia Sophia, he warned them that the great battle for the fate of the world was imminent. He told them that they should be ready to die for their faith, their country, their family, and their sovereign. Encouraged by his words, Greek and Latin Christians united against their common enemy, the Muslims. After taking communion together, the men went back to their posts, and the women carried water to refresh them and collected stones for them to rain down upon the enemy.

On the night of May 28, after fifty-four days of continual siege, the Ottoman camp was deathly quiet. The Greeks hoped against hope that the Ottomans had given up. But at dawn, when the sun was shining directly into the Christians’ eyes, the elite Janissary corps8 of the Ottoman forces stormed the walls and a ferocious battle ensued. Still, the Christians held on. When the emperor saw that his commander-in-chief was missing, he “went in great distress to see where he had gone” and learned that Giustiniani had been wounded by an arrow and had left his post on the ramparts. When he found him, he pleaded, “I beg you; your flight will encourage others to do the same. Your wound is not mortal; bear the pain and stay at your post like a man, as you promised to do.” But Giustiniani fled, and “as he fled, he went through the city crying ‘the Turks have got into the city!’”9 Hearing this, many of the people panicked and abandoned their posts to follow him, hoping to escape on the ships. Many later believed that had he remained, their city might not have been lost. Constantine and his men continued fighting bravely. It is said that the emperor, proclaiming he would rather die fighting for his city than live among the infidels, dismounted his horse and joined the fray. He was last seen, sword in hand, disappearing into the crowd. Not long after his disappearance, the wall was breached. Ottoman soldiers swarmed in and soon their banner flew from the ramparts. The city had fallen to the Muslims. The date was May 29, 1453.

Later in the day, Sultan Mehmet, forever after known as “the Conquerer,” rode directly to Hagia Sophia and entered the church. He was awed; never had he seen such a building. It was the largest enclosed space in the world, and the dome was more than 184 feet from the floor (about fifteen stories high) and 102 feet wide. Instead of the customary solid walls, there were windows in the dome that flooded the interior with light. Built in the sixth century, the dome’s construction was unsurpassed in Europe for nearly one thousand years; it seemed to float in the air, compelling a close associate of Mehmet’s to write that “it vies in rank with the nine spheres of heaven!”10

Mehmet’s personal cleric mounted the pulpit and recited the Muslim creed: “There is no God but God and Muhammad is his prophet,” thereby transforming the church into a mosque. Hagia Sophia would henceforth be called Aya Sofya (a Turkish rendering of the Greek name). Because human images are not permitted in mosques, the golden mosaics and colorful frescoes depicting Jesus and the saints would soon be defaced or covered over.11

The damage to the building, and to the city, is said to have saddened Mehmet and caused him to meditate on the transitory nature of all things, but he could not deny his soldiers, who had been fighting for months, the three-day rampage permitted under Muslim law if a city does not surrender. A Christian eyewitness sent a grim report to a cardinal in Florence, who then sent a letter to the mayor of Venice describing Constantinople’s terrible fate:

The public treasure has been consumed, private wealth has been destroyed, the temples have been stripped of gold, silver, jewels, the relics of the saints, and other most precious ornaments. Men have been butchered like cattle, women abducted, virgins ravished, and children snatched from the arms of their parents. If any survived so great a slaughter, they have been enslaved in chains so that they might be ransomed for a price, or subjected to every kind of torture, or reduced to the most humiliating servitude.12

The Christian dead totaled about four thousand, many more were wounded, and tens of thousands were taken prisoner. Blood flowed in the streets of Constantinople, encircling the cobblestones like red mortar. Some of the bodies were thrown into the Dardanelles, where they “floated out to sea like melons along a canal.”13 Others were piled up as there had been no time to bury them; the stench was terrible, but even more terrible was the task of identifying the bodies of friends and relatives, because many had been beheaded.

In the city, the Byzantines blamed the Latins, alleging that “Because we made the Union, and paid attention to the Pontiff of Rome, we deserve to suffer the displeasure of God.” In turn, the Latins thought the fall of the city was due to the stubbornness and iniquity of the Greeks, whom they compared to a “body which had remained for so many years cut off from its Head,”14 and who, it was believed, had feigned the union. The chasm between the two wings of the church was dug even deeper. Now, more than two-thirds of the land around the Mediterranean was in Islamic hands and the Muslims had a firm foothold in Europe.

