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Abstract. Following the path of Ludovico Antonio Muratori and Giovan Mario Crescimbeni, the ‘Giornale de’
letterati d’Ttalia’ supervised by Apostolo Zeno aimed at a canonization of the lyrical tradition from Petrarch to
Tasso to restore the nobility and credibility of Italian poetry after the eccessi of the Baroque. Analysing how
the journal dealt with recently published books on Petrarch and its imitators, the paper aims to illustrate an
important episode of their early 18th-century reception, which was to have a major influence in the
development of criticism of Italian lyric poetry.

1. Introduction

The ‘Giornale de’ letterati italiani’ was founded by Apostolo Zeno, Scipione Maffei and
Antonio Vallisneri in 1710, and was published quarterly in Venice by the printer Hertz, who
was able to distribute it all over Italy.! It was published regularly in Venice, in forty tomes,
until 1727, and then sporadically, in 1733, 1739, and 1740. Between 1710 and 1718 the
Journal was supervised by Zeno, who also handled directly, with his brother Pier Caterino,
the literary and historical subjects, while Maffei coordinated the legal contributions, and
Vallisneri the medical.2

The journal was the product of a Northern-Italy erudite élite, rooted in Veneto but closely
linked with the scholars active in Emilia and Tuscany, and with the literary and
ecclesiastical authorities in Rome.3 Following the tradition of erudite journalism, it
propagated information about the most important recent books in all kind of disciplines.
The journal provided synthesis that aimed toward objectivity: the critical point lay in the
choice of the works to be digested more than on explicit claims about their value.4 In this
sense limiting its range of interests to Italian publications was itself a basic form of
criticism, justified as a response to the widespread lack of knowledge about the activities of
Italians scholars, and by the wish to sustain the on-going reform of Italian culture.s

The term ‘literature’, as was common in the 18t century, covered the whole range of
culture: the main part of the journal (especially after the departure of Apostolo Zeno for
Vienna, in 1718) was dedicated to sciences.® But the debate on poetry and language was no
less important: the task of renovating the whole Italian culture could not be accomplished
without dealing also with the decadence of the ‘belle lettere’.” Therefore, the thirty or so
issues published in the eight years of Apostolo Zeno’s supervision represent a privileged
viewpoint on the reception of the lyric poetry tradition in early 18t-century culture.8

The 19t-century reception of Petrarchism as the ‘chronic disease’ of Italian culture would
turned upside down the judgement of the Arcadian age:9 nonetheless, some of the issues
dealt with in the early 18th-century discussions anticipated certain patterns that were to
structure the modern understanding of that phenomenon.!® Therefore, this essay will
consider what the Journal published about Medieval and Renaissance lyric poetry in the
years of Zeno’s supervision: the extended period represents an emblematic and influential
experience in this context, and will permit us to deepen our awareness of how critical



reflection on Petrarchism was conducted in a crucial moment for the constitution of the
modern history of Italian literature.

2. The Journal between erudition, literary history and the ‘Orsi-Bouhours
quarrel’

The introduction of the first issue praised the French journal Mémoires de Trévoux for its
contribution to learning and religion, and added that the only point it was missing ‘“for its
full perfection’ was a proper engagement in studying ‘Italian literature and its history’, since
its judgement on this subject was based ‘on valueless perspectives, or on the trust of people
who lacked any knowledge of our best authors’:

Una sola cosa per lintiera sua perfezione pare da desiderarsi, ed € che alcuno di que’
pregiatissimi Soggetti si compiacesse d'impiegar qualche tempo nell’istruirsi a fondo della
Letteratura Italiana e dell’Istoria di essa: conciosiaché mal corrispondono alla purgatezza del
rimanente i loro giudizi del gusto Italiano nell’Eloquenza e nella Poesia, formati e sopra cose
di nessun prezzo, e su la fede d’alcuni che la minima notizia non ebbero degli ottimi nostri
Autori."t

If they knew Italian culture, continued the author (Scipione Maffei), the Jesuits that edited
the Mémoires would have seen that ‘the balance’ they ‘so charitably wish’ to Italians had
been born in Italy along with its vernacular poetry, had gained perfection in the 14t century
and never really left the country, not even in periods of decadence such as the 15t and 17t
centuries:

Vedrebbero allora che quel buon senso ch’essi con tanta carita ci vanno augurando nacque
fra noi al nascere di nostra Lingua, e gia nel Secolo del 1300 a perfezione era giunto;
vedrebbero ch’egli non manco in Italia giammai, benché nel XV Secolo alquanto meno si
coltivasse, e benché nel XVII in alcuna Provincia patisse disastro; e vedrebbero finalmente
ch’egli fiorisce ancora oggigiorno quanto in altro tempo mai fosse, come il Giornale ch’ora
intraprendesi dara loro facilmente a vedere.'2

The journal assumed the task of showing Europe how the ‘buon senso’ was still flourishing
in Italy. As we see, the influence of French culture, and at the same time, competition with
it, marked the journal’s attitude and program from its very beginning.s

