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A book was published in Venice in 1499, “dove si mostra che tutte le cose umane 
altro non sono che sogno” (or, in the Elizabethan, partial translation: “wherein 
he sheweth, that all humaine and worldlie things are but a dreame, and but as 
vanitie it selfe”). In a search for the dreaming Cinquecento, it would be difficult 
to find a more appropriate starting point than this turn-of-the-century publi-
cation, the Hypnerotomachia Poliphili (The Strife of Love in a Dream)—the chron-
ological parallel for the twentieth century of the 1899 appearance of Freud’s 
Traumdeutung (Interpretation of Dreams)—although the flamboyant Platonic 
symbolism of the earlier text could be seen as closing an epoch more that inau-
gurating a new one. In addition to the Hypnerotomachia’s interest for the role it 
assigns to the dream as narrative structure and the kinds of imagery produc-
tion it credits to dreams, it has been suggested that the Venetian text may also 
testify to the mystical, dreamlike experiences of the author, identified as Friar 
Francesco Colonna, who lived between Treviso and Venice.1

In the opening of his perceptive 2008 essay on Renaissance dream interpre-
tation, Armando Maggi presents two opposite views from the period. On the 
one side, Giovanni Della Casa’s advice book, Galateo (1558), recommends that 
we not bore people by telling them our dreams, as vile matter most of the time 
is best forgotten. On the other side, we have Francesco Colonna’s Hypnerotoma-
chia, which is entirely based on the identification of the dream with gradual 
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interior illumination.2 One could be tempted to identify Polifilo, Colonna’s pro-
tagonist, with the spirit of the Renaissance and Galateo with early modernity, 
with all the latter’s baggage: Descartes’s rationality, Foucault’s discipline, Norbert 
Elias’s civilizing process—you name it. Matters tend to be more complicated, 
however, and Maggi does not opt for shortcuts or oversimplifications.

Renaissance historiography refers not infrequently to dreams in the meta
phorical sense of more or less utopian ideals, as with Guido Ruggiero’s notion 
of “redreams.”3 The present discussion will instead approach dreams from the 
perspective of a history of experience. I begin with a brief review of the seman-
tic field of dreams and dreaming as attested in reference works on the Italian 
language. I then turn to one Renaissance dream theorist and consider his criti-
cal writing in relation to his autobiography, which includes accounts of his 
dreams. This chapter concludes with some final thoughts on dreams in medi-
eval and Renaissance literary writings in other genres. My general argument is 
that the Renaissance is a rich, if only recently acknowledged, source of infor-
mation for the study of dreams in the history of human experience.

The history of experience, which has emerged recently within the broader 
area of cultural history at the crossroads between the history of emotions and 
the history of the senses, may prove particularly fruitful for studying a slice of 
human life at the heart of which is something regularly experienced by (though 
not only by) human beings and to which in different cultural contexts a variety 
of values and meanings are attributed.4 The dream as a literary genre, fictional 
representations of dreams, and the factual dream reports examined here are all 
different types of cultural production that should not be confused with one an-
other; nevertheless, considering them together offers a valid and potentially 
fruitful opportunity to examine the overall dream culture of a given epoch and 
community.

Following some relatively isolated intellectual endeavors, the study of his-
torical dream cultures has gained systematicity over the past few years, becoming 
the object of specific, transnational, and interdisciplinary attention. Scholars 
working in this area of human experience now possess an unprecedented op-
portunity to assess past forms of understanding, evaluating, and interpretat-
ing the oneiric world, together with the media in which that area of experience 
has been communicated. Chief among these are dream narratives, with all of 
their nuances and interconnections between the factual and fictional stories 
they represent.5 Within this renewed scholarly framework, the Italian 
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Renaissance—together with many other cultural contexts—presents a fresh op-
portunity for fuller appreciation of the richness of oneiric culture, from dream 
theories to narratives and uses in creative writing.

