
INTRODUCTION

Since the work of Jacob Burckhardt in the mid-nineteenth century the approach of

scholars to the subject ofthe Italian Renaissance has undergone two broad

modifications . First , Burckhardt’s belief that the whole civilization of Italy in the

fourteenth and fifteenth centuries was conditioned by a spirit which was quite

different from the spirit of the Middle Ages is no longer accepted generally . During

the past forty years or so Burckhardt’s assumption that the Renaissance in Italy ,

which he associated with the beginnings of ‘ modern’ Europe, can be nicely cut off

from the intellectual heritage of previous centuries has been questioned and largely

abandoned . P. O. Kristeller, Helene Wieruszowski , and many others have come to

regard the Renaissance as having evolved from the culture of earlier centuries in

Italy , particularly that of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries . The second

modification is a more recent one . It is the attempt to avoid supposing that the

classic features ofhumanism are to be found in Florence in the late fourteenth and

first half of the fifteenth centuries. There has been a growing tendency , particularly

among Italian historians, to examine closely the work of humanists outside

Florence in order to add the widest geographical dimensions to the cultural history

of this period and to show the various pursuits which all loosely come under the

term humanism . Linked with this exploration out of Florence are the beginnings of

an interest in the teaching of literary subjects in the Italian schools and universities ,

although important , but largely isolated work was done on this matter by G.

Manacorda early this century . After all , humanists had to learn their literary skills .

Schools not only reflect a society but also help to form it . It is curious , therefore ,

that historians have not spent more time looking at the educational foundations

which supported for so long such an impressive literary , as well as an artistic and

political superstructure .

In regard to these general questions , the teaching of Gasparino Barzizza has a

considerable importance . First , it is a way into the Italian schools and universities

of the period . Early in his career he was a member of the arts faculty in the

University of Pavia , a master of grammar in an elementary school in Bergamo , and

then a private tutor in Venice . Between 1407 and 1421 he stayed in Padua , where

he lectured in the University as well as running a private grammar school , and it

was in Padua that his teaching became fully developed and influential . From 1421

until his death in 1430 he taught in Milan and Pavia , and for a short time in

Bologna. He takes us , as it were , through a good cross section of the educational

system in northern Italy . Secondly , his teaching throws some light on the

evolutionary theory of Renaissance culture , if we can call it that . The general

curriculum which he followed in teaching grammar and rhetoric was essentially that

which had been used in Italian schools throughout the medieval centuries . He did

not change it ; he added to it , adapted and modified it . He widened the range of
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classical authors to be studied . He examined ancient texts with a new precision ,

depth and intensity . In grammar he emphasized the strict adherence to classical

syntax and spelling . In rhetoric he encouraged a close attention to classical style in

the composition of speeches and letters and he opened out the entire Ciceronian

corpus of rhetorical works for study as well as looking at Quintilian and other

ancient rhetoricians for comparison . In other words, while the form of his teaching

was traditional , there was a great deal more substance than before , and this was

largely because of Barzizza’s contacts with humanists outside the schools . He

adapted the results of humanist enquiries , particularly the recovery of classical

texts, to a standard teaching pattern .

There are more particular reasons for examining Barzizza’s teaching . From his

school, as from the schools of his friends , Vittorino da Feltre and Guarino da

Verona, came some of the gifted humanists ofthe middle decades of the fifteenth

century and the three men share much of the responsibility for introducing a

precise programme ofhumanist education into Western Europe . Barzizza had a

special importance in Padua and the Veneto . His teaching and his household

attracted considerable interest within the university . His school was favoured by the

Venetian state and several important Venetian aristocrats were taught by him, thus

reflecting the interest of the Venetian government in training good latinists for

secretarial and administrative duties . His household became a centre for book-

collecting, copying, and exchange in north-east Italy . There is evidence also that his

teaching influenced the standard of literary instruction in grammar schools in many

of the smaller towns in the Veneto. As probably the leading and most passionate

Ciceronian scholar of the day , Barzizza helped to form the heavily rhetorical and

Latin phase of Italian humanism , while he , perhaps more than anyone, may be said

to have given that distinct bent towards linguistic scholarship which was to

characterize the work of Paduan humanists during the fifteenth and early sixteenth

centuries. Barzizza deserves to be placed on an equal footing with Vittorino and

Guarino as one of the great schoolmasters of the early Renaissance . That this

recognition has never quite been given him is largely due to the fact that his works

have not yet been looked at as a whole and that some of his most important

writings have been either ignored or only partly studied .

While I follow Barzizza through his life , the book is not so much a conventional

biography as a study of the nature and development of his teaching and its place in

the north Italian schools of the late fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries. I rely

mainly on Barzizza’s own works, but also on what is known of the practices in

Italian schools and universities in general at that time.

