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‘Aldus Manutius’ is the Latinised name 
of Teobaldo Manucci, an Italian humanist 
scholar and printer, who was born in 1449 
near Rome. After studying Latin and Greek 
in Rome, Manutius eventually moved to 
Venice during the 1490s to start a publishing 
business, funded by his former students, 
Alberto and Lionello Pio, princes of Carpi, 
and other leading members of the Venetian 

aristocracy. The Aldine Press was established 
in 1494. The publishing legacy of the Aldine 
press includes scholarly editions of classical 
authors, the introduction of italic type, and 
the development of books in small formats 
that were read much like modern paperbacks. 
Manutius died in 1515, but his firm was 
continued after his death by his son and 
grandson until 1598.

View of Venice by Jacopo Barbari, 1501 
(Courtesy of Minneapolis Institute of 
Art/Google Cultural Institute)

INTRODUCING  
ALDUS MANUTIUS

The John Rylands Library in Manchester 
holds one of the largest collections of Aldine 
editions in the world. A project to recatalogue 
the collection has recently been completed, 
with new descriptions that include details 
specific to particular copies such as individual 
bindings and previous owners. The core of 
this collection comes from George John, 2nd 
Earl Spencer (1758-1834), who amassed a 
huge private collection of early printed books 
which was then purchased by Mrs Rylands 
from the 5th Earl in 1892. Spencer’s Aldine 
collection was housed separately at Spencer 
House in London, along with his outstanding 
collection of incunabula.

More books were added when the John 
Rylands Library merged with the University of 
Manchester Library in 1972. Professor Richard 
Copley Christie (1830-1901) had presented 
his collection to the University in 1901.   
It includes an unrivaled set of virtually all  
the Greek texts published in the fifteenth  
and sixteenth centuries, which included a  
very substantial collection of Aldines. Christie 
also acquired over fifty counterfeit Aldines 
printed at Lyon between 1502 and 1527, 
some of which are rarer than genuine 
editions. As well as Spencer and Christie  
there are also other stories here of 
Manchester merchants in the nineteenth 
century and the lure of Renaissance Italy.

MANUTIUS  
IN MANCHESTER

Richard Copley Christie

George John, 2nd Earl Spencer
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His first intention in setting up a publishing 
press in Venice was to publish critical editions 
of Greek authors. The city by this time was 
not only a major printing centre but it also 
had a large library of Greek manuscripts, 
many brought by Cardinal Bessarion from 
Constantinople. There were a number of 
Greek scholars living in Venice who could 
assist him in editing texts for publication. 
From 1494 to 1498 he printed editions of 
Hero and Leander by Musaeus Grammaticus, 
the Galeomyomachia, and the Greek Psalter. 
However the major project for the press 

Aldus first studied in Rome and then Ferrara 
before spending two years living with his 
friend Pico della Mirandola, another famous 
Italian scholar. Together they spent their  
time studying Greek literature, inspired  
by the revival of Greek learning in Italy that  
followed the fall of Constantinople in 1453.  

In 1484 he became tutor to Alberto and 
Lionello Pio, princes of Carpi. His first 
published work was Musarum Panagyris 
(a eulogy to the Muses), dedicated to his 
students, praising the value of a classical 
education. It may have been printed in  
limited numbers and is now very rare.

A RENAISSANCE 
SCHOLAR AND  
PUBLISHER

Musarum Panagyris (c. 1489),  
Spencer 20927. Fol. a2r

Aristotle, Opera (1495-98), Spencer 22939, Vol. 5. Fol. 1v-2r

was the first complete edition of Aristotle’s 
works in the original Greek. The first volume 
appeared in 1495, followed by four more  
in 1497 and 1498.

Aldus realised the importance of training a 
new generation of scholars who would be 
able to study his critical editions and edit 
new ones of their own. He produced a Latin 
grammar which includes a section on Greek 
and a brief appendix on the Hebrew alphabet. 
This was first published by the press in   
1501. It became very popular and was   
often reprinted during the sixteenth century.
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Greek and Latin books which would remain 
influential for many centuries. The Roman 
font used in Pietro Bembo’s De Aetna (1495) 
can still be seen today, redesigned by the 
great twentieth century typographer Stanley 
Morison as Monotype Bembo. A few years 
later Aldus published the Hypnerotomachia 
poliphili (1499) which is one of the finest 
examples of printing from this period with  
a combination of elegant Roman typeface 
and beautifully executed woodcuts.