Louis XIV’s French classicists had developed a cultural politics aiming to present their
culture as the fulfilment of Italian Renaissance, finally ratifying the superiority of the
‘moderns’ upon the ‘ancients’.’4 On the contrary, Italian modern poetry appeared to them as
dominated by artifice and bad taste: the very opposite of the values of rational clarity they
searched in literature. Before the end of 17th century, Italian scholars identified Father
Dominique Bohours’ book La Maniére de bien penser dans les ouvrages d’esprit (Paris:
Veuve Mabre-Cramoisy, 1687) as the synthesis and the symbol of such an attack, and
dedicated themselves to its deconstruction.?s In the introduction cited above we can easily
recognise the figure of the French Jesuit behind the sketch of people ‘lacking any knowledge
of our best authors’. Bouhours was indeed explicitly accused of inadequate proficiency in
the study of the best Italian poets in the next issue of the Giornale, that included a review of



the Italian ‘official’ reply to his text, the Considerazioni sopra un famoso libro Franzese
intitolato ‘La Maniére de bien penser’ by Giovan Gioseffo Orsi (Bologna, Pisarri: 1703; but
1704). Summarising Orsi’s arguments, the reviewer explained that he had defended Tasso
and Bonarelli and left aside ‘others though famous’, because they had not been criticised by
Bouhours, ‘who maybe did not know many excellent imitators of Petrarch, and maybe not
even the Master of Lyrical Poetry himself.’® The name of Petrarch, besides, had already
been implicitly evoked by Maffei when he stated that Italian language and taste attained
their perfection in the 14t century. Since its very foundation, as we see, the journal’s claim
against the charge of the decadence of Italian culture could not help recalling the father of
Italian lyrical poetry.

After a long review of Orsi’s ‘Considerazioni’ against Bouhours, an even longer account was
dedicated to the ‘literary disputes’ about it.7 The journal — not surprisingly — fully sustained
Orsi’s position, stating that his whole work stood out for an ‘excellent judgment’ and a
‘remarkable temperance’.8 An apparently neutral résumé of the objections to Orsi was
followed by punctual replies in favour of him. The nationalistic background of the operation
ensured that, paradoxically enough, the journalist attacked not the French Jesuits of
Trévoux — who according to him rightly attempted to defend their homeland — but instead
Francesco Montani of Pesaro, who by publishing anonymously a pamphlet against Orsi’s
dialogues had betrayed the Italian cause.?9

The reasons for a ‘struggle between nations’ frankly overtook literary ones, putting aside
apparent differences.2° Orsi’s strategy to defend Italian honour — tacitly endorsed, or at
least not questioned by the Journal — stood basically on the long-established principle of
‘autorizzamento’: the exhibition of loci paralleli from Latin authors or from Petrarch to
defend the verses Bouhours found baroque and artificial aimed to demonstrate both the
ignorance of the Frenchman and the irrefutable ‘pedigree’ of the Italian poets. Such a
criterion was anything but up-to-date: Muratori’s reflection on ‘buon gusto’, carefully
digested by the Journal in the first two tomes, had largely passed by this traditional form of
criticism.2! But in the context of the controversy, they could still go along almost peacefully.
Together with the historical pattern fixed by Crescimbeni’s L’istoria della volgar poesia
(Roma: Chracas, 1698), they represented three different (but not incompatible) ways to
achieve the same aim: the redeeming of Italian literature and tradition against French
presumption.

Such an attempt at putting together conflicting positions and methods was not determined
just for tactical reasons: rather, it was at the core of the Journal’s attempt to renew and
finally reunite the Italian res publica litterarum.22 The quarrels between Orsi and Fontanini
on one side, and the Arcadia schism on the other would have shortly put under threat such
an illusion even inside the editorial board of the journal: but the very first issues still
displayed an effort to present the Italian scholars’ front as tight and compact.23

Despite the wide and ecumenical outlook of this project, the editorial board of the Giornale
was first of all the expression of a Northern Italian cultural élite highly influenced by
Benedictine 17th-century erudition.24 This kind of sensibility plainly appeared in the opening
statement of the ‘Novelle letterarie’ of tome five (1711).25 Citing a passage of Father Louis-
Ellies Du Pin’s Nouvelle bibliothéque des auteurs ecclésiastiques (Paris: Pralard, 1686-
1691), the journalist blamed the present tendency to prefer modern vernacular ‘trifles’ to



‘solid erudition’, so provoking the loss of the ‘infinite profit’ that may be gained with the
publication of ‘unpublished works of the highest value’ or of annotated editions of ancient
authors:

Saravvi tal citta che abbondera di rarissimi antichi Manoscritti, e che si pregera di Soggetti
eccellenti nella critica e nelle lingue, e con tutto cido non vi si stamperanno che Operette
volgari e Sonetti. La cecita nostra in questa parte € incredibile e portentosa, poiché
tralasciando il danno che ne proviene agli studi, confinati percio nelle bagattelle, e
tralasciando la gloria che volontariamente cediamo alle altre Provincie, egli ¢ manifesto che
ci venghiamo in questo modo a privare d’'un utile infinito che potrebbe ritrarsene, cosi dal
pubblicare cose inedite di sommo pregio, come dal fare edizioni d’Autori antichi, accresciute,
e illustrate, e collazionate con tanti preziosi codici che nelle librerie inutilmente
marciscono.2°

Philologically accurate editions, whether of unpublished works or of annotated classical
texts, were the most desirable outcome of the scholars’ efforts, and a basic feature to regain
Italian supremacy in European culture. The need to boost such endeavours was not the least
of the Journal’s concerns. The judgment on modern writers’ editions, as we will see, was
established on these same criteria, enhancing above all publication of the unpublished,
biographical reconstructions based on new documents, and annotations to texts. The more
general aim of such an attitude was the (re)construction of a tradition, a tradition
established more on the material base of books and documents than on the spiritual
connections between abstract ideas.

