
CHAPTER V

BARZIZZA’S COURSE ON GRAMMAR: ‘Studia Litterarum ’

We have seen how Barzizza presented the first stages of grammar as an ordered

investigation into Latin diction ; its origins , its evolution , its complex usages , and its

construction . It was, however, a programme of study which was entirely unoriginal .

The fourfold division of grammar was followed in all the elementary schools in

Italy at that time, a course which continued , in shadowy outline , the grammatical

teaching of late antiquity . Yet, the Paduan school achieved a reputation among

humanists and exercised an influence which set it apart from the ordinary grammar

school . While the framework of teaching was a standard form, Barzizza managed ,

within those limits , to further the scope of grammar, alter its emphasis and , to a

certain extent , change its purpose . He went beyond the notion that grammar was

merely a necessary and useful art which prepared students for professional studies ,

and attempted to instil in his pupils an interest in the classical Latin language for its

own sake . He showed , furthermore , that all grammatical precepts were derived from

the literary usage of the classical authors rather than from logical premisses and his

approach demanded an elementary understanding of literary development , as well

as an awareness that rules are often tempered by sensitive and creative

improvisation . In every way , this notion of grammar was related to the disciplined

and resourceful reading of classical literature , the studia litterarum .

Before we examine the particular way in which Barzizza approached the authors ,

it is important to understand the impetus behind his literary studies and their

cumulative effect . The medieval schools and universities were principally designed

to train their members for a professional career in the church or the state . Within

these institutions all disciplines were , in some measure, interdependent and all

presupposed some initial grounding in the trivium , those linguistic sciences which

were regarded as ‘media ’ through which the higher studies of law, medicine , and

theology could be formally conducted . Grammar, rhetoric , and logic , therefore ,

were given importance because they were fundamental and useful skills , not

because they were regarded as of sufficient value in themselves . However, the

course on grammar (and rhetoric) was , in some respects , unique among disciplines.

As we saw in Chapter I , since grammar in the university , at least in Padua, tended to

be regarded as an extension of what had been taught in the elementary schools , the

provisions for its teaching were comparatively neglected by the statute-making

bodies . The course on grammar , therefore, could be extended or contracted ,
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according to the intentions of the master teaching it . In the hands of a master

whose interest in the classics was unusually deep , grammar could be made to

include the study of a wide field of classical literature ; the lecturae auctorum ,

which was traditionally regarded as one of the functions of the grammarian , could

be considerably extended and refined . Barzizza , because of his interest in the wider

humanist learning of the times, was able to turn the ‘ reading of the authors ’ into a

full-scale course of literary studies , a course , moreover, which was valuable in itself

and was not linked to practical considerations . Pure erudition and moral

propositions are the only treasures which he seems to have sought from the

ancients . As a result , Barzizza’s house in Padua was not only a school , but also

became a centre of scholarship which attracted notable members of the University

and some men of affairs , whose interest in the classics was informal . If the

humanists were the first since antiquity to introduce into the pedagogic tradition of

Western Europe the notion and practice of pure scholarship and research , serving

only the cultivation of the inner man , then Barzizza holds an important place in

their ranks .

Barzizza developed , therefore , the ‘ reading of the authors ’ , which was practised

in the higher classes of the elementary schools and in the university arts course .

This he accomplished by dividing the studia litterarum into four branches :

(a)

(b)

(c)

(d)

‘emendatio’ , the attempt to establish a correct textual reading;

‘lectio ’ , the correct reading out aloud of the text;

'expositio ’ , the clarification and explanation of particular points in the

text (this generally accompanied the ‘lectio ’) ;

'iudicium ’ , the interpretation of the content, usually from a moral aspect.

These categories were never actually set down in this way in any of Barzizza’s

writings , but his literary criticism fits so precisely into this ancient scheme that it is

hard to believe that he was not trying to reproduce it , especially as he knew so well

those treatises in which it was set out . 1 At any rate , whether or not he was aware of

this ancient pedagogic model , his teaching of the studia litterarum did , in effect ,

correspond to it and this he managed to achieve by drawing together into an

ordered syllabus two strands of literary pursuit which were already in existence in

his time, but which had existed separately from each other.

The emendation of classical texts , involving the collation of diverse manuscript

copies of a work and the quest for new or unmutilated codices , had been the

growing concern of humanists since about the mid-fourteenth century.2 While these

scholars, such as Petrarch , Salutati , and Poggio , were concerned , also , with the

moral content and style of classical writings , their interests did not take a

systematic form nor did they engage in any pedagogic exposition of their favourite

authors . On the other hand , the formal teaching of classical literature , the province

of the grammar schools and universities , had been almost completely out of touch

with the work of the humanists ; or, at least , the schoolmasters had not made any

notable attempt to incorporate the new textual enquiries and interpretative insights
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of the humanists into their teaching programme . There was a gap between the

teaching of the Latin language and literature , on the one hand, and the new

research and literary criticism on the other. In other words, ‘lectio ’ and ‘expositio’

were not in line with ‘ emendatio’ and ‘iudicium ’. Barzizza bridged this gap and

created an ‘up-to-date ’ course on grammar. Through his contacts with informal

humanist groups , he was able to draw on new textual discoveries , to exchange

books , and to share in the infectious enthusiasm for antiquity . Through his private

school and public teaching , he was able to adapt his literary erudition to the

progression of an academic curriculum . It was strictly a progression , since each

stage arose out of the preceding one and depended on the next , but since each stage

or branch of the studia litterarum required particular techniques , it is convenient to

examine each one separately .

(a) Emendatio

The emendation of texts was made the foundation of the studia litterarum in the

Paduan school . The reading, exposition , and criticism of an author could proceed

properly only when the textual groundwork had been laid as firmly as possible . An

attempt, however inadequate or unsuccessful in its outcome , was always made to

establish a correct textual reading.

From Barzizza’s letters we know that , whenever he decided to produce a

commentary or a lecture-course on an author, there was generally a flurry of

activity among his pupils and friends to collect as many manuscript copies of the

work as possible for purposes of collation ; or Barzizza used his contacts in the

Veneto to obtain what was thought to be a particularly good copy. There was much

borrowing, transcribing, checking, and correcting. Sometimes this process proved

frustratingly lengthy and Barzizza would begin a commentary while still seeking

better texts from which to work, making appropriate adjustments later, if they

were necessary . Sometime after I411 , for example , Barzizza proposed to write a

commentary on Pliny’s Natural History . He had had an imperfect copy of the work

sent to him by his former pupil , Giovanni Corner (Cornaro) , a Venetian patrician .

