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CECIL H. CLO UGH (ENGLAND)

A FORGOTTEN LIBRARY:
THE LEOPOLD VON RANKE COLLECTION OF BOOKS

AND MANUSCRIPTS*

There is an axiom that Trade follows the
Flag, and I should propound that antiques
and rareties ofall kinds follow wealth. In the
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries it
was in England and in France that the treas-

* I am most grateful to Mr. John S. May-
field, Curator of Manuscripts and Rare Books,
Syracuse University Library, for all his help.

ures of the world accumulated. Increasingly
throughout the nineteenth century England
and France were faced with the competition
ofPrussia, then Germany, and of the United
States. It is significant of the stages of
economic growth that Leopold von Ranke was
able to build up his large library in Berlin,
but that after his death it passed to the

73



United States, one of the first "European
treasures" to do so.

Now, of course, the purchase of vast
libraries in Europe for export to the United
States is common enough, and the von
Ranke collection is largely forgotten in
Europe and in America. Biographers of von
Ranke generally make no mention of it, nor
does the imposing Census of Renaissance

manuscripts in North America1.
The collection itself is a notable research

tool of European history, and was used as

such by von Ranke. It is important also for
any estimate of von Ranke and his place in
historiography. In the bibliographical field
it can be used to throw light on the dispersal
of Italian libraries in the early nineteenth

century. What exactly is this collection and
where is it The latter is easiest to answer :

it is housed in the Library of Syracuse
University, New York State. In the Library of
the University there is a card-index which
lists all the printed books that came with the

von Ranke Library, and the books themselves

all have a special bookplate which
distinguishes them2. These von Ranke books

are not shelved apart as a collection, but
have been ingested into the University
Library, according to the subject matter of
the individual book. They number some

forty thousand items, bound in about seventeen

thousand volumes.
The bulk of this printed material is in

German, though in all there are twenty two
languages represented, for von Ranke tried
to collect the historical material of a country
in its own language. In such a large collection

there is something of everything, but
the main theme is the history of Europe.
Looked at in another way, the collection
illustrates the history of typography from
the early German black-letter and the
Aldines to some two thousand uncatalogued
pamphlets, which are mainly medical theses

submitted to German Universities in the
nineteenth century.

To a nineteenth century historian, and
one thinks of Carlyle and De Tocqueville,

the French Revolution formed a great
watershed. Hence it is not surprising to find
that von Ranke accumulated a large quantity

of material on the Revolution and its
background. There are forty six volumes of
pamphlets covering France of L'Ancien
Régime, and fifty for the period of the Revolution,

apart from seventeen volumes of
German pamphlets on the Congress of Rastatt.
Aside from this exceptional collection of
French material, there are numerous source
books and histories relating to the Italian
Wars, to the Papacy and to the history of
the English Monarchy.

There is also manuscript material. Some
of this is found in the printed books. For
instance, one of the volumes of pamphlets
dealing with the French Revolution has
inserted sixty three pages ofmanuscript, which
consists of letters, notes and the speculations
on the authorship of some anonymous
pamphlets. There is a considerable amount of
material personal to von Ranke, including
his notes on books, letters addressed to him,
momentos of his personal life, such as his

passport. There are, of course, books and
manuscripts in the collection that have been
annotated by von Ranke, though a few

printed books that were heavily annotated
were removed from the Library before it
was sent to the United States, and were
placed with his literary works3. The
University of Syracuse has von Ranke's portrait
by Schrader, two paintings that hung for
years in his study, and his chair, desk and
ink-well. Anyone working on von Ranke
ought to be aware of this biographical
material.

There is a collection ofsome four hundred
and fifty manuscripts, which can be classed

as of two kinds. There are a hundred bound
and the rest unbound. The unbound material

has not been catalogued and seems to
consist of documents copied for von Ranke.
This material may be more important than
has been assumed, for it may include
transcripts of documents otherwise unknown.
Recently a catalogue of the bound volumes
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of manuscripts has been printed, and is
prefaced with an interesting account of the
collection, which I have drawn on freely for
this article4. The bound manuscripts are
almost all of Italian interest, and some of
them can be related to von Ranke's interest
which resulted in his Latin and Teutonic

Nations. The bulk of them relate
specifically to Venice; they deal with her colonial
possessions and relations with other powers
from the sixteenth century to the end of the
Republic in the Revolutionary Wars. Most
of the manuscripts are not old, but are copies
made in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries ofcontemporary documents. Once
again the importance should not be
underestimated, since some of the documents
copied are otherwise unknown. For the
period from the Italian Wars to the end of
the Republic in particular, the Venetian
State Archives have suffered, because of the
habit of Venetian patricians of treating the
documents, that they had dealt with while
in Government service, as personal property.

Documents were taken to the family
palazzo and used to swell the family library.
These documents and manuscripts were
used to instruct younger members of the
family in public affairs, and frequently
transcripts were made. In the eighteenth
century, as the number of patricians declined,
the size of family libraries increased, as the
number of libraries was reduced5. In the
seventeenth century, however, when the
Venetian Republic was extolled by Harrington,

every palazzo had its library. Probably
no other city in the world has ever housed
so many individual and well furnished libraries

as Venice did at that time. A feature of
these Venetian libraries was a Venetian
chronicle, compiled to give a history of
Venice and at the same time exault the
family for whom it was written6. No other
Italian city has anything like a comparable
number of such kind of chronicles, largely
because no other city of comparable wealth
flourished as a self governing republic for so
long after the Italian Wars. The von Ranke

collection of Venetian manuscripts
illustrates excellently both the transcripts and
the family chronicles, and of the latter there
is one of Pietro Dolfin, another of Daniele
Barbaro, and one of the sixteenth century
with family blazons painted in the
margins7. Venetian chronicles await a detailed
study, and in any such those of von Ranke
should find a place. Von Ranke himself
intended to use the material for a detailed
study on the political nature of the Republic
in its last three hundred years of life, but
never did so.

