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Abstract:  The idea of a fountain or elixirs that are able to restore youth are a strong myth of human civilization. In the present article the authors try to analyze the myth of the Fountain of Youth in its manifestations in its different cultural and geographical settings. Looking at the Gilgamesh epos in antiquity, the Alexander romance in the medieval age, and finally the journeys of Ponce de León at the beginning of the early modern period the authors intend to demonstrate how certain myths are transformed to be placed in the collective mentality of different societies and how they are transplanted from different geographical regions to a new setting. By this analysis it will also be shown that the myth was strong enough to survive throughout different ages to establish a universal character in different historical contexts. 
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Resumen: La idea de una fuente de vida eterna o de elixires que proveen vitalidad o restauran la juventud es un mito casi tan antiguo como la civilización misma. En este artículo los autores proponen analizar el mito de la Fuente de la Juventud en sus manifestaciones peculiares dentro de diferentes culturas y a través de distantes períodos históricos. Empezando con la epopeya de Gilgamesh en tiempos antiguos, continuando con el romance de Alexandre en el período medieval y finalizando con los viajes de Ponce de León al inicio de la modernidad, los autores intentan demostrar que ciertos mitos perduran y florecen en la mentalidad colectiva de diferentes sociedades a través del tiempo debido a su habilidad para adaptarse al 
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lenguaje cultural de los contextos históricos en los que emergen y a su conexión con deseos vitales de carácter universal. 
Palabras-clave: Fuente de la Juventud; Juan Ponce de León; Inmortalidad. 
  
Introduction 
  There are numerous myths that have survived ages, Dracula, the Amazons, werewolves, sirens, the philosopher’s stone, the Holy Grail… The list is long… However, there is one myth that has not only persisted through the ages, but has also been transplanted geographically from one end of the known world to the other, intimately linked to the human desire to live forever: the Fountain of Youth. Known as a magical spring that restores youth, this myth is as old as literature itself. In numerous versions of legends, fairy tales, and historical speculations, the story was kept alive in the Old World and reached the New World after its discovery by Christopher Columbus. Even today, in a time when people no longer rely on myths to explain the world, there is a search for eternal youth, something that is said to be achievable through research on the human growth hormone (Haber, 2004: 515).  The myth that will be discussed in the present article is one of universal character; “The miraculous waters known as the fountain of youth is a Eurasian myth that can be found in the folklore of most ethnic cultures in Europe and the Middle East“ (Peck, 1998: 64). Although youth is seen as a first stable identity of a human being, which is replaced by adulthood later (Baron et al., 1999: 483), there is a fascination presented by the thought of being perpetually young or recovering the attributes of youth after having lived a full life. This fascination makes the myth especially attractive for different audiences, as its content would be congruent with the wishes of human beings, no matter what their cultural preconditions might be. Given all the methods humans use in order to keep a youthful body and face, the wish is easy to understand why the myth of the Fountain of Youth has been so persistent and alluring. Stories about a source of eternal youth are well known from popular tales in the Orient, Europe, the Americas, and even Polynesia (Hopkins, 1905: 1-2). Like the development of religious similarities in tales that describe the histories of the first humans, the wish to overcome death produced strong myths in all human societies. The wish for rejuvenation seems to be universal, and this fact may explain how the myth of the Fountain of Youth was transplanted geographically and chronologically.  The present paper is tracing the transformative path of the myth of the Fountain of Youth as it originates in ancient times, passing through the medieval age, and reappearing in the early modern tales about the search for the magical 
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waters in early colonial Latin America. Thereby we are going to show how myths in general, and the myth of the Fountain of Youth in particular, might be transformed in different cultural settings to be transplantable to another geographical region. After defining the ancient image of myths, as provided by Plato, we will focus on oriental forms of the story as they appear in the Gilgamesh epic.We will trace the myth in the Alexander romance of the medieval Europe, and, finally, we will examine the myth on its displacement from the old world to the new. Given that Columbus thought that he had reached the biblical paradise, it did not seem unreasonable to also find eternal youth in these lands. Therefore, the myth was once again transplanted and underwent yet another transformation.By following the different incarnations of the myth, we will show that tales connected to human primal desires and needs possess the power to survive through the ages by adopting the cultural language of their new environment and reflecting the historical aims of the different ages where they surface. The myth simply has to be strongly linked to the desire of the human beings who are longing for its fulfillment.    
