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‘The First Novel Specially Written for Women’: Jacopo Caviceo’s Peregrino (1508), Sherry Roush 
 

Jacopo Caviceo’s Peregrino “may have been the first novel specially written for women,” 
according to Letizia Panizza in The Cambridge History of Italian Literature 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996): 159  
 
Research and Contribution 
 The Peregrino was a European bestseller in its day, evidenced by twenty-one Italian editions, as 
well as nine French and three Spanish editions in the first half-century after its 1508 publication. Jacopo 
Caviceo’s plot features an array of complex female characters asserting agency in a sociological context 
in flux. In his proem, Caviceo expands Giovanni Boccaccio’s appeal to women readers of the Decameron 
(subtitled Prince Galehaut, 1353). Moreover, Caviceo dedicated his Peregrino to Lucrezia Borgia, the 
new Duchess of Ferrara, who was actively seeking to remake her own image, including as generous 
patron of the arts, after the deaths of her father, Pope Alexander VI (Rodrigo Borgia) in 1503, and her 
brother Cesare Borgia in 1507, who would be praised for his ruthlessness by Niccolò Machiavelli in 
1513. My translation will be the first ever in English of this nuanced, metaliterary Renaissance prose 
romance. This project, for which I seek six months of support from the National Endowment for the 
Humanities, comprises the polishing of the English translation and the writing of a substantive critical 
introduction to the volume, which is currently under contract with The University of Toronto Press. 
 Caviceo’s Peregrino relates a proto-Romeo-and-Juliet story of Peregrino and Genevera, which 
unfolds in three books over 364 pages in the most recently published Italian edition (by Luigi Vignali, 
Rome: La Fenice, 1993). The first book chronicles Peregrino’s various unsuccessful attempts to court 
Genevera, the daughter of an enemy family in Ferrara. One of his many ploys, hiding inside a life-sized 
hollow statue, an icon of St. Catherine of Alexandria, allows him to breach Genevera’s domestic walls. 
The consequences of this action also prompt Peregrino’s only actual pilgrimage of the eponymous novel, 
when Genevera insists that he seek the saint’s forgiveness on Mt. Sinai. The second and third books 
recount his return odyssey, during which Peregrino endures many more tribulations out of love for 
Genevera, including abduction by pirates, captivity as a slave, and a trip to the afterlife, while she must 
resist the suitors her parents present to her and withstand a period of cloistering in a convent in an attempt 
to persuade her to take a husband. After plot twists that feature cameos of dozens of Renaissance 
celebrities and other historical personages, the bumbling protagonist and his beloved eventually unite in 
marriage. Not even then will the couple live happily ever after in this surprising tale, however, since 
Genevera perishes nine months later in childbirth, and Peregrino consequently dies of a broken heart. The 
reader realizes that Peregrino’s ghost has recounted the entire narrative from beyond the grave. 
 The characters of the Peregrino reveal a level of psychological development that transcends 
anything present in medieval romances. Aspects of Caviceo’s work recognizably echo Boccaccio’s love 
laments (most notably from the Filocolo, the Filostrato, and the Elegy of Madonna Fiammetta) and Dante 
Alighieri’s otherworldly dialogues in The Divine Comedy, while anticipating Ludovico Ariosto’s mock-
heroic quests in the Orlando Furioso (1516 in its earliest version), and Benvenuto Cellini’s humorous 
mode of self-representation in his Vita (written between 1558 and 1562), since aspects of the Peregrino 
represent autobiographical episodes from Caviceo’s life. Moreover, the Peregrino shares with Francesco 
Colonna’s Hypernerotomachia Polifili (1499) and Jacopo Sannazaro’s Arcadia (c. 1480, publ. 1504) the 
distinction of being among the most influential literary examples of non-Florentine vernacular literature at 
the turn of the sixteenth century. An English edition and translation of the Peregrino will throw open the 
doors of further critical and comparative studies on a broad range of literary and cultural interests 
currently on the rise in early modern studies, since this book serves as a kind of treasury (its tone ranging 
from homage to parody) of popular and learned literary modes, including reinterpretations of Greco-
Roman mythology, epic and romance contaminations, early fictional epistolary writing, dream visions 
and Renaissance interpretations of Macrobian dream theories, ghost stories, intersections of law and 
literature in the representation of courtroom dramas, philosophical love debates, pilgrimage accounts, 
fictional redeployments of autobiographical narratives, and the emergence of early modern feminism in 