Dreams in Italian Renaissance Language and Reference Books

As with all experiences to some extent shaped by or at least mutually interact-
ing with language, sharing Renaissance dreams required first of all finding words 
to express and communicate them, and this was affected by the shared conno-
tations of their usage. Salvatore Battaglia’s Grande dizionario della lingua itali-
ana offers some glimpses of the Renaissance historical semantics of the family 
of dream words. If we exclude the most obvious and literal denotation of the 
word “dream,” the Trattato del ben vivere (Treatise on Good Living), dating from 
the first half of the fourteenth century, presents one of the first uses of sogno 
with the meaning of “fallacious, illusory appearance.” A century later, the Flo-
rentine poet Francesco Scambrilla introduced a phrase that became ubiquitous, 
“in questa brieve vita ch’è un sogno” (in this brief life, which is a dream). The 
next recorded uses of sogno with this meaning were by the fifteenth-century Flo-
rentine poet Bernardo Pulci and, in the sixteenth century, the poet Benedetto 
Dell’Uva. The dictionary gives as a subentry for the word the sense of “person 
who is worthless,” a usage found in the works of the sixteenth-century gram-
marian Giovanni Fabrini and in Giordano Bruno’s De gli eroici furori (The He-
roic Frenzies, 1585), where it appears in close association with un’ombra (a shadow) 
and una febbre quartana (a quartan fever) and resonates with an earlier phrase 
in a sonnet by Francesco Berni (c. 1497–1535) evidently referring to the type of 
delirium that may originate from a fever.6

“Fanciful hypothesis,” “thesis without foundation,” and “unfounded news” 
are meanings identified with dreams in sermons by the fifteenth-century 
preacher Bernardino da Siena, and then in the following century, the works of 
historian Francesco Guicciardini and novella writer Matteo Bandello have con-
notations that bend in the direction of “rash decision,” as found also in the 
Lamenti di Volterra (Laments for the Sack of Volterra, 1473). Among proverbs, “I 
sogni non son veri, & i disegni non riescono” (Dreams are untrue and inten-
tions don’t materialize) is registered by the Grande dizionario as occurring in the 
Cinquecento in the comedies of Francesco d’Ambra and Agnolo Firenzuola. 
These also feature in John Florio’s book of Italian proverbs, Giardino di ricre-
atione (Garden of Recreation, 1591).7
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As for the verb sognare—again, in addition to its most literal meanings—the 
figurative sense of “to imagine unreal, non-existing things, people and facts; to 
glimpse them with one’s imagination; to presume they may exist or happen” is 
found in the writings of Dante and Machiavelli, among others. Chiaro Davan-
zati in the Duecento, followed by Boccaccio later, also used it to mean “create 
with one’s imagination (or in memory), and yearn for what one intensely de-
sires.” Furthermore, we find, again in texts by Dante, Boccaccio, Machiavelli, 
and others, that this verb could signify “to follow images created in one’s own 
fantasy; to confuse reality with imagination; to fantasize, to rave.”8 In the late 
thirteenth-century Bibbia volgare (Vulgate Bible) and, in the Cinquecento, in 
Ludovico Castelvetro’s exposition of Aristotle’s Poetics and in Remigio Nanni-
ni’s Epistole d’Ovidio (Ovid’s Heroides), the noun sognatore, later also applied to 
the utopian dreamer, could specifically refer to the prophetic, premonitory 
dreamer. A range of connotations, thus, was carried by a family of terms not 
purely descriptive of a nighttime sleeping experience.

Proverbs aside, John Florio offers us interesting access to some comparative 
evaluation of semantic dream fields in early modern English and Italian, thus 
also allowing us to move from retrospective modern historical semantics to 
Renaissance linguistic self-awareness. The 1598 edition of his Italian–English 
dictionary has four relevant entries adjacent to one another: sognare, sognatore, 
sogno, and sognoso. Florio’s 1611 Queen Anna’s New World of Words adds sogna-
bile and sognevole (both equated with “that which may be dreamed”). All chiefly 
refer the reader to the equivalent word family of dreams and dreaming. A few 
nuances may be worth highlighting. With only slight variations between the 
two versions, sogno is given as “a dreame, or raving in sleepe, a vision in ones 
sleepe. Also a vaine trifle not likely to be true.” The slightly unexpected sognoso 
(which the Grande dizionario only registers for the twentieth century) indicates 
“dreaming, raving, full of dreames, that dreameth often.” While the verb was 
initially rendered as “to dreame, to rave in sleepe” in the second edition, Florio 
finds it appropriate to add: “Also to stand doubtfull or irresolute, to waver in 
minde.”9 This meaning does not appear in Battaglia’s Grande dizionario, and so 
tracking down occurrences of it would be illuminating.

