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Madeira, Angélica. Livro dos naufrágios: ensaio sobre a História trágico-marí- 
tima. Brasília: Editora Universidade de Brasília, 2005.

Between 1735 and 1736, Bernardo Gomes de Brito published in Lisbon A his- 
tória trágico-marítima, a two-volume chronological anthology of accounts of 
shipwrecks that took place and were written down between 1552 and 1602, 
“depois que se poz en ejercicio a navegaçaõ da India,” according to the tome’s 
title page. Its writers included cosmographers, pilots, noble chroniclers, and 
renowned authors such as Diogo de Couto, but also members of religious 
orders, apothecaries, and anonymous narrators. Some put down their own tes-
timony as survivors of a liminal experience on the seas, while others collected 
secondhand oral accounts or adapted manuscripts. Why did Gomes de Brito 
decide to gather these narratives in the eighteenth century? What relationship 
did this publication have to the new enlightened historiography of the Portu-
guese Academy, recently founded in 1720? What was Gomes de Brito’s under-
lying project, and how do we read these accounts today?

In her study of Gomes de Brito’s anthology, Angélica Madeira takes as 
her hypothesis that the shipwreck tales of the sixteenth century are embryos 
of the modern genres and that they reveal the early rise of a baroque prose 
and aesthetics. To that end, Livro dos naufrágios is structured in three chapters:  
1) a reconstruction of the material culture and architecture of power inside the 
grand Portuguese merchant ship, a true “total institution” and baroque house; 
2) analysis of the shipwreck narratives as baroque allegory, counterpoint to 
modernity, and early expression of a Portuguese baroque style; 3) a study of the 
encounter with the “other” in America, India, and, above all, in Africa, land of 
radical alterity.

This corpus of shipwreck tales is a “unique discursive event” in the Por-
tuguese language (56). The collection gathers together heterogeneous and dis-
perse fragments that preserve linguistic usage and collective knowledge that 
would have otherwise been irredeemably lost. Madeira recalls that toward 
the end of the sixteenth century one fourth of the Portuguese population was 
directly involved in the business of navigation. Perhaps this piece of informa-
tion accounts for, in part, the intensity and diffusion of these stories in Portugal. 
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While other peoples also produced and published similar texts, only the Portu-
guese converted them into a popular genre of string literature.

Considering the Iberian context, it would behoove us to put the tales of  
A história trágico-marítima in dialogue with at least two fundamental Spanish 
texts: the “Libro de Naufragios” by Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo, the last of 
the books that comprise the Historia general y natural de las Indias, published in 
part in 1535 but unpublished in its entirety until the nineteenth century; and the 
famous Relación of Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca, published in 1542 and 1555, and 
known by the title Naufragios following its reediting in 1731 by Andrés González 
de Barcia of the Royal Academy of History. The practice of the same genre at the 
same time, their shared imperial contexts, and the phenomenon of the reeditions 
in the eighteenth century demand that we be mindful of the intersections, diver-
gences, and relationships between these Portuguese and Spanish texts.

Madeira pays special attention to the shipwreck tale of Jorge d’Albu- 
querque, which was first published in 1601 in Lisbon, together with the first 
edition of the epic poem A Prosopopéia by Bento Teixeira. The author points 
out that Albuquerque’s story stands out in Brito’s collection because it is the 
only one that tells of a voyage that sets out from Brazil and also the only one to 
construct a heroic individuality. Furthermore, in the author’s opinion, it is the 
account that best represents the tension between the codes and epistemes of a 
historical moment characterized by transformations.

The notable chapter on the shipwreck as baroque allegory is fundamental 
for debates on literary history and theory. Madeira explores the conventions and 
tropes that configure the imaginary of the shipwreck, understanding the baroque 
as a phenomenon linked to modernity, crisis, heterogeneity, and intersections 
between popular and erudite traditions. Shipwreck tales are, among many other 
things, “o espaço metafórico por excelência para significar a fragilidade das asso-
ciações” (64), a society without foundations exposed to the abyss. Allegories are 
always inevitably open, in spite of the narrator’s wish to close them along a mor-
alizing line. Madeira follows Walter Benjamin’s conception of allegory as the 
ruins of thought, and she comments on scenes of unballasting in which seafarers 
throw treasures and merchandise overboard in order to stay alive. Here she per-
ceives a field of oppositions and inversions, and a picture of vanitas.
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Lastly, the baroque character of these shipwreck tales confronts the 
problem of Portugal’s particularity. Although Madeira gives credence to the 
Luso-Hispanic cultural unity of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, which 
she supports with a lengthy quote from Antonio José Saraiva, she nevertheless 
considers that the Portuguese narratives possess an aim and decorum that dif-
ferentiates them from Castilian baroque expression. The Portuguese prose is 
said to be more “austere and sober,” thus distancing itself from Spain’s charac-
teristic excess and approaching the French spirit of Montaigne or Pascal. The 
author suggests that the “hyperbolic version of the baroque” emerged from the 
delirious experience of the Spanish colonization of America (235). Although 
she does not cite it, Madeira appears here to follow the (already naturalized?) 
beginnings of Visão do paraíso (1958), which merits reconsideration for the 
way in which Sérgio Buarque de Holanda took Columbus as metonymy for the 
Castilian spirit. Moreover, the Portuguese advance along the coasts of Africa 
and Asia already had a prior textual tradition, unlike Spain’s penetration into a 
new continent. More precisely, Madeira’s study demonstrates that as the Portu-
guese penetrated further into unknown lands, the marvelous and the fabulous 
became ever more present in their texts (306), which moved them perhaps a lit-
tle closer to the alleged Spanish delirium. In this regard, Madeira’s stupendous 
work reflects on an enormous body of texts that, among many other things, can 
help us to blur our own academic line of Tordesillas.
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