Barzizza’s 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 (Antonio Loschi , Uberto Decembrio, Coluccio

Salutati, Niccolo Niccoli) ; in middle age and old age he taught and guided some of
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the new generation of literati (Francesco Filelfo , Panormita , Pier Candido

Decembrio, Francesco Barbaro, Leon Battista Alberti) . He was familiar with every

level and development of literary teaching in north Italy . A product of traditional

instruction in grammar and rhetoric , 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 the fifteenth century.

In examining the teaching of Barzizza we shall find a blending , for the first time , of

two literary traditions in late medieval Italy . One was the instruction in grammar

and rhetoric which had been given in the elementary schools and universities since

at least the early thirteenth century , a tradition which, in a sense , could be called

scholastic. The other tradition , which gained weight in the later fourteenth century,

was what we can conveniently call humanist and involved a searching reappraisal of

the language , literature , and culture of classical antiquity . Although these two

traditions can usefully be kept separate for purposes of discussion , they did touch

upon each other at certain vital points . First , the humanists had, of course , received

their fundamental training in classical letters in the schools so that their literary

activity presupposed , depended upon and , to some extent , was limited by what and

how they had been taught , even though the direction and form of their work were

shaped by the fashionable and more informal scholarship of the courts , chanceries ,

and aristocratic households . Secondly, the humanist could be described as merely

the better classical scholar. His literary explorations might be far more thorough

than the schoolmaster’s and his use of classical learning more exciting , but , in

he was dealing with the same kind of material as the master of grammar

and rhetoric . Humanist enquiries, therefore , could have an important bearing on the

nature and range of school teaching . The schoolmaster who was also familiar with

the new literary movement could shape his instruction in accordance with humanist

tastes , giving a new depth and direction to his course . The relationship between the

schools and humanism raises some teasing questions : can exact links be found

between the two : did an improvement in literary instruction play an important part

in the spread of humanist learning ; did the type of instruction given mould the

enquiries ofthe literati after they had left the schoolroom?

essence,

The teaching of Gasparino Barzizza provides some answers to the first question

and throws some light on the other two . He was almost certainly the first school-

master to adapt humanist scholarship to the traditional education in letters. It is the

first object of this study to show how he managed to do this and to suggest that the

teaching framework of the medieval Italian schools and universities could easily

accommodate the new intellectual horizons and the more thorough-going
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appreciation of classical letters . My second and wider purpose is to modify the

received picture of Italian humanism . Florentine humanism has received a good deal

ofattention from historians, but there is still a need to look more closely at

humanism elsewhere in Italy , if only to help us form a more balanced assessment of

Florentine achievements. Barzizza’s career takes us into the world of the schools ,

which is not yet as fully explored as that of the Italian courts and civic chanceries.

There might even be said to be a tendency to regard humanists and teaching masters

as standing in very different and, perhaps, opposed camps . ‘Universities, at least in

Italy , were above all places of professional study , and their professors were long the

enemies ofhumanism .’ Thus Rashdall explained his almost total exclusion of

humanism from his study of the medieval Italian universities.1 More recently R. R.

Bolgar saw humanism in the universities as, generally speaking, an unstable and

uninfluential phenomenon in fifteenth-century Italy.2 In many important respects it

is hard to dispute the view that the universities did not encourage humanist

activities , but the matter is far from closed .

It is true that the Italian universities were hardly associated either with the

formative stages in the revival of antiquity or with its outstanding achievements .

They did not encourage the discovery of classical manuscripts nor did they exhibit

any ofthe other salient features which we tend to associate with the Italian

Renaissance . The political and moral debates, cast in the language of ancient

philosophies , were mainly conducted in private households and courtly circles. The

splendid collections of ancient writings and the application of classical forms and

motifs in architecture and the visual arts took place independently of the studia

generalia . Moreover, it was precisely in those centres where the revival of antiquity ,

in all its aspects , found its richest expression that the universities were

undistinguished . In Florence the stadium was small, comparatively new (founded in

1349) and beset by administrative and financial difficulties . In Rome the studium

urbis , founded in 1303 , had died out by the second half of the century and was not

re-opened until 1431 , while the studium generale ofthe Roman curia concerned

itself almost exclusively with canon law and theology . The universities in neither

city affected the flowering of classical learning , at least until the latter part of the

fifteenth century.

The apparent lack of interest of the universities in humanist activities can be

attributed, partly, to the history and nature of these institutions.3 Most of the

seventeen, or so , Italian studio founded from the early thirteenth to the mid-

fifteenth centuries had a troubled history , suffering from a weakness in numbers,

periodic closures , or long gaps in their existence . Plagues , war, and local conditions

at times imperilled the long continuity in one place of an academic body. The great

exceptions were the ancient foundations at Bologna and Padua which had a long

and (sometimes only just) uninterrupted existence . Secondly, almost all the

universities were concerned primarily with teaching law and , to a lesser extent ,

medicine . For that purpose were they established and fostered by communes and
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princes, and the scheme of studies was formed accordingly. In terms of university

teaching as a whole , therefore , the liberal arts were regarded merely as an

elementary training , a preparation for those ‘ higher’ disciplines. Thirdly , it is hardly

surprising that the universities did not share in the exploratory activity of the early

Renaissance given the very nature of these corporations . The universitas was a guild ,

a body which dealt with rights , privileges, discipline , and administration . It laid

down the syllabus for each faculty and the conditions and procedure for

graduation . As official corporations , the universities were not concerned with

research nor with the support of wider cultural enterprises, but with the teaching

and examination of a minimum body of knowledge necessary for the student to

serve his academic apprenticeship and to acquire a qualification which would be

widely recognized .