For lack of any other copy Barzizza had this transcribed , but he claimed it

contained more errors than correct parts ; indeed , he added , he had never seen a

‘correct’ Pliny . He asked Corner to inform him of any better copy ofwhich he

might hear and , if others were found , then he wanted Corner’s judgement on their

quality . In fact, not long after , Barzizza’s medical friend in Venice, Pietro Tommasi .

came across a Pliny ‘ perrarum et singularem’ and arrangements were quickly made

for its purchase . Unfortunately , the commentary of Barzizza on this text has not

come to light.3

Far more protracted and complicated was Barzizza’s textual work on Cicero . He

seems to have planned to emend the entire Ciceronian corpus—‘ad effingendum

Ciceronem ’, as he called his task—and the surviving works of this vast project

provide the most complete examples of his method of emendation . It was his years
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of study on the Ciceronian texts which earned for Barzizza the recognition of his

humanist contemporaries as the finest Ciceronian scholar of the day . This work on

the mutilated rhetorical works of Cicero , which occupied most of his period in

Padua, has been examined thoroughly by R. Sabbadini , who also published all the

relevant documentary evidence . Much of what is said here is drawn from

Sabbadini’s findings.4

Because of thirteenth-century scribal arrangements of the mutilated codices of

the De Oratore and Orator, Barzizza thought , initially , that the two works were a

single treatise , the latter being a fourth section of the former. He possessed this

‘single treatise’ in 1407 , or even earlier, although it passed from his hands for five

years until it was returned to him through his Venetian friend , Zaccaria Trevisan .

In c.1412 two former pupils , Andrea Giuliano and Daniele Vettori , sent Barzizza a

hitherto unknown fragment ofthe work and , at about the same time , he learned of

a fragment discovered at Florence, though he doubted Cicero’s authorship of this

latter piece . Barzizza gathered as many manuscripts of the De Oratore as he could

and then set about emending the mutilated text as far as this was possible . We know

the methods which he adopted from a letter he wrote to Giovanni Corner.5 First , he

divided up the text into chapters and sections , giving marginal summaries of the

material (‘sententiam ’) . He had collected as many codices of the text as he could

find and chose those readings which he thought were most accurate (although he

does not state what his criteria were) . Where there was ambiguity due to scribal

negligence or to a faded script he made conjectures (‘ quae ambigua erant , aut

propter librariorum incuriam aut propter vetustatem , interpretatus fui ’) . Perhaps by

‘interpretation’ Barzizza meant the correction of scribal errors brought about by a

shaky grasp of orthography, careless transcription or a mistaken reading of

abbreviatory signs . Finally , he met the problem of textual lacunae by giving his

suggestions in the margin . Thus , he showed a scrupulous respect for the given text,

resisting the temptation to insert what he thought might be a plausible bridge ; by

his marginal supplementa , he merely reconnected the thread of the discourse in a

tentative way. He was also at pains to give alternative readings from other codices in

his glosses.6

Similarly Barzizza examined the corrupt texts of the Orator , in a way that

suggests that he gradually realized that it was a separate work from the De Oratore,

and he also studied texts of the Epistulae ad Atticum and the Tusculan

Disputations . From a letter by a pupil of Barzizza we know that the master

thoroughly corrected the Epistulae ( ‘ ad unguem . . . correcte ’ ) and it was perhaps

this corrected copy which he sent to Giuliano in Venice in c. 1408. Much later, in

1418 , Barzizza announced to Lorenzo Bonzio , the Venetian grammarian , that he

had finished emending the Tusculan Disputations , a most difficult undertaking on

account ofthe number of earlier scribal errors . Sometime before 1417 he also

attempted to correct the mutilated text of Quintilian’s Institutes and to write

supplementa for the missing parts."
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Broadly speaking, the collation and emendation of texts fell into two parts . The

first was the collection of manuscript copies of known works and the attempt to

arrive at a correct reading, while giving cautious recognition to possible alternatives .

The critical techniques , or lack of them , at Barzizza’s disposal will be examined

shortly . He did not , of course , work alone , although he was the guiding figure and

his Paduan school was his studio . He was given much assistance in buying and

borrowing books, as well as scholarly advice , by his friends in the Veneto,

particularly those Venetian aristocrats who were associated with his household

school : Daniele Vettori, Marco Dandolo, Giovanni Corner, Andrea Giuliano ,

Francesco Barbaro , and others . This activity was a mainly local affair . The second

and more exciting part of textual emendation involved the search for unknown

classical works and for complete copies of works which were only known in

fragments . Here Barzizza was drawn into a far wider network of scholarship .

8

He did not participate personally or directly in the search for ancient codices,

tied as he was to his teaching duties and hampered by financial straits , but he

remained in touch with the discoveries through his colleagues and correspondents ,

particularly through Guarino, whose circle in Venice was closely connected with

members of the humanist group who served as secretaries and curiales at the

Council of Constance . Barzizza’s exposition of texts in their mutilated condition

made him acutely aware of their inadequacy and his excitement at the disinterment

of complete or new texts was in proportion to his earlier dissatisfaction . For at least

two months in 1417 , however, Barzizza was himself at Constance as an apostolic

secretary . He moved out from the schools into a wider and livelier literary circle . It

is impossible to say to what extent Barzizza familiarized himself with the St Gall

discoveries of Poggio . Certainly he knew the Asconius Pedianus, since he was to use

it in his De Orthographia , and certainly , through contacts he made at Constance , he

later received a copy of the complete Quintilian , which , he tells us , he used ‘ daily’

in Padua. Perhaps it was in Constance , when Barzizza mingled with some of the

prominent humanists ofthe day , that his reputation as a foremost textual scholar

and an authority on Cicero was firmly established . The high esteem in which he was

held was borne out by the part he was invited to play in the major discovery of

Cicero’s rhetorical works at Lodi in 1421. The circumstances of the Lodi episode

have been fully examined.10 Here it is only necessary to showhow it related to

Barzizza’s teaching.

That Bishop Landriani had the De Oratore, Orator, and Brutus sent immediately

to Barzizza in Milan (1421-22) attests to the impressive mark which the latter had

made as a textual scholar and Ciceronian expert. It was , in this respect , the

culmination of his years of textual emendation at Padua . Although he probably

played little part in the technical work of deciphering the codices—that was mainly

the achievement of his pupil Cosma Raimondi—he supervised the undertaking and

put his experience at the disposal of those scholars involved . However much credit

he in fact deserves for the operation , it is significant that contemporary humanists
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11

believed his contribution to have been central and this estimation was continued in

the literary histories of the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. Moreover,

although Barzizza’s most active teaching years were over (he was now in his sixties)

it seems that he might have revised his teaching, where necessary , in the light of the

recent manuscript discoveries . We know for example , that he used the unmutilated

De Oratore in his recension of the De Orthographia . "

As a textual scholar Barzizza was regarded as an ‘ authority ’ by fifteenth-century

Italian humanists , but they tended self-consciously to cut themselves off from a

‘medieval’ textual tradition with the result that they misrepresented their own

achievements and limitations in this field . Barzizza has an important place in the

history oftextual scholarship because of his awareness of the problems involved ,

not so much because he made any real technical advances towards their solution .