Aldus combined his scholarly ability with his 
skill as an entrepreneur and innovator to 
establish the reputation of his publishing firm. 
After the introduction of printing to Italy in 
the 1460s Venice had quickly became a major 
centre of publishing and Aldus was entering a 
very competitive market. While his main vision 
was to produce new, more scholarly, editions 
he was also aware of the importance of good 
design. He commissioned the type-cutter 
Francesco Griffo to produce new types for his 

INNOVATIONS  
IN BOOK DESIGN

Hypnerotomachia poliphili (1499), R215208 (Christie 35 a 9). Fol. h7v-h8r Manchester Museum REM03/2/7 Dolphin & Anchor device from Dante (1515), R213743. Title page

His greatest innovation were the libelli 
portatiles (portable little books) which 
he began publishing in 1501. In order to 
produce text that could fit the smaller format 
and still be legible, Griffo designed the more 
compact italic type, based on Italian cursive 
style of handwriting. 

The new portable format was also innovative 
in presenting classical texts without any of  
the usual commentary.

In 1502he adopted the device of the dolphin 
and anchor which became the visible brand 
and mark of quality of the Aldine press for 
almost a century. This was inspired by a 
Roman coin, probably presented to him by  
his friend and collaborator Pietro Bembo.  
The Renaissance interpretation of the  
symbol was the fusion of graceful speed  
with stability.

coin image
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The smaller pocket books published by Aldus 
may have been less expensive but they could 
still be made luxurious with decoration added 
by hand and bindings embellished with 
gold. They quickly became popular and were 
collected by scholars, aristocrats and kings 
all across Europe. Special copies were also 
produced, printed on parchment instead  
of paper. 

The Spencer collection includes some copies 
with remarkable histories and provenance. 
The Spencer copy of Virgil, the first pocket 
book to be published in 1501, was probably 
owned by Domenic di Zuane Pisani, member 
of a powerful Venetian family who travelled 
extensively in Italy and Spain on diplomatic 
missions. The portable size was particulary 
attractive to courtiers and diplomats who 

could fit them easily into their luggage and 
carry them in their pocket, to be read while 
spending long hours waiting at court.   
This copy was later rebound by Spencer  
with portraits of Virgil and Aldus painted  
by Henry Fuseli.

There are several volumes that were originally 
owned by Jean Grolier, a French politician 
and diplomat who became closely associated 
with Aldus and his successors. His magnificent 
library included many books in specially 
commissioned luxury bindings.

A EUROPEAN  
REPUBLIC OF LETTERS

Lucianus (1516), Spencer 2805. Binding with  
‘Io. Grolierii et Amicorum’

Petrarca (1501), Spencer 20957.  
Inscriptions on flyleaf

There are two copies of Petrarch’s Le cose 
volgari, the first Italian text published in the 
new format in 1501. One has the arms of 
the influential Barbarigo family (Pierfrancesco 
was one of the main investors in the press). 
The other was the presentation copy to the 
editor, Pietro Bembo. Later it passed through 
ownership of a number of important scholars 
who all added their own notes to the book.

?????????? 
??????
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Erasers are normally used to remove marks 
from paper. Thanks to a groundbreaking 
discovery at the University of York we can 
now reveal the animal identity of parchment 
books: a pinch of waste shavings from a 
conservator’s eraser can unlock collagen 
sequences that are unique to each animal 
species. This technique called, ZooMS 
(ZooArchaeology by Mass Spectrometry)  
uses the persistence and slow evolution of 
collagen as a molecular barcode to read 
the identity of bones and animal skins. The 
method uses a well established approach, 
peptide mass fingerprinting, allied to high 
throughput Time of Flight Mass Spectrometry. 
The animal species is identified by differences 
in the mass of the peptides. 

But why does it matter? The implications 
of such advances span bioarchaeology and 
book historical studies. Scholars studying 
manuscripts and early printed books have 
long recognized that the most exacting 
study of individual artefacts is the necessary 
foundation of their work, even when they 
seek larger patterns. For students of medieval 
books, the techniques can offer new certain 
evidence, since the identification of the 
animal origin of many manuscripts has often 
been contentious or uncertain. The capture of 
organic residues may even allow the detection 
of human interaction with books: the grime 
and fluids of fondling devotional books,  
or traces of blood-letting on medical texts. 