Antiquity 
  Brisson has proivded the definition of a myth, as it appears in Plato’s work:   
 

“a message by means of which a given collectivity transmits from 
generation to generation what it retains in its memory of its past, 
viewing it as part of its history. The past myth has its starting-point in 
the origin of the gods, and its lower chronological limit is a period 
that is sufficiently distant for it to be impossible for the narrator to 
verify his discourse, either because he has no witnesses for the events 
he is reporting, or because he is not basing his story on the evidence 
of direct witnesses” (Brisson, 2007: 141).   

 The ancient philosopher discusses the five different characters upon which a myth can be built:   
“gods (for instance, the twelve great gods in the central myth of the 
Phaedrus), demons (such as Eros in Diotima’s speech in the 
Symposium), the inhabitants of Hades (in the myths at the end of the 
Gorgias and the Phaedo), and finally the heroes and men of the past 
(in the myth of Atlantis)“ (Ibid., 142).  

  However, the philosopher also admits that a myth always has a strong impact on humans, as it impacts on men and women emotionally (Laws X 903a–b). It is 
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able to persuade the person listening to or reading about a myth that the story can be true (Republic III 415c, X 621c1). It consequently addresses the part of the human psyche that is longing for the fulfillment of the most basic human needs – like food, drink, sex (Brisson, 2007: 142). And so,, for Plato the myth is the opposite of seriousness (Ibid., 143). Despite his negative view, the philosopher admits that a myth usually remains an unverifiable discourse and thereby has the power to play with the imagination of the human being. Brisson rightly concludes, following Plato’s lead, that “the sole goal of a story—or so it appears—is to carry out, by means of the person who fabricates and/or tells the story, an emotional fusion between the addressee of the story and its hero“ (Ibid.). This is precisely what makes the myth a strong story that is able to persuade the listener of its true content and allows the listener to attach his own desire to the myth itself. In the ancient world many myths were created andsurvived through the ages: Amazons (Mayor, 2014), the adventures of Heracles (Padilla, 1998), the journeys of Odysseus (Bittlestone, 2005), etc.  While most myths are related to the great achievements of a distant past, the deeds of gods, demons, or heroes are thereby preserved and brought to a present audience. Those human beings who were especially able to achieve more than one great deed – like Achilles or later Alexander the Great – always possessed the potential to become a myth. However, next to those person-bound myths, there were also those that were linked to a specific place – like Atlantis, El Dorado, or the Fountain of Youth. Since the place was eternal, one simply had to find it in ordert o come into direct contact with the myth.   The ancient Greeks had a long and rich tradition of stories about gods, heroes, and fantastic places, but the myth ofeternal youth had its origin in the Near East. The oldest existing reference to a source of eternal youth might be in the Akkadian version of the Epic of Gilgamesh. The Sumerian hero, Gilgamesh of Uruk, is a king who has misspent his power by abusing his people and defying the gods. When the gods punish him by killing his best friend Enkidu, Gilgamesh sinks into the depths of sorrow and is forced to confront his own mortality. He then decides to seek the secret of immortality and embarks on a journey into the underworld in search of Utnapishtim. Utnapishtim and his wife are survivors of the great flood and the only two mortals who were granted eternal life by the gods (Gilgamesh, 2001).  Utnapishtim is the opposite of Gilgamesh. Whereas Gilgamesh is rash, violent and stubborn, his antagonist is calm, gentle and reasonable. Utnapishtim was chosen by the god Ea to save humanity after the god Enlil became exasperated with the unruly humans and decided to destroy the world through a massive flood. Utnapishtim takes on the challenge in his own terms. He chooses not to simply save humanity, but to preserve civilization. Utnapishtim builds a boat and loads it with gold, silver, his kin, domesticated and wild animals, and craftsmen (Ibid., XI, 10-85). 