A recent and important article by E. J. Kenney has analysed the character and

limits of ‘medieval’ textual scholarship , as exemplified in the monastic

scriptorium.13 ‘Copyists saw their task to reproduce the transmitted text, that of

their exemplar.’ The correction of the text was limited to setting it in order and

searching for good or better readings . ‘ Criticism ’ was limited to choice between

variants , a choice determined by the quality of textual forms rather than by any

reasoned principles . What was lacking was any attempt to devise ‘ scientific ’ criteria

or plausible conjecture for preferring one reading to another; straightforward

transmission was the overriding concern . Kenney sees in the thirteenth and

fourteenth centuries ‘ the secularisation of the copying of texts’ marked by the

gradual decline of the monastic scriptorium and the simultaneous rise of the

professional (often lay) scribe and the advent of the ‘scholar’ , exemplified most

fully in the person of Petrarch . These gradual changes were to bring about

conditions which were conducive to a re-evaluation of textual tradition . It was this

urge towards a more reasoned scholarship , as Kenney presents it , which Barzizza

represented and , indeed , stimulated .

Yet, while he perceived some of the difficulties which needed to be resolved in

order to establish a correct edition of a text , Barzizza lacked the techniques to

answer those needs and , in practice , he generally had to fall back on the ‘ medieval’

and unsophisticated methods of textual activity . In a few respects , however, he

advanced beyond the scriptorium tradition (although how he stood in relation to

his humanist contemporaries , in regard to textual enquiries , would require a full

study in itself) . First , he appreciated , in a vague way, the importance of a textual

tradition as such when he devised a rough method of separating older and more

recent manuscript copies on the grounds of script , orthography, and punctuation .

He was aware that the older copy was probably the more reliable , though, of

course , he lacked the critical apparatus for tracing a stemma . Secondly , by stressing

the importance of orthography (in all its parts) he perceived where and how scribal

errors had come about and , thereby , how misreadings of a text could be

perpetuated . Thirdly , he attached importance to reasoned conjecture . He
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demonstrated an elementary appreciation of context , the attempt to elicit the

correct reading of a particular passage by referring to the general sense ofthe

argument in which it is located and by understanding the meaning which an author

gives to terms in all his writings . We see this in his supplementa to missing passages ,

in his glosses and, more fully , in his commentaries. Finally , he recognized the

problems of forgery and authenticity . For example , in his copy ofthe

Declamationes of Quintilian , he doubted Quintilian’s authorship of the twentieth

declamation on stylistic grounds : sed non putatur Quintilianai quia stilus non satis

congruit’.14 Barzizza also figured in a debate over the authorship of the Gallic Wars,

as we learn from one of P. C. Decembrio’s Epistolae Juveniles in which the latter

summarized the problem for Archbishop Bartolomeo of Milan : some attribute the

work to Suetonius , others to Celsus Julius , rather than to Julius Caesar , while

others debate over the former two , thus removing Caesar from all consideration.

Among these last , apparently , was Barzizza, since a marginal note gives : ‘error

Gasparini Barzizij’ .

15

Barzizza’s emendation of texts was carried out in his household school, in which

he must have discussed with his pupils and friends those difficulties which he saw

were intricately related to the task of reading texts correctly . This textual study

had a fundamental bearing on his teaching programme since he regarded emendatio

as both a prerequisite and an integral part of his lectures on the authors . He

embraced the methods and findings of the humanists into his teaching and , thereby ,

developed and made more complex an existing branch of the grammatical syllabus .

(b) Lectio

In the ancient and medieval schools lectio involved the reading through of a text

line by line , either amongst a group in a classroom or privately by the individual .

We know that Barzizza held informal readings with his friends , such as the reading

of Macrobius’s Saturnalia , which he recounted in a letter to Vettori.16 He spoke of

the pleasure and amusement to be derived from such gatherings , citing Cicero ,

Socrates, Laelius , and Scipio who said many things jokingly to release tension .

Valerius Maximus he read to his small son and we know he also read Martial to the

young Francesco Barbaro. These leisured and purposeful pursuits , like the discussion

of moral problems among friends , were the highest occupation of otium , with its

contrived reproduction of a classical setting. Such ideals illustrate the extent to

which Barzizza believed the studia litterarum to be of life-long value for their own sake.

For formal readings in Barzizza’s school there is no evidence , but there is no

reason to suppose that he did not follow the traditional practice of the grammar

schools . Traditionally , lectio was an exercise for the latinantes, those boys aged

from about eleven to fourteen . It allowed the pupil to acquaint himself with

passages from major Latin authors , which naturally increased his comprehension of

the Latin language . In the ancient schools , reading authors out loud formed part of

the training for spoken rhetoric since , by sharpening the student’s ear for the flow
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and rhythm oflanguage , it contributed to his training in the art of persuasion .

However, we do not know whether Barzizza taught along these lines . '

(c) Expositio

17

Whether texts were read in school or privately , the more difficult or obscurer

passages needed elucidation by the master and certain aids were adopted to make

the work as a whole more intelligible . The means by which Barzizza gave an

elucidation or expositio of the text can be divided up as follows :

(i) The explanatory gloss on the language and argument .

These were conventional interlinear glosses giving synonyms or short

definitions for words and phrases or marginal glosses which might paraphrase or

summarize the parts of an argument.18

(ii) The formal division and ordering of the work.

The tractatus was divided into partes and each pars into particula . Generally ,

at the beginning of the tractatus a summary of the argument was given and ,

throughout, the divisions were given marginal headings . In a philosophical work,

such as Cicero’s De Senectute, Barzizza’s divisions generally corresponded to the

ordering of the quaestiones . Besides helping to make a text more manageable

and , therefore , more comprehensible , these divisions may have served as marking

points, facilitating reference and revision .

(iii) Glosses giving alternative readings from other manuscript copies of the text .

This was the most obvious way in which Barzizza related his work oftextual

emendation to the business of expounding the literal meaning of a work. The

best example is the fourteenth-century copy of Quintilian’s Declamationes to

which Barzizza added , in the margin , alternative readings which he had found ‘in

a certain very old codex’.?

(iv) Occasional notes.

20

These generally consisted of precise references for quotations or allusions in

the text and notes on biographical or historical details . Several of the annotated

texts owned by Barzizza are remarkable for the thoroughness which he showed

in citing and comparing historical sources. Ugo Lepore has compiled a list of his

references to Valerius Maximus and Cicero’s works in his glosses on the

Periochae Livianae.21 In his glosses on Cicero’s De Oratore he cross-refers to

Livy , Maximus , Aulus Gellius , Plutarch , and Suetonius . The historical notes on

Claudian are based on Sallust, Statius , and Orosius.22

Sometimes the references are of a more general nature , such as those which

point to a similar argument used elsewhere . Some notes he seems to have made

for his own use , perhaps as ‘ reminders’ or references which he could incorporate

in his glosses or commentaries on other texts .

