
Week V: Set Reading – Primary Source  

Flavio Biondo, on the revival of letters, from his Italia illustrata 

Editor’s Note: Flavio Biondo (1392-1463), also (confusingly) known as Biondo Flavio, was born in Forlì, near 

Bologna, but much of his career was spent at the papal curia, where he worked as secretary to successive Popes. 

At the same time, he wrote works of history and of topography. The Italia illustrata, which he worked on in the 

late 1440s and early 1450s, was intended to describe the geography of the regions of Italy but, in doing so, 

Biondo discoursed on the famous men of each region and, in the context in the section of his home region of the 

Romagna, provided a brief history of the revival of letters in his own lifetime.   

Those who truly savour Latin literature for its own taste, see and understand that there were 

few and hardly any who wrote with any eloquence after the time of the Doctors of the 

Church, Ambrose, Jerome and Augustine, which was the moment when the Roman Empire 

was declining – unless among their number should be put St Gregory and the Venerable 

Bede, who were close to them in time, and St Bernard, who was much later.
1
 Truly, 

Francesco Petrarca [Petrarch], a man of great intelligence and greater application, was the 

first of all to begin to revive poetry and eloquence.
2
 Not, however, that he achieve the flower 

of Ciceronian eloquence with which we see many in our own time are decorated, but for that 

we are inclined to blame the lack and want of books rather than of intelligence. For, though 

Petrarch himself gloried in having found Cicero’s Letters to Lentulus at Vercelli, he did not 

see the other volume of letters written To Atticus, which have a grander eloquence…
3
 

Moreover, the three books of Cicero On the Orator and Quintilian’s Institutes of Oratory he 

did not see, unless in mangled and mutilated copies…
4
 

As a boy, Giovanni [Malpaghini] of Ravenna knew Petrarch when he was an old man.
5
 He 

did not see those books any more than Petrarch did, and neither did he leave anything written 

by himself, as far as we can know. And, yet, through his own intelligence and a certain gift of 

God (as Leonardo [Bruni] was accustomed to say], while he could not teach what he plainly 

did not know, he did inflame in his pupils – Pier Paolo Vergerio, … Poggio Bracciolini, 

Guarino da Verona, Vittorino da Feltre and others who were less successful – a love of what 

are called good letters [bonae litterae] and an imitation of Cicero. Meanwhile, Manuel 

Chrysoloras of Constantinople, a man most outstanding in learning and every virtue, brought 

                                                           
1
 Biondo mentions here the four ‘Doctors of the Church’ – late antique authors whose writings were seen as 

central to the development of Catholic doctrine, but separates from the earliest of them Gregory the Great, who 

was Pope from 590 to 604. Bede (673-735), best known for his Ecclesiastical History of the English People, 

was significantly later, and Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-1153), the leading Cistercian monk probably mentioned 

here for his letters rather than his other writings, much later still.  
2
 Petrarch (1304-74) was Florentine by birth and accounted one of the city’s tre corone (three crowns), 

alongside Dante and Boccaccio, but some of his early years were spent at the papal curia in Avignon and his 

later career was in north-east Italy, particularly Padua.  
3
 Biondo is confused: Petrarch did know the Letters to Atticus, having found in the Cathedral Library of Verona 

in 1345 the manuscript of them which was the origin of the Renaissance circulation of the text, but he did not 

know the manuscript at Vercelli which included Cicero’s Letters to Familiars and which entered circulation 

after Petrarch’s death thanks to his protégé, Coluccio Salutati (1331-1406).  
4
 These two works were not as much examples of oratory as guides to the techniques of eloquence in Latin.  

5
 Giovanni Malpaghini was a student in Venice in 1363 and, by 1366, was known to Petrarch; later, in the 

1390s, Malpaghini taught in Florence; he died in or after 1417.    



himself to Italy… and taught Greek literature to nearly all those aforementioned students of 

Giovanni…
6
 

And since this great ardour to be well learned had captured many in Italy and while a Council 

of the entire Christian people was being held at Constance in Germany, many of our 

compatriots began to enquire and investigate there whether any of the books that had once 

been lost from the Romans and Italy were hidden in the recesses of monasteries in the 

German places close to Constance. A complete Quintilian was found by Poggio, which, 

transcribed, came to Italy. There followed – their liberator is not clear to us – Cicero’s Letters 

to Atticus. And while the minds of our Italian youth were sweating over these works of 

Quintilian and Cicero, Gasparino [Barzizza] of Bergamo, a most celebrated grammarian and 

orator, who civilized not a few in better learning than was customary, incited very many to 

the imitation of those studies. Pier Paolo Vergerio, … Leonardo Bruni, … Poggio and Nicolà 

de Medici (whom Bruni, a diligent teacher, civilized at home) were now thriving and gaining 

fame. 

…Through the assistance of so many books – the tinder of eloquence itself – being brought to 

our men, we can see how a greater and better quantity of oratory [dicendi copia] than 

Petrarch had has reached our age. Nor was it insignificant either as an assistance to learning 

eloquence or as an encouragement to acquiring knowledge of Greek because those who learnt 

the language – beyond gaining knowledge and a large store of historical examples – tried to 

turn many works from Greek into Latin. This practice and diligence of writing either made 

those who had eloquence more able or allowed those who did not have it previously to gain 

something of it. From this, for a long time schools in Italy have thrived and do so more and 

more now. Many classrooms are in the cities, where it is most becoming and pleasant to see 

students, not just after they have graduated but even while they are declaiming and writing 

under their master’s rod, surpassing their teachers in the elegance of their writing and their 

oratory.  

From those who, as we have said, were students of Giovanni of Ravenna, two of the older 

ones were Guarino and Vittorino, and they taught – the latter in Mantua and the former in 

Venice, Verona, Florence and finally Ferrara – a nearly numberless crowd, among whom 

were the princes of Ferrara and Mantua. George of Trebizond, in the public school of Rome 

[publico Romae gymnasio]
7
 had many Spaniards, French and Germans – several on occasion 

being great and significant men – alongside Italians as his pupils in oratory and poetry… 

Latin text and translation is provided in the edition of Italy Illuminated provided by Jeffrey A. White [I Tatti 

Renaissance Library, xx] (Cambridge MA, 2005), pp. 300-308. The translation here is by David Rundle, with 

reference to White’s.   
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6
 Manuel Chrysoloras (c. 1355-1415) was a diplomat for the Byzantine Emperor and also a teacher of Greek, in 

particular going to Florence, at the invitation of Coluccio Salutati, and teaching there from 1397 to 1400.  
7
 In other words, the University of Rome, known as La Sapienza. 