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His intention is to preserve the things that will enable his companions not only to survive but also to re-establish the kind of life their ancestors had built, an urban life of order, trade, safety, and comfort. Unlike the biblical Noah, Utnapshtim is not being saved because “he walks with God”, but because he can outsmart the gods, because through his ingenuity he can withstand the divine forces of destruction and can harness the forces of nature. He will, however, pay a heavy price for his audacity. Upon discovering that humans have survived the flood, Enlil becomes enraged (Ibid., XI, 175-180). He then decides to grant Utnapishtim and his wife eternal life, and he sends them to live “at the source of the rivers” (Ibid., XI, 201-208).  When granting eternal life to the couple, Enlil takes them both by the hand and gently touches and blesses them. We might be inclined to think that Utnapishtim was rewarded for saving humanity, but he is, in a sense, banished to live on the edge of the known world, on the margins of civilization, far away from the urban life that he preserved on his boat. Eternal life has been granted to Utnapishtim as a punishment rather than as a reward – a fact that will be reversed in the Western interpretation of the myth. However, when Gilgamesh finally meets Utnapsihtim, the grieving hero fails to understand the implications of living forever. He is so deeply hurt by the loss of his fiend Enkidu and by the inevitability of his own death, that his singular objective is to find the secret to immortality. When Utanpishtim tests Gilgamesh’s ability to endure immortality (remaining awake for six days and seven nights), the king of Uruk predictably fails (Ibid., XI, 212-232). As a consolation of sorts, Utnapishtim reveals to Gilgamesh the existence of a plant that grows at the bottom of a lake – it is not the water itself that grants youth in this version of the myth. This plant, while not granting immortality, will restore Gilgamesh to his youthful vigor (Ibid., XI, 283-290). Gilgamesh retrieves the plant without any problem, but as he travels back home, he loses the plant. While resting at a place along a river, a snake takes the plant away from him. Through the effects of the plant, the snake sheds its skin and flees completely rejuvenated (Ibid., XI, 305-311). Gilgamesh has to return home empty-handed, without immortality and without youth. As for later versions that are related to eternal youth, there is no proof of the existence of a method to gain eternal youth besides the story or myth itself.  The stories connected to Gilgamesh and Utnapishtim span a period of close to 2,000 years. The oldest references to Gilgamesh go back to around 2,700 B.C.; tales about him date to the late Sumerian period and the Third dynasty of Ur (Moran, 2012). The first cycles that include what we now identify as the epic can be dated back to the Old Babylonian period (early 2ndmillennium) (Ibid.). The Standard Version (attributed to Sin-liqi-unninni) was produced in the late second millennium and found in copies dating to the 7th century B.C. found in the Royal Library of Nineveh (Ibid.). While the world of the Sumerians was different from those of the 
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Babylonians or the Assyrians, the persistence of the story shows that the tale continued to have relevance to these different cultures. While some aspects of the epic speak to the particular sensibilities of the culture that produced them, the cycle of tales reflects human concerns that remained relevant across different historical periods. The tale of Utnapishtim speaks to the struggle between man and nature and man and divine will. In the geographical setting of the story, the plains of Mesopotamia, humans waged a never-ending struggle against the forces of the Tigris and Euphrates (Oppenheim, 1977). Unlike the predictable Nile, the twin-rivers of Mesopotamia had to be tamed with dykes, canals and reservoirs. The story of the flood reflects the perennial concerns of the Mesopotamian peoples with regard to the Tigris and Euphrates. The life-giving waters were also a threat to their existence. The seemingly capricious nature of the rivers must have struck the ancient Mesopotamians as an expression of the capricious will of their gods. This very real geographical problem is then placed within a greater existential context when linked in the cycle to the story of the ambiguous hero Gilgamesh.  Gilgamesh’s quest is a search for meaning and purpose, a desperate attempt to make sense of a tragic loss – it therefore folllows the format of the classical story of a hero and his journey (Smith, 1996). The king of Uruk is not a man given to reflection. He reacts with raw emotion to every difficulty, and when his friend Enkidu dies, rather than coming to terms with his own mortality, he refuses to accept his human condition and decides to seek the secret of eternal life. Gilgamesh wants immortality because he cannot bear the pain of human loss; however, he does not understand the purpose of the life he is seeking. Utnapshtim tries to convey to Gilgamesh the loneliness and futility of immortality – something that was described centuries later in Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray (1891) as well. However, Gilgamesh refuses to listen. His inability to stay awake for six days and seven nights reminds us of our limitations; even though Gilgamesh is two-thirds god, his humanity could not overcome the effects of time. What is the sense of immortality if one lacks the physical strength to endure eternity? What is the sense of immortality if one’s consciousness cannot grasp the nature of the experience? Nevertheless, if