
CHAPTER IX

BARZIZZA’S LAST YEARS, 1421-1430

Barzizza’s last ten years were spent mainly in Pavia and Milan, in those parts where

he had passed his early life . He had left Pavia in 1407 as a little -known master ,

struggling for teaching appointments, lucky to have a few contacts in Venice and

Padua . He returned in 1421 to help disentangle the most important textual

discovery of the day , the Ciceronian manuscripts from Lodi and to take up a

teaching appointment at the behest of Filippo Maria Visconti , Duke of Milan.

Barzizza was now something of a grey eminence , paid homage from all sides. His

reputation had been made in Padua and he was still to be an active , prominent

figure amidst the flourishing humanist studies in Lombardy in the 1420s . It is

worth pursuing his career for these reasons alone , but also because the chronology

of the last years , like that of the early ones, has not yet been properly established ;

indeed, it is sometimes hard to be certain of his whereabouts , and even the exact

date of his death has not yet been established .

Barzizza’s reputation was enhanced considerably by his part in the Lodi

discoveries , which occupied him as soon as he returned to Pavia (Milan?) in late

1421. Earlier in the year, Bishop Gerardo Landriani of Lodi found in his cathedral

archives an important group of Cicero’s rhetorical works . These were first copied by

Cosma (Cosimo) Raimondi of Cremona, under the supervision of Barzizza and

with the assistance of Giovanni Omodeo , a student of law in Pavia. In June 1422

Guarino , in Verona, sent one of his pupils , Giovanni Arzignano , to get copies of the

new texts and , at the same time , wrote to Barzizza in glowing terms. It was certain ,

he claimed , that Barzizza should take first place in promoting Ciceronian studies in

Italian schools : ‘quem enim potius quam te Cicero ipse deligeret , cuius ductu atque

auspiciis amatur , legitur et per Italorum gymnasia summa cum gloria volitat?’. In

fact, Arzignano returned to Verona with a (not very good) copy of only the Orator.

In the same year , Flavio Biondo was in Milan , transcribing the Brutus to send to

Guarino and to Leonardo Giustiniani.1

Barzizza surrounded himself, as in Padua , with a group of eager students and

distinguished friends in public life , but it is extraordinarily difficult to get at

Barzizza himself in these years . There are numerous references to him , including

many warm tributes to his skills as a master, but we learn virtually nothing about

what he was teaching and what exactly brought out admiration in others . One is

left with the task, therefore , of bringing together his associates and of trying to
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track him down in any given year.

4

Cosma Raimondi , of a legal family in Cremona , attended Barzizza’s school for a

period of nine months in 1421-22 . In 1427-28 Cosma is himself found teaching

letters, in Milan.2 Another pupil , the Franciscan Antonio da Rho , was also to take

up the teaching of rhetoric , in Pavia in the 1430s.3 A better-known student of

Barzizza is Pier Candido Decembrio , who once described his master as ‘singulare

litterarum et doctrinae utriusque humanitatis et virtutis monumentum ’, and

recorded his instruction when writing about another pupil , Giovanni Pietrasanta :

‘aequalis meus quocum primis eloquentiae disciplinis assueram praeceptore Bracigia

(Barzizza)’ . Pier Candido’s brother , Angelo , also studied under Barzizza in 1430 and

from 1432 to 1438 he was in Ferrara , where he studied medicine under Ugo Benzi

and literature under Guarino . Then there was Francesco Mariano , an Abruzzese ,

for whom Barzizza tried to get a teaching appointment in Verona, and Giacomo

Beccheti da Monza, who was to hold a school of rhetoric in Genoa in 1430.5

Another budding schoolmaster, Giovanni Lamola , included Barzizza’s teaching in

what amounted to a tour ofthe best humanist schools of the day . Born in Bologna

in c.1407 , he was taught by Guarino in Verona (1422-25 ) , by Vittorino in Mantua

(1425-26) , by Barzizza ( 1426-28 ) , by Filelfo in Florence ( 1429-30) , by Guarino in

Ferrara ( 1430-32) and , again , by Filelfo in Florence ( 1433-34 ) . Finally , in 1434 , he

returned to Bologna to begin teaching . At the heart of humanist instruction ,

Lamola becomes almost the archetypal representative of early Renaissance

teaching. To complete the picture , he obtained from Barzizza the Ciceronian codex

from Lodi , which he copied for Guarino , and , in 1427 , he discovered a manuscript

of Celsus in the basilica of Sant’Ambrogio in Milan .6 Antonio Beccadelli

(Panormita) was another renowned humanist of the mid-fifteenth century who

began his studies under Barzizza , for whom he had a profound respect . He reassured

three of his colleagues , Marcolino Barbavara, Francesco Piccinino , and Domenico

Ferufino , that the obscure points in Plautus which defeated them would be resolved

by Brazizza : ‘Gasparinum nobilem grammaticum patrem ac praeceptorem nostrum

consulite veluti Delphicum quoddam oraculum’.7

There was a kind of aura about Barzizza in these years . If his achievements were

in Padua, he gained the laurels in Lombardy . There survives in Venice an oration by

an anonymous pupil of Barzizza . Addressed to ‘ viri Mediolanenses’, it is taken up

with an elaborate eulogy of Barzizza on his return to Milan in 1421. The first part

deals with the importance of eloquence -—for generalship , for other artes , for

government , and for virtues. Then , he goes on to say that it is because the Duke of