(v) Notes on rhetorical techniques .

Not surprisingly , these make up some of the glosses on Barzizza’s copies of

the De Oratore and the Orator. They might pinpoint the rhetorical method
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which the author is discussing (‘captatio benivolentiae ’ etc.) or refer to other

rhetorical texts which are relevant to the matter in hand.23 Notes on style are

rare : in fact, I have found them only in the glosses on Claudian (Book I , De

Nuptiis) , where Barzizza indicates Claudian’s changes (four ‘ diversitates ’) in the

metre.24

(vi) The extended gloss

This is found, for example, in Barzizza’s same copy of the mutilated De

Oratore which is so heavily annotated as to fall midway between the textual gloss

and the separate commentary ; indeed , the glosses amount to almost a continuous

commentary on the text . He gives a prefatory summary on the lines of the

traditional accessus ad auctores , 25 discussing libri titulus, materia, auctoris

intentio , and modus tractandi . The glosses then paraphrase the text so as to

highlight the main stages of the argumentatio . More penetrating were his glosses

on the Declamationes of Quintilian and Seneca , which were almost exclusively

concerned with illuminating the various legal arguments presented by the

prosecutors and defence and summarizing the specific laws which are at stake .

At the beginning of each declamatio he presents briefly the issues . Thus, Seneca’s

seventh declamatio concerns a poor father who seeks food from his son who

refuses it : what is the law on the duty of children to feed their parents and does

it apply here? Extensive notes are then made on each stage of the case as it

unfolds . Barzizza seemed to be primarily interested in the questions of moral

philosophy which inform jurisprudence , though he probably also appealed to the

student of rhetoric in so far as the Declamationes illustrated the material and

form of forensic oratory .

Barzizza’s marginal glosses on Seneca’s Tragedies are a continuous summary

of the plot in each , while incorporating abundant information on the

mythological background , using Virgil and Ovid as his main sources . One can

well visualize here the reading through of the text from the cathedra l often , for

example, he gives a prose version for the poetic forms , reminds the students.

what has happened , or points out to whom or to what reference is being made.

In general , there is nothing new about the techniques and characteristics of

Barzizza’s glosses . One need look no further than the manuscript copies in

thirteenth and fourteenth hands which he possessed . Sometimes he adds the same

kind of gloss to those already made, which appears to be a superfluous exercise . In

two important ways, however, certain glosses reveal a humanistic interest in literary

studies as opposed to the conventional approach to classical texts in the schools ,

though the differences are really in degree not in kind . First , he gives methodical

attention to alternative readings from other texts . Secondly , there is a greater depth

in his explanation of references , which serve as more than aids to elucidating the

text, as they reveal an interest in the history and composition of the ancient world .

There are frequent and often detailed discussions of the historical background ,
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which partly show the interests of the antiquarian and encyclopedist . He is quick to

elaborate on a geographical reference or add to a legend.26 These glosses also show

the questioning mind which combed through the ancient sources . Thus , Barzizza

compiled a genealogical tree from references in Claudian , but notes that the results

from Claudian differ from the facts as presented by Orosius : ‘hec genealogia videtur

contra narrationem horosij’.27 This is one of the innumerable examples where he

juxtaposes authorities , especially where they are at odds. Sabbadini believed the

postils on the Periochae Livianae were Petrarch’s because they seemed to bear his

stamp in the frequency of the comparisons with other sources , in the questioning of

traditional opinion by noting divergencies in the authors and in the emphasis given

to the morality of the action . In fact , the postils have been shown to be Barzizza’s ,

but Sabbadini’s mistake does suggest how firmly Barzizza sensed and worked within

the Petrarchan textual tradition.28 This humanist scholarship differed from the

traditional grammatical exposition in degree ; a deeper awareness that one classical

text cannot be studied in isolation from the corpus of classical literature , a greater

erudition , and a more thorough investigation of the sources. These qualities appear

more fully in Barzizza’s separate commentaries on authors , the final branch ofthe

studia litterarum , which we will now examine .

(d) Iudicium

In teaching literary texts the connexion between expositio and iudicium was a

natural one . Indeed , the development of the textual gloss into the full commentary ,

separate from the text , was a feature of medieval school instruction held in

common by at least the schools of grammar, law, and biblical exegesis from the

twelfth century onwards.29 As we saw, Barzizza’s glosses served several functions :

(1 ) to comment on particular words and phrases ; (2) to divide up a text ; (3) to

elucidate the subject matter and (4) to summarize or draw attention to stages in the

argument or to particular sententiae . Their common purpose was to facilitate the

reading of the text; expositio was essentially auxiliary to lectio . The commentary

contains all four functions , though giving prominence to (3 ) and (4) ; but the simple

process of reading through the text is presupposed so that the grammarian could

proceed to the more elaborate task of giving a continuous critical interpretation of

the text as a whole , expounding and interrelating the arguments employed therein .

This appraisal or evaluation was what the Roman grammarians would have called

iudicium .

The various commentaries were , for Barzizza, his most important contribution

to teaching humane letters . From his letters we know that they were his most

ambitious projects and to produce them he worked immensely hard over his entire

period at Padua . Yet , the commentaries have never been included in any study of

Barzizza and it may be largely because of this that there is such a wide discrepancy

between the high esteem which was accorded to him as a master by his own

contemporaries and the comparative neglect which he has suffered from modern
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historians of Italian humanism . A few of the commentaries are included in library

catalogues but have not been studied . Others have been catalogued but never

ascribed to Barzizza . Still others, which we know he wrote , do not survive or have

not yet come to light . Therefore , before we discuss how he approached the classical

authors , it is first necessary just to list the range of his works , giving the evidence

for their composition.

(1) The Commentaries on Seneca’s Letters to Lucilius and to St Paul

This is the largest of the commentaries and , in itself, is a vast work.3° It was

written between c.1408 and c.1412 to serve a lecture course which he was asked to

give by his friends at Padua . In 1411-12 Barzizza sent the final quaternus to Andrea

Giuliano in Venice and made arrangements to pay the latter for his work of

transcription . It is possible that Barzizza wrote the first version , added corrections

and supplements and then asked Giuliano to transcribe the whole , putting it in

order . With the planned lectures approaching, Barzizza insisted that Giuliano have

the commentary ready for when he (Barzizza) next came to Venice . A little later ,

he arranged , through two other pupils in Venice, Antonio Fantasello and Damiano

da Pola, to have his Summa on the Senecan-Pauline correspondence sent to him,

since they were to be treated in public lectures . Elsewhere , he explained how the

insistence of his Paduan friends that he should lecture on Seneca had interrupted

his commentaries on Cicero’s De Officiis.31

Barzizza certainly gave the lectures , as he recalled them in his introduction to

the commentaries , but they were probably given in a shorter form than the final

commentaries.32 We possess the introduction as it was given in the lectures , a shorter

version, being the traditional praelectio to the exposition of an author.33 It seems

likely , therefore , that the full -scale commentary was a recension of the lectures and

it circulated privately . Barzizza tells us that he devoted enormous energy to

composing the final version , and that having written it quickly and under pressure ,

he hoped to have time later to revise it .