This same stance emerges in a subtle but explicit way in the long digest of the works
‘concerning the history of vernacular poetry’ of Giovan Mario Crescimbeni.2” A substantial
introductory note stated that his essential contribution to the knowledge of the ‘qualities of
our language and of our poetry’ and to the ‘promotion of the good use’ of it was not only due
to ‘the famous Assembly of Arcadia’ he founded and coordinated, but above all to his
books.28 Crescimbeni’s ‘erudite’ publications were thus lined up with the Journal’s battles: a
new understanding of the Italian poetic tradition appeared to be a fundamental step for the
reform of culture.29 Among Crescimbeni’s works, what best met the journalist’s taste and
gained the most explicit praise was the fifth book of the ‘Commentari’. It was ‘the most
intriguing and the most useful’ work, because it included ‘the report of the efforts made
concerning the works of many vernacular poets’ — that is, an outline of lessons, annotations
and commentaries ‘that made us know the beauties of our poetry’.3°

The recourse to late 16t-century commentaries and academic lessons was highly
appreciated and strongly advised for modern editions of past authors.3* An example is the
digest of the opera omnia of one of the most important poets of the Arcadian canon,
Giovanni della Casa (Firenze: Manni, 1707).32 Reviewing the book, the journalist praised the
reference to past commentary exploited by the modern editor, and argued that these were
not ‘the only outstanding efforts elaborated by distinguished men upon Casa’s rhymes’.33 He
acquainted the reader with about ten more sources (mostly expositions and academic
lectures) on the subject, stating that ‘if a collection of the complete works of Monsignor
della Casa was ever thought of again — as it seems to be in the desire of some amateurs of



fine literature — it could exploit, if not all of them, at least some of the following
[documents], which would be of great help to demonstrate the eminence [of this opus]’.34

3. Petrarch and the rights of criticism

Between the Journal’s references, the Modenese Ludovico Antonio Muratori’s influence
cannot be overestimated.35 His production in the poetic field was carefully described: the
first tome extensively summarized his ‘Progetto della nuova Repubblica Letteraria d’Italia’
(1703) and the writings that had discussed it;3¢ the second and third respectively reviewed
his Della Perfetta Poesia Italiana (Modena: Soliani, 1706)37 and the essays that dealt with
it;38 the eighth digested his new edition of Petrarch’s Canzoniere.39

Muratori’s Petrarch edition is a key point for the critic on the Canzoniere in 18t century.4°
Thus, it is worth seeing how the work was received by the Journal, to see whether or not its
pioneering proposals were understood and enhanced. A first brief notice on the edition to
come was given in the ‘Novelle letterarie’ of the second tome.4* It was presented as a
philologically accurate work, with new textual variants from two manuscripts from the
Biblioteca Estense compared with the author’s originals from Ubaldini’s edition (Roma:
Grignani, 1642), and the annotations of Alessandro Tassoni (Modena: Cassiani, 1609) and
Girolamo Muzio (Venezia: Dusinelli, 1582), in addition to Muratori’s. One remark of the
journalist touched on what would be a major problem in presenting Muratori’s work, his
criticism of many of Petrarch’s poems ‘that was going to stir up a hornets’ nest’:

Seguitano le Considerazioni del Sig. Muratori intorno alle virtu Poetiche del Petrarca, senza
pero tacersi quel tanto che talvolta sembra meno lodevole nelle medesime: colla qual
impresa ben vedesi ch’egli piti che mai fara per istuzzicare, come suol dirsi, il vespaio.42

The same theme was resumed in the extended review: this was clearly perceived as the most
problematic point, that above all deserved and needed a defence. The journalist lingered
again on Muratori’s (and Tassoni’s) detection of ‘imperfections’ in Petrarch’s writings,
claiming that the author’s task was surely not the questioning of the poet’s authority — even
if he had indeed censored many of his poems:

Egli bene spesso mostra che le opposizioni del Tassoni al Petrarca non sono di molto peso:
tanto e lontano che egli abbia voluto scriver quest’Opera per dir male di questo poeta; anzi,
non molto dopo protesta esser piu desideroso di lodarlo ‘da per tutto’ che di biasimarlo,
‘ancorché’ dic’egli ‘poche volte’: il che non so se gli verra fatto buono dagli amatori del
Petrarca, essendo vero che i componimenti ove il Sig. Muratori si ferma con la censura sono
in assai maggior numero di quelli ove secondo lui non apparisce difetto.43