immortality is unattainable, then the next best thing is enduring strength and youth. However, this too is unattainable. Even a hero who is two-thirds divine will age and see his strength diminish as time goes by. As our bodies succumb to the ravages of time, we become ever more aware that the end is near, that “wherever [we] turn, there is death!” (Gilgamesh, 2001: XI, 249)   Gilgamesh’s quest seems to have ended in failure. However, as he approaches Uruk back from his journey, he addresses the boatman who brought him back and proudly asks him to inspect the magnificent ramparts of the city (Ibid., XI, 325-333). The city is described in all its greatness with exactly the same words used by the narrator at the opening of the poem (Ibid., I, 18-24). After all his adventures, ordeals, successes and failures, what endures is the city that he built and made into 
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an unrivaled power.We are now reminded of the opening words of the poem where the author tells us that Gilgamesh has seen into the deep that he has come back from his journey full of “understanding” and “at peace” (Ibid., I, 6-9). Gilgamesh has been reconciled with his destiny. He embarked on a quest that failed to accomplish his original aim, but his failure has brought enlightenment to mankind. We now understand that all there is to life is what we can build, that the only immortality we can achieve is through the greatness of our deeds. We also understand that life only has meaning within the context of civilized living. Civilization protects us from nature; civilization gives meaning and purpose to our lives. Utnapshtim saved mankind and rebuilt civilized life; Gilgamesh, after a long quest, understands that his duty is to preserve civilization. Uruk stands defiant against nature and the will of the gods.  The Babylonian version of the poem adds another dimension to our understanding of Gilgamesh’s journey. As the hero reaches “the end of the earth” and before he meets Utnapshtim, he finds the tavern keeper Siduri. After Gilgamesh explains the aim of his quest and the intensity of his grief, Siduri tells him that he will not find eternal life, that the gods have established death as the destiny of all humans (Ibid., X, 77). Siduri tries to make Gilgamesh see that the value of life is not in making it endless but in appreciating every moment of it. She advises Gilgamesh to eat, dance, bathe in fresh water, and enjoy every single day of his life; she tells him to find joy and meaning in the embrace of his wife and the company of his children (Ibid., X, 80-91). The author of the poem is telling us that the quest for immortality or eternal youth is futile because it renders everything else about life meaningless.What gives meaning to life is the fact that it is ephemeral; every moment of happiness is unique and meaningful because it will never happen again. Youth is precious because it will end one day. And so, mortality is not a curse but a blessing, a gift from the gods that makes our lives meaningful.  It is important to keep in mind, however, that the Epic of Gilgamesh is not a single work of poetry but an immensely long literary project completed over the course of a millennium by Sumerians, Akkadians, Babylonians and Assyrians. Gilgamesh is not only a hero who embodies the ethos of antediluvian Mesopotamia but also a character that projects the ideals of different historical Mesopotamias (Abusch, 2001: 614).3 The tale and its meaning evolve over the course of several centuries; the hero acquires different dimensions as layers are added to the cycle. Therefore, we need to look at the poem not as fixed reflection of an age, but as a multifaceted prism that filters the values of distinct cultures that share a common tradition and experience. Within this context, the concept of immortality and 
                                                             
3TzviAbusch convincingly shows how each of the three major versions of the Epic provides different 
thematic emphases, and he reminds us that despite of his universal appeal, Gilgamesh acts “in a manner that 
accords with the limits and responsibilities imposed upon him by his society and universe.” 
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perpetual youth can then be viewed as an evolving concept reflecting the existential concerns of successive Mesopotamian civilizations.  Despite Peck’s claim that the Greek and Roman literature was unfamiliar with the myth of a Fountain of Youth (Peck, 1998: 65) since it was an Arabic-Oriental legend, there are some examples that emphasize the transfer of these myths from the Near East to the Greco-Roman world. Herodotus already tells the story of the Ichthyophagi (Hdt. 3, 23), legendary people of Aethiopia (Macrobians) who lived extremely long as a consequence of using the water of a specific fountain. The Greeks had known mythological stories connected to their gods that were related to eternal youth as a gift by an immortal to a human being before (Hopkins, 1905: 4), but this part of Herodotus also connects eternal youth to a mythic place. Therefore, even if there might be “no native Hellenic myth of a Fountain of Youth” (Ibid.: 7), there is at least an adaption of oriental myths to Greek literature. This was certainly not the only myth that was transplanted through the connection between the Persian and Hellenic world – another one would be the pure aeternus as mentioned in Ovid’s Metamorphosis (4, 18) to give a Roman example as well (Franz, 2000) –, but it was a very strong one that would stay alive very long and go through an an early renaissance in the medieval age, when the Alexander romance preserved the story and made it available to a broader readership.    
