Fascinating landscapes of “Hypnerotomachia Poliphili”: source
for research of plant diversity, horticulture and culture

S. Rhizopouloutab

t-Department of Botany, Faculty of Biology, National and Kapodistrian University of Athens, Panepistimiopolis,
Athens, Greece

Abstract

“Hypnerotomachia Poliphili” (HP) is a literary source of semi-natural and
human-induced landscapes that centred on seductive environmental attributes, such
as gardens, groves, pergolas and dispersed ancient ruins, which represent knowledge
derived from the tradition and experience of ages. HP is the short title of one of the
most influential books of the Renaissance (the first edition was published by Aldus
Manutius in Venice, in 1499); it is the story of a man (Poliphilos), who falls asleep and
dreams of traversing landscapes and gardens containing plants, ancient ruins and
allegorical figures, in order to be reunited with his beloved (Polia). Interest in this
novel has been revived, due to substantial influence on landscape and garden design.
In this study, attention has been given to the botanical section preserved in the text.
Paying attention to narratives provides a source for (re)considering conceptions of
landscapes, nature and culture, wild and domesticated plant life. Arboreal and bush
plants here quoted disclose aspects of plant diversity and ecophysiology; among a
large number of plant taxa, roses, myrtle, pines, cypresses, laurels, acanthus, oaks,
olive trees, juniper, ivy, thyme, oregano, violets, wormwood and cyclamens were the
most frequently cited. Also, the seasonality of Mediterranean landscapes, indicated by
flowering and fruit-bearing indigenous plants, can be traced through textual
passages. Its wood-engraved illustrations of portrayed landscapes and botanic
sketches (e.g. ferns, palms, oaks, cypresses, box trees and foliage of laurel, acanthus,
grapevine and ivy) constitute evidence for both plant diversity and natural history, at
the end of the fifteenth-century.
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INTRODUCTION

“Hypnerotomachia Poliphili” (HP) is the short title of one of the most influential books
of the Renaissance; the first edition was published in 1499 (Venice: Aldus Manutius) and has
entranced book collectors, bibliophiles, scholars and typographers (Ivins, 1923; Farrington,
2015). The book was anonymous. Many people have been credited with the authorship of
HP over the centuries (Griggs, 1998; March, 2015); however, the book was attributed to
Francesco Colonna (1433-1527), born at Venice and lived in monasteries, on the basis of an
acrostic formed by the initial elaborately decorated capital letters of 38 chapters, spelling
out “Poliam Frater Franciscvs Colvumna Peramavit” (i.e. Brother Francesco Colonna greatly
loved Polia), identifying the author (Weiss, 1961; Russell, 2013).

“Hypnerotomachia” is an invented term from three Greek words, i.e. hypnos (Umvog:
sleep), eros (épwg: love) and mache (payn: strife). Also, the term “Poliphili” has Greek origin
meaning beloved. HP is the story of Poliphilos, who falls asleep and dreams of traversing
landscapes, olive groves and gardens, representing himself as having seen many ancient
things worthy of memory, in order to be reunited with his beloved Polia (Stewering and
Maher, 1998).
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The book gained new significance half a millennium after its publication, mainly
because it had a tremendous influence on landscape and garden design (Mac Dougall, 1994;
Hunt, 1998; Bahador-zadeh, 2007; Priki, 2009; Prinsloo, 2009; Moyer, 2015; Morgan, 2016).
In addition, landscapes presented in HP freely built from the remains of and longing for
antiquity (preserving historical memory) have been diverted to designed places (Leslie,
1998; Jeffery, 2009). The variety of plants quoted in numerous passages -as vehicles for
expressing historical and botanic knowledge, emotions, allegory and symbolic messages- can
be considered a source of biodiversity, as the world opened up to Renaissance minds (Reeds,
1976; Colonna, 2010; Rhizopoulou, 2016). Also, it is worth mentioning that after the
publication of HP, the first botanic gardens as assets to Universities of Pisa, Padua, and
Florence were established and played an important role in the development of both Science
and human consciousness (Reeds, 1976; Mac Dougall, 1994; Harris, 2011).