(2) The Commentaries on Cicero’s De Officiis

Having completed the Senecan Commentaries, Barzizza resumed his commentary

on the De Officiis , a task which he had been commissioned to perform by the

Marquess of Ferrara , Niccolo d’Este . It seems that he went to Ferrara to discuss the

matter with the Secretary of the Marquess , Lodovico Bonifazio . While engaged on

the work, Barzizza heard from Antonio Fantasello of ‘ certain old commentaries on

the Offices of Cicero ’, in the hands of a grammaticus at Verona. There ensued a

series of letters in which Barzizza asked Fantasello . with increasing urgency, to send

the anonymous commentaries and arrangements were made for their purchase in

Verona. Barzizza felt the work might prove useful for his own commentary.
35

Although Barzizza’s commentary has not come to light , we do know he wrote it

since he mentioned the work in his De Orthographia and , a century later, Simler
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claimed to know of it.3
36

(3) The Commentaries on Cicero’s De Amicitia and De Senectute

These come together in a Naples codex (MS. N. B. Naz . V. C. II , fols 23r-41v)

and are undated . Both are short and rigidly schematized , perhaps indicating that

they were given as lectures .

While arranging to acquire the Veronese commentaries on the De Officiis,

Barzizza also wrote to Fantasello that he wanted this to be sent ‘ cum aliis

commentariis in Laelium disputantem de Amicitia et Catonem de Senectute’ , no

doubt in order to assist his own work on the same material.

(4) The Commentaries on the De Oratore and Philippics

37

Mazzuchelli recorded that the commentary on the De Oratore existed in the

former ‘ Libreria de ’ Camaldoli’ and in the sixteenth century Simler mentioned its

existence.38 I have been unable to trace either this work or the Commentary on the

Philippics which Mazzuchelli also mentioned .

(5) The Commentary on Cicero’s Epistolae ad Familiares

Simler also ascribed this work to Barzizza , but it has not come to light.39

Mazzuchelli believed that Barzizza undertook to examine the entire corpus

Ciceronianum . From what we know of the above commentary and his lectures on

Cicero it does appear that he may have decided on a systematic and complete

textual study and exposition of Cicero’s works . There is further evidence , however,

that he wrote or at least planned to write—commentaries on other classical writers ,

poets and historians and on Dante.

(6) The Commentary on Terence’s Comedies

Terence was one of Barzizza’s favourite authors whose moral dicta he was fond

of citing in letters and orations . He studied all the Comedies, as he compiled

excerpts from each.40 In an undated letter to Daniele Vettori he asked that ‘my

commentaries on Terence’ be passed on to his medical friend in Venice , Tommaso

Dandolo . Of course , the phrase ‘ commentarios meos ’ is ambiguous : it could mean

commentaries written by Barzizza or commentaries owned by Barzizza. Mazzuchelli

assumed the former , although he does not state that he had seen the work nor

where it could be found . In either case , Barzizza drew on or contributed to a long

tradition of interest in Terence in the Italian grammar schools . 41

(7) The Commentary on Seneca’s Tragedies

This is mentioned by Barzizza in a letter to his nephew, Niccolo in 1412.42

(8) The Commentary on Valerius Maximus

Barzizza wrote to Giovanni Corner between 1411 and 1415 that he was engaged

in a commentary on Valerius Maximus , a work so bulky that he was afraid that it
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would put people off or that he would be unable to finish and have to leave the

thing in mid-course . He thanked Corner for lending books and for helping him with

the work and informed him that he (Barzizza) would send him the first parts of the

commentary for him to look over and criticize.43 It seems , therefore , that part of

the work, at least , was written , but there appears to be no further evidence of the

commentary .

(9) The Commentary on Pliny’s Natural History

Barzizza received a copy of Pliny’s text from Facino Ventraria which he needed

for a commentary which he proposed to write on the sententiae of ‘great men’

( pernecessarius est sententiis summorum virorum a me commentandis ’) .44

However, we hear nothing more either of a commentary specifically on Pliny or of

any great general commentary on classical writers .

(10) The Commentary on Dante’s Divine Comedy

After he had written his Commentary on Seneca’s Letters , Barzizza proposed to

write one on the Divine Comedy and to give a lectura Dantis in Padua. We know

that he used the Commentary of Benvenuto da Imola on the Inferno . Later , in

Milan, we hear, from a letter to his son , Guiniforte , that he had glossed Dante

‘digitis meis ’ . It is reasonable to suppose that Gasparino’s work influenced

Guiniforte’s later commentary on the Inferno (c.1440) . Again, the sum of the

evidence consists of only a few passing references in letters.45

The evidence for Barzizza’s commentaries does not allow us to reconstruct in

detail the curriculum of his Paduan school . First , we cannot date precisely any of

the commentaries so that it is not possible to study the development of Barzizza’s

course during his period at Padua. Secondly , most of the commentaries have not

survived , a fact which , in itself, may indicate that they were written for specific

lectures or for local circulation . Thirdly , we cannot be sure how much of his

teaching was ‘official ’ and how much ‘ unofficial ’ . Barzizza’s official appointment in

1407 was as ‘lector in rethoricis et moralibus (auctoribus)’ , but how much did he

read the authors ‘ ordinarily ’ , how much ‘extraordinarily ’ (on the periphery of the

main curriculum ) , and how much ‘voluntarily’ (outside the curriculum altogether)?

His lectures on Seneca were voluntary , given at the request of friends , but what of

the others? The commentary on the De Officiis seems to have been intended for

private circulation , since it was specially commissioned by the Este family . The

commentaries on Seneca and , Barzizza suggests , on Valerius Maximus were

enormous works , parts of which may have been given in lecture form and the rest

intended for private readings . Again , when there is strong evidence that Barzizza

gave public lectures on particular authors , it is usually the case that the lectures

themselves do not survive . Thus , we have three Lives of Virgil , Terence , and Cicero

which were probably praelectiones or introductory lectures to a course of reading
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of the authors in question , but nothing remains of the lectures.46 Similarly , we

know that in 1412-13 Barzizza used Loschi’s commentary on Cicero’s orations and ,

from the notes of a student, we know that Barzizza added to them."

