
CHAPTER VII

BARZIZZA’S HOUSEHOLD SCHOOL IN PADUA

Following a common practice of masters in medieval universities Barzizza ran a

boarding house and private school or, as he called it , a gymnasium.1 It was not

unlike the hospices found in Bologna in the same period , the halls and hostels in

Oxford and Cambridge , or the pedagogies in Paris.2 Since it was a private school

there survive no official records of the numbers of pupils , but from references in

Barzizza’s letters , from a few university documents , and from occasional signatures

in manuscripts , we know of about seventy pupils between 1407 and 1421. Given

that the pupils stayed on average between three and five years , it would be

reasonable to guess that there were at least twenty pupils in the gymnasium at any

given time.

As with other masters who ran similar halls, Barzizza’s motives were partly

financial and partly educational . He needed private fees to supplement his

university salary as a lecturer, though, after he had paid the cost offood and

housing rents , his income was still barely adequate , particularly in the years from

c.1410 to c.1414 when the devastations of the Hungarian invasions into the Veneto

and plague had greatly increased prices and made food scarce.3 His finances were

further strained after 1410 when his brother died and the eight children were taken

into the care of their uncle . In the face of all this he found it acutely difficult to

keep down the fees to forty gold ducats a year, and one parent at least , Luchina ‘ex

Marchionibus Malaspinis’ , was quick to complain of the consequences, taking his

children away from Barzizza because he could not feed them better . Defensively ,

Barzizza replied that he had protected the children , cared for their health and

discipline , but his fortunes were low on account of the wars.5 Material and financial

arrangements , though usually less embittered , take up a good deal of space in his

private letters .

The gymnasium was socially exclusive , made up of boys from the nobility and

well-to-do professional groups , mainly from the Veneto and Bergamo . The largest

single group were sons of Venetian aristocratic families . Some came from important

families in Bergamo and Lombardy , with whom Barzizza had personal connexions ,

such as the Suardi , the Resta , and the Castiglioni . Others came from medical and

legal families in Padua and Venice and a few from abroad , such as Alfonso of

Portugal, Stephanus Teutonicus , and a Cypriot pupil who had come to Italy

primarily to study law. These wealthy families wanted their sons to be taught Latin
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letters by the best master available in the region .

Barzizza provided for these pupils two kinds or levels of instruction . First , the

gymnasium was an elementary grammar school for boys between the ages of about

seven to fourteen . Again , it seems to have been not uncommon for university

professors of grammar and rhetoric to run a private grammar school . Pietro da

Muglio, Lazaro da Conegliano , and Giovanni Conversino , for example , had done so

in Padua before Barzizza , and Barzizza’s master, Giovanni Travesi , had followed this

practice in Pavia. At a higher level , Barzizza provided a varied and largely informal

course of classical studies for students at the University .

8

The framework of studies which Barzizza adopted in his grammar school was

used throughout Western Europe at that time, being a vestige of late Roman

teaching. The youngest pupils learnt how to read , write , and pronounce Latin

correctly , gradually covering over three or four years all aspects of the language ;

orthography , etymology , prosody and syntax . In Chapter IV we examined

Barzizza’s approach to these essentials of grammar. Until they had completed this

stage , at the age of about eleven , the pupils were called hon latinantes and were

taught by the ludi magister . Barzizza had been a ludi magister in the school at

Bergamo, though it is likely that in Padua he left this elementary instruction and

catechizing mostly to a repetitor. One such repetitor might have been Facino

Ventraria of Bergamo since it was common for schoolmasters to employ fellow

‘patriots ’ as assistants . It was also common for non latinantes to receive instruction

in arithmetic and in sacred texts , such as the Psalter and the moral extracts from St

Augustine compiled by Prosperus Aquitanicus .

