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Labyrinths of Time : Poetry and Prophecy  in the Metametrica

Published in Rome in 1663, the Metametrica presents itself as a theoretical and practical treatise on Poesis artificiosa, mostly shape poetry. But it is also Caramuel’s most personal production, or at least, should we believe what he wrote in his preface, the one he cherished most and worked on the longest. As a child prodigy Caramuel showed very early during his Spanish childhood a talent for inventing in Latin as well as in Spanish prosodic and rythmic schemes expressed in geometric figures, that could serve as matrixes to produce verses and entire poems in almost infinite quantity. Always according to his preface he had written a first Spanish version of this Metametrica that revisited poetic forms belonging to the Antiquity such as versus intexti, calligrams or technopaegnia. The text of this version had been set up, and the plates engraved, in Leuven, in 1635. For an unknown reason the book was not published then, and Caramuel translated it in Latin when he settled in Italy as bishop of Campagna. He personnally oversaw the printing operations, in five Roman printing houses, and tried, often in vain, to help overcome the typographic and chalcographic difficulties that were sprinkled all over his arduous text.

The Metametrica is personal in another sense, also, as it reveals the existence, around the bishop of Campagna,  of a network of literary and religious friendships spread all over Counter Reformation Europe. The carmina figurata and « poetical labyrinths », often published as occasional verses in praise of catholic sovereigns such as the Emperor, the archduke of Austria or the king of Spain, were conceived by their authors as intellectual and spiritual exercises of the highest level. Exchanging carmina figurata belonged to the common literary practises of the catholic Respublica literarum, both inside congregations and religious orders and in their relations with the outside world.

I prepare an edition of the Metametrica and have chosen, for this conference, to focus on the image of the of labyrinth that appears in the very title of the work (Primus calamus... qui labyrinthos exornat) and serves as a common denomination for the numerous poetic forms that Caramuel assembles in his christian Parnassus.

. 

