
CHAPTER VI

RHETORIC

In the Ad Herennium (I.II.3 ) the study of rhetoric was reduced to three principal

aspects ; knowledge of the rules ('ars ') ; imitation of models ( ‘imitatio ’) ; and

continual practice by the student (‘exercitatio ’) . The fundamental place held by

this ancient text in the medieval schools of rhetoric probably ensured that this

threefold aspect continued to be regarded as , at least , an ideal method . Around

these three principles revolved every part of Barzizza’s course on rhetoric .

(a) The Theory ofRhetoric

Barzizza taught the rules of the ‘ art’ of rhetoric first and foremost by means of

lectures and commentaries on the classical theorists and secondly by means of his

own treatises on particular aspects of the subject .

He believed that Aristotle , in his Rherorics, founded the art , and added that no

Latin had yet adequately expounded this ancient text . Daniele Vettori encouraged

Barzizza to write ‘new’ commentaries on the Rhetorics, but the latter doubted if he

would have time for such an undertaking . 1 As far as we know, he did not write a

commentary , but he may have lectured on the text or at least have used it in other

lectures . He certainly possessed fragments of the work and was familiar with the

whole of it , as we see from several detailed references in his glosses on the De

Oratore. Moreover, he made glosses on an anonymous Vita Aristotelis , which was

perhaps used in a course oflectures in the same way that the Lives of Seneca,

Terence , Virgil , and Cicero were probably used as praelectiones.2

Cicero’s De Inventione and the Ad Herermium (which Barzizza and his

contemporaries believed to have been by Cicero) were the standard texts for

rhetoric in the university arts course and Barzizza would have been expected to

lecture on these ordinarie . Our only evidence for this course is a commentary on

part ofthe Ad Herennium, a work which has so far not been examined. It is worth

considering it since Barzizza’s treatment of the text , as in his grammatical

commentaries , was altogether a standard one , in the tradition of the fourteenth-

century rhetorical schools in Italy.

The commentary deals with that section ofthe Ad Herennium (Book IV . 19 et

seq.) which examines figures of speech and stylistic embellishments . It survives in

two manuscripts neither of which is in Barzizza’s hand.3 It would seem that he had

lectured on the first three books of the treatise , as his commentary on Book IV
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presupposes in the student a grasp of rhetorical principles and terms, such as genus

accidentalis, constitutio , and argumentatio , which were covered in earlier books .

Indeed , he must have expected his students to know that section of Book IV in

question since his aim was merely to supplement the text . For each embellishment

(color or exornatio) the text gives only a short definition , some examples and ,

sometimes , one or two concluding remarks. Barzizza’s purpose was to provide

guidelines on where , in orations and letters, the different exornationes verborum et

sententiarum could be variously used . For clarity he divised nine technical

considerations which could be applied to each of the exornationes in turn . This

scheme may have been Barzizza’s , but the rules , the exceptions , the examples ,

indeed, his whole frame of reference , were taken from the medieval tradition of

commentary on the Ad Herennium or , as he put it , ‘ the judgement of all who have

written about the art’ , the generally held opinion (‘publica sententia’) . His ancient

authorities included mainly Cicero and Quintilian and his ‘ moderns’ included

Balbi’s Catholicon , particularly when discussing the Greek etymology of various

exornationes, Bede and Gualfredus Anglicus, the early thirteenth - century

grammarian who enjoyed some popularity in the fourteenth-century Italian

schools . The examples of usages may have been taken from a common stock of

quotations from Virgil , Terence , and others .

In effect , Barzizza clarified the text , adducing, where necessary, the opinions of

well known grammarians. The commentary was doubtless intended to take students

through the text in a thorough and prosaic manner, in no way different from the

approach followed by Barzizza’s predecessors and contemporaries who lectured on

the same material in other universities . We have evidence that he used or

recommended to his pupils recent commentaries on the whole of the Ad

Herennium, such as the one by Bartolino da Bologna, which was copied by a pupil

of Barzizza, Pietro de Damiano.5 Bartolino’s work was not as ordered as Barzizza’s

with the latter’s nine-point scheme, nor was the material packed as concisely : but

the two commentaries are broadly similar. Bartolino also fills in what he thinks is

omitted or unclear in the text and, much more than Barzizza, he paraphrases the

original . Like Barzizza , he gives short definitions based on the Greek . Like Barzizza ,

his attention is focused solely on the Ad Herennium and the tradition of

commentary on it ; there is no attempt either to set it in a wider context of the

ancient rhetorical schools or to give extensive examples from his own reading of

literature . Both commentaries suggest that they were composed with a view to

hammering home to students what was essential for them to know. Similar in its

method was an anonymous early fifteenth-century commentary on the whole text

of the Ad Herennium owned by Barzizza.6

However, Barzizza extended the material for rhetorical theory beyond the

‘ordinary’ texts . Besides his interest in Aristotle’s Rhetorics we saw that the De

Oratore and Orator, even in their mutilated form, were read in Barzizza’s house-

hold, if not in public lectures , and Quintilian’s Institutes were also incorporated
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into the rhetorical syllabus . Moreover , Barzizza brought a new emphasis to bear on

the classical art of oratory, an emphasis which can be partly seen in his formal

study of Cicero’s orations .