A look at monolingual dictionaries may also be worthwhile, and the fact that 
the Italian language was leading the way in this genre helps. Giacomo Pergami-
ni’s Italian dictionary Memoriale della lingua, published in 1602, gives not only 
the Latin equivalent of sogno and a cluster of literary occurrences but also 
some linguistic and rhetorical variations in usage. The latter include “dream: 
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metaphorically used to mean a short-lived thing that does not last and a van-
ity,” which is an interesting novelty for those who arrive at this point through 
Battaglia and Florio.10 Also listed is our suspect, “sognare: metaforicamente 
stare sospeso, irresoluto, badare, travedere” (to dream: to remain metaphorically 
suspended, irresolute; to hesitate, to misconstrue). However, the examples given 
immediately after this phrase start with a passage from Decameron IX.4 (“I be-
lieve you are dreaming, to which Pirro replied”) and do not appear pertinent.11 
Whether or not this meaning of “irresolute” has evidence to support it, it 
appears extremely likely that, between editions, Florio consulted his Pergamini. 
Helpfully, despite his addition of a prefix, Pergamini ends his entry with “tra-
sognato,” although the meaning he gives it—“insensato, stupido” (senseless, stu-
pid)—is not entirely convincing.12 Two years after Pergamini’s death, an 
edition of his Memoriale edited by his nephew Orazio Negri and mostly based 
on further notes his uncle had taken from modern authors, added for sognare 
the meaning of “Aspettare. Desiderare indarno” (To await. To desire in vain). 
The example given comes from Petrarch’s Trionfo d’amore (“Triumph of Love”) 
[“E intanto pur sognando libertate” (And meanwhile dreaming, still, of lib-
erty)].13 By comparison to Pergamini, the 1612 first edition of the Vocabolario 
degli Accademici della Crusca (Dictionary of the Academy of the Crusca) includ-
ing entries for sognante, sognare, sognatore, and sogno is poorer, given that it does 
not attend to nuances of usage. Nevertheless, its definition of the key term is 
worth citing, if for nothing else, for the cognate term it evokes to render the 
meaning: “Apprension di fantasmi, fatta, in dormendo” (apprehension of ghosts, 
formed while sleeping).14

On the frontispiece of his work, Pergamini indicated his expected audience 
by advertising that it would be “necessary not only for secretaries and writers 
of prose and poetry, but for anyone who wishes to write correctly. And in addi-
tion to this, most useful for foreigners.”15 Vernaculars and early reference books 
offer us a view of Renaissance language roughly as it was spoken or, rather more 
appropriately, offer us the opportunity to hear it. Pergamini in particular was 
careful to indicate systematically, for the benefit of foreigners, accents and close 
or open vowels to guide correct pronunciation: thus, sogno is “pronuntiato con 
‘o’ chiusa” (pronounced with a closed “o”).16

The addressees of the first Italian dictionary’s frontispiece, however, also 
continued to be regular users of Latin in many walks of life and consequently 
were thus equipped with reference material on that front too. Here, Ambrogio 
Calepino provided a dictionary, the Dictionarium Latinum, whose first edition 
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dates to 1502, which combined classical Latin usage, encyclopedic information, 
and literary examples from antiquity. Modified by additions in subsequent edi-
tions, this reference became a landmark humanist tool and the early modern 
dictionary par excellence. Given its international success, it may represent, 
among the material examined in this chapter, something slightly less charac-
teristically Italian. A scholar could just as well have compiled it elsewhere, and 
many, often anonymously, contributed to its expansion. Nevertheless, we can 
still appreciate it, in other respects, as an Italian contribution to European 
erudition.17

Slightly incongruously alphabetized between sop- and sor- entries (as if it 
contained a “q”), the family of somnus and its cognate words fills two-thirds of 
a folio column in Calepino’s first edition. (A cross-reference directs readers here 
from insomnia.) The main term is introduced with reference to its ancient Greek 
equivalent (hypnos) and etymology. The entry gives literary occurrences; ency-
clopedic information including a reference to the personification of Somnus, 
as in the Greek case, as a god; and Macrobius’s classification of dream types. 
Macrobius’s commentary on Cicero’s Dream of Scipio (Somnium Scipionis) had 
been throughout the Middle Ages and remained during the Renaissance the 
standard authority for a taxonomy of oneiric experiences. According to Mac-
robius, there were two types of non-predictive dreams that result from one’s 
waking concerns, visa (apparitions) and insomnia (nightmares), and three types 
of predictive ones, endowed with prophetic functions—visiones, oracula, and 
somnia—the latter specifically requiring interpretation due the terms’ obscurity.

