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CECIL H. CLOUGH (ENGLAND)

THE LIBRARY OF THE DUKES OF URBINO

In spring 1581 Montaigne reached Urbino
on his tour of Italy, and he noted in his Journal,

of the Dukes of Urbino, "Ils sont de
père en fils tous gens de lettres, et ont en ce
palais [of Urbino] une belle librairie". He
added the cryptic phrase, "La clef ne se

trouva pas", thereby indicating that he was
unable to visit the Library1. Today the
situation is not greatly changed, for the room
that housed the Library in the Ducal Palace
of Urbino is not open to the public2. Every
year some tens of thousands of tourists visit
the Palace, and not one sees what was
intended by its founder as its show-piece—the
Library, completewith its contents, ofcourse.

The origins of this Library are in thesecond
half of the fifteenth century, the period that
has been called the age of the formation of
princely libraries. One thinks of the magnificent

manuscripts of the Aragon Library of
Naples, and those of Corvinus, King of Hungary,

whose Queen was Italian3. Within a
short time of their creation many of these

libraries were dispersed, and the very buildings

that housed them were destroyed. The
Library of the Dukes of Urbino is ofparticular

interest because it was the exception.
First, it continued to grow for a century and
a half; secondly, most of the material still
exists, though not in Urbino, and is readily
accessible; thirdly, the actual room built for
the Library is in situ, with the painted coat-
of-arms of Duke Federigo that graces the
centre of its ceiling4. Moreover, many
documents relating to the Library during the
various stages of its growth are to be found,
so that one can trace the Library's entire
history. In view of all this it is remarkable
that there has been no scholarly study dealing

with the Library as a whole.
The Library originated with Federigo da

Montefeltro, Count, and in 1474 Duke, of
Urbino. Federigo was able to build his state
in the Apennines as a result of his friendship

with Pope Pius II, and in the decade following

the Pope's death in 1464, Federigo
became one of the wealthiest princes in Italy,
mainly as a result of his outstanding ability
as a condottiere captain. A large part of this
newly acquired wealth was used to build and
decorate the Palace at Urbino, where work
began about 1466.

The nineteenth century nouveau riche
purchased a library complete for his country
residence, and one may smile at delightful,
if fictitious, Jorrocks and his buying theBohn
Library for Gentlemen. There was the
parallel in fifteenth century Italy, for Federigo
acquired his Library for the social status it
brought. In the late 1460's printing had
barely begun in Italy, so that anyone building

a library depended on manuscripts5. In
Italy the centre of the trade in these appears
to have been Florence, which is not
surprising when one recalls that City's leading
role in the so-called "Italian Renaissance".
The equivalent of the publisher Bohn was
the manuscript-seller Vespasiano da Bisticci
of Florence. Vespasiano sold second-hand
manuscripts (often acquired from monasteries),

while he had a stock of newly trans-
scribed manuscripts, the texts being those
that were in common demand ; he could also

arrange for scribes to transcribe to order
manuscripts that he had not in stock6. Therefore,

Federigo turned to Vespasiano for his

Library, and Vespasiano compiled for him
a list of the "complete" Library, so to speak.
From Vespasiano's stock Federigo purchased
available material, and he commissioned
others. Between about 1468 and 1482, when
Federigo died, the Library grew from almost
nothing to about 1100 volumes, which
Vespasiano estimated as worth 30 000 ducats. A
small proportion of this number was given
to Federigo at various times, but one
suspects that at least three-quarters were
purchased from Vespasiano7.



Federigo employed as his librarian a

scholar, Agapito, whose knowledge of Greek
was ostentatious, while probably as under-
librarian there was Lorenzo Astemio, who
was well-versed in Latin8. Part of the duty
of these two was to arrange the purchase of
texts required, and some of these were
prepared locally. We know something about
one of the copyists who worked in Urbino,
named Federigo Veterani, who later became
librarian. Veterani claimed, perhaps with
some exaggeration, that he had copied sixty
or so manuscripts for Federigo's Library
between about 1468 and 1482; today about
half that number can be identified9. Federigo

da Montefeltro was a friend of Cardinal
Bessarion, who left some of his manuscripts
in Urbino in 1472, very likely for transcripts
to be made from some of them for the
Library10. In that same year Federigo's troops
captured Volterra, and in the sack Federigo
acquired a polyglot Bible11.

The bulk of the manuscripts of the
Library was in Latin, but almost 200 were in
Greek, and some were in Hebrew and a few
in Coptic12. Federigo was not a scholar,
though he could read Latin well enough13.
He certainly was not concerned with the
purity of texts (as judged in his day), and
it has been shown that the manuscripts
prepared by Veterani, while they look attractive,

are full of errors. Politian commented
in over-all terms on the poor transcripts after
a visit to the Library, perhaps a little
unjustly, for most of the manuscripts acquired
from Vespasiano were standard. Undoubtedly

Federigo was in haste to complete his

Library, and one can suspect that he was
gullible, purchasing stock that Vespasiano
was anxious to sell—in which case, small
wonder that Vespasiano extolled the Duke's
virtues and the merit of the Library. Some
of the illumination for the manuscripts that
was done in Urbino was poor, though that
of Franco de' Rossi was superb; even the
illumination in the manuscripts purchased
from Vespasiano was not all of first quality14.
In terms of copying-accuracy and beauty of

illumination the Library of Federigo was
not in the same class as that of the Kings of
Naples and Hungary. Obviously in such a

quantity as Federigo's Library numbered,
there were some remarkable manuscripts.
The pride of Palla Strozzi's Library had
been Ptolemy's Geography, and this had
passed to Federigo, and was preserved carefully

in his Library in a cedar-wood box.
This manuscript had been brought from
Greece about a century before Federigo
obtained it, and it was the source for all the
texts in Italy in this period15.