Yet, even upon hearing of the carnage at Constantinople, Christians did not rally to the cause when Pope Nicholas V immediately called for a new crusade; they were not enthusiastic contemplating the realization that they would first have to conquer Constantinople if they were ever to conquer Jerusalem. Nor did they rally when the Ottomans encroached closer to European cities and attacked Belgrade in 1456. Europeans were exhausted from the Hundred Years’ War between England and France and from a number of other internecine wars. Despite the apocalyptic mood, they needed a rest. With their forces depleted, there were too few men to commit to a distant war.

The lack of enthusiasm for a new crusade was a sign of the hopelessness of the times. In contrast, three and a half centuries earlier when Muslims had destroyed the Holy Sepulchre, armies from all over Europe answered Pope Urban II’s call for the First Crusade in 1095.15 Their fervor was aroused by the belief that Jerusalem belonged to them; its “reconquest” was legitimate. As the rightful owners, they believed they had to liberate the city and cleanse the sacred places. In the late eleventh century, frequent recitations of Psalm 79:1—“O God, the heathen are come into thine inheritance—thy holy temple have they defiled, they have laid Jerusalem in ruins,” helped to stir the passions of medieval Christians.16 That fervor, however, had a dark side. Crusaders traveling from all parts of Europe planned to meet in Constantinople, but their religious justifications and lofty ideals did not prevent them from committing terrible crimes against the Jews in response to a rumor that it was the Jews in Jerusalem who had urged the Muslims to destroy the Holy Sepulchre. In cities such as Mainz, Speyer, Worms, Trier, and Cologne, they tortured or simply massacred any Jews who refused to convert. For some Jews, death was preferable to apostasy, and chronicles, liturgies, and poems of the time record that quite a number killed themselves and, in reference to the biblical Abraham, “sacrificed” their children before the crusaders could get to them.17

More than twenty thousand crusaders converged on Constantinople between 1096 and 1097. In order to avoid conflict in the city, the Byzantine Emperor Alexius sent the crusaders to an encampment on the other side of the Sea of Marmara, where their first successful assault was the retaking of Nicaea from the Muslims. Nicaea is the town where the Nicene Creed, the Christian confession of faith, had first been articulated in A.D. 325. Confidently, the crusaders began marching toward Jerusalem, yet their mood quickly deflated when they reached the arid stretches of the Holy Land and found little water or food. They were in no shape to go into battle. Fortunately, as they were marching overland, the Genoese had sent a fleet of twelve galleys, one ship, supplies, and twelve hundred crusaders, and they reached Jaffa, the closest port to Jerusalem, just as the northern Europeans arrived on foot. Thus fortified, the crusaders attacked Jerusalem and conquered it on July 15, 1099. But again the crusaders were ruthless. Once inside the city, they massacred Muslims and Jews alike. Still, Christians back home praised them for “having purged with swords of piety the place and house of heavenly purity from the filth of the impious.”18

Following their successful capture of the city, the “Franks,” as all Europeans in Jerusalem were called, established the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem and restored the Holy Sepulchre and other places related to the life of Jesus. They also established a number of other crusader states in the Levant—Edessa, Antioch, Acre, and Tripoli—but there was little peace. The princes of those states fought each other constantly, and the kingdom of Jerusalem often required reinforcements from Europe for support in its ongoing battles with its Muslim neighbors.

Despite European aid, the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem did not survive a century. One by one, crusader forts fell to Saladin, the Muslim conqueror, and by October in 1187, after a short battle, Jerusalem surrendered to him. Saladin wasn’t interested in destroying Christian holy places. Instead, he appointed Franciscans to guard the Holy Sepulchre, permitted the Knights Hospitaller, a monastic order founded before the crusade, to continue their aid to any poor and sick pilgrims still brave enough to make the journey, and allowed the aristocratic, military group known as the Knights Templar to protect them.

After the expending of so much energy on the crusade to take Jerusalem, the loss was devastating to European Christians. Pope Urban III died shortly after hearing the shocking news. It was said that King Henry II “remained speechless for four days,” and King William II of Sicily “donned sackcloth and sat in solitude for four days.” Cardinals became itinerant preachers, and people flocked to churches that remained open day and night.19 As scholar Raffaele Pazzelli notes, “Large paintings were made which depicted the Holy Sepulchre trampled upon by horses and Jesus Christ oppressed by Mohammed . . . and minstrels abandoned their love songs to weep over the enormous tragedy.”20 The surrender of Jerusalem created a stain on the hearts of European Christians; they were ashamed, and many blamed the Franks for fighting among themselves and for not fighting harder to defend their city. They also grappled with the theological question: How could God have allowed the city to return to the infidels? The most acceptable explanation, articulated early on in a letter a Genoese merchant had sent to the pope following the surrender, was that God was punishing them for their sins. The new pope, Gregory VIII, sounded the same theme in his encyclical published shortly after he received the news of the loss:

Having heard of the severity of the terrible judgment which the divine hand had used over the land of Jerusalem, both we ourselves and our brothers are so confused with horror and afflicted with such sorrow, that it is not easy for us to discern how we are to act or what we are to do.21

He commanded the faithful to repent of their sins and do penance. According to Pope Gregory, God had used the Muslims as a goad to inspire the Christians to change their corrupt ways so that, with cleansed hearts, they would renew the fight for Jerusalem. Their salvation was to be in the future. With the proclamation of this mission, the meaning of Jerusalem changed. No longer was it only the earthly city where Christ had walked and had been crucified, it had become the site of his Second Coming, the site of the Last Days as prophesied in the Gospels, the book of Revelation, and elsewhere in the Bible.

Belief in the impending Apocalypse had stirred friars and priests to redouble their efforts at conversion. In the mid-thirteenth century, a couple of Franciscan friars, John de Plano Carpini and William of Rubruck, journeyed to Central Asia on evangelical missions to convert the Grand Khan in the hope that he would become an ally of the Christians in their fight against the Muslims. Although the khan wanted to learn more about Christianity, he had a more ecumenical approach to religion and could not believe there was only one faith; the friars were unsuccessful in their conversion efforts. The desire to convert the Grand Khan was also part of the motivation for the 1271 journey in which seventeen-year-old Marco Polo accompanied his father Nicolò and his uncle Maffeo to the kingdom of the khan at Cathay in order to fulfill a promise they had made on a previous journey. Because of the khan’s interest in Christianity, he had asked them to bring a vial of oil from the lamp of the Holy Sepulchre. He had also sent a letter with them to Pope Gregory X, requesting that he send a hundred priests who could instruct him and his people in the Christian faith. On their return journey to the Mongol kingdom, as recorded in The Travels of Marco Polo, they carried the holy oil and some presents and letters from Pope Gregory X to Kublai Khan, the grandson of Genghis Khan. But the few priests who were willing to accompany them soon turned back because of the rigors of the journey. Kublai Khan was sorely disappointed; Marco commented that “if the Pope had sent out persons duly qualified to preach the gospel, the Great Khan would have embraced Christianity, for which, it is certainly known, he had a strong predilection.”22

During the thirteenth century, eight more crusades had been launched, none of them successful. All left a path of destruction in their wake, but, with the exception of the First Crusade, none was as terrible as the Fourth Crusade. When the crusaders reached Constantinople, they decided to support the young Prince Alexios to depose his uncle Alexios III and install young Alexios as the lawful ruler. But when the prince was unable to pay them as he had promised, the crusaders rebelled and attacked the city with weapons that were meant to be used against Jerusalem. The Latins slew their fellow Orthodox Christians without mercy.

In April 1204, the greatest city in Christendom was full of smouldering ruins; its palaces and the great houses of its leading families had been pillaged, their hangings and glorious wardrobes torched, their roofs gutted by fire. Entire libraries and archives of documents within, if not already burned, were exposed to rain and would become food for insects and rodents. Many of the revealing small objects of daily life, from tools to kitchenware, icon corners and prayer books, accumulated over hundreds of years, were smashed and broken.23

Even Hagia Sophia did not escape destruction; in addition to their looting, the Latin Christians desecrated the church by having a prostitute sing and dance in front of the altar. Much of the booty from the sack of the city now resides in the West, including four monumental gilt horses that had stood atop a column at the ancient Hippodrome where Byzantine emperors had watched chariot races and other major public events. Those horses were taken to Venice, where they stand on pedestals in front at St. Mark’s Cathedral. The crusaders never continued on to Jerusalem; instead, for the next fifty-seven years, the Latins occupied the city until the Byzantines, under Michael Palaiologos, took it back in 1261.