One of the secondary representatives of this word family, the adjective som-
niculosus, occasions a short and fairly entertaining digression. Calepino states 
that, while ordinarily referring to someone who is sleepy, it can occasionally 
mean, instead, sleep-inducing. His source is Aulus Gellius, who in his Attic 
Nights (Noctis Atticae, 9.12.12) gives examples of words with multiple, contrast-
ing meanings. He quotes the only extant choliambic verse by Gaius Helvius 
Cinna (first century b.c.e.), who says that someone does something sleep-
inducing as a Psyllus could do to an asp. According to Pliny, the Psylli were 
African people whose bodies contained a poison deadly to snakes and smelled 
to the extent that they made the reptiles flee, and the word somniculosus also 
became a general term for snake charmers and healers of snake bites. It has been 
recently observed that the fragment referred to by Gellius is clearly part of a 
simile and leaves us wondering what the missing half might have said. A likely 
possibility is that, by referring to animals traditionally known as able to poison 
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or induce sleep, Cinna’s line was suggesting that humans and animals may swap 
roles and that North Africans can enchant reptiles. However, if we consider 
that the passage is the only one where the adjective somniculosus has a causative 
sense and given the lack of the complete source, it is conceivable that Gellius 
got it wrong. In this case, in a context in which the poet appears already to be 
punning on matters of retribution (poena), the missing parallel may well have 
used the sleepy snake for some sexual innuendo.18 Whatever the ancient puz-
zle may entail, the sixteenth-century dictionary contributed to its circulation.

Besides dictionaries, on the desks of the majority of Renaissance gens de 
lettres there would have been a range of florilegia, commonplace books, and sim-
ilar volumes (as well as subject-specific tomes). Proper scholarly attention has 
been paid only relatively recently to these types of texts as a historical form of 
information management and to the related, porous notion of authorship in an 
age dominated by plagiarism and the aesthetics of imitation. Nonspecialist ref-
erence books complemented and, to some extent, competed with the practice 
of note-taking. As Ann Blair puts it, their proliferation and success testified to 
the fact that they were needed because contemporary readers struggled with 
an information overload.19

Domenico Nani Mirabelli’s anthology of literary quotations, Polyanthea, of-
fers one of the earliest and most popular publications in this assorted family of 
texts. The preface that is addressed to William IX Palaeologus, marquis of 
Montferrat, identifies the audience as students beginning to study eloquence. 
Surely, however, the actual readership of the work was much wider and included 
many people significantly more advanced in their studies. Following, with some 
variations, the standard structure and content of the book’s entries, Nani 
Mirabelli introduces somnus, as Calepino had, beginning with its Greek equiv-
alents and then proceeding with definitions and remarks derived from Aristo-
tle, Avicenna, the Bible, Church Fathers, and medieval theologians. He takes 
his longest quotation from Cicero’s De divinatione (On Divination) and ends 
with the poets Homer, Virgil, Ovid, and Horace. The gathering of information 
does not tend to convey a particular line of interpretation. By comparison, Ca-
lepino’s summary of Macrobius was analytically more informative, although in 
the dialectics between classical and Christian references and mental maps, the 
emphasis Nani Mirabelli places on Aristotle’s authority by positioning it at the 
beginning of the definition of somnus tends to anchor the dream phenomenon 
in physiology rather than in connections to divination. At least, a distinction is 
made between the term when it defines a physiological phenomenon and when 
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it refers to a dreamed vision, “a phantom made in sleep, that is, a fantastic ap-
parition made in sleep” (phantasma in somno factum, id est apparitio phantas-
tica in somno facta).20 Since Polyanthea went through its share of vernacular 
adaptations and plagiarism, it would be interesting to see if at some point it be-
came the vehicle of a more specific assessment of the oneiric experience.