The Medieval Age   The preservation of youth seems to be a timeless questof humans. Therefore, we also see plenty of evidence in the medieval age (Assunto, 1963)4, when people like Byzantine empress Zoe Porphyrogenita (c. 978– 1050) tried to preserve their youth instead of coming to terms with the ravages of age (Panas et al., 2012: 245). 
  

Her main occupations were not common female works (looms, 
distaffs, wool, or weaving) but the manufacture of perfumes. She had 
installed a laboratory (myrepseion) in her private quarters, where she 
prepared various cosmetics. All historical sources agree that she spent 
much of her time preparing not only perfumes but also drugs and 
poisons […] Her laboratory was very well organized and the fires 
were burning day and night, while her female servants were helping 
her at the creation of new fragrances using imported essences from 
India and Egypt. Applying all these cosmetic products on herself, she 
managed to preserve her beauty well into her 60s (Ibid.: 246).  

                                                             
4 For a detailed survey of the specific medieval time view see Bernheim, 1964. 
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 The Byzantine empress might be “an exaggerated example of this desire for eternal youth” (Ibid., 247) in the medieval era, but there were others who dreamt of eternal youth – a dream that was tremendously stimulated by medieval literature as well. The works published in the medieval ages however did not only deal with eternal youth. We see works on alchemy in Europe as well, due to whose use scholars were trying to change elements and create the philosophers stone. We also have to keep in mind those different cultural settings in Asia (Bonnefoy, 1993), Latin America (Ruiz, 2005) and Africa (Soyinka, 1976) developed different myths. While this comparative perspective seems to be very fruitful for the research on the development of myths and their conservation, we will focus our argument on the European perspective, namely related to the myth of the Fountain of Youth. During the centuries, many writings from the Arabic world were imported to Europe (Ad-Dab’bagh, 2008); however, the most important would be the epic romance of Alexander the Great, which was published in multiple versions (Lunde, 1992: 43). There was, for example, a Middle High German version by Pfaffe Lamprecht (Classen, 2000: 317) that was compiled around 1150 as well as several French ones (Peck, 1998: 65), which would spread the adventures of the Macedonian conqueror over all of Europe. Classen made it already clear when he stated that “(h)ardly any other narrative exerted such an influence on the medieval mind, as we can tell on the basis of the vast number of translations, precourtly and courtly romances, and chronicles reflecting Alexander’s accomplishments in a world-historical context“ (Classen, 2000: 317). The Macedonian triumph over the Persian empire was an epic story of a great hero, and “Alexander the Great enjoyed such fame throughout the entire Middle Ages that he indeed gained the rank and esteem of a mythical figure deeply influencing medieval mentality” (Ibid., 318).   However, it was not solely Alexander’s story that was spread, but with it, the myth of the Fountain of Youth that would promise those who would be able to find it eternal youth. It was described in the Alexander romance when the hero found it on one of his journeys: “And there was the dear fountain of sweet water that rejuvenated four times a day. It was surrounded by perfumed shrubs and grass which they had been able to smell from a league and a half way. There was no man so full of aches and pains who did not come out full of strength” (Devereux, 1993: 90). Consequently, the myth reached European soil with the Alexander romance. Hence, the Fountain of Youth itself was located in the Orient and interpreted as something that was part of the biblical Paradise (Hopkins, 1905: 8). The later versions of the romance, like Huon de Bordeaux’s story from the 15th century, kept this impression alive, thereby mixing the oriental myth with biblical beliefs of the European medieval age. The Fountain of Youth was conjoined with the myth of the water of life, a myth that had been quite common in Europe before. What was finally galvanized was the belief in a real place, not only a plant as it was described in Gilgamesh, or a specific water. The Fountain of Youth became an expression of 
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Paradise, something that was provided by god to provide eternal youth to those who were able to find its place of existence.  Some writers made the myth even more complex. For example, Richard le Pelerin, in his Conquete de Jerusalem, constructed a myth of a fountain that just appeared once a year at the foot of a specific tree, thereby making it even harder to find, but also easier for those who wanted to believe in the myth (Ibid., 8-9). Without proof, it was the strength of the human belief that determined right or wrong. There were other versions claiming that the fountain was not rejuvenating its visitors but at least was providing curative measures (Ibid., 9).   Whatever the exact story had been, there was always evidence for the combination of the original Oriental myth, as described in Gilgamesh, with Christian beliefs. The myth finally spread over the whole of Europe, reached even Scandinavian territories, and was developed into regional versions (Ibid., 12). The myth, consequently, was strong enough also to attract people who were not living in the Eastern parts of the world. 