The reviewer found it appropriate to reiterate the issue one more time in the conclusion of
his paper, highlighting that Muratori’s attitude in judging Petrarch was sincere and
unbiased — and so, in turn, demanded an unbiased reading, so to understand how his notes
were ‘useful and praiseworthy’ for the comprehension and imitation of the Master:

chi leggera attentamente queste Osservazioni, e senz’alcuna passione o prevenzione
contraria, le giudichera utili e lodevoli, e riporra il loro Autore nel numero di quelli che



meglio si sono affaticati per illustrare i componimenti di questo Poeta e per agevolarne agli
studiosi la piu lodevole imitazione.44

The Journal had already offered a similar reflection on the topic in the ‘Novelle letterarie’ of
the sixth tome, when announcing the publishing of the book. These lines had been written —
if not by Muratori himself — by someone that sharply and openly supported him, and
constituted the first apology, right after the printing, of his work on the Canzoniere.
‘However strange such a severe examination may seem to Petrarch’s worshippers’, it
attacked caustically, ‘they should consider whether it has been conducted with
righteousness and fairness’, only to detect ‘the beauties and the glitches’ of this ‘excellent
example’ of poetry — a poetry composed, nonetheless, by ‘a man’, exposed as everyone else
‘to imperfections’

per quanto possa parere strano a i veneratori del Petrarca il severo esame che se ne fa dal Sig.
Muratori, eglino pero hanno esattamente e senza passione a riflettere se quell’esame sia fatto
su le norme del giusto, e debbono anzi ricevere a buon grado I'intenzione retta di lui, che non
per altro si € dato a ricercar le bellezze e i difetti di questo Poeta, il quale cio non ostante sara
sempre un ottimo ed eccellente esemplare, se non acciocché quegli che si pongono ad
imitarlo e studiarlo si fermino con lo studio e con I'imitazione in quelle cose che lo rendono
incomparabile, e meno si lambicchino il cervello sopra di quelle che pur ci fanno conoscere
che il Petrarca era uomo, cioe soggetto ad imperfezioni, e che egli scriveva in un tempo e in
una lingua in cui ancora €’ non avea chi imitare.45

What is for us the most original and ground-breaking point in Muratori’s method — the
recourse to critical judgment, instead of tradition, to value the writing of the most eminent
Italian poet — was perhaps too subtle to be directly picked up by most of the readers (even
consenting ones, as it is proved by Orsi’s unpublished apology of the book).4¢ The problem
of judgment with arguments not openly stated by the annotator did not go unnoticed by the
Journal, but it was quickly solved by making reference to the theoretical part of Della
perfetta poesia italiana (already digested in tome two), where the author had largely
explained his method.47

What seemed more urgent, even to those who approved and enhanced what Muratori was
trying to do, was not to discuss the theoretical foundation of literary criticism, but to justify
his right to criticize Petrarch’s poems as driven by the pedagogical wish to contribute to
better imitation. Such an effort to explain that Muratori did not intend to challenge the pre-
eminence of Petrarch is consistent with the Journal’s program: the generation of scholars
such as Crescimbeni, Zeno, and Muratori himself had sketched for the first time a linear
and coherent path in Italian history that directly linked modern poetry to its 14th- and 16th-
century origins. This freshly shaped history of Italian literature allowed both the claim of
Italian ‘primogeniture’ in the rebirth of humanae litterae, and the possibility of giving it
continuity into modern times. As Petrarch was the recognized forefather of this rebirth, any
attempt to question his authority would have had repercussions on the whole construction.
It was, therefore, important to make clear — as Muratori himself tried to do in the foreword
to his edition — that his objections to Petrarch’s poems aimed to guarantee a stronger and



better imitation: they were thus justified, consistently enough, as a way to reinforce
Petrarch’s authority.

On the other hand, as usual in the Journal’s digests dealing with past authors, the main part
of the review was dedicated to the poet’s biography, sometimes integrating Muratori’s with
(minor) corrections and new information.48 In addition a few remarks concerned the layout
of the annotated text and the completeness of the annotation. The journalist mentioned that
the first reason why Muratori had reprinted the Canzoniere was that he had been given a
copy of the rarest version of the Considerazioni of Alessandro Tassoni, ‘reviewed and
expanded from the author himself after the printing’.49 The journalist regretted that
Tassoni’s additions were not clearly distinguished from the others, and that Muratori had
just reproduced the Tassoni’s selection of Girolamo Muzio’s notes instead of reporting all of
them, since their source (the Battaglie per diffesa dellitalica lingua, published in 1582)
was nowadays hard to find.5°

Such an extreme scrupulousness, far from being mere pedantry, was completely coherent
with the Journal’s program and values. This attention to biographical and philological
features, rooted through Muratori in the Maurine tradition and not neglectful of some
Renaissance examples, was the outcome of a specific perception of the connections between
the past (to be discovered with a factual and carefully documented historical analysis) and
the present.5t The ‘variorum’ form of annotation, inspired by the humanists’ tradition, gave
the sense of the on-going chain of scholars — a selected community extending in both space
and time — that had been working on the text. Such a tradition, carefully reconstructed and
meticulously represented on the page, was the way both to canonise the text and to
authorise modern critical activity on it.