47

However, enough material has survived to reveal Barzizza’s methods when

expounding the authors and to point to the scope of his teaching. Moreover, our

understanding of his teaching methods is not substantially affected by the

circumstances in which he taught ; whether he taught publicly or privately , the

nature of his work was essentially the product of a scholastic background . His

approach in his commentaries was moulded by the traditional forms of literary

exposition in the schools . He adopted that schematic exposition of a text which

had long been a convention in the medieval schools of grammar, as well as in the

teaching of legal , scriptural , and philosophical texts .

First, he employed the standard accessus ad auctores, an introductory summary

or plan dealing with a set of general questions about the work, such as : vita

auctoris, titulus operis, intentio scribentis, materia operis , and cui parti

philosophiae supponatur . The accessus might also mention the number of books or

chapters, their order and the authenticity of the work. Though customarily found

in thirteenth and fourteenth-century commentaries on classical authors , the

accessus probably derived from the late antique grammatical commentaries , such as

that of Servius and Donatus on Virgil and Boethius’s commentary on the Isagoge of

Porphyry.48 Barzizza was clearly well schooled in the tradition of the accessus as his

approach to the De Amicitia of Cicero illustrates :

Circa hunc auctorem VIJ sunt consideranda : intentio auctoris , utilitas operis , ad

quem scribit, qua de causa scribit, quo genere sermonis utatur, cui parti philosophie

supponatur, quis sit libri titulus .

Barzizza’s more particular debt to the thirteenth-century scholastic commentary ,

informed by Aristotelian concepts , is exemplified in his commentaries on Seneca’s

letters. This is a bulky and , at times, a digressive and rambling work, but it is

constructed in accordance with a scholastic framework. He employs a general

accessus for the whole commentary and then a shorter accessus for each letter as he

comes to it . The general accessus follows the practice of the schoolmen , who

reduced a work to the four Aristotelian causes . The causa efficiens is twofold : the

causa prineipalis or what Aristotle called the ‘ prima causa , quam nostri deum

asserunt  .. hec est proprie et principaliter efficiens causa huius libri ’ ; and the causa

secondaria , namely the life and work of Seneca , which Barzizza then relates . The

causa materialis is moral philosophy , which Barzizza defines as a discourse on

virtues and vices ; this is further separated , along Aristotelian lines into , ethica,

yconomica, and politica (the latter being then sub-divided into monarchy ,

aristocracy , and democracy) . The causa formalis is twofold ; the divisio tractatus ,

being the number and order of the letters , and the modus tractandi which , in

Seneca’s case , is the use of adhortationcs and dehortationes . The causa finalis is
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summarized simply as ‘perfectus vite status et ea felicitas quam stoyci in sola virtute

posuerunt’.5

50

Within this general scheme each letter has a short accessus discussing : ( 1 ) the

continuatio , how the letter relates to that of Lucilius (which , of course , we do not

possess) , how it relates to the preceding letter and to the other letters in regard to

general arguments ; (2) the materia or contents ofthe letter, and (3) the intentions

of the author. Besides the accessus Barzizza adopted the conventional divisions of

the argumcntatio . the stock distinctions of the schools (‘primo generaliter ...

secundo specialiter’ etc.) .

It is not necessary to point only to general traditions of scholastic exposition to

showhow closely Barzizza’s commentaries were , in their approach , to the products

ofthe medieval schools . We saw that he sought older commentaries for consultation

when writing his own, on the De Officiis for example, and with his commentary on

Seneca’s first letter to Lucilius we know that he drew on many earlier

commentaries (‘ex multorum commentariis’) . This will be discussed in more detail

later. Barzizza’s method also shows that he continued the principles which his

former master at Pavia, Travesi , had used in his commentaries on Boethius and on

Prosperus.51 This relationship between the work of Travesi and Barzizza needs closer

analysis as it has been used to illustrate sweeping claims about the conflict between

‘humanism’ and ‘ scholasticism ’, a conflict not borne out by a closer comparison of

their works , which rather indicates that Barzizza represented continuity and

development in the grammar schools .

Professors Garin and Rossi saw Travesi and Barzizza as the exponents of two

opposed movements ; Travesi , the traditional scholastic master, employed the ‘ old

method’ , whereas Barzizza , the child of Petrarchan humanism , championed new

ideas . The departure of Barzizza from Pavia was seen as , probably , the result of a

personal clash which , at bottom, was brought about by this deeper intellectual

friction . That Garin and Rossi used this episode to illustrate a clash between two

models ofliterary enquiry reflects their belief that humanism was essentially a non-

university phenomenon and that where humanists attempted to introduce the ‘ new

learning’ into the schools either they met a bedrock of conservative resistance or

their chequered achievements were largely ineffective.52

There are several objections to this view which must be set out not only in order

to understand Barzizza’s teaching, but to suggest a possibly sounder though less

exciting interpretation of early humanist teaching as a whole . First , there is no

evidence that Travesi and Barzizza disagreed , while there are some strong hints that

Barzizza’s departure from Pavia was motivated by reasons of communal finance.53

Secondly, Garin regarded the method which Travesi followed in his commentaries

as ‘ old ’ on account of their form (modus tractandi) , their Latin usage , and their

speculative content . Garin and Rossi , however, showed no signs of having studied

Barzizza’s textual glosses or his surviving commentaries . In fact, ifwe set the

commentaries of the two men side by side , we find that their methods were
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essentially similar in these respects . First , in their form they both used the accessus ,

the four causes and the standard divisions of the argumentatio . Secondly , although

Rossi damned Travesi’s Latin as irredeemably ‘barbarous’ , with its neologisms , its

contorted constructions, the ugly, monotonous rhythm of the cursus and its

medieval orthography, these remarks could apply equally to Barzizza’s

commentaries, including the commentary on Seneca in San Daniele nel Friuli and

the commentaries on the De Amicitia and De Senectute in Naples , which were most

probably in Barzizza’s hand.54 His primary concern , as Travesi’s , was to present and

comment on the argument; Barzizza may have reserved his studied neo-classical

dictamen for his letters and orations , or perhaps his attention to orthography came

after his commentaries had been written (the orthographical manuals were written

after 1418) . Thirdly , the speculative purpose of both men was broadly the same: to

explain the argument , providing glosses on persons and things where necessary .

Thus, in the commentary on Boethius , Travesi has long digressions on

cosmographical and natural phenomena, as well as biographical notes and

explanations of references to mythology . Barzizza similarly discourses , at times , on

historical references (for example , the gladiatorial games) or on questions of natural

philosophy . If anything, Travesi goes further than Barzizza in that he comments

also on style , grammatical anomalies and on the metre of the verses cited by

Boethius. The second and ultimate purpose of both masters was to draw out the

moral significance ofthe argument .

