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a few words on manuscripts, printed books,
and printer’s copies

Paolo Trovato – Università di Ferrara

T3
Thirty years ago I took part to the conference Il libro di poesia dal copista al tipografo,

held in Ferrra between 29th and 31st May 1987, with a paper entitled Per un censimento
dei manoscritti di tipografia in volgare. In 1991 and 1998 I published respectively a book
on editorial corrections and a collection of papers on the gures of readers, printers and
editorial revisors.1 Since then I have not worked anymore on this topic exception made
for an essay on the linguistic implications of the spread of printed books.2 The simple
fact of partecipating to this special issue dedicated to The Literature Under the Press
allows me to brie y reconsider the crucial turn from manuscript to printed books.

Contemporaries witnesses of the «unacknowledged revolution» of printing press
(humanists, clerics, rich and powerful book collectors…) discussed a lot about the poor
textual quality of printed books, their similarity or rather dissimilarity with manuscripts
and even the low morality of the printing houses’ workers. Nevertheless, at least in my
opinion, the most in uential new that printing press brought in the book trade was the
fact that printed books where by and large 10 times cheaper than manuscripts. Even if
some side e fects of this turn (e.g. the linguistic standardisation of literary languages and
the need for cultural mediators – people able to master the new technology - between
authors and publishers) had paramount consequences on subsequent approaches to lit-
erature and dramatically reduced the experimentalism and «libertà di scrittura» (Bartoli
Langeli) which were typical of the Late Middle Ages , the consequent enlargement of the
readers and of the book market was undoubtedly the main factor on which depends the
relevance of the «printing press as an agent of change», as the title of Eisenstein’s books
puts it.3

Notwithstanding a certain persistence in copying book by hand, even by printed
sources, as C. E. Lutz, Michael Reeve and other scholars taught us,4 this sheer economic

1 Paolo Trovato, Per un censimento dei manoscritti di tipografia in volgare (1470-1600), in Il libro di poesia
dal copista al tipografo. Ferrara, 29-31 ma io 1987, ed. by Marco Santagata and Amedeo Quondam,
Modena, Panini, 1989, pp. 43-81, reprinted with the title Manoscritti volgari in tipografia, in L’ordine dei
tipografi. Lettori, stampatori, correttori tra Quattrocento e Cinquecento, Roma, Bulzoni, 1998, pp. 175-195;
Paolo Trovato, Con ogni diligenza corretto. La stampa e le revisioni editoriali dei testi letterari italiani
(1470-1570), Bologna, il Mulino, 1991.

2 Paolo Trovato, Comunicazione di massa e storia della lingua: Italoromania, in Romanische
Sprachgeschichte / Histoire linguistique de la Romania, ed. by Gerhard Ernst et al., Berlin-New York, de
Gruyter, 2006, pp. 1267-1280.

3 Elizabeth Eisenstein,The Printing Press As an Agent of Change. Communications and Cultural Trans-
formations in Early Modern Europe, 2 vols., Cambridge/New York, Cambridge University Press, 1979. See
also Attilio Bartoli Langeli, La scrittura dell’italiano, Bologna, il Mulino, 2000.

4 Cora Elizabeth Lutz, Manuscripts Copied from Printed Books, in Essays on Manuscripts and Rare
Books, Hamden (CT), Archon Books, 1975, pp. 129-138; Michael D. Reeve, Manuscripts Copied from
Printed Books, in Manuscripts in the Fifty Years after the Invention of Printing. Some Papers Read at a
Colloquium at the Warburg Institute on 12-13 March 1982, ed. by Joseph Burney Trapp, London, The
Warburg Institute, 1983, pp. 12-20, now in Manuscripts and Methods. Essays on Editing and Transmission,
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reason is the best comment upon graphs like the following which registers the highs and
lows of the MSS production of an Italian long seller like Dante’s Commedia, of which
580 copies survive.

Immagine 1: Production of MS copies of Dante’s Commedia in 14th and 15th century in Italy. The graph,
which mirrors the number of extant dated MSS, is drawn from Vincenzo Guidi, I numeri della tradizione
dantesca. Qualche considerazione di statistica descrittiva, in Nuove prospettive sulla tradizione della Com-
media. Una guida filologico linguistica al poema dantesco, ed. by Paolo Trovato, Firenze, Cesati, 2007,
p. 221.

As the reader can see, the lows concentrate and grow in the last 3 decades of 15th cen-
tury, that is during the tumultuous spread of printed books.5 By the way, in the very years
1472-1500 the printing press produced no less than 15 editions of Dante’s Commedia.

2

Forty years ago research on printer’s copy was not very popular. Apart occasional
indications in MSS catalogues (e.g. the catalogue of the Laurentian Library in Florence
by Angelo Maria Bandini), a scholar could only count on the seminal papers of Greg
(1923) and Bone (1931), the book of Percy Simpson (1935) on proof-reading in 16th, 17th

and 18th centuries, the fascinatingAtl of Wytze Hellinga (1962),6 and a few more recent
studies on particular copies (e.g., the excellent studies which Ghino Ghinassi published
between 1963 and 1971 on the printer’s copy of Castiglione’s Cortegiano, now Florence,

Roma, Edizioni di Storia e Letteratura, 2011, pp. 175-183.
5 Vincenzo Guidi, I numeri della tradizione dantesca. Qualche considerazione di statistica descrittiva, in
Nuove prospettive sulla tradizione della Commedia. Una guida filologico linguistica al poema dantesco, ed.
by Paolo Trovato, Firenze, Cesati, 2007, p. 221.

6 Walter Wilson Greg,An Elizabethan Printer and H Copy, in «The Library», iv/n.s. (1923), pp. 102-
118; Gavin Bone, Extant Manuscripts Printed From by W. de Worde, with Not on the Owner, Roger
Thorney, Oxford, The University Press, 1931; Percy Simpson, Proof-reading in the Sixteenth, Seventeenth
and Eighteenth Centuri , London, Oxford University Press, 1935; Wytze Gs. Hellinga, Copy and Print
in the Netherlands. An Atl of Historical Bibliography, 2 vols., Amsterdam, North-Holland Publishing
Company, 1962.
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Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, Ashburnham 409).7 On the contrary, now we can cite
a number of papers on this or that edition and several rich overviews such as the ones by
Ford (1999), Escapa and others (2000), Garza Merino (2000) and Hellinga (2014).8 Yet, I
think that the study of printer’s copy o fers precious insights from a lot of di ferent points
of view. It allows historians of the book to observe how far a compositor «followed his
copy in the matter of spelling, punctuation and the like»,9 it makes possible to study the
literary and linguistic competence of an editor, it highlights the reception of a work in a
certain ages. For these reasons I warmly encouraged Martina Cita, who is working for her
Ph.D. in Ferrara, to cooperate to this issue with a census of Italian Renaissance printer’s
copies discovered since 1989 to the present, to provide à la Hellinga reproductions of
both the copy and the printed book, and to draw from her sample all the indications that
can favour further discoveries. No need to say that her paper o fers extremely interesting
material for any scholar on this eld.
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