The first product of the humanist concentration on the art of oratory was

Antonio Loschi’s Inquisitio super undecim orationes Ciceronis written in Pavia

between 1390 and 1396. Evidently , Loschi’s work influenced his friend and

contemporary at Pavia, Barzizza . Sometime before 1412 the latter wrote to Daniele

Vettori that he had twenty-one of Cicero’s orations belonging to Loschi and that he

had bought seven orations besides , although these were also included in Loschi’s

collection . Moreover, he now possessed Loschi’s sententia on eleven of the orations.

Barzizza thought highly of Loschi’s argumenta and had his copy circulated among

pupils : in 1412 , for example , he wrote to Francesco Barbaro asking him to pass it

on to his nephew , Cristoforo Barzizza . Earlier in the same year Barzizza had given

lectures on Cicero’s orations and, from the size of the audience , these seem to have

been a great success : ‘ augentur in dies auditores , etiam partim praelati et docti viri

me, virtute sua , libenter audiunt . Instatur cum magno fervore quod orationes

legam  .. I In composing these lectures Barzizza had used Loschi’s commentary, if

we are to accept the evidence of Barzizza’s pupil , Giovanni Tremonti , who followed

a revised form of this lecture course in 1420.7

Loschi’s work was continued by another Paduan humanist , Sicco Polenton , a

notary in the communal chancery . In 1413 Polenton produced his Argumenta on

sixteen of Cicero’s orations not examined by Loschi , dedicating the work to the

Paduan jurist , Giacomo Alvaroto . It is impossible to be sure if Sicco was influenced

by Barzizza, although Professor B. L. Ullman thinks this was so , but both men had

common acquaintances such as Antonio Carabello and the poet Antonio Baratella

and clearly belonged to the same literary circle in Padua.8

The corpus of commentaries on Cicero’s orations was notably increased by the

discovery at St Gall in 1416 of Asconius Pedianus’s commentaries on five of

Cicero’s orations , a work which Barzizza may have known as he included references

to it in his De Orthographia.9

Barzizza’s instruction in the art of rhetoric mainly took the form of lectures and

commentaries on the ancient text-books and , particularly , on the works of Cicero ,

but he also wrote short treatises on various aspects of the subject . One of these was

the De Compositione which examined one aspect of elocutio (comprising elegantia ,

compositio , and dignitas) .10 This work has been edited and fully examined by R.

Sonkowsky . In general terms , the treatise advocated a return to the canons of style

found in the ancient rhetors and, in so doing, details of existing Latin composition

were implicitly called into question . For example , by arguing with Quintilian

(Institutes IX, 45. 26) for placing the verb at the end of a construction , Barzizza hit

at the heart of medieval syntax—the constructio set out , for example , in verses

1390-96 of the Doctrinale of Alexander of Villa Dei—which placed in order :

nominative , verb , adverb , accusative , etc..11 A succinct summary of the main
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arguments used in the De Compositione entitled Epilogus ac Summa Praeceptorum

followed the treatise in some codices , while in others the summary was copied as an

independent work.

Awork of Barzizza which has so far not been noticed is a list and discussion of

thirty-six precepts on various constructions used in orations (Praecepta de partibus

orationis componendis) .13 This may be the work which Barzizza mentioned that he

was writing for Daniele Vettori in a letter to Lorenzo Bonzio in 1418.14 The

precepts show how different parts of speech are used in various parts and types of

the oration to give the best stylistic effect . Each precept is followed by examples , as

in the following:

‘Quintum praeceptum , quod oratio frequenter obliqua sit : id est a posterioribus et

obliquis incipiat , sive id quod verbo supponit , verbum ipsum antecedat , sive

postponatur . Exemplum primum. Ut neminem posse ad eloquentiam accedere

Crassus inquit , nisi qui multarum scientia rerum instructus sit . Exemplum

secundum . . . .

Most ofthe examples and precepts seem to have been based on Cicero’s orations, to

which Barzizza frequently referred .

If Barzizza seemed to be mainly concerned with oratory , this was presumably

because it was the branch of rhetoric which had most interested the ancients on

whom he depended . Also , perhaps , it was a reaction to the general neglect of

oratory in the medieval schools of rhetoric up to and during his own day. Reversing

the bias in Antiquity , the medieval masters of rhetoric stressed the other branch of

the subject, the art of letter-writing . Barzizza corrected the bias again, which meant

that letter-writing still held an essential place in rhetoric , but it did not

predominate . He was a product of the Italian dictamen tradition , but was also a

reformer of it .