The differences between Travesi’s and Barzizza’s commentaries are in degree not

in kind . Travesi wrote nothing on the scale of Barzizza’s works not did he display

the latter’s weighty learning in classical literature , those reserves from which

Barzizza could expound , cross -refer to other authors and illuminate the sense ofthe

text . The comparison is one of erudition , not of basic method , although it should

be remembered that Travesi was probably writing for boys between eleven and

fourteen years old ,55 whereas Barzizza’s commentaries on Seneca were intended for

older students . The commentaries on the De Amicitia and De Senectute were

perhaps written for the latinantes and , in their clarity and freedom from intricate

debate , they probably serve as a better comparison with Travesi’s writings .

Barzizza’s method of expounding classical texts belonged to the particular

tradition of ‘reading the authors ’ in the Italian schools of grammar and , on that

account, to that general framework of study constructed by the schoolmen . The

deeper questions ofwhy he studied the ancients and what he wanted their writings

to yield were never stated by Barzizza , but it is apparent throughout his

commentaries that he was predominantly interested in gaining sheer information

about antiquity and in deriving moral edification from its literature . He saw his own

age as bound to the moral and intellectual heritage of antiquity . There was no

novelty in this view . Again , he was the product of the medieval schools while , at the

same time, animating the old teaching with the spirit of enquiry which he had

captured from humanist currents of thought .
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He saw ancient literature as a kind of quarry from which one could extract every

kind of information—historical , mythological, geographical , meteorological ,

botanical, medical , etc .. He had an eye for harvesting a rag-bag of facts , in much the

same spirit that motivated the medieval compilers of compendia of knowledge and

glossaries , the same spirit we saw in Barzizza’s lexicons . However, he did use this

well of erudition to elucidate a text , by setting the work as a whole in a literary-

historical context or by explaining fully any allusion which may not have been

obvious to the student . Some might see in this the beginnings of that urge to

assimilate sheer information which led to those vast and specialized glossaries of the

later Renaissance.56

More powerful was the veneration which Barzizza paid to the classical

moralizers , especially Seneca and Terence , who had been favourite sources of

sententiae during the Middle Ages . Most of his attention in his commentaries was

given to examining (and relishing) the moral arguments in a text . From Barzizza’s

glosses on Seneca’s Tragedies we get a clear idea ofhow he approached the content

of a text. He was not at all concerned with linguistic usages, poetic figures of

speech , or stylistic effects , nor did he consider the theatrical setting of the play or

the dramatic development of character (although , admittedly , Seneca’s plays do not

lend themselves to these latter considerations) . Many glosses deal with references

to the ‘ historical’ background , presumably in order to enable the student to set

events and characters against a firmly drawn canvas . Also , the plot is marked out at

every turn. But plot and background are seen only as a framework, against which

Morality can be enacted . The drama does not evolve but consists of a set series of

moral postures on the part of the characters . At all times, the moral significance of

a passage is the material oftextual criticism .

Barzizza’s study of the Tragedies should be seen against an increasing interest in

the plays among fourteenth and early fifteenth-century literary circles in Italy ,

among the Paduan ‘ pre-humanists’ of the early trecento , and scholars in Pavia and

Florence towards the end of the century.57 Barzizza could well have been aware of

these other studies on the Tragedies , just as he was aware of earlier and

contemporary studies on Seneca’s letters . In his introduction to his commentary on

the letters Barzizza gives a summary of the main arguments of those literati and

logicians who, since the mid-fourteenth century , had wrestled over the meaning of

Seneca’s first letter, the ‘nodosa littera ’ as Barzizza called it , especially over the

sense ofthe maxim : ‘maxima pars vitae elabitur male agentibus , magna nihil

agentibus , tota vita aliud agentibus’.58 ‘ Everyone ’ was talking about it , including the

‘most erudite ’ , since the maxim was obscure and yet pregnant with meaning for the

relationship between the ‘moral’ and the ‘natural’ life , between virtuous and vicious

living, and for the question ofhow man can measure his moral resources against

‘fuga temporis’ . Many of the scholars in the debate were known to Barzizza at

Padua or Pavia and it was his friends in Padua who pressed him to set out in detail

all sides of the case and attempt to resolve the difficulties once and for all.59
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First Barzizza discussed Petrarch’s arguments which had been made known to

him through his Paduan friend and professor of grammar , Lazaro da Conegliano ,

who had claimed to have heard these views from the ‘mouth of Petrarch himself’ .

Then Barzizza summarizes the arguments of three Paduan physicians , Giovanni

Dondi, Marsiglio of Santa Sofia , and Giraldo da Vicenza , a Bergamasco jurist and

grammarian from a slightly earlier period , Alberico da Rosate (c.1290-1360) , a

Dominican friar, Domenico da Pisa , Salutati , who refuted the arguments of

Domenico , and , finally , the arguments of Barzizza’s Paduan friend , Francesco

Zabarella . Having weighed up the various points of view, Barzizza finally accepted ,

with qualifications , the conclusions of Salutati , while adding that the problem of

the ‘nodosa littera’ was ultimately insolubilis’ .

The commentary on this letter is important for several reasons . First , Barzizza

was summing up and contributing to a controversy which had nagged scholars for

over half a century , a debate in which Paduan scholars had played a notable part .

The interest of scholars from other disciplines , such as Dondi and Zabarella , shows

how the revival of ancient moral debate attracted those outside the grammar

schools and yet their discussions hinged on grammar in a way that was to give it a

greater standing in the arts course . Secondly , the history of the debate illustrates

the development of a critical method of textual interpretation , a development

which grew out of this kind of puzzling over knotty passages . It is significant that

Barzizza adopted Salutati’s conclusions which had been based on a rigorous

examination of the ‘ sensus grammaticalis’ in the light ofthe ‘ contextus’.60 Yet , if

we call this a ‘humanist’ method , it merely constituted a more refined means of

elucidating the argument of a moral author . All the participants in the debate were

equally concerned with the moral questions arising from the passage ; they regarded

Seneca’s authority in the same way. No one questioned the validity of Seneca’s

ideas ; they merely attempted in various ways to elucidate what his text meant . This

is true , at any rate , for the discussion of particular letters . In his general

introduction , however , Barzizza does make some attempt to judge Seneca’s worth

as a moral philosopher in comparison with the other ancients and in doing this he

made his own contribution to that debate over the relative merits of the active and

contemplative life which seems to have concerned so many of his humanist

contemporaries. First , Barzizza set Seneca’s moral thought within the tradition of

ancient philosophy , beginning with the early Greeks (Thales , Solon) , progressing to

the major Greek thinkers (Socrates , Plato and , above all Aristotle) , ending with the

Romans (Cicero and Seneca) . Then he dealt with general principles.61 He attacked

those who think that true philosophy consists of knowledge and ‘ philosophizing’

(‘in cognitione rerum ’) , rather than in a considered pattern of living ( ‘in

constitutione vitae ’) , and , using this distinction , he argued that moral philosophers

could be divided into two categories : on the one hand , there are those who teach us

how to know ‘virtus ’ , how to inquire ‘ de principiis quibus humana vita regitur atque

perficitur’ ; on the other hand , there are those who translate those moral principles
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into their lives and action . Aristotle was the master of the first group, Seneca of the

second ; and it was precisely because Seneca acted out his moral philosophy in his

life that Barzizza preferred him to Aristotle as a philosopher. Where Plato and

Aristotle have taught us how to dispute , to question , and to understand , Seneca has

taught us how to act ;

Illorum [Plato and Aristotle] enim disputationes huius [Seneca] vero consilia et

facta laudantur. Cum enim illi intelligere et loqui docuissent , iste omnem

philosophie fructum in actione constituit .