  

After five or six centuries, the myth, first brought from the Orient 
and naturalized by the French trouveres, finds expression in an 
ordinary fairy story, which unites (as in the Teutonic parallels) the 
water of life and magical apples. What we find in Europe in these 
stories is the fairy-tale residuum not of old lore derived from remote 
Aryan ancestors, but of an Oriental myth brought to Europe from 
the Orient, or rather of two myths, which became united, that of the 
water of life and that of the Fountain of Youth (Ibid., 13).  

 In contrast to the adaption of the content with regard to the existence of the Fountain, the place of its existence remained in the East. In many versions, the Fountain was attached to the legend of Prester John, a mighty Christian ruler at the Eastern end of the world (Peck, 1998: 66-67). In the 13th century, a letter by this powerful ruler was circulated throughout Europe, and many people believed that the Fountain of Youth belonged to his kingdom. While many Christian rulers, especially at the age of the crusades, were hoping for an alliance with this Christian power in the East to destroy the Islamic enemy and to reconquer the Holy Land, the kingdom of John was never discovered. The Fountain of Youth also remained undiscovered, but there was another discovery which would change the perspective of the myth again: the New World promised an explanation why the Fountain was not found yet.  
 
The Early Modern Period 
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 The history of the lands that were described as the New World (Valera, 2010) in the beginning is one that makes it hard “to recognize the exact proportion of reality and imagination” (Olschki, 1941: 361). The wonders of this new hemisphere were very often just the consequences of a misinterpretation of those who accompanied the great explorations (Gil, 1989). The members of the crews on this journeys were already dreaming of marvelous things they would see in the mysterious new geographical sphere, which is why “they sometimes projected into an unfamiliar environment what previously existed in their minds” (Ibid., 362). The Fountain of Youth was consequently just one of the ancient myths that were transplanted from Europe to the New World, where Amazons (Dunn, 1989: 315-343) were found next to several other early modern reinterpretations and replacements of stories that had been told in Europe after they were imported from the Eastern world during antiquity (Peck, 1998: 67-68). As Columbus was one of those who believed that he had found the biblical Paradise, it seemed just natural that the Fountain of Youth could be a part of this new environment. A name that became emblematic for the search for eternal youth in this sphere was Juan Ponce de León (1474-1521).   Like many other accounts of exploration and the discovery of new lands (Moscoso, 2013), his story has also merged fact and legend. From the adventures of Jason to the travels of Marco Polo (Polo, 1958), we observe the allure of the other, the search for the exotic, the attempt to explain the unusual in supernatural terms (De Lery, 1990). That which lies beyond the limits of what is defined as the civilized world or Christendom has been historically portrayed as mysterious or magical. Therefore, as the Portuguese and Castilian explorers widened European horizons, the strange new lands that they discovered were often understood within the context of old legends, classical historical references or literary fiction. We unfortunately suffer from the lack of a written native evidence for the myths that might have already existed and been interpreted in the New World.Historical works on the indigenous situation were exclusively written from a Spanish perspective of interpretation (For a list of works see: http://www.ampltd.co.uk/collections_az/Spanish-Hist-NW/contents-of-reels.aspx)   When the troops of Hernán Cortés (1485-1547) arrived in the valley of Mexico and had a view of the many monumental cities on the approaches to the Aztec capital Tenochtitlan, their only points of reference were the fantastic tales of 
Amadis de Gaula, a popular 14th-century tale of chivalry (Castillo, 2011: LXXXVII). The name of California comes from a mythical island that appears in a 16th century sequel to Amadis de Gaula and is populated by black Amazons (Montalvo, 2013: CVIII). Luis Weckman points out that Columbus, to the end of his life, kept referencing his discoveries in relation to mythical places that appeared in medieval 
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maps and consequently recognized not only the biblical paradise as mentioned above, but also things that seemed to be common knowledge of myths in the medieval era (Weckmann, 1951: 131). Francisco Vasquez de Coronado led an expedition into the American Southwest, in part impelled by the legend of the Seven Cities of Cibola, a local variation on the medieval tale of the Seven Cities of Gold presumably founded by seven Christian bishops (Ibid., 133).  By the 14th century, there were pictorial descriptions of the fountain of youth in French art (manuscripts and ivory), and by the late 15th century, the theme had  emerged in German art (Stewart, 1989: 65), a fact that underlines the reception of the myth on that level as well. In 1546, Lucas Cranach the Elder (1472-1553) produced a painting entitled The Fountain of Youth. The painting shows a large pool in a bucolic setting. Elderly women are being transported in carts to the pool. As the old women enter the water and advance towards the opposite side, they begin to transform into young maidens who emerge vibrant and beautiful on the other side. The naked rejuvenated women then enter a tent from which they emerge elegantly dressed ready to join a banquet in the company of gentlemen. By the time Cranach produced this work, there was already a long tradition of paintings and prints depicting very similar scenes in European art (Ibid., 64-69). The theme of the Fountain of Youth had already developed its own pictorial language, and it was usually associated with sensuality and fertility.  