In 1482, at the time of Federigo's death,
the Library in Urbino must have looked
splendid as an ensemble. The main door (now
sealed) to the Library was from the Courtyard,

and on entering one saw to the right
works of Sacred Writing, Law, Philosophy
and Mathematics, while on the left were
works of Geography, Poetry and History.
Above the shelves against the walls were
paintings of the Seven Liberal Arts, which
corresponded to the general classification of
the volumes on the shelves. Today two of
these Arts, painted by Melozzo da Forlì, are
in the National Gallery, London16. On the
floor were carpets, and in the centre of the

room a table and benches for scholars; to
one end there was another table, probably
for the staff17. The manuscripts were bound
either in coloured velvet or in leather, and
some of the bindings were decorated with
filagree silver-work18, so it is unlikely that
these latter were shelved with their spines

only exposed—instead the ornamental fronts
would have been on view, with their backs

resting on sloping supports, perhaps. The
lighting from the high windows is subdued,
and one can imagine how colourful, and at
the same time how mysterious and yet restful

the room looked when furnished.
Federigo died before his Palace was

finished, and before he had all the works for
his "complete" Library. His death resulted
in financial retrenchments, since his only son
and heir, Guidobaldo, was aged ten, and
so could not command any stipend as a



captain. Guidobaldo was trained in Latin
and Greek, and he was devoted to his

Library. Vespasiano tells us that Federigo did
not consider printed books worthy of a place
in his Library. This may be a manuscript-
dealer's special pleading, though by 1482

printed books were not common in Italy.
In the inventories of the Library made in
the timeof Federigo's son,some thirtyprinted
books are indicated19. In the fifteenth century
printed books were made to look like
manuscripts, and by and large they were regarded
as interchangeable with them (see illustrations

on p. 105) ; but one can appreciate that
the bibliophile would prefer the personal
touch of the manuscript, and the endurance
associated with vellum20.

Between 1502-1504 and 1516-1520 the
Library suffered because of warfare. In the
first instance the Library fell into the hands
of Cesare Borgia, and his soldiers stripped
the precious bindings, pilfering some
manuscripts. When Duke Guidobaldo recovered
the remnants of his Library, stored in Forlì
in fifty-nine cases, he found about fifty manuscripts

of the collection entirely missing,
though in the following years a few
individual manuscripts were recovered. Those
lost were replaced, for the most part, with
printed texts21. About 1516 Duke Francesco
Maria, Guidobaldo's successor, was attacked
and forced to flee from Urbino, taking the
Library with him. With peace, probably in
1520, the collection was returned again to
the room built for it22. Cesare Borgia had
despoiled the Palace of its treasures, and it
is not unlikely that the paintings of the Seven
Liberal Arts were no longer in the Library
after 150223.

After the initial foundation by Federigo,
the Library increased by notable acquisitions

from two other contemporary libraries.
In 1498 Federigo's half-brother, Ottaviano
Ubaldini, died, and a portion of his private
Library eventually was absorbed into the
Urbino Library. While Federigo was well-
read and curious, Ottaviano was a genuine
scholar, and had the leisure to cultivate his

interest. Some of the manuscripts in his

Library are exceptional, particularly the
present-day MS Urb. lat. 548, in the Vatican
Library24. In 1512 the Duke of Urbino was
granted the fief of Pesaro, and a small part
of the Library ofGiovanni Sforza, a previous
lord, was obtained25. All the Dukes of
Urbino, within their means, tried to increase
the Library, but it was the first and last who
really moulded it. The last Duke was Francesco

Maria II della Rovere, who died in
1631, and was also a scholar. He devoted
himself to increasing the Library that he had
inherited, and at the time of his death the

Library consisted ofsome 1800 manuscripts,
and tens of thousands of printed books.

Among the notable acquisitions were the
autograph draft of Polydore Vergil's Anglica
Historia, which he received in 1613, and the

now unique manuscript copy of Da Vinci's
Paragone 26. The Duke of Urbino preferred
Castel Durante (present-day Urbania) to
Urbino, and had built between 1607-1609
an annex to the Ducal Palace there, in order
to house the Library, which he brought to
Castel Durante from Urbino. This annex
was demolished as recently as 1955. The
Duke died without a son, and hence the fief
reverted to the Pope. The Library, as

personal property, was left by the Duke in his
last will to be divided : the City of Urbino
was to have the manuscripts, while Castel
Durante was to retain the printed books.
The administration of the two parts was
placed in the hands ofan ecclesiastical Order.
In 1658 Pope Alexander VII, ignoring the
wishes of the Duke, had the manuscripts
taken to Rome and added them to the
Vatican Library. In 1666 the same Pope brought
to Rome the printed books from Urbania,
and these were placed in the Biblioteca
Alessandrina27. Both parts exist in these
libraries today, and perhaps the transference
was fortunate, for one fears that, left in
Urbino and Urbania, much material would
have been spoilt, lost and dispersed. It is a

pity, however, that now, just five hundred
years since the Library was founded, there is
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no trace of it at all in Urbino. It ought to
be possible to restore the decorations of the
rooms that housed the Library, and to place
dummy volumes on shelves. This would give
the best of all possible worlds, for the scholar
could continue to use the preserved material
of the Library in Rome, while the merely
curious could appreciate better Urbino as a
centre of Renaissance culture.
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THE TWO PICTURES ON
THE RIGHT

The title-page of an early-printed book (1: Appian,
Historia romana, Venice, Ratdolt and Loslein, I4yy),
compared with that of an Urbino manuscript (2:
Isidore, De ortu atque obitu patrum et alia, Ms. Vat.
Urb. lat. 3g2, copied before I4ys).
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