In a manuscript collection of works by Barzizza in Padua , there is a short treatise

on the art of letter-writing.15 The letter, Barzizza begins , has three functions : first ,

that friendship with distant persons may be won by an attractive missive ; secondly ,

that matters which the correspondents wish to be hidden from a messenger can be

divulged ; thirdly , through a letter the accurate intentions of the sender are better

registered than through even the most faithful secretary . Using Priscian as his

authority , Barzizza then breaks down the letter into its five classic parts ; salutatio,

exordium, narratio, petitio , conclusio . Each part is then subdivided , often with

further qualifications . Thus, the exordium is that part of the letter which wins

favour from the recipient . There are six means of doing this : to commend the

‘liberalitas ’ of the recipient or his , or his family’s ‘ civilitas ’ ; to warmly embrace the

‘beneplacita’ which the recipient has shown you , etc. The petitio has nine

approaches, the conclusio six , and so on.

It could be argued that by constructing such an elaborate and rigid scheme , the

letter becomes a wooden artifice , excluding, by its own rules, any spontaneity and

sincere emotion on the part of the writer . Barzizza , however, would probably have



95

thought the opposite . For him , the formal rules were only the means by which the

writer could express every shade of his emotions and every aspect of his intentions

more clearly . Moreover, the treatise was a guide to cover all eventualities and ,

therefore, not only was the nature of every letter to be reflected in style , but also

the status of every possible recipient , from popes , bishops , abbots , secular princes ,

and magistrates, to one’s equals and inferiors . In this , Barzizza followed the

dictamen tradition in which letter-writing was regarded as the necessary equipment

for budding chancery secretaries or those who had dealings with the high . He had

himself been a notary at the Visconti court and in 1414 he was thought qualified to

be an apostolic secretary . Many of his pupils also entered chancery careers .

The dictator, Barzizza stressed , should aim at a polished Latin style and avoid

flouting the rules of elocutio as set out in the Ad Herennium . ‘Elegantia’ is

based on ‘ Latinitas et explanatio ’ ; the first requires the avoidance of all the ‘vitia

grammaticae’ (for which he refers the student to Donatus) , the second requires

‘oratio apta et dillucida’ . These and other stylistic requirements were dependent

upon correct punctuation and immediately after the treatise he proposes to write

on this subject . There is a heading De Punctis , but the work is not written here

(blank folios follow) . However, it shows that Barzizza regarded the ars punctandi as

an integral part of the ars dictaminis .

These short treatises on parts of the art of rhetoric show a united emphasis on

style and the return to classical norms. As such, they stand at the beginning ofa

tradition ofhumanist tracts on rhetoric , such as the Rhetorica of George of

Trebizond, the De Imitatione Latinae Linguae of Antonio da Rho and , most

notably, the Elegantiae of Valla.16

It may reasonably be asked , however, why Barzizza and his successors wrote

treatises on rhetoric . In a letter to Antonio da Rho about the De Imitatione, Cosma

Raimondi (both men had been Barzizza’s pupils in Milan in the 1420s) posed the

obvious question : since everything relating to eloquence has been so thoroughly

examined by the ancients , why is there a need for any more treatises on the

subject? Cosma then provided the answer himself. Eloquence is such a large and

diffuse subject that the ancients’ treatment of it was not exhaustive , although

‘almost’ so ; indeed , the subject can never be completely covered . Cosma regarded

the task ofthe moderns as essentially one of supplementing and touching up the

collective masterpiece of ancient writings.17 The form of Barzizza’s rhetorical works

suggests that this was probably how he also regarded his task. In the De

Compositione, for example , he wove together the Ad Herennium and the relevant

parts from Quintilian’s Institutes, adding a part from Martianus Capella. By

gathering sources together and concentrating on one aspect of elocutio , he could

provide a fuller treatment of compositio than could be found in any one alone of

the earlier treatises . Likewise , in his commentary on Book IV of the Ad Heremzium.

Barzizza extended the discussion in the text by embracing subsequent authorities
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and by multiplying examples and qualifications . Barzizza , as we will see , also

composed model letters and exordia . Why did he not simply insist that his pupils

imitate ancient examples of these? Again , it is probable that he constructed these

models specially , to provide illustrations to every rhetorical genus found in the

ancient texts ; that is , he could present the material in a more teachable form. Then

there was a practical limitation in that books were not readily available to many; in

a sense, a master, by writing treatises which he could use in the class-room , was

making his library available to all . The opening sentence of Antonio da Rho’s work

hit on precisely this point : ‘Puto erit opere precium , doctissime Cosma, his qui

eloquentie humanitatis studijs videntur aspirare dum liborum copiam quasi nullam

habent , quam legere possint.'18 Barzizza’s works were never intended as substitutes

for reading the authors themselves , but rather as catalysts , helping the student to

transfer the principles and choice pieces of classical literature into his own writings

and repertory.

(b) Imitation

Although Barzizza did not think precisely in terms of ‘classical’ and ‘medieval’

Latin, he discerned different periods in the development of Latin usage and style

which amounted to much the same and he perceived an ideal standard of Latin

composition upheld by certain ancient authors . In prose , Cicero was the master and

in poetry Terence and Virgil were supreme . Barzizza’s own letters and orations ,

because of their often detailed imitation of Cicero, were , therefore , attractive to

adherents of pure classicism in eighteenth and nineteenth-century Italy , from

Furietti to Sabbadini , who were the chief publishers of Barzizza’s works in their times.