A Renaissance Dreamer Caught between Theory and Experience

Girolamo Cardano was the most substantial contributor to the sixteenth-
century European discourse on dreaming. His role should be regarded as re-
sulting from a combination of being the author of the epoch’s most systematic 
treatise on oneirocritics and of an extraordinary autobiography, both of which, 
among other material, include reports and interpretations of his own dreams.21 
One must remember that, in addition to the two most focused chapters of his 
autobiography in which his dreams and their interpretation are at stake, much 
of Cardano’s writing in a wide range of disciplines tends to include some auto-
biographical perspective and evoke oneiric material.22

The De vita propria (The Book of My Life, published posthumously in 1643) 
is arguably even more intriguing than the closing chapter of the Somniorum Syn-
esiorum (Dreams of Synesius, 1562) and has been the subject of frequent schol-
arly analysis, which is helpful for guiding the reading of one of the most 
remarkable egodocuments of all time. In order to appreciate the meaning of the 
relevant chapter of the De vita (chapter 37, “Certain natural eccentricities; and 
marvels, among which, dreams”), it may be worth recalling some facts and crit-
ical assessments regarding the book. It was written during the last year of the 
author’s life and was not prepared by him for publication. (It was published post-
humously in its original Latin text in the seventeenth century.) Ancient mod-
els of biographical and autobiographical writing offer obvious precedents, and 
Cardano’s exercise in the field has been noted to include, among other precur-
sors, Petrarch’s unfinished epistle, Posteritati.

Carlo Gregori has suggested that Cardano’s autobiography is atypical and 
can be better understood as positioned at the crossroads of three subgenres of 
egodocuments. The first subgenre is the self-geniture. In the astrological tradi-
tion, this genre required revisiting one’s past in function of the present, from 
birth and the lives of one’s parents onward; it also included a detailed examina-
tion of one’s physical and psychological traits. (Astrology occupied a very impor
tant place in Cardano’s mental map, as Anthony Grafton’s intellectual profile 
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of him has emphasized.) A second subgenre is the catalog of one’s own books, 
enriched by personal anecdotes. Cardano had written a De libris propriis (1544) 
as a conscious revisitation of the precedent set by the philosopher Galen. Thirdly, 
there is the subgenre of the apologetic text.23 Despite the fact that apology as a 
mode of writing has not left other traces in Cardano’s literary production, it 
would be difficult to miss the fact that he wrote the De vita propria while in 
Rome in his seventies, after having been arrested for heresy in Bologna, tried 
by the Inquisition, and obliged to make an abiuratio de vehementis, the abjura-
tion made by a Roman Catholic strongly suspected of heresy.24 This multifac-
eted perspective on the background and the agenda for his writing can help us 
make sense of his choice of which personal dreams to record and of the com-
ments that accompany them.

Chapter 37 of the De vita inserts the author’s oneiric life into the wider field 
of his “certain natural eccentricities and marvels” and is extremely interesting 
well before the second half of the chapter that is specifically subtitled “Dreams.” 
Cardano lived a truly extraordinary life and never misses the opportunity to 
point to its exceptionalism. Thus, the first paragraph starts with his birth and 
narrates circumstances that made it anomalous. Next, as a second remarkable 
manifestation of exceptionalism, comes the description of an experience he al-
legedly had between the ages of three and five. While he lay awake in the morn-
ing, awaiting the time when his father allowed him to get up, a vision regularly 
arose from the corner of his bed; small opaque rings with transparent spaces 
between them formed a phantasmagoria of shapes.

They were images of castles, of houses, of animals, of horses with riders, 
of plants and trees, of musical instruments, and of theaters; there were 
images of men of divers costumes and varied dress; images of flute-
players, even, with their pipes as it were, ready to play, but no voice nor 
sound was heard. Besides these visions, I beheld soldiers, swarming 
peoples, fields, and shapes like unto bodies which even to this day I re-
call with aversion. There were groves, forests, and other phantoms. . . . ​
Even flowers of many a variety, and four-footed creatures, and divers 
birds appeared in my vision.25

This memory is recalled together with another scene. Because he gazed so raptly 
at his vision, which delighted him so much, his aunt asked him what he was 
looking at. But the boy feared that his visual festival might disappear if he re-
vealed it, so he hesitated and said it was probably nothing. He underscores, how-
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ever, his hesitation in answering, since he tells us, or anyway tells himself in 
this text, whose audience is not entirely obvious, that neither in his youth nor 
yet in his old age has he ever told lies. If we recall Gregori’s classification of the 
different generic roots of the De vita, the re-elaboration of the story here ap-
parently serves to prove some of the author’s natural character traits. Also, the 
final dialogue, or its absence, is commented on as an example of the fact that 
he always tells the truth. Cardano, the recent suspect before the Inquisition, is 
documenting that he should be believed. The geniture code in the use of an an-
ecdote from his early life thus intertwines here with the apologetic code.