 

what has been termed the querelle des femmes. The result is also a profoundly enjoyable metatextual 
romance of wicked wittiness. 
 Caviceo’s Italian romance is greatly indebted to Fernando de Rojas’s Celestina (1499), 
particularly in the way the two authors title their works. Like the masterpiece of the Spanish canon, the 
title of Caviceo’s Peregrino may ultimately best be left untranslated in English. Both works take the 
names of their protagonists as their titles. Moreover, both titles suggest in their original languages 
personal traits or potentially allegorical characterizations that readers are invited to see (or more readily 
not to see) in the characters themselves. “Celestina” might once have described a celestial or heavenly 
lady, but the more common definition in Spanish after the success of de Rojas’s work is “procuress” or 
“bawd,” thus suggesting a certain irony in the old matchmaker’s name. A similar potential for irony 
insinuates itself into the title of Caviceo’s romanzo, based on the male lover’s name — Pilgrim — and the 
scope of what turns out to be his not-so-morally-edifying “pilgrimage.” 

The Peregrino is not only Caviceo’s major work, but also the only one he composed in the 
vernacular. The rest of his works were all published in Latin: a confessional handbook, a dialogue on 
Mary’s virginity, a life of his earlier patron Pier Maria II de’ Rossi, Count of San Secondo, and his De 
exilio Cupidinis. My critical introduction to the English translation will account for the renewed interest 
in both Caviceo studies in Europe and critical reappraisals of the genre of romance. In Italy, Pietrino 
Pischedda has published Italian editions of two of Caviceo’s other works: the De exilio cupidinis (Aletti 
Editore, 2013) and the confessional handbook Confessionale utilissimum (La Caravella Editrice, 2014). 
The Peregrino’s 1527 Spanish translation by Hernando Díaz de Valdepeñas has also recently received 
republication in a Spanish critical edition by Francisco José Martínez Morán (Universidad Alcalá de 
Henares, 2014). Since theoretical re-examinations of the seriousness of the romance genre/mode appeared 
around the turn of this century, many important studies have followed, including, but not limited to: The 
World Beyond Europe in the Romance Epics of Boiardo and Ariosto by Jo Ann Cavallo (Toronto: The 
University of Toronto Press, 2013); The Novel: An Alternative History, Beginnings to 1600 by Steven 
Moore (New York: Continuum, 2011); Romance and History: Imagining Time from the Medieval to the 
Early Modern Period, edited by Jon Whitman (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015); Medieval 
Romance: The Aesthetics of Possibility by James F. and Peggy A. Knapp (Toronto: The University of 
Toronto Press, 2017); and The Prison of Love: Romance, Translation, and the Book in the Sixteenth 
Century by Emily C. Francomano (Toronto: The University of Toronto Press, 2017). These examinations 
are at the pioneering boundaries of innovative critical approaches in early modern romance as the origin 
of the modern novel, and they herald a comparative literary focus on the legacy of Italian romance in the 
British literary tradition, which comes on the heels of the fruitful comparative studies of Italian epic 
poetry in the British tradition. 
 