Fig. 1: Der Jungbrunnen (The Fountain of Youth), Lucas Cranach the Elder, 1546. 
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 While the artistic portrayals of the Fountain of Youth do not seem inspired by the discoveries of new lands taking place at the time, they show that the notion of a spring that restored youth, health, vitality and sexual prowess was present in European cultural consciousness. The first reference to a Fountain of Youth, in relation to the newly discovered lands, appears in 1516, in a letter that the historian Peter Martyr (1457-1526) wrote to Pope Leo X (1475-1521) (Peck, 1998: 69). In the letter, Martyr mentions that an island discovered by Juan Diaz de Solis (ca.1470-1516) contained a spring whose waters made old men young (Ibid.). In his Decades of 
the New World (published the same year), Martyr mentions that the island with this magical spring is located in the island of Boiuca or Agnaneo, and he adds the caveat that the waters may have effect only if accompanied by a special diet. He also tells the story of how a native old man recovered his virility and fertility after bathing in the water from the fountain.5  The next reference to the fountain of youth appears in 1535 in Historia General 
y Natural de las Indias written by Gonzalo Fernandez de Oviedo (1478-1557) (Peck, 1998: 72). Oviedo writes that the “fable” of a fountain that made old men young originated during Juan Ponce de León’s expedition to Bimini and Florida. The historian says that the story originated among the Bimini natives as mockery, and he chastises de León and his men for wasting six months looking for such spring (Oviedo, 1851: 482). It is this account that perpetuated the association of the Fountain of Youth with Ponce de León, although there is no documentary evidence that links this expedition to the search for the mythical spring (Peck, 1998: 73). When Hernando de Escalante Fontaneda (around 1536 - after 1575) wrote his 
Memoria (an account that contains a detailed description of Florida) in 1575,6 he pointed out that de León might have gone to Florida following the tales of Cuban natives about a miraculous stream that restored youth (Fontaneda, 1944: 14-15). Fontaneda writes that the name of this river was Jordan, and he makes clear that the stories about its restorative powers are fictions invented by the natives. Although Fontaneda’s reference to the river of youth was sarcastic, it was subsequently repeated as factual in the Historia General of Antonio de Herrera (1549-1625), written between 1601 and 1615 (Peck, 1998: 77).   While it is not clear if Ponce de León was indeed looking for a fountain of youth, it is evident that the chroniclers who wrote about it during the 16th century did not believe the story. Martyr wrote explicitly that he did not believe that the 
                                                             
5 The two references appear in separate parts of the work, the second one published in 1525. Olschki claims 
that the islands Martyr refers to are located in the Bahamas, but Peck points out that since the reference was 
made in relation to Solis’voyage, the islands must have been located in the Bay of Honduras (See Olschki, 
1941: 363 and Peck, 1998; 70). 
6Fontaneda had been living among Florida natives for 17 years and was rescued in 1566 (Peck, 1998: 75). 