At the beginning of the section of the chapter specifically labeled “Dreams,” 
Cardano retells some of his favorite dream narratives that he tended to re-
elaborate through time and various versions. The section opens with a state-
ment on the special truthfulness of his dreams. The first example depicts a 
complex scene full of details that Cardano does not hesitate to decipher as a 
premonition of his future fame and of the difficulties he had to overcome in or-
der to reach it, allegedly dreamt in his thirties when, in his own judgment, he 
had not yet achieved very much. Here, in a chapter central to the production of 
Cardano’s self-image, we encounter many things: a mountain with vegetation, 
a rock and an abyss, a thatched cottage, a multifarious crowd running toward 
death, Cardano’s climb, and the final figure of a boy. The second dream of this 
section features his father. It places Cardano’s soul in the heaven of the Moon 
and is interpreted by him as an allegory of the multiple disciplines covered by 
his wisdom.26 More often his references to the contents of a dream are much 
more condensed (of the type Manfred Engel classifies as “symbol-oriented short-
hand notes” and exemplifies with the description “I dreamt of lions on a 
beach”27), offering essential coordinates for the author-dreamer to contextual-
ize and retrospectively explain their correct meaning. Retrospective interpre-
tation of prophecy is not per se manufactured: Cardano is showing the reader 
what a message should have meant to him, even if, as he often candidly admits, 
at the time he did not understand it properly. Cardano’s life was so eventful that 
he is not short of dramatic episodes to which to connect his oneiric experiences.

Cardano’s dream theory may help us understand what he considered rele-
vant in his own dreams. His work on the subject is sufficiently large and com-
plex to have allowed for distinctly diverging lines of interpretation of that work 
within recent scholarship. Before giving a short account of such dialogues among 
interpretations, however, let us step back and look at the theoretical palette a 
sixteenth-century writer had at his disposal for understanding dreams.
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The Renaissance appetite for the interpretation of dreams was strong. It 
quickly engaged the printing press to serve the cause, so that, for instance, the 
output included in 1525 an Italian translation of (pseudo-)Achmet’s tenth-
century book on dream interpretation, Oneirocriticon, a central text of the 
medieval Arab-Byzantine tradition.28 Two key ancient figures who were re-
discovered and came to keep company with Macrobius thanks to this phenom-
enon were Artemidorus and Synesius, Greek authors published together in an 
Aldine edition of 1518.29 Artemidorus’s oneirocritics distinguished between en-
hypnia, dreams that merely expressed the anxieties and desires of a person un-
able to control their thoughts, therefore only referring to the present, and 
oneiroi, which announced the future either explicitly or allusively, and it was the 
latter case that offered the cultural justification for an art of deciphering sym-
bols. (The idea that dreams open our eyes to the past pertains instead to mod-
ern oneirology.) Artemidorus’s book is organized according to dreams’ apparent 
subject matter, that is, the images they display. A couple of centuries later 
(around 400 c.e.), Synesius of Cyrene, a neo-Platonic philosopher-turned-
bishop, showed a different orientation by adopting as his key term enhypnia, 
which his predecessor had marginalized as meaningless. In contrast to Artemi-
dorus, he advocated more individualized strategies of interpretation. Where 
does Cardano stand in relationship to these two somewhat competing models?

Guido Giglioni emphasizes the fact that, by referring to Synesius in the very 
title of his work, Cardano opts for the later author, whose reading of the onei-
ric experience was dominated by its celestial origin and frame of meaning; a 
“Synesian” perspective thus suggests an emphasis on prophecy.30 Other schol-
ars, however, support a more nuanced or somewhat different view. Sylviane Bok-
dam, who authored a major monograph on the French Renaissance literary 
dream while framing it in the epoch’s dream theories, positions Cardano be-
tween Artemidorus and Synesius. In the context of a period in which Artemi-
dorus, the author of a treatise intended for the use of professional dream 
interpreters, was read and adapted via Synesius, that is, translated into vernac-
ulars and offered to readers as a guide for deciphering their own dreams, Car-
dano also appears to aspire to combine the two influences and conjoin rationality 
of method with the consideration of the individuality of oneiric experiences.31