The Fourth Crusade wreaked more destruction on Constantinople than the Ottomans would in 1453 and was not forgotten. During the Ottoman siege, it is no wonder that the Byzantines were wary of the Latin Christians, some even going so far as to claim that “they would rather see the turban of a Turk than the hat of a cardinal” in their city. By the beginning of the fourteenth century the major crusades had ended, yet Latin Christians never gave up the idea of a crusade, and their desire for Jerusalem would be revived over and over again.24

The crusades did more than stoke religious fervor in Europe, they also helped foster trade in the Eastern Mediterranean. Those involved in transporting crusaders and supplies to the Levant, particularly the Venetians, Genoese, and Pisans, also developed trade routes and trading partners throughout the area, picking up spices, grain, medicines, perfumes, and other goods for the return journey. For their services, these groups were given merchant quarters in Constantinople, Jaffa, Acre, and Jerusalem among other cities. Genoese ships, for example, had sailed to ports on the Black Sea, along the Turkish coast and Aegean islands, to the Levant, Egypt, and as far west as Ceuta in North Africa. By 1298 the Genoese passed through the Pillars of Hercules (the Strait of Gibraltar), after defeating the Moroccans who had controlled them, and thereafter they traded from ports in the Black Sea all the way to their outposts in Lisbon, Seville, Flanders, Bruges, and Southampton.
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Genoese Trade Routes. Map prepared by Lynn Carlson, GISP.

This type of long-distance trade was greatly aided by the invention, around 1270, of the “dry” compass. Instead of a magnetized needle floating in water or attached to a pin, methods that had been used until then, the newer one was set in a wooden box onto which compass points could be marked. Knowledge of the relatively calm and well-traveled waters of the Mediterranean was passed from sailor to sailor and plotted onto portolani—charts drawn with fairly accurate outlines of coasts and directions from place to place taken from compass readings—which were compiled in a pilot book known as Compasso da Navigare and included distances from port to port, information about landmarks, depths of water, and dangers. With portolani, a sailor could both plot his direction and find it, even in cloudy weather, which meant that ships were no longer confined to sailing only in summer. Likewise, changes in ship design also facilitated long-distance trade. Galleys, the oared vessels that had conducted most of the Mediterranean trade and transport, required too many men to row, leaving little room for cargo. They were also too low in the water to easily ward off attackers. Ships for carrying crusaders were designed with higher hulls that made it easier to defend against attacks. Powered by sails, and with only a few side oars at the stern for steering, they required smaller crews. Thus, they could carry more soldiers and, later, pilgrims in addition to supplies and even horses. Other innovations would be introduced in the fifteenth century, including a single rudder attached to the sternpost that was manipulated by a lever, making ships easier to steer.

In Sagres, Portugal, Prince Henry the Navigator (1394–1460) had begun the study of navigation and of ocean currents and winds, and would introduce the caravel, a lighter ship that would become an optimal vessel for exploration. Prince Henry then began to encourage voyages to the Madeiras, the north coast of Africa, and eventually down its western coast.

But just as this trade and innovation were flourishing, and towns in Europe, especially the Italian city-states, were growing in size and prosperity, the Great Famine of 1315 struck. Shortly thereafter, the Great Pestilence (bubonic plague) decimated the European population and wiped out the rest of the region’s recent gains.

The origin of the plague that spread like wildfire throughout Europe in the mid-fourteenth century is still being debated. One theory attributes the spread to an early act of what today might be considered biological warfare. Tartar traders traveling along what became known as the Silk Road to the Genoese trading outpost at Caffa on the Black Sea began to die at an alarming rate. When their caravans reached Caffa, there were few men left to wrest the trading post from the Genoese as they had hoped. So instead of fighting, they threw the dead and diseased bodies over the city walls in the belief that whatever had killed their own men would spread and kill the Genoese as well. Though the Tartars failed to take the outpost, they were very successful in unleashing one of the world’s greatest disasters. It is thought that in 1347, a Genoese ship left Caffa’s port carrying its usual cargo of silks and spices along with its usual accompaniment of rats and their fleas. But the fleas onboard this ship had feasted on the diseased bodies of the Tartars. At every port, the fleas jumped ship, first at Constantinople, then at other ports in the Mediterranean, including Genoa. From each port the bubonic plague spread rapidly inland until all of Europe was affected.

At the time, people didn’t know that a tiny flea bite was the cause of their high fevers, headaches, and nausea. The victims were also stricken with painful buboes—swellings the size of an egg or apple—that appeared in the groin, neck, or armpit. When the buboes oozed pus and blackened over, death came quickly, usually within the week. A particularly virulent form of the plague spread through the air; if it lodged in the lungs, a person could die within three days. So many dead meant mass burials. Boccaccio, who survived the plague in Florence, wrote a gruesome description of it in the introduction to his Decameron. There were so many bodies, he wrote, that a huge trench was dug, and as the bodies, hundreds at a time, arrived, they were piled up “as merchandise is stowed in the hold of a ship, tier upon tier.”25 Those who survived worried about the souls of their dead relatives and friends. Since many of the clergy, especially the monks who often cared for the sick, also succumbed to the disease, there was often no one left to take victims’ confessions and perform the last rites so that their souls might rest in peace.