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waters could have restorative powers (Ibid., 69). Oviedo thought that Ponce de León was gullible and foolish for believing a story that the natives had told him with obviously malicious intentions. Fontaneda called the story a “superstition” of the Indians, and he wrote mockingly that in all his years bathing in the many streams of Florida, to his “misfortune,” he never found the one with the rejuvenating properties (Fontaneda, 1944: 15). He thought that it was amusing that Ponce de León was fooled by the tale.  By overemphasizing the connection between the myth of the Fountain of Youth and the conquistador, the historians and writers that wrote on this interrelationship (Davis, 1935) created an image of the man that was far from real. He was one of the first conquistadors who left the landing zone of Columbus to discover and explore the northern territories (Peck, 1998: 63). Consequently, “Ponce de León’s long, courageous, and eventful voyage of discovery has been perverted by historians who incorrectly misrepresent it as just a shallow, vain search for a fountain of youth in which he stumbled onto Florida” (Ibid.). His real deeds, namely the exploration of Puerto Rico and Florida, were forgotten far too fast. The real achievements of “the first true Spanish explorer after Columbus to boldly strike out into the unknown and undiscovered ocean north of Cuba and Española“ (Ibid., 64) were replaced by the connection to a myth that was imported from Europe to find a new geographical home again in the New World.   It is not clear whether the Floridian and Cuban natives actually believed the stories of the river of youth, or if they invented it to fool and drive the greedy Castilian explorers away from their lands.Nonetheless, the tale of waters with restorative powers entered the narrative of the discovery and conquest of the Americas and was firmly established by the beginning of the 17th century. Those who perpetuated the story were not the explorers but their chroniclers who felt the need to add a magical or supernatural element to the epic enterprises of the conquistadors.  In Europe, in the meantime, people were starting to discuss the question of youth from rather scientific perspectives. Luigi Cornaro (1467-1566) published his book The Art of Living Long in which he emphasized the possibilities for a long life. It became one of the most influential books of the Renaissance and was published in dozens of editions until the 19th century. The author therein argued “that individuals were not destined to die at 60 or 70, but with care and good constitution, could live extremely long lives. The key to this survival, he believed, lay in a simple life based on the principle of moderation in all things” (Haber, 2004: 515). While the man had suffered from gout and fever in his thirties, he finally became 98 years old. Cornaro made clear that the Fountain of Youth was available to everyone, as long as one controlled the vital energy of the body by good nutrition and exercise. Thinkers 
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of the enlightenment would finally believe that science could end the problems of old age, something scientists of our days still might also believe.  
Conclusion 
  Age has always seemed to be the enemy of human life, as it is a prelude to death. While religion offers an explanation for an afterlife, many people still hoped for another solution: eternal youth through a magical potion or a trip to the Fountain of Youth. This legend was one of the most alluring and persistent myths through Antiquity, Medieval times, and the early modern period. It was not only transformed with regard to its content, as has been shown by comparing Gilgamesh with Western ancient literature, but it had also been geographically transplanted from the Near East to Greece, Rome, and later Medieval Europe.   With the explorations of Columbus, it was transferred again to the New World, where the first Europeans believed to have found the biblical Paradise. In this sphere, the old legends, which had been kept alive in the Alexander romances of the medieval era, were brought back to life. The Fountain of Youth was connected to one of the first conquistadors and made a vivid expression of the wonders of the Terra Nova.   While the limit of space does not allow us to trace every single transformation of the myth during the ages, we were at least able to show the evident lines of this process from a chronological as well as geographical perspective.  One could conclude that the strong belief in this myth develops almost spontaneously: the wish is the father of the concept. Human beings are always attracted by a possibility to stay in this world without dying or without the fear ofpain and physical decline before death. However, each civilization or historical period contextualizes the desire for youth and eternal life according to its own moral values, conception of nature and understanding of its geographic surroundings. The Mesopotamians were the first to attempt to find a meaning to life and a purpose to human existence. The myth of Gilgamesh and Utnapishtim reflects a preocupation that only appears with the emergence of civilized life. The idea of a fountain of youth in the Alexander romance responds to a yearning by medieval Europeans to know what lies beyond their circumscribed world, an attempt to imagine the alluring and forbidden Orient. The re-emergence of the myth during the era of exploration conveys the need to understand the unprecedented discovery of a new world in cultural terms that were familiar to early modern Europeans. The common thread al along is the human desire to persist, to avoid the inevitable end. However, just as 
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Gilgamesh had to learn and as Cornaro underlined, age is not a burden; it might become a pleasure and a source of meaning and wisdom. Eternal youth, in contrast, can be a curse, which is why we might be thankful for the fact that the Fountain of Youth remained only a myth through the centuries.    
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