9

Having mastered the bare bones of Latin , the pupils became latinantes under the

grammaticus, following four lines of study . First , they examined the finer points of

Latin construction , using the grammar of Priscian , the basic text cited , for example ,

in Barzizza’s revised and more advanced De Orthographia . Secondly , they studied

chosen Latin authors . Some of Barzizza’s expositions on classical texts , such as

those on Terence , Virgil , and Valerius Maximus , were probably intended for this

purpose . We must assume a good deal from what was common and expected in

comparable schools . For example, the council of Chioggia in 1386 stipulated that ,

for the latinantes , their grammaticus , Cristoforo Dente, must teach passages from

Latin authors ; Aesop , Prosperus , Ovid , and Boethius being mentioned as suitable . If

older boys were able and interested , they could go on ‘ audire tragedias , virgilium ,

lucanum , terentium et similles [sic ] poetas et auctores’.10 Giovanni Travesi had

taught Virgil , Ovid ‘Major’ (Metamorphoses) , Lucan, Statius , Seneca’s tragedies , and

Cicero.11 These and other auctores magni continued to be the subject of study

when pupils began their arts course at university . Thirdly , the art of formal

composition, especially in letters , was introduced to latinantes , leaving a more

extensive study of rhetoric to the university arts course . Finally , Barzizza probably

taught some dialectic to boys, at least in the last stages of their primary schooling. '

Barzizza’s elementary course of studies and his didactic techniques were in many

11
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respects no different from those followed in numerous other grammar schools in

the central and north Italian towns , for example , in the heavy stress which he laid

on the pupil’s memory. He employed the traditional mnemonic technique of jingle-

jangle verse renderings of basic grammatical rules and he wrote his manuals in a

clear and easily memorizable way, sometimes nudging the student with phrases such

as, ‘Hoc quoque quod sequitur in memorie cellula collocandum esse arbitror’.13

Constant catechizing and repetition were perhaps the best aids to memory and his

pupils probably chanted aloud in unison . This could be a very noisy activity , as we

gather from various statutes in Bologna which prohibited deafening crafts anywhere

near the schools or residences of doctors and students . These crafts included

hammering metal , forging iron or the teaching of ten or more boys the sciences of

grammar and logic .14 Another common practice which Barzizza followed was the

use ofthe volgare in explaining Latin terms to the youngest pupils .

Where Barzizza differed from the common run ofgrammatici was in his superior

quality as a Latinist . As we saw in the chapters on grammar he managed to

introduce into his teaching, at all stages, many of the results of humanist enquiries

into Latin language and literature . This he managed to do to a much greater extent

with the more advanced activities in the gymnasium .

Besides being a grammar school , Barzizza’s household was what might best be

described as an institute of classical studies and , as such , it was almost certainly the

first of its kind, combining the features of a school , a library , a scriptorium , and a

meeting place for discussions and debates. The members included university students

who were studying the arts and who followed his private instruction to deepen and

supplement what they had learnt from official lectures . They included also students

in law and medicine who wished to keep up their literary interests , such as

Francesco Barbaro and Niccolo Contarini who both became doctors of arts in 1410 ,

but continued to study with Barzizza while working for their degrees in civil law.15

The evidence is unclear as to whether the university students lived with Barzizza or

whether they came to his house for instruction ; some may have done the one , some

the other. The household was also a meeting place for Barzizza’s literary-minded

friends from Padua and Venice.

The household school served to supplement the ‘ ordinary ’ lectures and

disputations in the University and , because it was free from formal teaching

demands , it fostered a depth and intensity of study , as well as a greater readiness to

explore new intellectual avenues . It was , therefore , in this setting that Barzizza’s

contact with humanist advances outside the university could make a mark. The

university pattern of study , however, was taken as the starting point . Barzizza gave

lectures on authors who were not covered adequately in the official curriculum ,

such as his lengthy course on Seneca’s letters . These ‘extraordinary ’ or ‘voluntary’

lectures were probably given on festive days or in the vacations . By ‘lectures’ we

should include perhaps the ‘reading’ to oneself which Barzizza practised himself and

encouraged in others . For example , in a letter to his son , Niccolo , who was
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temporarily attending the grammar classes of Facino Ventraria in Ferrara at some

time between 1410 and 1412 , Barzizza advises him on his private reading : ‘ Satis est ,

si feriatis diebus vacas Terentio , non feriatis vero Valerio (Maximo) , qui liber

propter brevitatem historiarum et singulares locos philosophiae semper mihi visus

est perdifficilis’.16 Even in this matter of private reading , therefore , Barzizza advises

a time-table which revolves around the university . Perhaps the supplementary

nature of Barzizza’s private teaching is nowhere more fully illustrated than in

rhetoric . The theory , taken from the ‘ ordinary’ texts ofthe Ad Herennium and De