Though people were unaware of the source of the terrible disease, they had a number of ideas, typically focused on religious motives, to explain it. As with the loss of Jerusalem in 1187, many people believed the plague was God’s punishment for their sins, a belief that inspired a number of penitential movements. A venomous theory blamed beggars, lepers or, more often, the Jews, whom people claimed had poisoned wells and were therefore responsible for spreading the dread disease. This rumor led to the torture and burning of hundreds, perhaps even thousands, of Jews.

The Great Pestilence, as it was called at the time—“Black Death” being a much later term—swept across Europe between 1347 and 1348. Because of the paucity of accurate records and lack of information about family size and population, the following can be read only as estimates. Regardless, the figures are stunning; it is thought that the plague killed more than a third of the population, yet that figure is only an average. In some Italian and Spanish cities on the Mediterranean, it is thought that approximately 75 percent of the people died; Florence lost half its population, while Germany and England had the fewest deaths, with an average of about 20 percent. The Great Pestilence took the lives of between 25 and 50 million people.26

Although the worst of the plague was over by 1350, it did not disappear.27 Outbreaks could occur at any time, and did so for more than a century, which intensified the general sense of unease about the imminence of the Apocalypse. It seemed that the signs were there for those who had eyes to see, for Jesus had explicitly warned in the Bible:

Nation shall rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom: And great earthquakes shall be in divers places, and famines, and pestilences; and fearful sights and great signs shall there be from heaven. (Luke 21:10–11)

Aware that people were desperately seeking an explanation for the terrible events of the fourteenth century, at the beginning of the fifteenth mendicant friars of the Franciscan and Dominican orders roamed through France, Italy, and Spain, preaching the Apocalypse. Their fiery sermons mesmerized people by warning that the Antichrist could come at any moment, and that he would reign for three years. But Christ would return and defeat him; all people would be evangelized and, to save their souls, would be converted. Forty-five days later, the world would end. The emphasis on conversion had become acute for, by the fifteenth century, the idea that there could be no salvation outside of the church (extra ecclesiam nulla salus), stemming from a bull by Pope Boniface VIII in 1302 and reinforced at the Council of Florence in 1442, had become the canonical view. Although some clergy and laypeople doubted that a just God would allow all the good people who had never heard of Christ’s saving word to burn eternally in hell, their views did not prevail.28

The friars’ aim was conversion of Jews and Muslims, but in Spain the pressure to convert became focused especially on Jews. Although Jews had long lived and prospered in Spain, they were ever reminded that their continued residence was at the king’s pleasure. Las Siete Partidas, the law code compiled by Alfonso X in the thirteenth century, stated that Jews should live in subjection to remind them of their role in Jesus’ crucifixion. According to the Spanish friars and priests, because Christ had come to free all people from original sin, the Jews’ refusal to be freed was more than obstinate; they were assumed to be under the power of the Devil.29 After the plague, efforts to convert Jews intensified and as passions were stirred, many were killed. Mass baptisms took place, and it is believed that more than half the Jewish population converted. Baptism was believed to be transformative, so little or no instruction in Christian belief and practice was provided. Many of these conversos, as converted Jews were called, rose to high positions in the Spanish government and even in religious orders, but others became suspected of reverting to their old practices in secret.

Muslims, too, were targeted for conversion, but the animus toward them was less than that against Jews, perhaps because they had no alleged role in Jesus’ death. Also, they were less involved than the Jews in the life of the big cities, and therefore less visible than the Jews. However, though the Spanish did not aggressively persecute Muslims in their realm, they did aggressively go after the Muslim territories that were at one time held by Europeans. The campaign was called the Reconquista, and by the fifteenth century most of the land the Muslims had conquered in the eighth and ninth centuries had been reconquered by the Spanish. The one exception was Granada, and that would come under attack later in the century.

During the same period, religious ire was directed not only against Jews and Muslims but was also expressed within the Catholic Church itself, due to a critical division of the papacy. This split in the church, known as the Great Schism, was seen as another sign of the impending Apocalypse. From 1305 to 1377, the papacy had moved its seat to Avignon because of unrest in Rome, but accusations of corruption in Avignon and submission to the French king led supporters of the Roman seat to refer to this period as the “Babylonian Captivity of the Church.” In 1378, Pope Urban VI returned the papacy to Rome and a new pope was elected; whereupon Catholics in Avignon elected another. Thus, there were two popes. This dilemma threw the Church into disarray and divided Europe into factions. Finally, the schism was resolved during three years of debate (1414–1417) known as the Council of Constance. One of the attendees was Pierre d’Ailly, whose Imago Mundi would be avidly read and annotated by Columbus. D’Ailly was a respected theologian, a cardinal, and rector of the University of Paris, who wrote extensively about the schism, suggesting that it might be a sign of the imminence of the Antichrist. That may have moved the council to resolve the crisis; it eliminated the claimants, elected a new pope, and declared that Rome was henceforth to be the true seat of the papacy. Yet the Avignon contingent did not relinquish its position easily, and the popes they elected came to be called antipopes. Just before Constantinople fell to the Muslims, Avignon finally surrendered their claims to the papacy.

