
BACKGROUND NOTES for BRISTOL FILM AND VIDEO SOCIETY'S
PRODUCTION OF

CABOT
THE PERIOD
The time of the Atlantic explorations was a period of considerable change.  The collapse of the
Byzantine Empire in 1453 shifted the centre of gravity of the Christian world to the West, in
particular, the Atlantic coast.

The huge cultural revolution of the Renaissance was in progress in Northern Italy, though it is
debatable how far this had spread.  The arts looked back to the ancient world for inspiration and
with it came a considerable broadening of intellectual thought.  The changes were accelerated
by the introduction of printing in the mid-fifteenth century.

Established religion was under threat, the old Roman Catholic hierarchy was corrupt; direct
challenges to its authority were only a few years away.  All intellectual, scientific and religious
thought was based on the, pre-Copernican, Aristotelian cosmology.  However, contrary to
popular modern misconception, the world was thought to be a sphere and its approximate
dimensions were known.

The major political event of the period was the evolution of the modern nation state; most
important of which was the creation of Spain from Castille, Aragon and Granada.  The countries
Italy and Germany did not exist as we know them today.  Italy was a series of City States;
political power was ruthlessly sought, this being the time of the Borgias and Machiavelli.
Intense rivalry existed between Genoa and Venice.  Genoa, the birthplace of Columbus and the
childhood home of Cabot was a major maritime power.  Venice, a republic in its own right, was
probably at the peak of its power though with the centre of trade moving from the Mediterranean
to the Atlantic the start of its long decline was beginning.

England had recently come out of the Wars of the Roses.  Total political power was still not held
by Henry VII and he faced a rebellion by Perkin Warbeck in 1497.  Henry Vll's claim to the
throne was very tenuous, and at the end of the Wars of the Roses the country was very poor.
Henry did every thing he could to increase wealth.

The great Atlantic sea-faring states were England, Portugal and the newly created Spain.  The
shift of trade to the Atlantic favoured these countries over the old Italian City States and also the
Hanscatic league, a group of powerful North German trading towns.

Bristol at the time was expanding beyond its historic walls.  It was the second city of the
Kingdom in size after London, and had grown wealthy on its foreign trade.  Unusually for the
time the streets were paved.  It was (and this differs greatly from its modern maritime role) a
major fishing port. There are suggestions that Bristol seamen reached North America before
Columbus's voyage in 1492.  Whether such contacts were by design, following up local legends
of lands to the West (the "islands" of "Brasil" and the "Seven Cities"), or just in the course of the
ceaseless quest for fish is a matter of conjecture.  The story about Henry VII raising extra taxes
from the Bristol merchants because he considered their wives to be too well dressed is true.

Though England obtained a considerable advantage in long range maritime exploration in the
reign of Henry VII this was largely lost in the reign of Henry VIII who was more interested in
involvement in European power politics.  The centre of exploration moved abroad for a
generation.



The rise of England as a world maritime power starts with the reign of Henry VIII's daughter
Elizabeth 1. No direct link can be made between Cabot's discoveries and the subsequent
creation of an English/British colony in North America.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND TO THE SCRIPT

One of the main difficulties with the Cabot story is that only a few contemporary records have
survived.  The screenplay was therefore written to include as many of these limited known facts
about Cabot as possible but also to provide a general historical context, hence the passing
references to printing, Leonardo da-Vinci and the Renaissance along with hints about the
growing religious problems of the time.  Also included are the main legends/myths circulating in
the period about lands to the west.

One problem encountered in drafting the script was 'what was the educated man's concept of
the world', was there a concept of Europe as a continent distinct from others?  Or was Europe
seen as the whole world? - the term for America "The New World" tends to support this view.

A further problem in scripting was dialogue.  Should it be written in a mock period style, a
pastiche of Shakespeare full of 'thee' and 'thou', or should a modern style be adopted?  We
have opted for the latter approach believing that a more realistic dialogue would not distract
from the points being made.