Inventione, was amplified by his informal exposition of the Orator, De Oratore, De

Officiis and the Institutes of Quintilian , and rhetorical practice , which the

‘ordinary’ course made no provision for , was given a central place in the

gymnasium . The rhetorical manuals and model writings which we saw in the last

chapter were all composed for his private pupils .

In his school Barzizza not only greatly extended his public lectures but , in some

respects , created a new area of study parallel to it . This can be seen in the

discussions and debates , which took the university disputation as their starting

point . Barzizza prepared his pupils for the formal disputations required for

graduation, but , in addition , he gave a much wider meaning to disputatio just as he

gave a looser and more informal meaning to lectio . In his private letters we find a

few themes , recurring again and again , which were often proposed as topics for

discussion in a way that suggests they were debating points among the household in

Padua. These were the same ethical questions , taken from Christian and Stoic

doctrines , which challenged humanists in the late fourteenth and early fifteenth

centuries , particularly in Florence : how is the individual best to measure himself

against capricious Fortune ; what constitutes ‘ the good life’ ; what is the relationship

between the active and the contemplative life , between ‘otium’ and ‘negotium ’ ;

how can ‘ concordia et pax’ be re-established in church and state in ‘ Italia’ and what

are the elements in good Christian government? The formulation of these and other

related questions was determined by classical sources and so , to a large extent , was

the language in which they were discussed ; but, allowing for artifice and self-

consciousness, these problems seemed to the humanists to have a deep relevance to

the existing state of things . The fractured state of Italy had brought about a sharp

reversal in the fortunes of individuals , such as the distinguished and once splendid

house of Moriga which had fallen on hard times . Barzizza writes to his former pupil ,

Simone Moriga, recapitulating the dilemma which the two men had recently

discussed : whether one should give oneself to public services (‘civilibus negotiis ’) in

the hope of ameliorating conditions or to a life of letters—or should a study of

eloquence necessarily precede ‘negotium’? Barzizza tends to accept the latter and

believes that the active and contemplative strains should be combined and should

inform each other.17 For that reason , as we saw, he preferred Seneca and Socrates

to Plato and Aristotle , since the former gave evidence of their philosophy in their

actions whereas the latter were purely speculative . Related to this theme was that
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of the ‘bonus vir’ , the heart of Seneca’s first letter to Lucilius which so occupied

Barzizza’s mind . He wrote to the grammarian in Venice , Lorenzo Bonzio, who

sometimes attended Barzizza’s private lectures, that he should read Seneca, who

showed how the good man is the one who can conquer and correct the adversities

of fortune and nature . Barzizza also proposed Aristotle’s definition of ‘the good

man’ which he hoped Bonzio might discuss with his two friends , Daniele Vettori

and Andrea Giuliano , former pupils of Barzizza.18

For Barzizza, Fortune was viewed in the light of his own experiences of a war-

weary , invaded Padovano and a strife-ridden Bergamo , which had brought about the

material ruin of his own family.19 As a solution to these disorders he put his hopes

on the strong and good government of one man ; the advent of Carlo Malatesta in

the Veneto and Visconti rule in Lombardy.20 Disorder in the state was

compounded by schism in the church , the ‘restitutio ’ of which was the theme of

Barzizza’s many letters to his friend , Cardinal Zabarella , and his orations to the

popes , Alexander V and Martin V.21 Again, he believed that concord could be

restored only through the selfless efforts of powerful individuals—a good pope ,

Zabarella, the Emperor Sigismund . We learn that questions of good government

were often discussed in the gymnasium from a letter of Barzizza to a former pupil ,