The conquest of Constantinople in 1453 represented the capstone to all of these turbulent events that had been rocking Christianity for four centuries. The city’s long history would be encapsulated, like bookends, between the two Constantines—the founder and Constantine XI, its last emperor. With the fall of Constantinople, Muslims now controlled the overland pilgrimage route to Jerusalem, and the city of Jerusalem itself. The loss of the holy city, and then Constantinople, had shattered Christians’ once ebullient hopes of unifying the world—unum ovile et unus pastor—and turned them introspective; the plague had devastated Europe and was still a threat; and the schism in the church had left deep scars that had not yet healed. Something was clearly wrong with the world; infidel Muslims seemed to be in the ascendant. No wonder the tenor of the time was apocalyptic. This was Columbus’s world, and the heritage of these tumultuous events would shape his life and his understanding of the ultimate meaning of his voyages and discoveries.
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LEARNING THE “SECRETS OF THE WORLD”
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In the late summer or early autumn of 1451, the man we know as Christopher Columbus was born to Susanna Fontanarossa and Domenico Colombo. While there has been a great deal of speculation about the place of his birth, most of the evidence points to Genoa or its environs.1 There are no birth records, but the city archives house an incredible number of legal documents that relate to his family. Several mention him by name along with his father and other relatives; one refers to him as “Christopher Columbus, citizen of Genoa,” and there are a couple that he wrote himself.

His family can be traced to the area of Fontanabuona, to the mountain village of Moconesi, where his grandfather, Giovanni, was born. In search of economic opportunities Giovanni migrated to the village of Quinto, a short distance down the east coast from Genoa. In 1429, he apprenticed his son Domenico, a boy of eleven, to a cloth weaver in Genoa in the borgo (quarter) of Santo Stefano, named after its parish church and monastery. This borgo was situated on the right-hand side of the city if one faced it from the harbor and was under the lordship of the prominent Fieschi family.

Domenico must have learned his craft well, for ten years later he was able to lease a house from the monastery, set up shop as a weaver of woolen cloth, and make a contract for an apprentice of his own. These contracts were generally for five years, during which time the apprentice was housed and fed but was not allowed to leave his post unless plague broke out—evidence that the plague was still a fearsome threat.

Plague was not the only threat. The area now known as Italy was at that time composed of a number of independent city-states that were often at war with one another. Genoa and Venice, especially, battled almost continually over dominance of maritime trade in the Mediterranean and the Black Sea and both had outposts in Constantinople as early as the twelfth century. Ships sailing under the flag of one city would attack and confiscate the goods of the other.

In addition to its wars with Venice, the Republic of Genoa was at war with itself. The city-state’s fractious history is far too complicated to detail here, but antagonistic parties, defined by allegiances to pope or emperor and to the French or the Spanish, made governance exceedingly difficult. In general, though not always, the merchant class supported the pope, while the landed nobility supported the emperor. These differences, made famous through the Verdi opera Simon Boccanegra,2 were in the fifteenth century most often represented by the (Campo) Fregoso and Adorno families. To bring some order to the city, the Genoese had often resorted to outside rule; each faction needed strong allies to support them against the opposing faction. When Constantinople fell to the Ottomans, Pietro Fregoso was doge (chief magistrate) of Genoa; his faction swore allegiance to the papacy. For outside support, they allied with the French instead of with the Aragonese as had the Adorno faction. In 1458, Pietro Fregoso invited King Charles VII of France to take nominal control of Genoa’s government. He sent as deputy his nephew, René of Anjou, King of Naples, titular King of Jerusalem, who seems to have made his headquarters in Savona, a town near Genoa, and to have won the support and hearts of many Genoese. René was known as a good man, an acclaimed painter and great romantic who had written a book on love as well as on tournaments. He was the epitome of the chivalrous knight, and he had fought alongside Joan of Arc in the war with England. But he was a man not so much at odds with the times as temperamentally unequipped to negotiate the tumultuous waters of Genoese politics.