Barzizza was one of the earliest Italian masters of rhetoric to isolate style from

content and presentation , and make it the object of close study . In so doing, he was

not led into making attacks on the ‘barbarous’ Latin used by some of his Paduan

predecessors , like the dismissive remarks of Guarino da Verona on Pietro da

Muglio , but he did gain for himself a reputation as a stylist . In the literary histories

of the later fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries , he was given a special place at the

fountainhead of the revival of pure Latin . ‘Gasparinus Bergomensis unus ex iis vel in

primis fuit , qui consopitam diu eloquentiam excitaverunt’ ; such was the judgement

of Bartolomeo Facio in his De Viris Illustribus ( 1456) . The notion that Barzizza

had assisted in the resuscitation of Eloquence was repeated by Giovanni Andrea

Bussi , who linked Barzizza with Guarino and Vittorino . Later in the century

Iohannes Trithemius spoke of Gasparino . ‘ qui latini sermonis elegantiam

semimortuam ab inferis resuscitavit’ , and , more precisely , Marcantonio Sabellico

believed that Barzizza looked back to a period of elegance before ‘that Gothic

storm ’ (‘Gothica illa tempestas’) which had swept over Italy.19

Barzizza’s reputation was based largely on his collections of letters and exordia

which followed the ancient rhetorical conventions and could be used by students as

models . In fact , his Epistolae ad Exercitationem Accommodatae emerged from the
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tradition of form letters in the thirteenth and fourteenth-century dictamen schools ,

although he was developing this well established practice in accordance with

humanist preoccupations.20 First , his were familiar letters rather than the official or

business letters which had received most attention in earlier schools of rhetoric and

this change in emphasis reflected the new importance given to Cicero’s Epistolae

Familiares, as well as the increasing tendency in literary circles to regard writing in

classical form as the ideal for all correspondence.21 The popularity which Barzizza’s

letters enjoyed illustrates the movement in rhetorical schools away from

professional training and towards a general training in letters for their own sake .

Indeed , Barzizza helped to govern that movement . Secondly , in their style , spirit

and subject matter, the model letters are Ciceronian and , in fact , constitute the

most rigid reproduction of the techniques and assumptions of Cicero to be found in

Barzizza’s writings.

For the most part , the letters are set in Republican Rome, mentioning such

characters as M. Antonius , Tiberius Claudius , and Q. Fabius, and discussing issues

which appertained to the political , judicial , and social confines of the patrician

order. The letters tend to be grouped under themes: personal relations between

patricians ; affairs of state , such as the dealings of the Senate , war against foreigners ,

the condition of the ‘ Civitas’ and ‘ publica utilitas’ ; religion , moral philosophy , and

the ‘ studia humanitatis ’ . Prominence, however, is given to matters such as

‘concordia’ , sedition , war , the Senate , and forensic cases , so that the letters become

a contrived reproduction of patrician correspondence in the Roman setting . Only

when religion and moral philosophy , ‘bene vivere ’ and the divine cult are discussed

does Barzizza interpose the view of his own age towards the ancients . For example ,

two letters deal with the reading of St Basil and the ‘Christianizing’ of Plato.22

Little can be learned from the letters about Barzizza’s knowledge of ancient

history or about his own views on many ofthe questions which are mentioned since

these are treated only in the broadest terms . He was concerned with style , as we can

see from the subtle didactic techniques he employed . Letters on the same theme are

placed together so that the same sentiment is deliberately expressed in different

ways . Thus , one missive begins : ‘ Scio te novarum rerum cupidum esse , et accusasse

me saepe , quia nunquam ad te scribo de his rebus , quae hic fiunt . ’ The following

five letters begin by stating similar things in so many ways : ‘Novissima res his

diebus nobis accidit , neque ab ullo nostrorum civium alias audita , de qua ego te

certiorem facere volui ’ ; ‘ Si te nova delectant , habeo quidem unde possim abunde

huic tuo desiderio satisfacere ’ , etc .. The letters could be used as a synonymic guide

to students .

The success with which Barzizza managed to make the letters serve a didactic

purpose is attested by the undoubted popularity which they enjoyed , first in Italian

and later in transalpine schools , until at least the end of the century . I know of

thirty-four manuscript copies of the work in Italy . North of the Alps, the letters

were first printed at the Sorbonne in 1470 ; in fact , they may have been the first
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work to be printed there . A letter survives from Guillaume Fichet , a Paris

theologian, to Jean Lapierre , another theologian , in which the latter is praised for

editing the letters and having them printed by a German firm :

Missisti nuper ad me suavissimas Gasparini Pergomensis Epistolas, non a te modo

diligenter emendatas , sed a tuis quoque Germanis Impressoribus nitide et terse

transcriptas . Magnam tibi gratiam Gasparinus debeat, quem pluribus tuis vigiliis ex

corrupto integrum fecisti .