Barzizza regarded Aristotle in conventional terms as The Philosopher and

frequently , through the commentaries , consults the Nicomachean Ethics on points

of ethical theory . Seneca , on the other hand , was The Moralist and Barzizza

accepted his views without qualification so that the commentaries came to

represent a vast labour of love in which all available knowledge was drawn upon in

an attempt to clarify the moral signification of Seneca’s letters . Barzizza claimed to

have read many authors , including Cicero , in order to gain personal edification , but

Seneca’s moral thought is the richest . Barzizza’s elevation of Seneca in moral

philosophy was as passionate as his elevation of Cicero in rhetoric .

Since Seneca’s thought and action were mutually sustaining, there had to be

some account ofhis life and death which embodied so perfectly the harmony

between ‘cognitio ’ and ‘ actio’ , ‘ scientia’ and ‘vita’ . Barzizza’s biography of Seneca

preceded the commentary on the text , being neatly worked into the general

conceptual scheme in which Seneca was the ‘ efficient cause ’ of the letters . Also , the

biography provided an historical setting for the text and was, therefore , a form of

extended gloss on the whole epistolary collection . The biography ( ‘De Vita et

Morte Senece ’) , therefore , was more than an exemplum (although , of course , it was

that) but had an integral place in the whole structure of the commentary.62

Barzizza’s main sources for the biography were Suetonius , Eusebius , and

Seneca’s other writings , but rather than simply amalgamating his material , he

carefully selected from it so as to highlight certain moral themes and shape the

order of events . He rushes through the earlier narrative , then calls a halt and lingers

on the long-drawn-out death scene which is presented as the final and sublime

enactment of Seneca’s Stoic principles . Thus, there are two parts , the Life and the

Death . In the first , Seneca the Stoic is seen as inhabiting a kind of island amidst a

sea ofvice and corruption at the imperial courts of Claudius , Nero , and Agrippina .

Either voluntarily or perhaps by force he went into exile in Corsica and then in

Southern Italy, from where many of the letters were written ; a period of ‘quies’ and

‘otium ’ which presaged the final solution of death . Barzizza casts the death scene in

the accepted Stoic mould ; ‘intrepide ’ , ‘nullum timoris vestigium ’ , ‘vultu et corde

immobili’ , Seneca exhorted his familiars , converting their tears ‘ ad fortitudinem

animi ’ and ‘ ad patientiam’ . Barzizza then dwells unsqueamishly on the details of the

suicide : the opening of the veins , the slowness of the hot bath and the growing
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lifelessness . However , Barzizza saw the moral climax of the biography as coming,

not with death, but with the Christian apotheosis of the philosopher, a trans-

figuration which Barzizza set out to prove . He produced the authorities , principally

Jerome and Augustine , who believed that Seneca had intimations of the true God.

Dante , also, placed Seneca in the first circle of Hell, along with the other pagan

philosophers of divine virtue ’ . But Barzizza left the most telling piece of evidence

to last : the correspondence between Seneca and St Paul showed that Seneca was

not just a ‘would-be ’ Christian , but was, in fact , one of the ‘ secret disciples ’ of the

Apostle.63 Finally , Barzizza took the theme to its conclusion : Seneca was a

Christian martyr, baptized by blood and water in the manner of his death . Thereby ,

Stoic death was in harmony with the Christian immortality of the soul in that it

witnessed , in action , the ‘philosophiae precepta’.

The biography illustrates , yet again , the composite nature of Barzizza’s

instruction ; a mixture of medieval legend and traditional Christian moralizing with

elements of contemporary humanist discussion and the attempt to achieve a more

polished exemplum . The weaving of old and new literary patterns and ideas

continued throughout the commentaries . Thus , we saw the accessus applied to each

letter but Barzizza incorporated within that scheme propositions which belonged to

wider humanist debate . The continuatio and intentio auctoris , the first and third

parts of the accessus , were used to demonstrate how rhetoric , the art of persuasion ,

was a discursive form more truly suited to questions of moral philosophy than the

cold propositions of logical debate . Barzizza regarded the relationship between

Seneca and Lucilius as that between a master and a pupil , the one guiding,

providing and encouraging , the other questioning and responding . Although we

have only Seneca’s letters and not Lucilius’s , Barzizza stressed (in the

continuationes) the moral interaction between the two, so that , by cross-reference ,

the epistolary collection becomes an evolving moral disquisition , in which Seneca

persistently opened up further moral propositions . Moral education is therefore

properly conducted through suasio , since the rhetorical art of persuasion

presupposes a certain disposition on the part of the season and that disposition was

conditioned by more than mere reason . In turn , rhetoric appealed to more than

reason in the auditor, but to his innate moral inclinations. Thus , the art of rhetoric

was raised above its utilitarian , dictamen functions and shown to be an essential

medium for moral enquiry.

As in the other parts of grammar , Barzizza’s studia litterarum drew on two

traditions . First , it continued , in many ways, the grammatical course familiar to the

medieval Italian schools . The lecturae ad auctores had always had a place in the

elementary classes and in the university arts course and , as we saw, Barzizza’s

conceptual framework in approaching a text had its roots in the schools . Moreover,

the authors which he studied were a conventional group : Seneca , Terence , Virgil ,

Cicero, Pliny, and the others, including Dante. At the same time, by drawing on the

work and ideas of his humanist connexions , he gave this course a greater scope and
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a new purpose . He made textual emendation an integral part of his curriculum , or ,

at least , the necessary base for his teaching. We find a greater depth and intensity of

study: each text was examined with more erudition and more awareness of its

historical context , perhaps reflecting, in this way , the sharper consciousness ofthe

‘otherness ’ of antiquity which was emerging in humanist circles . Furthermore ,

against the edifice of the scholastic commentary we find echoes of those debates

among humanists who were outside a university setting : the relationship between

the active and contemplative life , the intimate correlation between rhetoric and

morality and , embracing both these questions , the new evaluation of education as a

life-long progress of the individual’s whole self.

There appears to have been no tension between the traditional methods of

literary instruction and the heightened interest in classical antiquity . Rather, the

scholastic framework could easily absorb these new intellectual horizons and the

more refined textual appreciation .