Nonetheless, for Muratori — as well as for the reviewer who reported the statement with
implicit agreement — the connection with such a tradition was active and not at all obliging.
Tassoni had written an ‘opera di buona critica’, thus worth re-printing, while those who had
preceded him had not, because they limited themselves to ‘grammar and erudition’, without
indicating the ‘beauties and flaws’ of Petrarch’s poems. The chain of tradition was a basic
medium to guarantee the status of the opus, and was necessary at first for its
comprehension, but the interpreter had the right and the duty to value and judge it.52

The rights of critique were discussed again some years later, in the review of another book
involving judgment on Petrarch. Tomes twenty-six and twenty-seven contained a long
digest of a work that is today almost completely forgotten: the second volume of the Saggi
de’ letterati esercizi de’ Filergiti di Forli (Forli: Selva, 1714).53 The review opened with
effusive praise of the Academy of the Filergiti, implicitly compared with institutions such as
the Crusca and the Arcadia.>4 A very long summary was then dedicated to the first part of
the book: a collection of twenty-four lessons on imitation proposed by the ‘prince’ of the
Academy, Fabrizio Antonio Monsignani. The next issue gave space to the rest of the essay:
ten papers that dealt with one Petrarch sonnet each, and the reprint of a hundred and seven
sonnets ‘transportati al morale’ (that is, re-written as texts of moral philosophy) by the
secretary of the Academy, Ottavio Petrignani.ss

The discussion on Petrarch’s poems is probably the most novel and interesting part of the
book.5¢ The outline was fixed: a pars destruens entrusted to a member of the Academy, who
tried to demonstrate the errors committed by the poet, and the reply of Petrignani, where



Petrarch’s choices were explained and interpreted to show the poem’s excellence. The
poems to be discussed were the Sonnets 109-118 of the ancient editions, that corresponded
respectively to R.v.f. 140, 141, 143-148, 151 and 150. The choice showed openly the purely
rhetorical nature of the exercise: those who had the task of attacking Petrarch did not
choose a poem they actually found poorly written, but had to criticise a text they were given,
assigned from a pre-fixed series. This dialectic and otiose feature gained the journalist’s
praise — in a statement that may be the clearest description of literary criticism (of its scope
and tools) that we can find in the Journal.5? Censures and apologies, argued the journalist,
were ‘always unfair’ because partial, while literary criticism had above all to be unbiased.
Thus, the disinterested nature of the dialectic exercise performed by the Filergiti guaranteed
the absence of passions that could misdirect the judgment, thus allowing access to the
poetry’s kernel, its inner and hidden truth:

Non sappiamo se maggiore sia la disgrazia degli Scrittori piu celebri per esser di continuo
soggette 'Opere loro alla censura degli uomini, anche nelle cose dove sono piu degni di lode,
o pur la loro fortuna per esser queste difese anche nelle cose dove sono potuti ingannarsi.
Certo € che in cio che riguarda e la censura e la difesa la critica ¢ sempre ingiusta, perché
serve piu a far conoscere la passione che il vero, e piu tosto che instruire, confonde, e
partorisce piu del profitto I'errore. Quando pero avviene che si esamini un componimento a
puro oggetto di letterario esercizio, e affinché se ne scuopra interamente il midollo per utile o
insegnamento di chi vuole imitarlo, non si puo abbastanza commendarne l’esame,
massimamente ove questo esca di mano a persone dotte e intendenti.58

4. Publishing and judging the Petrarchists

These writings taken together form a kind of coherent map of the main interests of the
Giornale concerning Italian poetry. First and foremost, as already outlined, was the theme
most considered in the context of the debate between Italians and French about the
excellence of the respective traditions. The rejection of the 17th-century Baroque, typical of
the Arcadia program, was adopted through Muratori and Orsi as a way to reaffirm the
excellence of the noblest Italian tradition that was born with Petrarch and had reached its
apex with Tasso.59 The defence of Tasso against charges of rhetorical affectation had been
the first move of an Italian scholar closely linked to the Journal, Giusto Fontanini, who
composed L’Aminta di Torquato Tasso difeso e illustrato (Roma: Zenobi and Placo, 1700).
The discussion on Tasso’s verses had therefore continued to be one of the most debated
topics in the whole development of the Orsi-Bouhours quarrel. The apology for the author
of Gerusalemme liberata quickly shifted toward a wider consideration of the full lyric
tradition, so providing the basis — following Crescimbeni’s inputs — for what would become
the history of Italian literature.6°

This polemical and apologetic posture was far from neutral, and had major consequences
for the larger reflection on literary tradition. Even the key concepts of ‘4ge d’or’ and of
‘grand siecle’, though at their origin typical of Renaissance eulogies, were readopted under
the influence of the model of the ‘classic age’ of Louis XIV,% creating a model of the
development of Italian literature based on a sequence of centuries, a sequence that seemed
to follow a sinusoidal trend, articulated on centuries of glory (the 14, 16th, and 18t) and of
decadence (the 15t and 17th).