A similar situation arises with regard to foreigners, should they be played with accents?  We
decided again that what was important was the dialogue not the accent.  The only exception is
the Burgundian whose French accent reflects his slightly eccentric character.

HISTORICAL SOURCES
All the historical information used in preparing the script of the film came from secondary
sources, all published.

It is recommended that anyone wishing to further research Cabot and the period of exploration
should look to wider sources than just direct information about the explorers.  For example, it
can be argued that the motivation for the sudden outward orientation change in European
commercial culture was as much a result of religious changes as the more obvious trading
changes brought on by the fall of the Byzantine Empire. This referred to in the video by William
the Burgundian.

THE CONSTRUCTION OF THE PLOT
The video tells the story as seen through the eyes of a fictitious young Bristol seaman who went
on the 1497 voyage.  The film opens with the fall of Constaninople in 1453 and runs through to
the unexplained disappearance of Cabot and his small fleet of ships on his return voyage to the
"New Founde Lands" in 1498.

WHAT IS TRUE?
Clearly, with only a limited amount of accurate records, much of the story is fictional.  However,
virtually all of the known facts have been incorporated into the screenplay.  Similarly, a number
of the characters represent real people.

THE CHARACTERS:
ROBERT: Fictional character whose purpose is to tell the story.

JOHN CABOT: His real name is believed to be Giovanni Caboto Montecalunya.  The exact date
of his birth is unknown.  He was probably born in Gaeta, though he was brought up in Genoa.
He later became a Venetian citizen.  In the course of his career he travelled to the Middle East



including Mecca (probably in disguise for safety).  At some time he was a merchant in
Alexandria and it is known that in 1492 he was employed in Valencia.

Cabot was Italian, and the English version of his name should be pronounced Cabot, with a
hard 't', as we have done in the film, NOT - as is frequently done - "Caboh".  The mistake has
probably arisen because of confusion with the Massachusetts Cabots who were of Channel
Island extraction, so presumably started pronouncing their surname in the French way.

SEBASTIAN CABOT: the middle son of John Cabot followed his father as an explorer.  There is
often some confusion between the two Cabots.  Sebastian's explorations were based on both
England and abroad, and some of the confusion can be blamed on Sebastian - he apparently
made exaggerated claims about his voyages, even claiming at one point the credit for the 1497
voyage (when he would have been about 14 or 15).

THE BARBER: Cabot's assistant.  It is recorded that Cabot took a Genoese barber with him on
the voyage and that he "gave" one of the islands sighted on the return voyage to him.  His name
is unknown.

KING HENRY VII: Had come to power in 1485 at the end of the Wars of the Roses.  One of his
principal aims was to obtain a source of revenue without recourse to Parliament.  His hold on
power was relatively weak.  His Queen was Elizabeth of York, whose claim to the throne was
greater than his.

RICHARD AMERYK: also variously spelt as Ap-Meryk, Amyreke and Amerike, is thought to be
of Welsh origin.  One of the Custom Collectors in Bristol.  Part of his house still stands in Long
Ashton.  His daughter married John Brook, the Sergeant at Law, and is buried in St Mary
Redcliffe Church.  Their memorial brass is alongside that of John Jay and his wife in the
chancel.

Is America named after him?  The evidence is circumstantial.  He was responsible for paying
Cabot's pension and Cabot is known to have named land after friends. His rival for the honour is
the Italian adventurer Amerigo Vespucci, but the logic of his claim is less clear - apart from the
similarity of the names.  It is strange that if Vespucci's claim is true that the continent is not
called "Vespuccia because, apart from royalty, it is unusual for a land to be named after a
Christian name.  Vespucci's claim is based on an attribution to him made on a map made by a
German Martin Waldseemulller in 1507.  As this was a full ten years after Cabot's voyage it is
possible that the name was in current use by that date, and for Waldseemuller to have made
false assumptions about the origin of the name, especially as Vespucci, like Sebastian Cabot, is
known to have made exaggerated claims about his explorations.