Domenico Ferufino , who had entered the service of a prince . He advised Domenico

on the virtues of a good administrator , a subject which Barzizza used to expound

often when Domenico was in the household school ; ‘ de quibus cum apud me eras

sepe me diserentem audiebas’.22 Current humanist controversies also seem to have

been discussed in Barzizza’s circle , such as orthographical questions and the

meaning of Seneca’s first letter , as we saw, and probably other matters . For

example , Barzizza sent Pietro Suardo a book containing a disputation between

‘Collutius’ (Salutati?) and ‘Nicholaus ’ (Niccolo Niccoli? ) . 23

The debates and private lectures were played off against a background of

continuous borrowing and copying of books . Barzizza gave copying an integral

place in his scheme of studies since it related equally to grammar and rhetoric . To

transcribe a text correctly required not only a collation of all available manuscripts

but also a good knowledge of classical composition , orthography, and punctuation ,

which helped to train the orator , as well as an interest in classical literature .

Copying was probably also carried out for practical reasons . Because books were

expensive and often scarce , it was usually better to borrow a book and copy it

rather than make a straight purchase . For this kind of arrangement there is a lot of

evidence . For instance , Barzizza borrowed a copy of Pliny’s Natural History from

Giovanni Corner in Venice which, unless a better one could be found , he would

have transcribed quickly . His Venetian friends did find a better copy and , through

the mediation of Pietro Tommasi and Marco Dandolo , Barzizza was able to borrow

it from the owner, promising to return it within eight days.24 To accomplish this

considerable task in so short a time , there must surely have been some division of

labour among Barzizza’s students . Francesco (Barbaro?) sent Barzizza a ‘libellus
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Platonis’ which had been transcribed by Facino Ventraria, probably in Ferrara.

There had been a mistake , however, since Barzizza had asked Facino for the oration

of Aeschines ‘in Ctesiphontem ’, the exemplar of which Barzizza had wanted to

copy and then send on to Lazarino Resta in Venice.25 He made arrangements to

borrow a Quintilian from Pietro Tommasi , through Andrea Giuliano . From

Lazarino Resta he received a copy of the Attic Nights of Aulus Gellius in 1410 , and

a copy of Cicero’s Epistolae Familiares in 1411.26

Barzizza also lent some of his books to others or sent copies which had been

made in his house . Some were sent to Ferrara where he had friends and where some

of his family went during the period of plague and war in the Veneto ( 1411-12) . He

promised to lend some books to Paolo , a grammarian in Ferrara , and Lodovico

Bonifazio , secretary to the Este , arranged for a servant to go to Padua to collect

them. The Argumenta in orationes Ciceronis by Loschi were sent to Barzizza’s

nephew, Cristoforo , in Ferrara , through Francesco Barbaro . At the same time ,

Barzizza asked Barbaro to return the Plutarch which he had lent to a friend ; if not ,

Barbaro was to send his own copy to Barzizza . Lodovico Bonifazio borrowed a

Quintilian and two letters of Seneca which he wanted to copy . Some books were

sent to Venetian friends : to Giuliano the Letters to Atticus ; to Daniele Vettori a

Florus, copied by a pupil , Matteo da Bergamo ; to Lorenzo Bonzio the Orator and

Epistolae Familiares of Cicero ; to Federico da Parma a Cassiodorus and a copy of

Petrarch’s Bucolics , since Barzizza had two copies of the latter.27

Of course, many books had to be purchased , even though it was expensive .