The Fieschi family and, thus, the San Stefano borgo was allied with the Fregosos, but at the time Domenico Colombo was setting up shop, Rafaele Adorno was doge. In 1447, however, he was ousted and Domenico’s fortune changed. On February 4 of that year,

The illustrious and excellent Lord Giano Campo Fregoso chose as keeper of the Olivella gate and tower, his beloved Domenico Colombo, serving at the pleasure of the said illustrious lord doge, with the customary pay and revenues.3

Domenico’s support for the Fregoso faction must have recommended him to the doge for the gatekeeper position. This was a distinct honor as the Olivella gate was one of only five entryways into the city.4 As gatekeeper, Domenico was responsible for keeping track of people who entered the city and thus privy to news and gossip from beyond the walls; he was required to warn the doge of any suspicious activity. Such a job was assigned to only the most trustworthy citizens. According to the editors of the Genoese documents, this position demonstrated

that Domenico Colombo could not have been a Jew, contrary to a hypothesis recently advanced by some scholars, because the Genoese government would never have entrusted a non-Christian with such a sensitive task as keeping watch over one of the city gates.5

This position provided a pretty good living for a man of the popolo (ordinary citizen) and was an especially good placement for Domenico, who had migrated only seven years earlier from the village of Quinto. Like all patronage appointments, it depended on the power of his patron to maintain his political control.

During this time Domenico married Susanna Fontanarossa, and in 1451 Cristoforo was born. His mother would normally have gone to Quinto for the birth, where she would have had the assistance of her mother-in-law, but plague had recently broken out in that village and she likely stayed home. St. Christopher’s day was celebrated on July 25, so it is possible that Columbus was born on or close to that day.

Columbus was baptized at his parish church, Santo Stefano, named after the first Christian martyr; this church, built in the 1200s but with origins perhaps in the seventh century, is thought to be the oldest church in Genoa. Its bell tower was used as a lookout to see whether approaching ships were friend or foe. The name given to a child at baptism was believed to have an influence on the child’s character, so when Susanna selected the name Cristoforo, she may well have been trying to affect his destiny. The name Cristoforo (Christopher) means Christ-bearer and is derived from the story of a pagan man, Reprobus, who once carried a small child across a river. As they crossed, the child became heavier and heavier until he revealed to Reprobus that he was carrying the weight of the entire world. With that, Reprobus realized he was carrying the Christ child. For his service Reprobus became a saint known as Christopher. Indeed, Susanna’s choice was prophetic: not only did the patron saint of travelers keep Columbus safe during his extraordinary travels, but Columbus himself, like his namesake, would come to feel that he was destined to be a Christ-bearer, carrying Christianity across the Ocean Sea.

In a short time, Christopher had siblings; three brothers—Bartholomew, Giovanni, and Diego—and a sister, Bianchinetta. In addition to his weaving business, Domenico kept busy with a number of schemes for making (and losing) money; at one point, he was importing cheese from Quinto and other villages and selling it in the city. While hardly rich, the Colombo family was comfortable, and soon Domenico was able to lease a more permanent, but very small house on Vico Dritto from the monastery of Santo Stefano in order to accommodate his growing family. Today, the house at the site, now a small museum, is probably not the original house, but it shows the very cramped quarters in which many people lived. The family would have occupied the upper floors while Domenico maintained his woolen workshop on the ground floor.

Christopher’s early life was encompassed by the biblical worldview. Genoa itself was believed to have been “founded by Gianus [Roman Janus], grandson of Noah and the first king of Italy, at the time of Abraham,” according to the Chronicle written by the Genoese Jacobus de Voragine (ca. 1228–1298). Below a bust of Gianus in the majestic San Lorenzo cathedral an inscription tells of the legend that “celebrates the Trojan prince Gianus who, while searching for a safe and well-protected place, landed in Genoa and seeing it well-defended by the sea and the mountains, enlarged it in name and in power.”6 The god is two-faced, the Genoese say, not because he is deceitful but because he faces in two directions—toward the mountains and toward the sea.