Fichet then praises Lapierre for concerning himself with good Latin which the age

lacks : Barzizza’s model letters have been chosen for printing because they serve as a

good guide to the writing of pure Latin.23 They were printed again in Paris in 1485 ,

1498 , 1500 , and 1505 ; in Basel in 1472 , 1474, 1479 , 1489 , and 1499 ; in Strassburg

in 1486 ; in Reutlingen in 1483 ; in Louvain in 1483 ; and in Deventer in 1483 , 1485 ,

1486 , 1487 , 1491 , 1496 , and 1499.24 Virulus , the humanist director of the

Pedagogicum Lilii at the University of Louvain , used Barzizza’s model letters in his

own Epistolarum Formulae, published at Louvain in 1476.25

A similar model work which also enjoyed widespread popularity was Barzizza’s

collection of exempla exordiorum , serving letters and orations. In the printed

edition of 1483 , there are sixty-five examples, covering every rhetorical genus and

approach.26 Each variation is listed and an example follows which sometimes

consists of only the opening (the most difficult) sentence . Most of the exordia were

addressed to ‘iudices’ and the rest to ‘ principes ’ and ‘ patres conscriptos ’ . Like the

model letters , these imitate the style of Cicero and are written almost entirely

within the terms of reference found in Ancient Rome . It is difficult to know

whether Barzizza intended the exordia to be purely academic exercises in classical

Latin or whether he also had in mind the training of the advocate by presenting to

the literary-minded lawyer the range of stylistic possibilities offered by the classical

experience in forensic debate . It is perhaps not accidental that Matthaeus Cerdonis

printed the work together with the manual of the Paduan poet and jurist ,

Gianiacopo de Cano , which suggests to the young jurist the advantages to be gained

from a knowledge of ancient eloquence .

(c) The Practice ofRhetoric

Presumably , the most important part ofthe art of rhetoric was the individual’s

attempt to put the theory and what he had imbibed from examples into practice .

Here we will examine Barzizza’s literary exercises and the exercises which he

encouraged his pupils and friends to follow. To meet his own and others ’ needs , he

composed several practical note-books .

In Chapter IV we saw Barzizza’s collection of lexicons and synonymic word-lists .

These were not only aids towards learning the Latin language and understanding

classical literature , but also handbooks which could be consulted by the

practitioner of rhetoric . Synonyms taken from classical works were of obvious
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relevance to those who wished to imitate the most polished letters and orations of

Antiquity . An elaborate collection along these lines , a work which has not been

studied , was Barzizza’s Exornationes et Constructiones , now in the Vatican.27 The

work is in two parts. In the first part , he lists common phrases adding better

(‘ornatius’) alternatives , citing, where necessary , an authority for a grammatical

rule, for example :

Dicendo pure causam defendo , aliter sincere causam habeo ct sincere causor, ut ait

Nonius Marcellus , dici potest.

Dicendo hoc feram patienter, aliter id feram aequo animo , aequo cum diptongo , ut

Papie videtur.

Dicendo hoc non utitur , ornatius nulla ratione confirmatum est.

Barzizza’s grammatical authorities are taken from the same range of ‘ ancient’ and

‘modern ’ works which characterized his study of the Latin language . Most

frequently used are Priscian’s Institutes. Among the other ancients, he refers to

Nonius Marcellus , Virgil , Juvenal , Cicero , and Sallust ; among the moderns ,

Hugutius , Papias, and Guarino da Verona (De Diptongis) . In the second part ,

Barzizza gives numerous synonymic variations of whole sentences, not unlike the

technique he employed in the model letters .

Another kind of lexical note-book to assist the student was a collection of

excerpts from the plays of Terence and Plautus , a florilegium of maxims and

proverbs from Terence’s comedies and from the first eight plays of Plautus.28 The

excerpts were both edifying and ‘lectissima dicta delecta’ , the memorable and the

quotable lines . They could be used in letters and speeches to add moral weight to

an argument and , perhaps , like the modern dictionary of quotations , the excerpta

provided a short -cut to apparent erudition . Although they were categorized

according to act and scene , the excerpts were not ascribed to characters , nor were

exact references made to lines . Barzizza was interested purely in the moral content ,

so this is abstracted from the dramatic setting. The fruit can be seen in his own

letters and orations in which he quotes some ofthese moral sayings with affection .

In his concern to extract dicta from the ancients , Barzizza could be said to be

encased in a medieval tradition . The dictatores encouraged the quotation of moral

sentences , culled from ancient writings , although they reserved these specially for

the exordium in a letter, whereas Barzizza used them more flexibly . We possess

only the extracts from Terence and Plautus , though we know from his letters and

speeches that Barzizza approached other major writers of antiquity in the same way

and we know also that the florilegium method was to enjoy a long popularity

among humanist masters . Closest to Barzizza was Guarino who knew the former’s

Excerpta and was himself to compile a florilegium from Terence’s Eunuchus.29

The lasting testaments to Barzizza’s practice in the art of rhetoric were his

private letters and his orations .

His epistolarium comprised some two hundred and seventy letters and it is
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unlikely that the collection , scattered as it is , is complete, since it is apparent from

references in the letters themselves that others were written which have not come

to light ; again and again , a letter stands in the middle of a series of epistolary

exchanges , or suggestions are made of earlier letters between friends.30 Moreover ,

Barzizza did not have his correspondence collected and this may explain losses .