There is no evidence that Barzizza did business with the university stationers in

Padua , though there is a hint of some dealings with booksellers in a letter to Pietro

Suardi in which Barzizza promised to sell one of his books for him, pointing out

that the ‘going’ price of books had dropped . Barzizza’s purchases seem to have been

through private arrangements . The earliest record is of a Justinus which Barzizza

bought from one Francesco de Mangano at Pavia in 1405. From the grammarian at

Treviso , Enrico Veronese , he had bought, through Antonio Fantasello , some

anonymous commentaries on Cicero’s De Officiis . In 1411 Barzizza wrote to

Lazarino Resta that he had heard that Donato degli Albanzani in Ferrara was

prepared to sell a Valerius Maximus , which at present was with Girolamo Anzelerio ,

a medical doctor. He asked Lazarino to write to Donato that the book should be

priced at seven ducats . In 1416 the same book was sold by Barzizza for six and a

half ducats to an Alessandro da Verona. In 1411 Barzizza also arranged to buy a

Livy from Donato’s heir, Antonio da Fiesso . In 1416 Barzizza sent Corner bills of

exchange (‘literas cambii’) which he got out of his 330 ducats sent from Constance .

This was almost certainly connected with book purchases.28 Among Barzizza’s

associates Giovanni Corner stands out as a bibliophile . A Venetian aristocrat , he

may have been taught by Barzizza in Venice or in Padua during the first year or two

of Barzizza’s residence there . He seems to have stood as a creditor to Barzizza’s

family , lending money to Giovanni Barzizza between 1408 and 1410 and making
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up the further six ducats which Gasparino needed to buy the Livy . He gradually

built up a collection of classical manuscripts until it became one of the richest in

Venice, described as ‘ comptissimam ’ by Ambrogio Traversari during his stay in the

city in 1433.29

For Corner and other friends, these bookish interests in the 1410s were the

beginnings of that refined collecting of antiquities which we find in Venice and

Padua in the 1420s and 1430s , a movement in which Barzizza deserves to stand as

one of the early guiding figures . Corner was later a friend of that avid collector of

antique coins , medallions , and Greek codices , Ciriaco d’Ancona , along with Pietro

Tommasi, who seems later to have earned himself a reputation as a collector of rare

Greek books and was much admired by Filelfo.30

The Paduan household , therefore , was much more than just a scriptorium; it

became a centre for book dealing in the north-east of Italy . Barzizza’s teaching

requirements brought him into and stimulated the market of buying, selling,

lending, and copying classical Latin manuscripts . As a deliberate result of these

activities he gradually accumulated an important working library of classical texts.

The library was a separate room in the house.31 To compile an inventory of it

would require a separate study by one who was skilled both in manuscript

traditions and in Italian medieval and humanist scripts . Some attempt, however,

will be made here to describe the library as it throws considerable light on Barzizza’s

teaching, giving us some idea of the range and , also , the concentration of his literary

interests .

The evidence is of three kinds . First there are the manuscript books with a note

of ownership or with strong clues of ownership by Barzizza. The largest collection

of these are now in the Biblioteca Nazionale in Naples , the result of a large purchase

made in Milan in the mid-fifteenth century by the Neapolitan humanist , Gian

Parrasio , who acquired about fifty classical works , some of which had been in the

possession of Barzizza’s heirs.32 A few of these have Barzizza’s note of ownership ,

but it is impossible to know whether the other works , without such a note or signed

marginal glosses , belonged to him or not . A few other manuscripts with Barzizza’s

signature are to be found in the Vatican Library , in Milan and in Bergamo.

Secondly , we have references in letters to works owned by Barzizza or works which

he was in the process of acquiring. The third kind of evidence is full of problems :

namely , the references to classical authors found in Barzizza’s works . He must have

used Priscian and Donatus, for example , since these were fundamental in his course

on grammar, and he must have had at least access to many works which he used in

compiling his own manuals , such as a Plautus for the Excerpta, a Virgil for his

lectures , a Martianus Capella for the De Compositione , and some of the many

works which he used for the lexicons , though he may have taken some of these

references at second hand . We know, for instance , that he taught Martial and knew

a Latin translation of Euripides and Aristotle’s Ethics . Even if we could compile a

comprehensive inventory , it would still be impossible to know the size of the
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library at any given time or trace its growth, because , at various times , books were

sold and given away, such as in 1412 when , as he told Zabarella , he had to sell some

ofhis ‘many books ’ because of the hard times which had befallen him . The list

which follows, therefore , is of the books which Barzizza definitely or almost

certainly owned at one time or another. Those with an asterisk are books which we

know he acquired after he left Padua.3

(1) Cicero, De Inventione.