Columbus’s daily rhythm was set by the bells of Santo Stefano ringing out at least some of the canonical hours—matins, lauds, prime, terce, sext, none, vespers, and compline. It clearly made an indelible impression on him for, later in life, he would record events by these times. Children may have received some religious instruction from the monks, but more likely through less formal means such as icons, frescoes, and paintings in the churches. Columbus could not have missed the huge fresco of the Apocalypse as he exited the cathedral of San Lorenzo, and would have been taught the lesson it conveyed. Drawn by an anonymous master from the St. Savior in Chora church in Constantinople, in exquisite detail it depicts the heavenly reward for the saved and the hellfire awaiting sinners and the unconverted. In addition, the yearly calendar was punctuated not only by major holy days such as Epiphany, Palm Sunday, Easter week, Advent, and Christmas, but by frequent processions through the city to commemorate saint’s days. Accompanied by horns and drums, these processions, led by city officials, priests, members of confraternities displaying painted images of their patron saints, and prominent citizens carrying gold and silver relics, were not only spectacular events but also served as teaching occasions.

As he grew older, Columbus may have been taken to hear occasional sermons not only from the pulpit of his church but also from popular itinerant preachers who followed in the footsteps of the famous Franciscan St. Bernardino, and perhaps even quoted from his sermons. Bernardino had given his most apocalyptic sermons in Genoa in the years 1417–1418, intensifying people’s anxiety created by the schism in the church and in the city’s divisive politics, as well as the ever-present threat of plague. The world was coming to an end, Christians had slipped into sin; if they didn’t want to be damned for all eternity, they had better quickly repent and transform their lives. People would gather in town squares, day after day, sitting for hours listening transfixed by his fascinating but horrific moral tales about the wages of sin. Bernardino focused especially on sins committed by witches consorting with the Devil, the sin of sodomy, and the sin of fraternizing with the Jews.7 His sermons were inscribed on wax tablets, dutifully copied, and, after the invention of the printing press (c. 1440), published and widely disseminated, and Columbus surely had heard about them and possibly even read some of them.

Columbus might also have read and found inspiration from the mystical works of his compatriot Caterina Fieschi: Purgation and Purgatory, The Spiritual Dialogues, and The Life, that emphasized the trust and love of God and the spiritual training necessary to ensure eternal life. Caterina was born in Genoa just a few years before Columbus; they may even have become friends, for there is evidence that in later years he wrote to her and her husband.8 Caterina had wanted to enter a convent, but after the death of her father her brother married her off to Giuliano Adorno, a member of the rival faction. The marriage was unhappy; her husband was a philanderer and had squandered their fortune. Perhaps brought on by these stresses Caterina had a life-changing mystical experience, and became devoted to St. Francis and to working with the poor and the sick, especially at Genoa’s famous Pammatone Hospital. Her saintliness even won over her husband, who became a Franciscan tertiary (a lay brother) and helped with her work. She was canonized by Pope Clement XII in 1733.9

[image: images]

Painting of Genoa, c. 1481, by Grassi.
By permission of the Museo del Mare, Genoa, Italy.

In addition to Genoa’s rich religious context, the city’s topography and history would also be reflected in Columbus’s interests. Situated on a narrow arc of land wedged between mountains and the sea, Genoa might easily have been a backwater. A steep hill directly behind the city stretches to the rugged Apennines and beyond them the Alps. This made travel and trade overland to other European cities exceedingly difficult. Not surprisingly, the Genoese took to the sea, making the city one of the great mercantile centers of the medieval period. Aeneas Sylvius Piccolomini had described the city in a letter to a friend as early as 1432:

I wish you were here now with me. Indeed, you would admire an unparalleled city in the whole world. It is located on a hill dominated by very rough mountains to the north, and along the sea to the south . . . Right along the port, on the side bordering the city, rise magnificent palaces, entirely built in marble, reaching to the sky, very elegant with their numerous columns, many adorned with sculptures and figures . . . however, the streets are narrow and only wide enough for 2 or 3 people at a time. [Author’s note: Copied from exhibit in the Genoese archives; no citation available.]

As a boy, Columbus may have witnessed the city’s voluminous sea traffic when he accompanied his uncle, Antonio, to his post as keeper of the Lanterna, the lighthouse at the end of the quay known as the mole. Because of its unforgiving landscape, Genoa had few natural resources and produced few marketable goods except wool and cloth. Its merchants acted mostly as middlemen, transporting goods between ports in the East and those in the West and profiting from that trade. This lucrative business was dominated by a number of prominent families, most notably the Spinolas, di Negros, and Centuriones. They traded soap, woolen cloth, wine, and oil from the West for silks, spices, grain, alum, and slaves obtained from the East. Slavery was common at that time in Europe, and Caffa, on the Black Sea, had been a noted entrepôt for slaves, most of whom were women—Russian, Circassian, Tartar, or Greek—who were then sold in Constantinople, Venice, and Genoa.10 But with the fall of Constantinople, all of this trade was in jeopardy.
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