Alice Browne finds his method of interpretation eclectic and contradictory, 
although she recommends that his material be “read not as detailed instructions 
but as a corpus of information which might come in useful for someone who is 
learning by experience to interpret his own dreams” by an author “more con-
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cerned to show that dreams can and should be interpreted than with explain-
ing in detail how to do this.”32 She also emphasizes Cardano’s care for describing 
the physiology of dreaming by silently adapting Aristotle’s explanation and ad-
mires the clarity of the conditions he sets for holding prophetic dreams reli-
able. A point Browne makes, which is consistent with Grafton’s exposition of 
Cardano’s astrology, is about his anti-determinism. Cardano understands pro-
phetic dreams as warnings of danger, not predictions of events that will inevi-
tably happen, and this is precisely how he reads his own dreams.33 Given 
Cardano’s uniqueness, one would love to know more about how much ordinary 
people took note of personal dreams and what they made of them. Fortunately, 
Florentine ricordanze (family diaries) offer telling examples, though space does 
not permit their exploration here.34

Though Cardano was the most systematic sixteenth-century dream theorist, 
he was by no means the only one. Maggi’s survey includes, among others, works 
by Leone Ebreo, Agostino Nifo, Girolamo Fracastoro, Giovanni Argenterio, 
Tommaso Campanella, Torquato Tasso, and Pompeo della Barba.35 Oneiric 
discourses variously negotiated among different classifications and evaluations 
deriving from Christian and classical traditions, among which medicine played 
a significant role. The last section of the Hippocratic De diaeta (On the Diet) is 
entirely dedicated to the subject of dreams.

Dreams and Italian Renaissance Literature

While the similarities between the dream world and the literary imagination 
constitute a commonplace that hardly needs elaboration, it is more interesting, 
within an inquiry on the oneiric landscape of an epoch and a culture, to exam-
ine more specifically what poetry and fiction made of the dream as a mode of 
experience or an ingredient of emplotment. If the Hypnerotomachia, from which 
we started, has given us a highly idiosyncratic example of the romance (if, in-
deed, it can be classified within any genre whatsoever), writers in other literary 
forms did not miss the opportunity to exploit and develop the oneiric topos. 
With classical literature offering a variety of models and sources of inspiration, 
vernacular writing illustrated many relevant uses of this material. First of all, 
however, the Italian Cinquecento was indebted to the Trecento for establishing 
certain traditions in writing about dreams.

While dreams certainly play a key role in Dante’s Vita nuova, the whole of 
the Commedia has the nature of a vision and set an influential precedent in the 
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imagination of generations of readers.36 Petrarch makes a predominantly meta
phorical recourse to the dream as the condition that grants him the most hap-
piness. The lyric tradition that developed from Petrarch’s lyric sequence, the 
Canzoniere, over the following couple of centuries, however, tended to feature 
the beloved dreamed as alive, rather than appearing postmortem, and to allow 
a sensuality that would not be admitted outside the oneiric framework. The 
woman may feel merciful toward her lover and, just before the dreamer’s awak-
ening, yield herself; kisses are not infrequent in this work, and ambiguous words 
like dolcezza (sweetness) and piacere (pleasure) may suggest something more 
than spiritual consolation. The notion of the dream as deceitful and doubts over 
the dream’s truthfulness are also thematized.37

As he did in other works of his, Boccaccio made good use of the dream in 
the construction of the Decameron and the establishment of the novella—a 
genre that surely exploited and encouraged cultural sharing and exchange 
throughout the social hierarchy. Tancredi Artico, among other scholars who 
have examined this element systematically, suggests that Boccaccio’s use of 
dream topoi tends to fall into two principal categories. One scheme is the vi-
sion, which provides the novella that adopts it with the structure of the “tale 
within a tale”; the other is the beffa, where the dream is a convenient device for 
deceiving the victim of a practical joke by making him believe something unbe-
lievable.38 The status of visions has been the subject of critical debate, with Fré-
déric Canovas, for instance, evoking the category of the mise en abyme and 
labeling these narrations as ekphrastic while disputing their attribution to mo-
dernity and affirming their long medieval tradition.39 On the matter of the in-
teraction or distinction between fictional and real oneiric worlds, the question 
remains whether an author (like Boccaccio) would have entirely invented his 
dreamed material or to some extent resorted to their own or personally reported 
experiences.40