In a strict sense , therefore, the universities could not be important in the

humanist movement, but if one looks at them in a wider and looser sense , as living

centres of teaching and study, a rather different picture emerges . The evidence of

official university records is limited and deceptive . Statutes , salary specifications ,

graduation lists and administrative documents are dry monuments and can never

tell us a great deal about the quality of intellectual pursuits . The formal syllabuses

laid down in the statutes prescribed only a minimum of texts which masters were

required to expound and students learn . This did not mean that the community of

scholars who happened to be members of a universitas were impervious to new

ideas or methods . The intellectual vitality of a university , then as now , depended

upon how the official texts were taught and what was expounded , learned , and

discussed around and outside the statutory curriculum . From a study of Barzizza’s

school in early fifteenth-century Padua we will see that there was ample evidence of

masters and scholars taking an active interest in the revival and use of ancient

literary texts. Moreover, this extra-curricular learning did touch the mainstream of

university teaching in grammar and rhetoric . Barzizza brought to his teaching of the

syllabus his intense interest in the new humanist discoveries and his refined

appreciation of classical literature and the moral or philosophical notions which it

presupposed .

The effects of humanist learning are not registered in the university records in

Padua , at least in the first half of the fifteenth century . From reading these

documents alone one would think that little had changed : law and medicine still

remained dominant ; logic was still regarded as the most important of the liberal

arts ; grammar and rhetoric continued to be the elementary tools of learning. But a

silent reform had taken place in Padua. The humanists had re-built the very basis of

the arts course – grammar and rhetoric — and the reformed teaching of these

subjects , both inside and outside the schoolrooms, was attracting the interest of

members of all faculties . Gradually , in the course of the fifteenth century , humanist

activity in the stadium may have helped to shape the way in which the ‘higher’

subjects of law and medicine were studied , although this is a question which lies

-
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outside the scope of this study.

The universities , therefore , did not initiate the revival of antiquity nor

participate in its more memorable achievements, but in Padua, at least , university

scholars did play a considerable part in humanist learning in that they re-worked

the new learning into the traditional structures of thought and education . To grade

this scholastic humanism as less important than humanism in Florence or the

princely courts would not be a wholly valid comparison. Humanism in the schools

was, as we shall see , different and , perhaps, sui generis , combining elements of both

traditional teaching and classical enquiries outside the schools in a way that suggests

that this brand of humanism , at least , was only a more elaborate stage in a long

medieval tradition of classical studies .

There were many schoolmasters in the fifteenth century who formed this link

between the schools and the humanist circles outside , among the most celebrated of

whom were Guarino da Verona ( 1374-1460) and Vittorino da Feltre ( 1378-1446).

Both men have received close study , though neither has a modern biographer.4

Gasparino Barzizza is as interesting a figure for many of the same reasons . He was

well placed to be conversant with literary activity both inside and outside the

schools . Until 1407 he was a member ofthe university arts faculty in Pavia , a

master of grammar in Bergamo and a private tutor to the Barbaro family in Venice,

while also being associated with humanists in the Visconti court . Between 1407 and

1421 he stayed in Padua , where he taught in the studium as well as running an

elementary school , and it was there that his teaching became fully developed and

influential , so that his Paduan years are biographically the most important . From

1421 until his death in 1430 he taught in Milan and, for a short time, in Bologna.

He takes us , as it were , through a good cross-section of the educational system in

Italy at that time. From the schools of Barzizza , Guarino , and Vittorino came many

of the gifted humanists of the middle and later quattrocento and together they

share much ofthe responsibility for introducing a precise programme ofhumanist

education into Western Europe , but it was a programme which extended and

modified traditional teaching rather than creating something new. In many ways

they merely added to and polished what was already available in grammar schools

and in the university arts course . They were ‘ high-brow’ schoolmasters who , trained

in the traditional mould , wanted to widen their literary range and improve their

classical style . Sabbadini presented Guarino in this light and Woodward did

similarly with Vittorino ; and it is essentially how I will interpret Barzizza’s work.

Although aspects of Barzizza’s teaching have been examined , this study is intended

to assess his importance more fully and to add further weight to the view that

humanism had its roots in the medieval tradition of literary teaching in the schools

while , at the same time , introducing to that tradition changes in scope and

emphasis.5