(2) 'Cicero' , Rhetorica ad Herennium.

(3) Anon. fifteenth-century commentary on the Rhetorica ad Herennium.

(4) Cicero , Orator.

(5) Cicero, De Orator.

*(6) Cicero , Orator.

*(7) Cicero , De Orator.

*(8) Cicero, Brutus.

(9) Cicero , four orations in L. Catilinam.

(10) Invectives of Sallust against Cicero and Cicero against Sallust .

(11 ) Cicero, orations pro Rege Deiotaro, pro M. Marcello, and pro Q. Ligario.

(12) Antonio Loschi , Argumenta in orationes Ciceronis.

( 13 ) Cicero , twenty-eight orations .

(14) 'Asconius Pedianus ' , commentary on Cicero's Verrine orations .

(15) Cicero , Philippics.

(16) Cicero , Epistolae ad Familiares.

(17) Cicero, Epistolae ad Atticum.

(18) Anon . commentary on the De Officiis.

(19) Cicero , De Officiis.

(20) Cicero , De Senectute.

(21) Cicero , De Amicitia.

(22) Cicero, Paradoxa.

(23) Cicero , Paradoxa.

(24) Cicero , Disputationes Tusculanae.

(25) Cicero , De Senectute.

(26) Epitaphia Ciceronis edita a duodecim sapientibus.

(27) Anon . Vita Ciceronis.

(28) Macrobius , commentary on Cicero's Somnium Scipionis.

(29) Boethius , De topicis differentiis.

(30) Aeschines, oration in Ctesiphontem.

(31 ) Quintilian , Institutio oratoria.

(32) Quintilian , Institutio oratoria.

(33) Quintilian , Declamationes.

(34) Seneca (maior) , Declamationes.

(35) Seneca, Epistolae Morales ad Lucilium.

(36) 'Seneca' , Epistolae ad Paulum.

(37) Seneca, Opera Omnia.

(38) Excerpta Quaedam de Paupertate et Divitiis ex Libris Senecae.

(39) Lactantius , Divinae Institutiones (fragment) .

(40) Anon. Vita Aristotelis and Aristotle's Rhetorics (fragments) .

(41) Marius Victorinus , De Orthographia.

(42) Justinus, Epitomen Historiarum Trogi Pompeii.
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(43) Livy , Historiae Romanae Decas 1 et 111.

(44) Plutarch (not specified) .

(45) Suetonius, duodecim cesarum Istorie.

(46) Caesar, De gestis cesaris in gallia.

(47) Caesar, De bellis civilibus.

(48) Josephus , Histories.

(49) Florus , Epitoma de Titolivio libri Quatuor.

(50) Sextus Rufus , De Historia Romana.

(51 ) Valerius Maximus , Facta et dicta memorabilia.

(52) Aulus Gellius , Noctes Atticae.

(53) Historia Augusta.

(54) Persius .

(55) Petrarch, Bucolics.

(56) Petrarch , Bucolics.

(57) Petrarch, Epystole metrice.

(58) Claudian.

(59) Terence , the comedies.

(60) Plautus.

(61) Seneca, the tragedies .

(62) Dante , La Divina Comedia.

(63) Cassiodorus .

(64) Pliny , Natural History.

(65) Manilius , Astronomici libri V (fragment) .

(66) One of Plato's works (not specified) .

(67) Plato , Respublica, X (Latin translation by Uberto Decembrio) , extract .

(68) Apuleius , De deo Socratis.

The contents of Barzizza’s library confirm much of what has been said already

about his teaching . We can see how he attempted to collect the opera omnia of

Cicero . If we add the works of Quintilian and Seneca, the library amounted to a

considerable collection of Roman rhetorical and philosophical writings . The rest is

given over to historical works and the Latin poets . All these and possibly others

were the working material for the Paduan school . The library was not as large as the

court collection ofthe Visconti and no doubt would have looked slim beside

other private collections , such as Niccoli’s in Florence , but it was perhaps the first

example of a comparatively well stocked classical library which was fully related to

a teaching programme.