For scientists the parchment record of the 
past represents a largely untapped reservoir  
of genetic and biological information,   

BOOKS  
AND BEASTS

from sources some of which can be precisely 
dated and localized. Together the scientific 
‘big data’ driven research and humanities 
single-object-centred study will provide a 
fruitful confrontation. And for both, there is 
the new challenge to set parchment books in 
their largest context: material, technological,  
and environmental. 

Collecting collagen molecules 
from the surface of parchment

Extra illumination and decoration attributed to the 
Venetian artist Benedetto Bordone in Juvenal and 
Persius, Satires (1501), Spencer 8666. Additional 
leaf and fol. aiir
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Whilst the Venetian case study is interesting 
in itself, the research has shown that a 
geographically and chronologically wider 
examination of the parchment book would 
enable a more comprehensive mapping of 
production processes and conventions across 
Europe. It is only when a comprehensive 
picture of how these books were produced 
and for whom that we can begin to 
understand the complex history of the 
parchment book at the advent of printing 
with moveable type.

Illustration of mythical beast from 
Sannazaro, Arcadia (1514), Spencer 7595

Aldine graph

The team at the University of Manchester, 
which brings together academics, curators 
and conservators, have been using this 
groundbreaking technique to begin analysing 
books printed on parchment by the Aldine 
press and other comparative European 
presses. The results to date have been 
revealing, posing more questions about the 
management, supply chain and production 
values of the Aldine press during the  
sixteenth century than they answered.

The results obtained so far from wider  
testing of manuscripts, documents and   

early printed books on parchment show that  
there are regional variations in the species  
of animal used, as well as differences 
depending on format (eg. documents  
versus luxury illuminated manuscripts).  
Italians prefered to use goatsking for their 
parchment and this has been confirmed  
by our testing.

The testing also revealed that after Aldus’ 
death the quality and animal species for   
copies printed on parchment changed.  
We still don’t know why but are continuing  
our research.
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which he edited and published in multiple 
editions in the Aldine scholarly pocket format. 
Under Paolo’s management, the printing 
of university texts became the main source 
of income for the press and Aldine editions 
were sold right across Europe, even as far 
as England. Paolo not only cooperated with 

When Aldus died in 1515, the press was 
managed by his in-laws, the Torresani. In 
1540, his son Paolo (1512-1574) took over 
the business and ran it for over three decades 
until his death in Rome. Like his father, Paolo 
was a humanist scholar-printer who was 
particularly interested in the works of Cicero 

MARKETING  
THE CLASSICS 

Horace, Poemata Omnia (1519),   
Spencer 20785. Title page

Horace, Poemata Omnia, counterfeit edition, 
Christie 34 f 14. Title page Cicero, De Philosophia Prima Pars (1546), R213666 (Christie 33 c 12). Title page

printers outside Italy, most notably Henri II 
Estienne (1531-1598) in Paris and Christophe 
Plantin (c.1520-1589) in Antwerp, but also 
acted as printer to the Vatican in the 1560s, 
producing a variety of texts for the Council of 
Trent which sought to counteract the spread 
of Protestantism across Europe. 

The success of the Aldine Press was due to 
an awareness of the importance of effective 
marketing and publicity strategies to build its 
customer base. The careful use of dedications, 

courting powerful patrons, issuing publisher’s 
lists, and the arresting brand of the dolphin 
and anchor device became key parts of a 
marketing strategy that ensured a level of 
sales to keep the business solvent. By securing 
publishing privileges from the Venetian 
authorities which safeguarded copyright for 
many years, and by taking firm action against 
illegal counterfeit editions issued by other 
presses, Aldus and his heirs demonstrated 
their understanding of the new mass-market 
in the production of printed texts.
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The arrival of Manutius in Manchester is a 
story which reflects the widespread social 
and economic changes which swept Europe 
in the modern period. Many of the volumes 
now held by the John Rylands Library 
were previously in the famous continental 
collections of leading diplomats and members 
of the old European aristocracy, such as 
Count Károly Reviczky (1737-1793) and the 
Duke of Cassano-Serra (1747-1825). With 
the advent of the Grand Tour, the British 
nobility made the cultural pilgrimage to Italy 
where they were entertained in Venice by 
Consul Joseph Smith (1682-1770), a patron 
of the arts and bibliophile who sold his own 
rich collection of Aldines to King George III, 
forming the basis of the King’s Library now  
at the British Library.