In the case of theater, scholars have observed that, while building on ancient 
precedents, the premonitory dream plays a renewed role in many vernacular 
tragedies of the Cinquecento by arousing early on in the script the spectators’ 
and readers’ expectations about the development of the plot and the associated 
emotional response.41 On the whole, as in other contemporary literatures, ex-
periments with a few uses of the fictional dream established a significant terri-
tory of a shared cultural world—in some areas, naturally, shared within narrower 
communities—which enriched the human experience and challenged the dis-
tinction between the real and the imagined.
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An Archeology of the Dreaming Subject

In introducing their collection of medieval autobiographical dreams, Gisèle Bes-
son and Jean-Claude Schmitt distinguish between the dream in “traditional 
societies,” to which they assign those of medieval Europe, and in modern ones. In 
the traditional conception, the dream comes from outside the individual—spirits, 
the dead, the demonic, and the divine—and, through images and voices, reveals 
something to dreamers who think of themselves as alienated subjects, dependent 
on an Other. To the contrary, modern psychology (since Descartes), and psycho-
analysis in particular, have postulated dreamers as autonomous individuals 
who examine their own selves in the search for meaning.42 The Enlightenment 
is often evoked as an epoch of paradigm shift toward critical self-knowledge, 
but the Renaissance should not be easily dismissed as a period of meaningful 
transition. In fact, early modernity has attracted recent scholarly attention for 
a number of historical developments, from scientific innovations and ideas (in-
cluding the questioning of the reliability of vision) to religious reforms and 
cultural encounters.43

Carol Schreier Rupprecht has advanced a claim in this direction by dismiss-
ing the idea that no dream theory of importance was produced between antiq-
uity and the present and inviting us to read Cardano closely. Her representation 
of the points of departure and arrival in the dream theory transition are 
divinity—with divination as the chief function of dreams, a concept that de-
clined in the West after the seventeenth century—and insanity, the frame 
within which modernity (with obvious reference to Foucault’s Folie et déraison) 
has tended to subsume the oneiric experience. Both are detectable in Cardano 
(insanity only retrospectively, as the unconscious is a category of our own time). 
However, and unusually for his own time, Cardano’s concept of divination has 
no overt religious context: consistent with Renaissance natural philosophy in 
general, God and nature are, for him, roughly synonymous. A third dimension 
Rupprecht explores in Cardano’s work is oneiric creativity. This force comes to 
bridge the fading of divinity and the emergence of a concept of insanity. Even if 
an aesthetic link between art and dreams was not a novelty in the sixteenth 
century, Cardano shows a special awareness of it. He pays attention to language 
and rhetoric, to literature and art; ultimately, he conceptualizes the dream as a 
poetic text and the poem as a dream.44 To sum up, Rupprecht’s reading encour-
ages a reevaluation of both the central role of dreaming in Western culture and 
the role of the sixteenth century in the history of dream theory. Maggi supports 
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a similar evaluation of the relevance of the period and the topic and suggests 
that modern dream interpretation begins with Cardano, especially considering 
the importance he places on the interaction between dream and wakefulness.45

Another question on the topos of Renaissance historiography cannot be ig-
nored here. After having evoked Besson and Schmitt’s reflections on the du-
plicity of the dreaming subject, we need to ask ourselves: What can this tell us 
about the rise of individualism? Cardano’s mixing of rational method with per-
sonal experience is refreshing. He thinks that only the dreamer possesses ad-
equate knowledge of all circumstances that can guide the proper interpretation 
of dreams. Thus, the repeated recounting and deciphering of his own oneiric 
experiences is not just self-absorption; it is the one area where he feels entirely 
entitled to apply his interpretative techniques. But, as the Hippocratic texts did 
with their regimens, he offers his text to readers who already feel encouraged 
to perform this analysis themselves. The rise of modern individualism may not 
have happened exactly in the place, the time, and the way historian Jacob Burck-
hardt imagined over 150 years ago. Nevertheless—and somehow in such less 
predictable corners of daily life and human experience as the world of dreams 
and the way people came to interpret them—the Italian Renaissance never 
ceases to show us developments that changed remarkably our ways to be and to 
feel in the world.
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