The library also reflects the concentration of Barzizza’s teaching. Apart from the

Dante, the works are in classical or near-classical Latin or in Latin translation . There

is a striking absence of scriptural , patristic , and other sacred works , except for the

fragment of Lactantius and the forged Senecan-Pauline correspondence . Missing

also are Aristotelian and medieval works on logic , metaphysics, moral and natural

philosophy . The library seems to have been collected single-mindedly for Barzizza’s

teaching requirements and suggests the exclusiveness and intensity of his

curriculum .

He seems to have possessed no Greek works in Greek. Classical Latin was the

object of his linguistic instruction ; Greek literature was thought to need translating,
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while some knowledge of Greek was regarded as necessary for understanding the

etymology of Latin . Like many of his humanist contemporaries he identified

himself with the Romans (‘nostri’) , seeing Greek civilization as essentially alien ,

though admirable . The Latins , he thought, had taken the best from Greek learning,

improved on it and added their own contributions. Thus, in moral philosophy

Seneca outshone Plato and Aristotle , in eloquence Cicero and Crassus learnt from

Plato and Demosthenes, but ultimately surpassed them.34 In poetry , however,

Homer was still ‘ille poetarum pater ac princeps’.35 It could be noted in passing that

Barzizza made these judgements from a distinctly slender acquaintance with Greek

literature . However, while his teaching and assumptions were essentially Latin , he

did help to open out the possibilities for Greek learning, to the extent that later

writers assumed that he knew Greek well . Leandro Alberti , for example , described

Barzizza as ‘huomo perito tanto nella lingua Greca quanto nella Latina , come

chiaramente si puo conoscere nell’ opere da lui lasciate alli mortali’.36 Mazzuchelli

also believed that Barzizza knew Greek since he used Greek words in a few letters.37

The evidence suggests that he had a smattering of Greek and showed an interest in

promoting the subject rather than that he had a sound grasp of the language or

conducted regular Greek studies in Padua in the way that Guarino was to do in

Ferrara. Like many Italian humanists in the first decades of the quattrocento , he

felt the effects of Chrysoloras’s teaching, perhaps even meeting the Byzantine

pedagogue in Lombardy . He probably knew Chrysoloras’s elementary Greek

grammar for Latins , the Erotemata, supported by discussions with Greek scholars ,

such as George of Trebizond and Guarino . From Guarino , probably the Italian

scholar closest to Chrysoloras , he may have learnt some Greek when the former

spent some months in Padua in 1416 , at about the same time that Guarino was

teaching Greek to Vittorino da Feltre . Some of Barzizza’s pupils became notable

Greek scholars such as Francesco Barbaro , Filelfo , and his son , Guiniforte Barzizza.

He may have made provision for extra tuition in Greek and even in Hebrew for

those students who were interested , as he says of Guiniforte ; ‘literis non modo

Latinis, sed Graecis etiam partimque Hebraicis erudiendum curavi’.38 The Greek,

George ofTrebizond , may have been a repetitor in Greek at the gymnasium in

1416-17 , when he studied at the University and first met Filelfo . He may have

visited Padua earlier when he was teaching in Venice (1412-16) and later ( 1417-20) ,

when he studied Latin in Venice under Guarino and Vittorino .
39

The success of the Paduan school was , to a large extent , due to the nature of

Barzizza’s curriculum and the increasing interest in classical studies among the

professional ranks in the Veneto ; but it was also due to the personality and

enthusiasm of Barzizza himself. Of his enthusiasm there is little doubt . He was

immensely hard-working, often reading and writing far into the night , producing

prodigious results which are seen , most of all , in his commentaries ; ‘me studia mea

sine intermissione teneant’." He was disarmingly critical of his own works, either
40
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revising or intending to revise them, never satisfied . He tells us that his

commentaries on Cicero’s De Officiis were ‘jejuna ac cruda’ and , if God should give

