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ith this Winter 1995 issue, Library
Columns begins a new format and an expanded mission. Columns is still the publi-
cation of The Friends of the Columbia Libraries, and we remain committed to
keeping our readers infonneci about research that touches on Columbia
University and its library collections. But we have broadened our scope. While
continuing to highlight the collections of the Rare Book and Manuscript
Library and the research they facilitate, Library Columns will now appear twice
each year—in the winter and summer—and will attempt to shed that same light
on Columbia’s other great collections. Toward this end, we have created an edi-
torial board of librarians from throughout the Columbia community to provide
news and insight on developments in their respective collections. We have also
created an Advisory Board of scholars to help us identify important research

taking place at Columbia that may be of interest to our readers.

Perhaps the clearest evidence for our new role can be found in this issue’s “Our
Growing Collections,” which describes additions to the Avery, East Asian, Music,
and Rare Book and Manuscript Libraries. Taken together, they give ample evi-
dence that the collections of the Columbia Libraries are indeed growing, as we
treasure and care for the heritage on our shelves and work to make it available

to all those who value it as we do.
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As Good as Its Owner? ciovanni aurispa and His

Manuscript of Victorinus’s Commentary

Hic liber Aurispae est, Siculae regionis alumni.
Nec melior liber est, nec melior dominus.
Convenit atque libro dominus, dominoque libellus:

Instruit hic dominum, corrigit ille librum.

This book is Aurispa’s, a son of the Sicilian region.
The book is not any better than its owner,

nor is its owner better than the book.

And the owner suits the book, the book suits the owner:

It instructs the owner, he corrects the book.

ith these two neat though hard-
ly very elegant couplets, the humanist book collector Giovanni Aurispa
(1376-1459) announces his ownership of one of the most interesting medieval
manuscripts in the Columbia collections, Plimpton MS 103. This book contains
the commentary on Cicero’s De inventione, written by the fourth-century Roman

rhetorician Marius Victorinus.

Aurispa lived during the great epoch of classical literature’s rediscovery, and he
himself played an important part in this process. His major contribution per-

tains to Greek literature, which before his time was a scarce commodity in the
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West. He brought home to Italy hundreds of books
from long journeys in the Byzantine East in
1405-1413 and 1421-1423, thus greatly improving
the supply of Greek texts available in the West. But
Aurispa’s interests were not restricted to Greek liter-
ature. He also collected books in Latin, and his most
important discovery in this field was the commentary
on Terence’s comedies written in the fourth century
by Aelius Donatus, which he found at Mainz in

Germany in 1433.

In his indefatigable activity as a book hunter,
Aurispa showed himself a worthy colleague of his bet-
ter-known contemporaries, Poggio Bracciolini and
Niccolo Niccoli, although his literary and scholarly
production does not at all match their wide-ranging
activity. While Poggio, for example, “indulged in a
variety of literary pursuits, ranging from history and
moral essays to polemic and pornography” (Reynolds
& Wilson), Aurispa produced only one short original
work and a handful of translations from Greek to

Latin.

So why did Aurispa collect books? On this ques-
tion scholarly opinion is divided. It has been suggest-
ed that his motives were purely commercial, and that
he was more of a book trader than a collector. There
is evidence that Aurispa sold many of his books, some
of which commanded high prices, and Aurispa’s
friend Francesco Filelfo, also a book collector and a
humanist, accused him of being more interested in

trading books than in studying them.

Filelfo’s remark was taken seriously by the
ground-breaking investigator of early Renaissance
book-hunting, Remigio Sabbadini: “He [Aurispa]
instead was entirely focused on peddling them [his
books].” In addition to the evidence already men-

tioned, Sabbadini based his conclusion on an inven-

tory of Aurispa’s books written after his death and
published in 1890 by Sabbadini himself. There are
very few Greek books in this list, and Sabbadini con-
cluded that Aurispa had sold all but a few of the
many books he had brought home from his Eastern

Jjourneys.

More recent scholarship has shown, however, that
this inventory lists only a part of Aurispa’s collection.
In 1976, Adriano Franceschini published a more
complete inventory written in 1459, which portrays
an impressive library of no less than 578 books. At
least 210 books were in Greek. Except for a few
renaissance works in Italian, the bulk of the remain-
der were in Latin. The content of the library reflects
Aurispa’s humanist interests: very few medieval
authors are represented, and the focus is on the lit-
erature of Greek and Roman antiquity. In this area,
Aurispa’s collection is the most complete since the
end of antiquity. It does not contain a full run of what
can be found in the Loeb classical library, but this
modern series is the comparison that springs to
mind. But there are also some conspicuous lacunae,
such as Julius Caesar’s Gallic Wars and Civil Wars,
Quintilian’s rhetorical writings, and the Greek
Anthology, a copy of which Aurispa had actually

brought home from one of his Greek journeys.

Apart from these specific gaps, the inventory con-
jures an image of “a highly specialized library, col-
lected with passion and intelligence” (Franceschini).
In other words, it is the library of a scholarly biblio-
phile. It must have taken many years and a deter-
mined effort to assemble such a collection, especially
since Aurispa does not appear to have been a wealthy
man. He complains about his lack of means in a let-
ter dated 1437 to the viceroy of his native Sicily and
even claims that he had to sell his clothes to be able

to buy books in Constantinople. Though this asser-