Moreover, the renewed acknowledgement of the Italian Renaissance as the golden age of
literature was closely linked not only with an apology for Italy’s past culture but also with its
present awakening after the Baroque parenthesis. This apologetic bias constituted an
ambiguous but productive feature when judging Petrarch’s 16th-century imitators. It
integrated (and complicated) the Journal’s erudite impartial approach with modern
urgencies, and it fashioned a form of criticism that claimed a tight affinity with its object. A
similar setting prompted a sympathetic outlook on authors, enhancing their (supposedly)
common values, and in the meantime, introducing categories largely in debt, for dialectical
reasons, to a concurrent tradition, that of the French rationalistic classicism.62

This implied the definition of a canon of authors able both to redeem the Italian tradition
and to offer a model for modern literature. The importance of modern editions of ancient
lyric poets was explicitly linked, in the first issue of the Journal, to the quarrel against ‘the
French and other foreign nations’, who believed ‘that Italians are only keen on
exaggerations, sophistications, wordplays, and platitudes alike’:

Quando i Francesi ed altre nazioni forastiere si fanno ad esaminare il gusto degl’Italiani in
quella spezie di Poesia che Lirica comunemente appelliamo, credono che a questi altro non
piaccia se non Gonfiezze, Raffinamenti, Scherzi di parole e simili inezie, le quali per verita
non meno che altrove furono nell’Italia, ma solo per qualche tempo nel secolo oltrepassato,
in riputazione ed in uso. Per questa cagione eglino considerano il Marini, I’Achillini e simil
turba di gente come que’ soli che tengano ancora nella nostra Poesia il principato ed il
credito, e pensano col discoprire la debolezza di questi di renderci tutti del nostro cattivo
gusto convinti.®

The present times, continued the journalist, had seen the publishing of many books that
‘clearly showed that the lyrical poetry practiced here, as well as the other genres of poetry, is
made of a truly stronger alloy, and may resist the harder tests’.64 He was going to digest
seven editions of good poetry, aiming to show how the ‘good taste’ was strongly rooted in
Italian history and had not been abandoned in contemporary literature.s

Between 1710 and 1718 we find about twenty editions of ancient poets and four anthologies
fully digested in the journal or mentioned in the ‘Novelle letterarie’. Most of them were
published in Bologna, by the same printer Pisarri who had published Orsi’s response to
Bouhours: Buonaccorso da Montemagno (Pisarri, 1709), Agostino Staccoli (Pisarri, 1709),
Giovanni Guidiccioni (Barbiroli, 1709), Angelo di Costanzo (Barbiroli, 1709 and Pisarri,
1712), Giovan Girolamo de’ Rossi (Pisarri, 1711), Luigi Tansillo (Pisarri, 1711),
Antonfrancesco Raineri (Pisarri, 1712) and Francesco Maria Molza (Pisarri, 1713). All of
them appeared as imitators of Petrarch, and all of them except Buonaccorso and Staccoli
were 16th-century poets. The Journal covered the whole series of ancient vernacular lyric
poems edited by the milieu of the ‘Colonia Renia’ and the ‘Accademia degli Abbandonati’
under the direction of Eustachio Manfredi.®® It was undoubtedly the most important
venture in the field of 16th-century lyric poetry in these years. The soul of the Journal,
Apostolo Zeno, had some part in it: the digest of Guidiccioni’s edition explicitly cited as a
source an important manuscript received from Zeno by the editor.67

The operation, by the way, reflected a certain affinity with the trend prompted by the
Journal. They were small size editions with plain, un-annotated texts: not yet the glorious



‘editio variorum’ hoped for, but still a first attempt to circulate the good models of
Renaissance poetry. The most important edition published by Pisarri, however, was the first
part of the Scelta di Sonetti, e Canzoni de’ piu eccellenti rimatori d'ogni secolo (1709),
praised by the Journal as ‘the most copious, the best ordered, the most perfect’ collection
ever published, where ‘the quantity of the poems did not undermine their quality’.68 The
accurately selected texts were disposed in a chronological order — a choice openly
appreciated by the reviewer (almost certainly Apostolo Zeno). In this way, he stated, ‘you
may see what Italian poetry had been in any time not through a report or by a speculation,
but by experience and practice’.®9 It is clear how such a book could be considered in line
with the project of rethinking Italian tradition that the Journal openly promoted: Zeno
defined the anthology a sort of ‘perceptible history” of Italian literature, able to ‘show the
dissimilarity’ of literary tastes in the different periods.7o

The Journal gave also a particular attention to a second important pole for lyric poetry
printing, Florence. Here, under the imprint of academics such as Anton Maria Salvini and
Giovan Battista Baldinotti, had been published the opera omnia of Giovanni della Casa
(Manni, 1707) mentioned above,”* the poems of Giusto de’ Conti (Guiducci and Franchi,
1715) and those of Buonaccorso da Montemagno sr. and jr. (Manni, 1718), for the first time
distinguished as two different persons.72 It was a more restricted number of poets: the
Florentines offered a meaningful selection of Petrarch’s imitators, published in annotated
editions. Della Casa, himself a Florentine, was one of the most important (if not the most
important) authors in the Arcadia canon. Buonaccorso da Montemagno the elder and
Giusto de’ Conti were believed — as was argued by the journalist — to be almost
contemporaries of Petrarch, and therefore considered among the very first to follow the
Master’s path.