Milan has seen how necessary is the ‘ ars oratoria’ for a ‘ florentissima civitas ’ that he

has appointed Barzizza :

Nam cum videamus florentiam leonardum aretinum virum eloquentissimum .

venetias vero atque paduam prope Gasparinum Bergomensem summo ingenio

summaque doctrina exornatum in hac benedicendi arte maxime florere : quanto

magis vos mediolanenses pro ea dignitate qua hec vestra civitas florentissima ceteris
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civitatibus antecellit . decebat hanc insignem atque magnificam virtutem possidere .

Quod si in ulteris mundi partibus is vir prestantissimus vitam agere et tamen a nobis

esset propter amplissimas virtutes suas in hanc magnificentissimam civitatem

advocandus . Certe civitates ad viros excitandos doctissimos atque habendos

quotidie legatos mittunt . Vos enim virum non cognoscetis qui omnibus nostris

studiis etatem suam consumpserit . Padua atque Venetie beatissimas se fore iudicant

quod hunc eloquentissimum virum apud se retinuerunt . infelices vero quod

amisserunt . Quanto hec nostra civitas clarissima maiorem debet leticiam percipere :

Tante est enim sui vel in legendo subtilitas vel in explicando prudentia vel in

pronuntiando suavitas : ut molesta nemini sed iocundissima videri omnibus possit

eius oratio . Neque adhuc quisquam fuit qui eum in legendo defatigatum unquam

fuisse conspexerit . Quid aliud dies ac noctes excogitat quam ut possit iuventutem

Mediolani in dies doctiorem efficere.8

Praise of the master and civic pride are here blended . Earlier in the speech the

author gave his own , Milanese version of cultural history : had not St Augustine

taught rhetoric in Milan ; did not rhetoric subsequently go into darkness ( ‘in

tenebris ’) ; and was it not now being revived by Barzizza? The Milanese Giuseppe

Brivio , in a letter to Bartolomeo Magri ( 1426 or 1427) , saw his master , Barzizza, in

a slightly different light , as the embodiment of Cicero’s ideal orator :

Quem tibi in studiis eloquentie habere potes sapientiorem magistrum aut

praestantiorem quam eum ipsum quem habes Pergamensem Gasparimum?

Qui ... alter Quintilianus enitet , famosissimus quidem nostra aetate rhetor et

expertissimus ad docendum artem et dicendum ...Hic est ille orator eloquens

quem Cicero noster effingit ... ; hic etiam preclarus est moralis philoso hus et

poeta, qui omnes morum et poesis historieque autores novit .9

Besides his teaching, Barzizza kept close relations with several prominent figures

in Milanese society and around the court , such as Bartolomeo Capra, Archbishop of

Milan, a man of taste and a researcher of ancient texts , and Cambio Zambeccari of

Bologna, a man ofimportance at court and a passionate student of the ancient

moralists , especially Plutarch . Then there was the ducal secretary , senator and

bibliophile , Giovanni Corvini , to whom Barzizza wrote a consolatory letter on the

death of his son , another senator, Thaddaeolus de Vicomercato, and Abbot Riccio

of Sant’Ambrogio . "

10

It is fairly easy to bring together the literati and scholars around Barzizza or, at

least , those ofwhom we have some record . More difficult , however , is the attempt

to reconstruct the chronology and location of Barzizza’s last years . If we follow

him year by year, then the problems will emerge .

For the academic year 1421-22 , Barzizza was employed by Milan , as there is a

record of his salary : ‘In Mediolano : M. Gasparinus , pro ducatis CCCL, flor. DXLVI

sol . XXVIIJ'.¹¹ This is rather confusing, first because we are not told what he was

being employed to do and , secondly , because it is not clear whether he was working

in Milan or whether he was teaching in Pavia and the salary was being recorded in
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Milan. The latter would seem perhaps more likely , since the note of salary is

included in the list of professors at Pavia, which, of course , came under the ducal

administration in Milan . Anyhow, there was probably a good deal of coming and

going between Milan and Pavia. It would appear that Barzizza spent a considerable

amount of time in both places during these years.

There is no record ofhim for 1423 and 1424. A letter from Barzizza is marked

Pavia, February 1425 , but nothing is known about his activities until the autumn of

1426 when, curiously enough , there was this inclusion in the list of lecturers for the

new academic year at Bologna: ‘M. Guasperinus de Pergamo deputatus ad lecturam

Rethorice et Poesie ’ . He must have taken up the appointment as it was renewed for

1427-28 . During 1428 he would have been in the company of his former pupil ,

Filelfo , who lectured in Greek and rhetoric.12 Other evidence can be fitted around

the Bologna period . Giovanni Lamola , as we saw, was taught by Barzizza from 1426

to 1428 and, while Sabbadini assumed this was in Milan , there is no reason to

suppose that it could not have been in Bologna. Indeed , since Lamola was

Bolognese , it may have suited him to return to his native city after four years away.