Methods and Work Plan/Final Product, Dissemination, and Access 
 Per my contract, I will submit a typescript of approximately 167,000 words (for circa 420 pages 
in print) to the Italian Studies Series editor of The University of Toronto Press by December 2020. The 
volume will consist of an introduction of approximately fifty pages providing historical, literary, 
linguistic, biographical, and critical/theoretical contextualization, and a note on the translation. Since 
Vignali’s Italian edition included a 68-page glossary to assist native Italian speakers with the work’s 
northern Latinate regionalisms and idiosyncratic word usage, this translation note will be crucial to the 
English edition, which, unlike my previous book-length translations, will not be published in a format 
with the original on the facing page. I will preface each chapter with a brief content summary, and 
although some further annotations in the form of endnotes will be necessary, I intend to keep them to a 
minimum. The volume will include a primary and secondary bibliography, and I will furnish an index at a 
subsequent proofs stage. Barring unforeseeable obstacles, the volume should be available in print and 
digital editions, according to UTP’s current accessibility programme, in late 2022 or 2023. 
 At this point I have completed contextual research in Italian archives, Harvard’s Houghton 
Library, and my own institutional libraries. I have drafted approximately half of the English translation 
(all of Book 1, much of Book 2, and sections of Book 3). I am requesting funding from the NEH to 



 

support the six-month period of 1 July 2020 - 31 December 2020 leading up to submission of the volume. 
By 30 June 2020, I will have completed the English translation draft of all three books, all of the chapter 
summaries and annotations, and the bibliography. Six months of full-time dedication to this project will 
permit me to polish the translation and write the critical introduction and translation note. I will be 
applying for a one-year research sabbatical from Penn State University for the 2020-21 academic year. 
Since the proposed NEH phase of this project does not necessitate travel, I expect to do the work where I 
can make the most efficient progress: between my home office and the Penn State University libraries. 
 
Competencies and Skills 

This project is not my first book-length English translation with a critical introduction and 
annotations. In the critical introduction of my two-volume 2011 edition and translation of Tommaso 
Campanella’s Selected Philosophical Poems, published by The University of Chicago Press and Fabrizio 
Serra Editore, I contextualized the late-Renaissance accused heretic’s indebtedness to natural scientists, 
classical and medieval philosophers, theologians, poetic predecessors, utopists, historians, and political 
scientists. In that translation, I provided a closely literal rendering of the original text, favoring a respect 
for the philosophical substance over Campanella’s lyric virtuosity. It was a deliberate decision for that 
particular project, which received praise from external reviewers. In my current project I prefer a much 
freer, colloquial style and lexicon that accords with the Peregrino’s playful tone, erotic subject matter, 
and astoundingly rapid-fire pace of the narrative, capturing the worldly adventurous spirit of this unique 
Italian author, while conveying the narrative’s shocking provocation and alterity with respect to today’s 
social norms. This divergent translational approach was the focus of my 2017 advanced translation 
experience at the Middlebury Bread Loaf summer intensive workshop/conference. My most recent 
applications of this specialized training are in the form of two article-length translations in which I have 
practiced the rendering of Renaissance puns and plays on words (Piovano Artlotto's Motti e facezie, 
published in the Journal of Italian Translation 12.2) and a parody of a metaliterary epistle (Nicolò 
Franco's Letter to the Dead Petrarch, published in Italian Quarterly 52). 

In addition to Latin, I read French and Spanish, so I have been able to study Caviceo’s minor 
texts and the previous translations of his primary literary contribution. My critical introduction to the 
Peregrino will expand on other theoretical aspects of romance and early modern feminism that I have 
examined in previous interpretations of Caviceo’s work, including a section of my 2015 monograph 
Speaking Spirits: Ventriloquizing the Dead in Renaissance Italy (primarily pages 118-31), and an article 
published in Italian Quarterly (“When a Pilgrim is Not a Pilgrim: Subversions of Allegory and 
Allegoresis in Jacopo Caviceo’s Peregrino [1508]”). 

 
An unabridged and annotated English translation of Caviceo’s Peregrino will finally provide a 

much-needed piece of primary evidence for Anglophone scholars to argue for the emergence of the 
modern novel in the early modern period and for the extent of female agency in psychologically 
developed characters and of female patronage in the dissemination and publication of popular literary 
works at the turn of the sixteenth century. 
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