Where did von Ranke get this material?
The early nineteenth century was the time
of bibliomania, fed by the upheavals of the
Napoleonic Wars, and by the flood of books
and manuscripts from the suppressed
monasteries8. It was the time too when the nobility

of the Italian cities, and of Venice in
particular, were attempting to stave off
bankruptcy, by selling their family library.
It was essentially the English, with the
wealth from the Industrial Revolution, who
profited. For instance, in the years between
1815 and 1835, Richard Heber, the Earl of
Guildford, and the Reverend Walter Sneyd,
toured the Continent and brought back
with them to England over a million
volumes of printed books and manuscripts9.
Between 1826 and 1831 von Ranke travelled
and it was then that he acquired some of the
bound manuscripts. Those of Venetian
interest came from the famous Nani and
Lorenzo Antonio da Ponte libraries, some
from that of Pietro Gradenigo. Probably the
purchase was made through the Paduan
bookseller Adolfo Cesare, who acquired a
large portion of the Nani and Da Ponte
libraries10. Von Ranke probably obtained
some Da Ponte manuscripts in the late
1830's, after the death of the abate Daniele
Francescini of Padua University, who had
another large portion of the library. The
provenance ofother von Ranke manuscripts
is from the Soranzo, Foschi and Gian
Roberto Papafava Libraries. Hence the von
Ranke collection has a part to play in any
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study of the dispersal of the Venetian
Libraries—a study that has long been overdue11.

Finally, one wants to know something of
the circumstances which resulted in the
shipping of this collection of Germany's, if
not Europe's, greatest historian, to Syracuse,
New York. In 1886 von Ranke died at the

age of ninety one, and his eldest son and
executor, Pastor Otto von Ranke, thought
that the German Government would
purchase the collection, and make it into a
national monument. He had the collection
crated and delivered for storage to the Royal
Library, Berlin, until such time as the
purchase was negotiated. Yet in the following
year the whole collection arrived in Syracuse,

having been purchased by the Americans,

Dr. and Mrs. John M. Ried, for an
unknown sum, and presented to the
University of Syracuse. Essentially the sale to the
Royal Library had broken down because
there was not the money available for
purchase12.

At this present time of European economic

resurgence, while it is impossible to
return the collection to Europe, its value
should be recognized and use made of it by
Europeans. What is needed is an adequate
catalogue of the rare items, available in a
printed form, for students of European
culture ought to be aware of this largely
untapped source.

1 Cf. T. H. von Laue, Leopold von Ranke
(Princeton, 1950). S. De Ricci and W. J. Wilson,

Census of Medieval and Renaissance Manuscripts

in the United States and Canada (New York,
3 vols., 1935-40) ; C. U. Faye and W. H. Bond,
Supplement to the Census (New York, 1962).

2 See the plate No. 3. Both the manuscripts
and books have this bookplate.

3 B. Hoeft, " Das Schicksal der Ranke-Bibliothek",

Historische Studien, Heft 307 (Berlin,
1937), P- 3°-

4 H. O. Brogan, A. Pace, A.Weinberger, The
Leopold von Ranke manuscripts of Syracuse University
(Syracuse [1953]).

5 Cf. J. C. Davis, The decline of the Venetian
nobility (Baltimore, 1962).

6 The best account of these chronicles is
found in M. Foscarini, Della Letteratura
Veneziana (Venice, 2nd ed., 1854).

7 See plate 2, from Ms. 71, f. 417 (see The
Leopold. manuscripts, p. 112).

8 Cf. P. Le Cute, " Le vicende delle Biblioteche

Monastiche Veneziane dopo la soppressione

Napoleonica", Rivista di Venezia, VIII
(Venice, 1929).

9 Cf. S. De Ricci, English Collectors of Books
and Manuscripts (Bloomington, i960).

10 For a Da Ponte bookplate see plate No. 1,
from Ms. 15, flyleaf (see The Leopold.
manuscripts, p. 50).

11 For some of these libraries see C. Frati,
Dizionario Bio-Bibliografico dei Bibliotecari e Bibliofili

Italiani. (Florence, 1933); Da Ponte was
not the librettist and author of the Memorie, but
a Venetian nobleman of the same name, see
G. Moschini, Della Letteratura Veneziana
(Venice, 1806), II, p. 6g.

12 The Leopold... manuscripts, pp. 7-8.

CAPTIONS TO THE PLATES

1 A photograph of Ranke in his library.
2 A page of Manuscript No. 71 (f 417): Chronicum

venetum ab origine ad an. MDLIX, compiled
about 1570.
3 Fly-leaf of von Ranke Manuscript No. 15 showing

the bookplate of Lorenzo Antonio Da Ponte and

that of the Ranke collection in Syracuse University.
The Ms. is entitled: Serie di veneti patrizi mandati
ambasciatori a principi.

Courtesy of the Curator of manuscripts and rare
books, Syracuse University Library, N.T., USA.
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