However, it is unlikely that the correspondence would have approached the

voluminous output of some of his humanist contemporaries , such as Vergerio ,

Guarino, and Salutati , although during his years at Padua he was the most prolific

and respected letter-writer in the Veneto . In 1410 , Donato degli Albanzani

collected fourteen of Barzizza’s letters and in c.1414 thirty-five ofthe letters were

collected and copied . Later, in 1425 the scribe and friend of Barzizza , Damiano da

Pola , transcribed in Padua 143 letters.31

Barzizza’s Epistolae Familiares were addressed almost entirely to those

associated with his Paduan school—former pupils , parents and members of his

family --or to literati in Veneto towns. He did not enter into correspondence with

any of the major humanists outside the Veneto . A large bulk were written to

Venetian nobles connected with his school as former pupils or parents ; Daniele

Vettori, Andrea Giuliano , Marco Lippomano , Valerio Marcello , members of the

Barbaro, Dandolo , Corner , Trevisan , and Giustiniani families . A large number were

also written to Paduan friends and pupils : Francesco Zabarella , Antonio Cermisoni ,

Antonio Fantasello , and many others who are little more than names .

Although many of the letters imparted information or made specific requests ,

their utilitarian purpose was secondary , it seems , to didactic considerations , among

which was the need to practise letter-writing regularly . Barzizza wrote to Giuliano

that their correspondence has ‘ sharpened’ his (Barzizza’s) studies : ‘vereor ne

magnitudo negotiorum vestrum a me officium abducat , careamque illa iocundissima

scribendi consuetudine , qua persaepe studia mea non modicum acuistis’ . 32 Again

and again, he praised the stylistic accomplishments of his correspondents . The

letters reproduced the ancient epistolaria and the assumptions behind them : that

familiar letters expressed and consolidated friendship , sodality , and all that springs

from the ‘humanitas’ of the liberal man ; that the letter was the vehicle of moral

philosophy and an important means of rhetorical persuasion , through which the

correspondents shaped each other’s moral viewpoints . Thus, in a letter to Francesco

Barbaro, Barzizza dealt , in a neo-Senecan manner, with the contraries , ‘ dolor ’ and

‘voluptas’.33 Perhaps with Seneca’s Epistolae Morales in mind , many of the letters

are taken up with coining a moral or maxim from some experience.34

Barzizza’s correspondence has come down to us as one-sided , since only a

handful of the letters written from others to him survive and , for all the

exhortation which he gave to his pupils to write letters , none of these student

exercises can be traced . We could assume that this was largely because copyists were

interested in only what was stylistically important and this ruled out a large number

of epistolary exercises . The fact that individual letters of Barzizza are often
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included in anthologies of humanist prose in the first half of the fifteenth century

would betray the same kind of thinking.35 Barzizza certainly made style the object

of special study, sometimes in an almost unreasonable way. For example , he

showed his pupils a letter written by Daniele Vettori relating his brother’s death .

On reading it, most of them wept, we are told , partly because of their humanity

and partly because they were affected by their master, Barzizza , whom they saw

grieving openly. Barzizza then discussed the letter as a model for the letter of

mourning.36 A communication on a private matter has become the object of

stylistic analysis in the classroom .

Barzizza’s orations , like his letters, were probably not listened to or studied so

much for their content as for their stylistic effect . The delivery of an oration was a

public and formal act which was always only part of an elaborate ceremony. Many

of Barzizza’s university orations were given as part of the ceremony for conferring

doctoral insignia, a quasi-sacred affair held in one of the large Paduan churches ,

and , presumably , as in Pavia , the oration was delivered from a pulpit . To take one

example ofmany, in the ‘ Oratio in tradendis insignibus Juris Civilis Lucae

Bondelmonti Florentino’ references are made to the assembled dignitaries seated ‘in

hoc sanctissimo . . . templo ’ . The candidate , a man of high social dignity , is praised

in the oration , which is then followed by the ceremonial bestowal of the laurea; the

oration was only the introductory part of the occasion.37 The other university

orations were similarly included in a public ceremony : the orations to inaugurate a

new academic year or a new course of lectures ; orations for the election of a new

rector ; orations to welcome a newpodesta to Padua or funeral orations for a

university master.

These orations were all ‘ demonstrative ’ , rather than ‘ deliberative’ or ‘judicial’

(Ad Herennium, Book I , II) and the content and style varied little from one to

another. However , an audience , far from thinking it an adverse criticism of a piece

that it had been heard many times before , were probably expecting the formal

commonplaces . A style appropriate to the dignity of the occasion was what

Barzizza strove to attain , not originality of content . Just as he was regarded as the

master letter-writer in Padua , so he was esteemed to be the expert at composing

orations , although he did not deliver them all himself. It was Barzizza’s orations

that were delivered on the most solemn occasions, such as the funeral of Jacopo da

Forli, the Professor of Medicine , in 1414 , the address , certainly given by another, to

Ferdinand of Aragon on behalf of the citizens of Syracuse , the oration on behalf of

the Paduan stadium for the new podesta, Fantino Dandolo, in 1412 , and orations

for the new Rector of the Artists’ University . In 1412 both the in-coming and

retiring rectors delivered orations written by Barzizza and , in doctoral ceremonies ,