Again, in September 1427 , Barzizza was visited in Milan by Cardinal Niccolo

Albergati , but the former could well have spent the summer vacation in Milan ,

returning to Bologna for the opening ofthe stadium in October.

After Bologna there is a long , empty gap , which ends in another surprise ; on 12

September 1429 Barzizza is found witnessing a degree in arts in Padua.13 Again , the

circumstances are unknown . Perhaps he went to visit his nephew, Cristoforo , or

because of other interests which he still had in Padua . It would be tempting to

suppose that , as he was approaching seventy , Barzizza went for the last time to visit

some ofhis old friends . Anyway, he was back in Pavia within three months , as he is

listed on a university record for Pavia ( 11 December) , in which it is stated that he

should be given an honorarium ’, and , in another record , he is mentioned on a list

of professors at Pavia for 1429-30 :

Ad lecturam Rethorice

M. Gasparinus de Barziziis de Pergamo cum salario consueto

D. Antonius Panormita assumptus die 15 martii flor . CCCC.14

It would seem that he taught until the end of the academic year in 1430 , although ,

in about April , his younger colleague , Panormita , expressed concern for Barzizza’s

health : ‘Gasparinus hic senio iam et invalitudine confectus’.15

In a note at the end of a funeral oration for Barzizza, the author, Cabrino

Cabrini da Bergamo , explained the circumstances of its composition , which

included a visit to the dying Barzizza in Milan :

Preparavi ego Cabrinus predictus sermonculum predictum circa finem mensis Junii

MCCCCXXX cum tunc vissitassem prefatum Magistrum Gasparinum de Barzizis de

Pergamo iacentem tunc infirmum in lecto in porta Ucellina Mediolani et dubitarem

de eius morte plus quam quasi de vite salute . Ipseque postea decessit seu fuit
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tumulatus die sabbati primo mensis jullii anni 1430 me nesciente quicquam de eius

morte et qui ab eo longe stabam per unum miliare videlicet in porta horientali

Mediolani ut prope ipsam portam ubi iam steteram per plures annos propter guerras

Venetorum unde non ego sed alius et theologus fuit aliter sermocinatus et ut audivi

dici legendo in scriptis sermonem a se ea de causa dictatum et dicendo se non

potuisse propter temporis brevitatem illum ad plenum memorie commendare . De

predicto tamen sermonculo preparato ut supra dedi unam copiam sapienti viro

domino Guiniforti eius filio qui mihi cum me fuisse sic preparatum audivisset

copiam requisivit quando postea eum visitavi.¹

Barzizza, therefore , was buried on 1 July 1430. However, there survives an oration

written by him to praise the outgoing Venetian governor of Bergamo , Marco

Giustiniani , who left in July or August 1430.17 This led Cremaschi and Magni to

suppose that Barzizza spent his last days in Bergamo, dying in late 1430 or early

1431 (the generally accepted year of his death) . The later date is no longer valid , in

the light of Cabrini’s statement, which Cremaschi and Magni do not appear to have

seen. Knowing that a change in governors was due in July or August , Barzizza could

have prepared the speech some time in advance and, in the event , as was quite

common, it was delivered (and finished?) by someone else .

Barzizza’s exceptionally long life affords us an unusually good insight into the

world of early Italian humanism. His literary career spanned two generations ; as a

young man, he explored Antiquity in the shadow of Petrarch, along with other early

humanists with whom he can be associated (Loschi , Uberto Decembrio , Salutati ,

Luigi Marsigli , Niccolo Niccoli) ; in middle age and old age , he taught and guided the

new generation of literati , who were to become prominent in the middle decades of

the quattrocento (Filelfo , Panormita, Pier Candido Decembrio , Francesco Barbaro ,

Alberti) . Although it may be a little false to divide humanists into generations ,

there were perceptible differences ; the earlier group was primarily occupied with

discovery and classical Latin scholarship , whereas the later humanists showed

greater versatility , in their style and in their added familiarity with Greek, while

adopting a more questioning and confident approach . Secondly , Barzizza takes us

through a fairly good cross-section of the Italian schools at the time. As an

elementary schoolmaster in Bergamo , a private tutor in Venice , a university master

in Pavia, Padua and , for a short time , in Bologna, he was familiar with every level

and development ofliterary teaching in north Italy . A product of traditional

instruction in grammar and the ars dictaminis , he was to play an important part in

the new movement to open out the course , to elevate the study of letters and to

adapt a conventional curriculum to humanist pursuits . In short , he helped to create

those conditions in which Italian schools were to be the foremost centres of

classical education in Europe in the fifteenth century.

The last word, however, should be left to his Bergamaschi compatriots . On 25

April 1937 , the commune of Bergamo set up a commemorative plaque , composed

by Don Emilio Roti:
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A—Gasparino Barzizza—Nato nel 1360—morto nel 1431 —Letterato di notevole

fama—Fortunato ricercatore—E—Felice emendatore di Codici. I1 Commune-

Orgoglioso di avergli dato i natali .