In the Journal we may also trace the first steps of the venture of the brothers Gaetano and
Giannantonio Volpi with the printer Giuseppe Comino in Padua, who from the 1720’s would
become one of the most important promoters of the publication of 16th-century authors in
Italy. Curiously enough we already find a brief notice of Giannantonio Volpi in the first
issue’s ‘Novelle letterarie’, mentioned as a doctor in laws from Bergamo who was about to
publish an annotated edition of Catullus, Tibullus and Propertius.”3 Some years later, in the
‘Novelle letterarie’ of tome twenty-eight, the establishment of a new printing-house in
Padova was announced, coordinated by the Volpi brothers, who were about to publish the
opera omnia of Andrea Navagero, a friend and collaborator of Pietro Bembo and Aldo
Manuzio.’# The edition, assured the journalist, was going to be ‘most beautiful, and as
correct as possible’.7s The next issue of the Journal digested the work.7®¢ The reviewer
highlighted how the choice of such a scholar — a cultivated and elegant Latin writer, and a
Venetian aristocrat that combined within himself civic engagement, Christian piety, and a
noble cult for friendship — was indeed a telling one, which indicated the route the printers
wanted to pursue.””

The Journal’s report of the Volpis’ enterprise showed more than a simple affinity: it
revealed a direct link with the editors that allowed the Giornale to anticipate a preview of
their publications in the ‘Novelle letterarie’ of tome thirty, after having praised the
publishing of Luigi Alamanni’s La coltivazione and Giovanni Ruccellai’s Le api (Padova:
Comino, 1718).78 The Volpi brothers would collected the inheritance of the Pisarri editions
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of the years 1709-1713, showing a similar wish to disseminate 16th-century literature: but
their annotated release, edited with strict philological attention, showed the influence of the
model supported and promoted (among others, within the same milieu) by the Journal. The
Volpi editions marked an important step toward the canonisation of 16th-century
Petrarchism that would fulfil the premises put by Crescimbeni and Muratori on
historiographical and theoretical grounds.”9 Along with the annotated ‘opera omnia’ of
Bembo and della Casa promoted in a context strongly linked with that of the Journal and
published in Venice in 1728-29, they would promote the 18th-century canonisation of some
of the more important authors of the Italian Renaissance.8°

The ensemble of the Journal’s digests traces a coherent overview, where the 16t century
generally appears as the age of perfection for vernacular poetry, and the 15t (even more
than the 17th) that of the worst decadence. Agostino Staccoli from Urbino, who lived in the
second half of the Quattrocento, ‘had flourished [...] at the peak of barbarity’.8* For the
little-known poems of Giovan Girolamo de’ Rossi, instead, it was enough ‘to think that they
were composed in the heart of the 16t century to believe they were good’.82 Nonetheless, the
appreciation for ‘the golden age of Leo X’ and of Petrarchism was not unconditional.
Reviewing the edition of the poems of Petronio Barbati from Foligno (born about 1500, died
in 1554), the author was praised for having been guided more by a ‘free and fertile fantasy’
than by a ‘scrupulous imitation’ — the latter being an ‘almost universal custom in that age,
where few had been able to move a step out of the footprints of someone else’:

Scrive egli su lo stile del Petrarca e de’ buoni autori, ma non in guisa che di quando in
quando non corra una strada del tutto sua. Vi si scorge un ingegno che si lascia guidare, ma
con giudicio, piu da sé stesso che dagli altri, e piti da una fantasia libera e feconda che da una
scrupolosa imitazione, costume quasi universale ai poeti di quell’eta, pochi de’ quali hanno
saputo muovere un passo che su le altrui vestigie non fosse.83

To merit full praise a poet had to be elegant, serious, and original: this was not the case for
many of the 16th-century imitators of Petrarch. Within the Renaissance tradition a more
restricted canon was identified that largely corresponded with the one proposed by
Crescimbeni: a canon that leant towards the second half of the Cinquecento more than
towards its beginning. Poets like Tansillo and di Costanzo (beside, of course, della Casa)
were the ones praised with greater and more explicit enthusiasm.

Angelo di Costanzo (1507? - 1591) was declared ‘one of the most excellent genii of the 16th
century’.84 His poems were described and interpreted with words mindful of Crescimbeni’s
Bellezze della volgar poesia that summarised the ideal model of poetry the Journal wanted
to promote. He ‘combined the nobility of the style with the prominence and the refinement
of the thought’85 and he had not been one of those ‘who stuck so religiously to Petrarch’ that
they were only able ‘to think or say what he had already thought or said’.8¢ The elegance and
the technical ability upon which the analysis often enthused could not, in Zeno’s intention,
substitute or overshadow the importance of the matter of the poems, substantiated with
moral philosophy. Poetry had to give — in classical Horatian terms — pleasure and
convenience, ‘utile’ and ‘dulce’: and even the lyric love poems had to demonstrate a sound
and in some way original form of thinking. Similar terms were used for Giovanni
Guidiccioni (1500-1541), explaining that he had sometimes been obscure because he most
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enjoyed ‘thinking deeply’ about what he was writing, and aimed at driving his readers
toward further reflections.8”