Barzizza wrote orations both for the candidate to deliver and for the candidate’s

sponsor who was also expected to speak.39 Again , he wrote prolusiones for every

discipline . The prolusio was a general introduction to a course of lectures in which

the value of the subject was stated ( ‘De Laudibus Medicinae ’, ‘ Oratio in
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Recommendatione Philosophiae’ , ‘De Laudibus Juris ’ , etc.) . There survive six

prolusiones to courses on natural philosophy , three of which are specified as

lectures on Aristotle’s De Anima and one on Aristotle’s De Natura Coeli et Motu

Orbium , as well as two prolusiones for medicine , one for a course on Hipprocrates

and one on Avicenna . Another introduces a rhetorical course in Padua (De Praeceptis

acDe Praestantia Eloquentiae) and one a course on Cicero’s De Officiis given in

Milan (in the latter, Barzizza places the text against a tradition of Stoic thought and

relates Cicero’s life , using Plutarch as his main source) . Rather different is an

exordium for a course on law given by a French master.

40

Barzizza’s talents , therefore , were in considerable demand in the stadium . He

seems to have been something of a resident , professional speech-writer , the function

taken on by many literary masters in the Veneto towns during this period . Indeed ,

his talents were used by the Paduan citizens , as we see from an oration which he

wrote to celebrate the appointment of a new master to the wool guild.41 He also

wrote addresses to the highest ecclesiastical and secular dignitaries.42 The oration

addressed to Pope Alexander V was spoken by the Venetian noble , Lauro

Bragadeno , on the occasion of his visit to Alexander in 1410. Later, Barzizza wrote

four eulogies to Pope Martin V. One , which was given at Padua on the election of

the new Pope , rejoices in this turn in events after the lamentable conditions of a

divided church . One was given in Milan on behalf of Filippo Maria Visconti and the

Milanese people on the occasion of the Pope’s visit to the city ‘ en route ’ from

Constance in September 1418. The third praises the Pope for his patronage of the

University of Pavia and the last was spoken by an ambassador of Filippo Maria

Visconti . An address was also made to the Emperor, Sigismund , although we do not

know when , where , or by whom . Sigismund is praised for his conquest of ‘barbaras

hostes’ and for his efforts to heal the schism in the church , by which he shows

himself to be a bringer of peace , the ‘ propugnator fidei at ecclesiae protector’

whose weapons are ‘ consilium ’ and ‘auxilium ’ , as well as a ruler who could be called

Caesar Augustus . Barzizza blended Christian and Stoic thought in his claim that

peace between all men is part of a universal , human aspiration towards that perfect

harmony which is attained in the after-life .

Barzizza also wrote several eulogies of kings , such as two addressed to King

Janus of Cyprus , probably composed by Barzizza on behalf of pupils.43 In the first ,

we are told that it is fifteen years since the orator and his brother left Cyprus to

study in Pavia, Piacenza, Bologna, and Padua . Another brother had been a servant

in the royal household and a fourth brother had recently taken up the same

position . The second panegyric was probably delivered by a member of the same

family , since the speaker thanks the King for the innumerable benefits showered on

his house and particularly for patronage in allowing him to study the liberal arts .

Then he relates briefly the deeds of the King’s ancestors , beginning with Peppin’s

and Charlemagne’s, and the subsequent glories of the royal house of the Franks .

Again, far from Padua, we find one of Barzizza’s compositions addressed , by
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Jacopo de Catalonia, to Ferdinand , King of Aragon and Sicily , in his coronation

year, 1412 , and another, given in Naples in 1414 at the coronation of James, Count

of the Marches , who married Joanna II , sister of the dead Ladislaus . Perhaps when

he was in Pavia, Barzizza wrote a speech on the anniversary of Giangaleazzo

Visconti , whom he compares to Alexander the Great and Julius Caesar since , like

them , he embodied the ideal qualities of a prince ; ‘prudentia’ , ‘sapientia’ , ‘iustitia ’ ,

‘clementia ’ and ‘religio in divino cultu ' . In similar terms Barzizza praised a retiring

podesta of Milan, Giacomo Castelogni , and advised his successor , Zambone Maffei.44

One of Barzizza’s funeral orations, the commemoration of Jacopo da Forli , has

been mentioned . In 1417 , he wrote two orations on the death of Francesco

Zabarella, the former Professor of Canon Law in Padua , cardinal and humanist . The

friendship between the two men is attested by several letters and the first oration ,

given in Padua, is one of Barzizza’s most finely constructed panegyrics.45 The

opening sections mention Zabarella’s public life , including his origins from a noble

Paduan family and his religious life . The central section commemorates his deep

and varied scholarship in history , eloquence , jurisprudence , and theology . For

Barzizza, he represented the ideal all-rounder: ‘instituit ut non uno tum scientie

genere esset contentus sed omnia tanto studio et vigilantia complexus est’ . Zabarclla

moved quickly from grammar into the schools of civil law, where he excelled , and

then to the study of canon law . Concurrently with these formal studies he turned

to the study of the poets and orators and all the liberal arts , the fruits of which , we

are told, can be seen in his book, De Felicitate . This work must have been known to