Literary sources to plants capture customs, beliefs, and traditions of the culture and the
time in which they were written (Taiz and Taiz, 2011; Rhizopoulou, 2014). The rediscovery
of knowledge that has been preserved in old textual sources and has not yet been fully
exploited contributes to a better understanding of human-nature relationships (Main, 1996;
Rhizopoulou, 2014).

The present work was conducted in an effort to present perception of botanical and
naturalistic aspects preserved in HP and released at the turn of the fifteenth century.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

The book was written in an invented language combining ancient Latin, Italian and
ancient Greek, and is repleted with Greek terms and words based on a mix of Latin and
Greek, which have been notoriously difficult for both contemporary and current readers
(Trippe, 2002; Kirkham, 2015; White, 2015; Rhizopoulou, 2016). Botanical information
cited in HP and mentioned in the present study is based on the first complete English
translation (Colonna, 2005; Chishty-Mujahid, 2009). Plants retrieved from HP are sorted by
genus, taxon and species according to the International Plant Name Index
(http://www.ipni.org). The endeavour to match plant names quoted in HP (i.e. English and
Latin names, colloquial, antique and transliterated Greek names) with scientific binomials
was based on assiduous literary and archival research (Stannard, 1964; Wellisch, 1978;
Hunemorder, 1983; Elliott, 1992; Cristofolini and Mossetti, 1998; Radcliffe-Smith, 1998;
Collins, 2000; Gledhill, 2008; Nowick, 2015). Generic plant names followed by spp. refer to
several species within a genus and sp. to a taxon in a genus of uncertain binomial name and
specific identity, while relevant textual passages from HP are given in square brackets.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Texts have historically played a part in people’s perceptions of landscapes and
provide a source for reconsidering conceptions of wild and cultivated plants, which have
had a very important place in human life. The literary source HP constitutes information for
functioning and featuring of plants at a time from which comparable documentary sources
are very scarce (Sillasoo, 2009). Recently, evidence has been found for 285 botanical
descriptions coordinated with 672 textual passages in HP (Rhizopoulou, 2016). The most
frequently quoted plants are myrtle (Myrtus communis L.), pine (Pinus spp.), cypress
(Cupressus sempervirens L.), laurel (Laurus nobilis L.), acanthus (Acanthus sp.), oaks (Quercus
spp.), juniper and savin (Juniperus spp.), thyme (Thymus sp.), violets (Viola spp.), wormwood
(Artemisia sp.), orange trees (Citrus aurantium), cyclamens (Cyclamen spp.) and cultivated
varieties of roses (Rosa spp.) [g7', 15/, z5'], which were prominent among other flowering
plants. The frequency of plant quotations in HP might reflect traits of a distinctive vegetation
of natural surroundings and/or plants grown in monastery gardens (Touw, 1982; Kiser,
2003; Muiioz and Alcantara, 2013).

Plant taxa, contributing to landscapes’ aesthetics, may be used as an indicative code, in
order to understand human-nature relationship over time (Day, 2013; Abbate et al.,, 2015).
Strawberry trees (Arbutus unedo L.), myrtle (M. communis), laurel (L. nobilis), box tree
(Buxus sempervirens L.), cedar (Cedrus sp.), fig tree (Ficus carica L.), oleander (Nerium
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oleander L.), olive (Olea europaea L.), labdanum (Cistus sp.), oregano (Origanum spp.), pines
(Pinus sp.), oaks (Quercus sp.), thyme (Thymus sp.) and vines (Vitis vinifera L.), all quoted in
HP, are intimately connected with the vegetation of Mediterranean ecosystems. Also, a wide
range of blossoming plants cited in HP contributed to a seasonality consistent with
flowering spring [m4’], yellow harvest [16, m5] and autumn vintage [m5]. Evidently,
colourful garlands of violets (Viola sp.), myrtles (M. communis), laurels (L. nobilis), crimson
and scarlet roses (Rosa sp.) [df’, f8’, i5, 05'] indicated spring, i.e. the main flowering season
in the Mediterranean region (Rhizopoulou and Pantazi, 2015). Also, phenological traits of
plants, mentioned in textual passages of HP, reveal plant life cycles (Palang et al., 2005). As
an integral quality of landscapes, the seasonality greatly interweaves with human livelihood
systems (Harris, 2013).