Luigi Tansillo (1510-1568) earned one of the longest reviews in the series of the ‘Rimatori
italiani antichi’.88 The book was presented as a ‘little, but golden and precious’ collection of
poems of someone who reached the level ‘of the most famous poets’ with his sonnets, and
outdid them all with his canzoni.89 Even if the journalist contested Stigliani’s boutade that
Tansillo was better than Petrarch (‘all these eulogies [...] will not make us admire the copy
more than the original’), his judgment on his production was, by all means, favourable.9° An
important part of the argument was meant to demonstrate that the obscene poem ‘il
Vendemmiatore’ was not at all representative of his production, but was indeed an offspring
of his youth (‘parto giovanile’) that the mature poet sincerely regretted. All his other poems,
even the love ones, were instead the output of a very temperate writing (‘una castigatissima
penna’): the poet’s declaration to pope Paolo IV, that his rhymes had been sometimes
frivolous but his life had always been honourable, was for the journalist to be believed.o:
Literary excellence had to be associated with spotless morality and an exemplary active life:
he tried hard to show that Tansillo was ‘not less valorous than learned’.92

For Zeno — as for Muratori — the link between morality and rhetoric (between life and
writing) had a basic contribution in literary judgment. The promotion of aesthetic qualities
tangled with ethical values was a key issue for the redemption of a literary tradition charged
with triviality, and the idea of a moral superiority of the Italian Renaissance culture,
regained by the moderns against the superficiality of a large part of the 17th-century
literature, was often raised in the Journal.

When it was possible, moreover, it was used to counter the French accusations. An example
was a newly published French translation of the 17th-century treatise by Emanuele Tesauro,
La filosofia morale (Bruxelles: Foppens, 1713), that raised the irony of the journalist: ‘In a
time, when some of our books have already lost the reputation they used to have when we
were children, we have to see them translated into foreign languages’.93 For him, however,
the question to be raised was not primarily about the opportunity to revive an out-dated
baroque essay (that indeed continued to have a certain popularity even in Italy), but that of
the moral poverty inextricably linked to its style ‘metaforico e concettoso’, inadequate to
carry the comparison with the elegant and thoughtful 16th-century prose:

Regalo assai migliore avrebbe fatto il Padre Croset ai Cavalieri di Malta, se avesse tradotto il
Cortegiano del Castiglione, il Galateo del Casa, la Vita politica e il Soliloquio del nostro
Paruta, o I’Educazione cristiana di Silvio Antoniano: opere sode, nelle quali con la necessaria
gravita si tratta della vita morale e civile propria e degna di un qualsisia Cavaliere.%

For us it may be surprising to find the book on the Christian education of pupils written by
the Filippo Neri’s disciple Silvio Antoniano on the instance of Carlo Borromeo,% mentioned
together with the works of the Venetian diplomat Paolo Paruta%¢ and with such classic
Renaissance works as the Cortegiano and the Galateo. Here is not the place to discuss in
full the complex framework of this series of ‘works of sound doctrine, where the moral and
civil life is debated with the appropriate gravity’. It will be enough to notice how the series
sketched a short canon of 16th-century prose, from its courtly beginning until its post-
Tridentine ending. For Zeno (if he was the author) these works represented, however
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different they could appear, a successful combination of style and matter, where the
excellence of the form plainly corresponded to the importance of the subject. The same
accord — achieved in an exemplary way by the Renaissance prose — was sought in 16th-
century lyric poetry, to offer an adequate model for modern writers.

If compared with the modern reception of Renaissance literature, the latter seems to be the
major point of difference. The scepticism for ‘superstitious imitation’ and the mistrust of
Petrarchism as a form of ‘mass literature’ have some important early 18th-century classicist
antecedents. What is really hard to find in the Arcadian age, on the contrary, is the
conception of Renaissance culture as the expression of a corrupt and vacuous society, only
devoted to the formal beauty of arts. The paradigm of the moral indignity of that world,
firstly introduced by Rousseau and Herder and then fully developed after the Napoleonic
age, would strongly influence studies on Petrarchism right into the 20t century.9” The
recourse to 18th-century sources, as the examples of scholars like Carlo Dionisotti and
Amedeo Quondam show, has been a major tool to overtake the Risorgimento’s prejudices
and gain a more comprehensive overview of the age of Classicism.98 Following their lesson,
18th-century books and editions are still an essential tool for studying 16t-century poetry.
Nevertheless, in recent times it has become more evident that some bias affected even the
proclaimed neutrality of the erudite milieu of the primo Settecento. This growing awareness
is showing that some of the still unresolved critical questions about the lyric poetry inspired
by Petrarch have deep roots, far deeper than De Sanctis’ censures. A full reconstruction of
the genealogy of the modern judgment on Petrarchism (from 18t century to modern times)
has not yet been written. This could be a survey of some interest, for a better understanding
of how modern Italian literature has wanted to shape her identity through a peculiar
rewriting of her Renaissance origins.

The research was developed as part of the project ‘Lirici del Cinquecento da Crescimbeni a Croce. Il
petrarchismo come mito fondativo della modernita letteraria italiana’, financed by the SNSF,
PZooP1_174066.
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