Barzizza in Padua . Composed in 1400 and dedicated to Vergerio , it combined Stoic

assumptions with Christian doctrine , combating first the Epicurean view of

happiness (Book I) , then proposing, in Stoic terms, that temporal happiness consists

in the exercise of ‘virtue ’ (Book II) , which leads to the happiness ofthe heavenly

blessed (Book III) . Though Zabarella was no humanist in style , the quantity and

selection of classical references and the unusual prominence which he gives to man’s

ability to achieve virtue and true glory in this world show his response to the new

ideas.46 Finally , Barzizza continues , he turned his learning to the service of

theology and scriptural studies . A shorter section then deals with Zabarella’s

character and virtues . The other funeral oration on Zabarella was given in Bologna,

perhaps to the stadium , and was much shorter , being almost a summary of the

Paduan speech . In Bologna also , an oration by Barzizza was given on the death of a

young doctor of law, Jacopo , and , in Tortona , an oration on Marciano , a doctor of

philosophy and secretary to Pope Gregory XII and to Filippo Maria Visconti.47

Barzizza wrote at least two nuptial orations , one for the wedding of Francesco

Gonzaga of Mantua and a daughter of the Malatesta of Rimini and the other for the

marriage of Francesca Visconti to Filippo Borromeo . Both works display a curious

amalgamation of classical and ecclesiastical Latin , an adaptation which is fully

exploited in his nine religious sermons for major feast days.4

48

The good speeches, like the letters , were circulated or copied as models, first
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within the Paduan circle and then gradually among humanist circles elsewhere . We

know from references in letters that Barzizza sent some of his orations to pupils for

their study , such as the eulogy of Fantino Dandolo which he sent , in 1412 , to

Niccolo Barzizza , then in Ferrara . Andrea Giuliano in Venice asked Barzizza to send

him some orations to help him practise forensic oratory . Collected together, the

orations number seventy-five , many of which are included in those anthologies of

humanist prose which seem to have been so popular in the fifteenth century.

For the purposes of teaching and practising oratory in his Paduan school ,

Barzizza encouraged debates between scholar and master, using the form ofthe

classical oration . Nowhere more clearly do we see how Barzizza used and adapted

university procedure than in these rhetorical disputations . The traditional scholastic

form is upheld with an ‘ opponent’ who argues the question and a ‘respondent’.

There survive two exordia to such disputations , one spoken by Francesco Barbaro

and the other by Barzizza . Barbaro has as his respondent Giovanni da Friuli who is

to reply to three questions in turn : whether opinions made through fear are to be

called voluntary ; whether rhetoric serves dialectic first or oratory (‘civilis scientia’) ;

and whether it is lawful to kill a tyrant . In the other exordium Barzizza tells us that

he has already had a disputation with the young nobleman , Niccolo Contarini , on

the duty of the orator ( ‘de toto oratoris officio’) and that now he will begin a

disputation with Francesco Barbaro and invites him to enter the ‘ wrestling-ground’

(‘palaestra’) of rhetoric.49

The disputations themselves do not survive , probably because , being oral

exercises , they were not copied , but we do gather from the exordia that the

disputations were conducted along the lines of classical rhetorical persuasion ,

drawing their moral propositions from what Barzizza called the ‘media philosophia’ ,

as represented in the writings of Seneca and Cicero.50 This use of rhetoric to discuss

moral questions in a disputation had been discussed , apparently , among Barzizza’s

pupils , who were eager to try it out . Barzizza himself, however , had had

reservations . He felt that eloquence had reached greater heights when used in

speeches of praise than in disputations : ‘ semper tamen mea sententia fuit patres

optimi eloquentie studia multo uberius atque preclarius benedicendo quam

subtiliter et accurate disputando tractari ’ . When reading the Greek or Roman

orators , he continues , one finds that disputations are less common than other forms

of eloquence , and even when those orators did engage in disputations , their method

was very different ( longe diversum’) from contemporary practice . He confesses

that he had not turned his attention to disputation but had studied other forms of

eloquence and , therefore , feels a little ill at ease . However, he had been persuaded

by his pupils to try a disputation :

Postea vero in quosdam nobilissimos huius amplissimi ordinis adolescentes incidi

qui ut ceterarum artium optimarum sic et huiusce rationis dicendi avidissimi erant

hi me ab hoc quietissimo et pervulgato genere doctrine quo maxime delector

nonnunquam ad hanc nostram disputandi rationem transferre conati sunt ... eo
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productus sum ut voluntatem eorum pluris quam iudicium meum facerem .

At the insistence of these clamorous youths the rather unassuming Barzizza

consented to enter the forum of debate . Among these youths was the talented

Francesco Barbaro who was to debate with Barzizza the importance of civil law for

the orator and the proposition that both depended on philosophy.

Barzizza, it would seem, had organized a series of debates as rhetorical exercises ,

by which pupils would develop memory and fluency in speech . He had adapted the

classical oration to the standard university practice of the disputation .