With the rise of the new merchant elite  
and the decline in the fortunes of the 
landed gentry, the Grand Tour and book 
collecting spread to a new social constituency. 
Italophiles like the Liverpudlian lawyer William 
Roscoe (1753-1831) collected paintings 
and books, including Aldines, and in 1892 
Mrs Rylands used her cotton millions to 
purchase the entire collection of George 
John (1758-1834), 2nd Earl Spencer. In one 
wholesale transaction, Manchester became 
home to the largest number of privately 
owned Aldines in the world. Businessmen 
and learned civic figures also purchased texts 

published by Aldus. David Lloyd Roberts 
(1835-1920), the son of a Stockport cotton 
spinner and Lecturer in clinical midwifery at 
Owens College, gave a number of Aldines 
to the John Rylands Library and left his 
collection of 3,000 early printed books to 
the Royal College of Physicians in London. 
Several Aldines owned by Alderman Joseph 
Thompson, a leading city councillor, founding 
governor of the John Rylands Library in 1899, 
and historian of Owens College now form 
part of the Rylands’ outstanding holdings. 
Thompson was both a bibliophile and   
cotton manufacturer with mills in Ancoats  
and Ardwick.

COTTON MILLS  
AND COLLECTORS,  
MANUTIUS COMES  
TO MANCHESTER 

 Lorenzo de’ Medici, Poesie volgari (1554), Spencer 
16855, formerly owned by William Roscoe

David Lloyd Roberts

Aristophanes, Comoediae novem 
(1498), R213277, Front paste down 
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gifted the Victoria University of Manchester 
his collection of 2,600 early printed books 
including numerous Aldines, many of which 
he brought into his classes when teaching 
undergraduate courses. 

Today, the University Library continues to 
build its outstanding Aldine collection whilst 
also facilitating research into the collection 
and its use in teaching current undergraduate 
and postgraduate students about Aldus 
and the history of printing. Researching the 
provenance history of individual books by 
examining bookplates and signatures and 
examining textual annotations written in  
the margins by previous owners provide  
vital information on reading practices in the 
past and the journeys undertaken by specific 
volumes in the five hundred years since their 
publication. The Italian Department proudly 
follow in the footsteps of Christie and Bullock 
in placing this rich cultural patrimony at the 
heart of its teaching and research culture.

Books printed by the Aldine Press formed 
part of Manchester University’s library 
from its inception as the Library of Owens 
College in the nineteenth century. Gifts 
by philanthropists and the hosting of the 
Manchester Medical Society collection led to 
the accession of both literary and technical 
treatises published by Aldus and his heirs.  
The most significant gift came with the 
bequest of Richard Copley Christie in 1901. 
The son of a Nottingham Mill owner, he left 
his library of 8,000 volumes to Owens College 
where he had been Professor of Political 
Economy. His passion for classical scholarship 
and Renaissance humanism is witnessed by 
his outstanding collection, especially of Greek 
editions. His love of Aldus and generosity  
in endowing a new University library building 
is commemorated in the Christie Library 
stained glass window which features  
portraits of both Christie and Aldus. In the 
same tradition, Walter Bullock (1890-1944), 
Serena Professor of Italian before World War II,  

WORLD CLASS  
LIBRARY AND  
UNIVERSITY

Dante (1515), R213743. Inscription of Walter Bullock
Richard Copley Christie and Aldus Manutius from stained glass window, Christie Building,  
University of Manchester

Walter Llewelyn 
Bullock,  
1890-1944.  
Professor of 
Italian Language 
and Literature 
in the University 
of Manchester, 
1935-1944
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This exhibition has been curated by:

Julianne Simpson (Rare Books and Maps 
Manager, The John Rylands Library).

Stephen Milner (Serena Professor of Italian, 
The University of Manchester).

Caroline Checkley-Scott (Collection  
Care Manager, The University of  
Manchester Library).
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