KEMYS: is known to have been a fellow customs collector with Ameryk.  His family were Bristol
property owners, but it is not known if they were ever Cabot's landlord - unlike Philip Green (see
below).

HUGH SAY/JOHN DAY: is possibly the most important character in Cabot's story.  His letter to,
presumably, Columbus (this is not definite) is the source or much of the limited knowledge about
Cabot.  He appears to have been a mysterious character using two names.  The name Hugh
Say has been adopted in the film in preference to his more commonly used name John Day so
as to avoid confusion with John Jay, the merchant adventurer.

WILLIAM THE BURGUNDIAN: is a fictional character, although it should be noted that it is
recorded that Cabot took a Burgundian with him on his voyage.

THE BRISTOL MERCHANTS: All the Bristol merchants referred to were real people.  Philip
Green was Cabot's landlord after his return from his first voyage.  John Jay is best described as
Bristol's answer to Cabot, a merchant adventurer and explorer.  If any Bristol seaman landed on



the continent of North America it was probably John Jay.  Thomas Croft was a Bristol Merchant
definitely involved in the exploration activities taking place in Bristol prior to Cabot's arrival.  The
Thornes, a successful merchant family, were the founders of Bristol Grammar School.

THE MATE: is an entirely fictional character whose conflict with Cabot represents the
considerable distrust of the foreigner Cabot by his crew.  It has been suggested that the
persuading of Cabot to take a more Southerly route on the homeward passage was to
deliberately confuse him about where he had been so as to continue to keep secret the valuable
fishing areas that the Bristol seamen were already using.

FRIAR ANTONIO: Giovanni Antonio de Carbonariis was a real person, who did accompany
Cabot on his second voyage as well as carrying out a number of diplomatic missions.  His role
in the film representing the intellectual impetus to exploration is fictitious.

THE FISH WIVES: are obviously fictional.  However their renaming of the ship to the Matthew is
based on the view that the ship was originally named after Cabot's wife.

COLUMBUS: Columbus did have a grand procession up through Spain following his arrival
home from his first voyage.  Whether he met Cabot in Valencia (where Cabot was employed) is
pure conjecture.  Whether Cabot and Columbus knew each other in their youth history does not
record, but it is a possibility in view of their interests and the relatively small population of Genoa
at the time.  Columbus has his own links with Bristol,  which it is thought he may have visited in
1477, approximately twenty years before Cabot's voyage.  He did make a voyage to 'Thule'
(Iceland) in that year.  There has long been a suggestion that Columbus obtained his idea of
sailing West in Bristol, or at least indirectly from Bristolian contacts made on this voyage.

PEDRO DE AYALA: was a real person who served as envoy to the Spanish monarchs Queen
Isabella of Castille and King Ferdinand of Aragon.  His principal duty in England was to arrange
the marriage of the daughter of the Spanish monarchs to Prince Arthur, the first son of King
Henry VII.  On the death of Prince Arthur the princess married his brother Henry, later Henry
VIII, and is known to history as Catherine of Aragon.

LANCELOT THIRKILL: was a real person and King Henry Vll's personal dealer.

ASPECTS OF THE FILMING OF THE STORY

ARCHITECTURE
Though the interiors of a number of famous buildings in Bristol were used in the production, it
must be admitted that they would probably not have looked the same in the fifteenth century.  At
that time it was normal to paint the stone work, therefore the rooms would probably have been
much brighter and better decorated than as we see them today.

THE CRYPT
The crypt where Ameryk leads Robert to the secret meeting represents the extensive
underground-area of the ancient city around St Nicholas Church by Bristol Bridge.

THE BLESSING
The blessing of the crew before the voyage is assumed to have taken place in what is now the
Lord Mayor's Chapel on College Green, since this is the church of St Mark, the patron saint of
Cabot's beloved Venice.  We have used an exterior shot of the tower of this church, but the
interior shot is from a different building.