In HP, landscapes are coordinated with multivalent, associative emotions, metaphors
and human-nature interactions. For example, tradition associated with predominant
evergreen foliage, ancient ivy-clad trees (Rose, 2003) and stands of evergreen trees ~-where
the sunlight could not penetrate to reach the damp soil- is presented in HP [a3, d6]. Also,
rushes (Juncus sp.), reeds (Arundo donax L.) and sedges (Carex sp.) were grown in wet
places and on marshy ground [t8]. Dewy grass and damp habitats, repeatedly mentioned in
HP, might indicate a prolonged period of rainfall and flooding (Camuffo and Enzi, 1995).
Water plants are mentioned as well arranged among water lotuses (Nelumbo nucifera
Gaertn.) and white-water lilies (Nymphaea alba L.) [h7]. Water plays an essential role in all
the garden history and especially at the Baroque garden that features theatrical fountains
(Olonetzky, 2007). Centaury (Centaurea cyanus L.), navelwort (Umbilicus rupestris [Salisb.]
Dandy), sharp thistles, prickly cedars, and other spiny plants [a3] had sprouted over and
among neglected and exposed historical ruins. Pellitory and hammerwort (Parietaria spp.)
were grown in dry cracks of tombs [c8’, n1’, r4]. Cock’s crest (Echinochloa crus-galli L.),
oxeye (Buphthalmum salicifolium L.), saltwort (Glaux maritima L.) and wormwood
(Artemisia sp.) were grown in wall fissures, and purslane (Portulaca oleracea L.), known in
[taly since Roman Times (Buldrini et al,, 2013), on sandbanks [p2’] (Rhizopoulou, 2016).
Gradually, plant species adapted to the harsh environment of brackish soils, crevices, caves
and archaeological sites become objects of study (Papafotiou et al., 2009; Rhizopoulou and
Kapolas, 2015).

The novel HP has mainly owed its fortune to its woodcuts, which convey information
about gardens, monuments, inscriptions, and landscapes (Appell, 1889; Pagliarini, 2015). It
appears that approximately fifty woodcut engravings illustrate botanic elements as features
of variable sceneries and objects of art. The woodcuts combine a penetrating eye for
landscapes and artistic skill; therefore, trees, such as cypresses (Cupressus sp.), box-tree
(Buxus sempervirens L.) and palms (Phoenix sp., Chamaerops humilis L.), as well as the
foliage of laurel (L. nobilis), acanthus (Acanthus sp.), vine (V. vinifera) and ivy (Hedera helix
L.) can be recognized. The wood engraved landscapes, representing biological, historical and
cultural features may also be viewed as supplemental information of what had been
admired by the composer of HP.

Land use, human-induced habitat changes and anthropogenic activity had profound
consequences on the distribution of species and the dynamic of natural Mediterranean
ecosystems, over centuries (Rhizopoulou, 2004; Mercuri et al., 2010; Capotorti et al., 2013;
Pretelli et al., 2013; Kumbaric and Caneva, 2014; Rhizopoulou, 2014; Rhizopoulou et al,,
2015). For example, woodlands of deciduous and evergreen oaks [s8] in geographical
localities of the origin of HP have changed with the growth of urban societies and landscape
settlement (Falcucci et al, 2007). In HP, biological, physical, historical and cultural
landscape components have been synthesized. This material used in combination with
archives reveals valuable information about plant life; multi-dimensional perception of
landscapes and changes that have occurred over the centuries (Szafranska, 1989; Ryan,
2011), though further research is required.



CONCLUSIONS

The novel “Hypnerotomachia Poliphili” is a literary source and witness of semi-
natural and human-made environment, at the turn of the fifteenth century. Numerous plants
have been presented as vehicles for expressing emotions, metaphors and historical
knowledge, and have bridged environmental and botanical attributes with cultural
components. Indigenous Mediterranean shrubs and herbs, ornamentals and fruit-bearing
trees are the most frequently cited. International biodiversity awareness in the context of
the threat presented by climate change heightens the interest in Mediterranean landscapes,
i.e. in a region that has been identified as one of the world’s biodiversity hotspots. In this
concept, literal perception of plants, half a millennium ago, represents evidence of botanical
lore that was prevalent in medieval times.
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