him the time and ability , he would re-write his commentaries on Seneca, which

were compiled anyway to please his friends rather than in the hope of receiving

unmerited honour.41 This is not false modesty but in character with what we know

generally of the man , worried , self effacing and scrupulous , both in his public and

private affairs . His letters are full of complaints that he is subjected to endless

demands in his teaching duties , his family life and domestic affairs ; ‘ rebus infinitis

implicitus’.42 Typical of him was the note at the end of his copy of Seneca’s

Declamationes . The work had once belonged to a friar preacher but then had

changed hands twice before he bought it for four ducats. Should his suspicions that

the work was acquired dishonestly from the friar be proved , he would restore the

book and the four ducats to its rightful owner, if he could be found.43 Besides

being an honest man , both morally and intellectually , he does seem to have been

genuinely unassuming, even allowing for the rhetorical topos of modesty . Of

himself he once said , ‘ satis ac supra mihi est si inter modicos viros locum aliquem

habeam’.44 This is a refreshing contrast to some of his humanist contemporaries , as

is his apparent lack of rancour or argumentativeness . He was almost universally

liked and respected , and on the rare occasions when he was opposed , he stepped

down, half apologetically , such as during the events leading to his departure from

Pavia and in his reply to the disgruntled Luchina ex Malaspinis. Only one man

attacked his teaching. Ognibene della Scola, the Paduan humanist and secretary. In

a letter to Francesco Barbaro in 1412 , Ognibene suddenly lashed out against ‘virum

quendam peregrinum' who, in a few days, made his pupils masters of eloquence.

This attack may have sprung from a certain amount ofjealousy . Ognibene had

perhaps lost his post as secretary to the podesta in Padua , since he left Padua at

about this time for ten years , and having never been regarded as a serious scholar he

may have resented Barzizza, permanently employed in the University , enjoying

sympathy for his school and a wide interest in his lectures and work. Barzizza, for

his part , wrote to Ognibene three times , without receiving replies . The third letter

survives and the tone is hurt :

Scire tamen ab te velim si facilitatem illam tuam et humanitatem pristinam

observas, an postquam te non vidi durior factus sis , ut exinde consilium capiam ,

nam si mitis es , audebo , si inexorabilis , me contraham.45

But the olive branch , it would seem, was held out in vain.

Barzizza , however, was not a weak man. The support which he gave to his

brother’s family shows that he had considerable moral courage . Although he comes

across as rather serious and unbending, he had a capacity for friendship and anyway

he knew his limitations ; ‘ ego ita ineptus ad facetias sum’.46 His straightforward

personality must have attracted pupils and encouraged parents , while his social

background put him on a level with those he taught . Most important was that he
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was first and last a teacher, even, we might say, a teacher by vocation , like

Vittorino, whom he resembled in many ways. He was deeply interested in the

nature ofeducation and ran his private school according to a set of educational

ideals , so that, with justification , he could be called the first humanist educator , in

the same mould as Guarino and Vittorino later ; but a mould which he , not they ,

had set.

Education, he believed , involved training of both the moral self and the mind .

This notion of a ‘broad’ education was not a new one , for moral , as well as

scholastic , regulation was a common feature in most medieval schools and usually

took the form of guidelines for religious observance and for the general conduct

and recreation of the student.47 Moral theories had traditionally been advanced in

relation to education since the De Disciplina Scholarium of Boethius and earlier. In

Barzizza’s letters we find many examples of commonplace pious exhortations to his

former students : a syllabus of studies must go together with an attitude of mind ; it

is more important what virtues we have than what arts ; the physical transition from

boyhood to adolescence requires also a moral transition to ‘ alios mores, aliam ,

vitam ’; ‘ea quidem prima adolescentium laus est que maiorem honestatis et virtutis

rationem habent, quam voluptatis’.48 What made Barzizza perhaps different from

his medieval predecessors was his belief, implicit in his teaching, that moral

education was not additional to or parallel to a course of academic study , but could

be gained from study itself when study involved a close and continuous

consideration of those precepts entertained by the great authors of antiquity .