 THE HOBBLERS
These were the small rowing boats that pulled the sailing ships in the river when they could not
sail.  They were largely based at Pill where the tradition continues and the boats used in the



video are moored there.  At the time of Cabot it was not uncommon for some of the hobbler
boats to be crewed by women.

FOOD
Food on the ship would normally have been cold.  Hot food would only have been possible in
fine weather.  Most voyages were not of long duration, so problems of obtaining fresh food and
scurvy that plagued later long range voyages did not occur.

THE STORM
Cabot did encounter a great storm shortly before sighting America, although the rescue
portrayed in the video is fictitious added for dramatic effect and to identify Cabot as a heroic
figure. It is notable that all Cabot's crew survived the voyage.  This was a considerable
achievement for an adventure such as this at the time.  It is also interesting to compare Cabot
with Columbus, who on his first voyage not only lost many crew but also his own ship.

WHERE DID HE LAND?
Cabot's exact landing site is unknown, but is generally taken to be Maine USA , though Cape
Bonavista, Newfoundland has in recent times claimed this honour.  Alternative possibilities are
Grate's Cove Newfoundland and Nova Scotia.

THE LANDING ON THE BEACH
The events of the landing, as portrayed in the film, are essentially factual.  Cabot did raise a
cross and banners with the arms of the King, the Pope and St. Mark of Venice.  They explored
inland only "within the shooting distance of a crossbow", and, after taking on fresh water,
returned to the ship.  They did find the remains of a fire, a wooden "needle" painted with "brazil",
manure of animals they thought to be farm animals, forests of tall trees, and during the coasting
exploration saw two forms running but were too far away to tell if they were men or beasts.
They also found an abundance of fish, so plentiful that they could be caught in baskets weighted
down with stones.

As Cabot did not encounter any Native Americans, his potential reaction to them cannot be
judged.  His expedition, however, appears to have been entirely peaceful - unlike that of
Columbus.

Bibliography and Places to Visit

If you are interested in the story of Cabot and early exploration of North america we can
recommend the following books and places to visit:

"The Cabot Voyages and Bristol Discovery Under Henry VII"
Edited by J A Williamson
Published for the Hakluyt Society by
Cambridge University Press. 1962.

"The Columbus Myth"
IanWilson.
Published by Simon & Schuster. 1991.

"John Cabot - The Reality"
Bryan Little.
Published by Redcliffe Press.

"The History of Christianity"
Paul Johnson.
Published by Weidenfeld & Nicolson. 1976.



"Bristol - A Gateway of Empire"
C M Mclnnes.
 Published by David & Charles. 1939.

"Sebastian Cabot and Bristol Exploration"
David B Quinn.
 Published by Bristol University Press.

Places to Visit

ST MARY REDCLIFFE CHURCH, BRISTOL Contains the memorial brasses to John Jay and
John Brook in the chancel. The whale bone said to have been brought back by John Cabot is in
the American Chapel.  Further references to Cabot, the Matthew and the merchant adventurers
can be seen in one of the stained glass windows.

THE VILLAGE OF PILL, Near Bristol is still the home of the Hobblers and with a long tradition of
pilotage.  There are residents of Pill who claim to be descended from the pilot used by Cabot,
John Wray or Ray (correct spelling unknown).  It is often said, and there is a plaque at Pill to this
effect, that this was Cabot's last land-fall before the New World.

BRANDON HILL the peak of Brandon Hill in Bristol is the site of the Cabot tower, a monument
to Cabot built on the occasion of the four hundredth anniversary of his voyage.  At the time of
Cabot, however, the same location was said to be the site of a shrine to St Brendon (Brandon,
hence the name of the hill) who, legend has it, discovered America centuries before Cabot.  The
location thus represents very ancient links between Bristol and America.


