
M ethods of Research m R enaissance M anuscripts 

Paul O ska r Kristeller 

The usc a nd stud y of manuscri pts b rings us into direct physical contact wi th the 
past, both enriching our origina l source ma ter ial and opening new resea rch 
dimensions a nd perspectives . U nfortunately, manuscript references in text ed i-
tions or seconda ry studies a re often wrong, incomplete , or a ntiq uated. Meticu-
lous, fi rst-ha nd searching ou t of indiv idual references is mos t importa nt , as is 
direct inspec tion of the manusc•·i p t or its reprod uction. Whenever p rac tica l, it is 
advisable to scan o r read completely a nd systema tically a ll ava ilable printed 
catalogues and handwritten inventories. Special di fficu lties in fi nding perti nent 
ma nuscripts- even in fa mi lia r collect ions are discussed. Each manuscri pt is a 
uniq ue resea rch resource- dese rv ing careful prese rvat ion, adeq ua te cata logui ng, 
and grea ter accessib ili ty. 

It is qui te evident tha t manuscrip t research has occupied for a 
long time a very importa nt role in ma ny historical disciplines a nd 
in th e stud y of man y periods. To be sure, a good deal of work can 
be done on the basis of printed sources, and there have been m a ny 
respectable historians who never mad e direct usc of a ny manu-
script source. Yet as Augusto C a mpana once said , a scholar who 
never uses ma nuscripts li ves as it were on his inheritance (vive di 
rendi~a) and merely benefits at second or third hand fro m the 
work o f earlier schola rs. The use a nd study of ma nuscripts brings 
us in to direct physica l contact with th e pas t which we are explor-
ing; it not only increases a nd enriches our source ma teria l but it 
also broa dens our outlook a nd opens up new dim ensions and 
perspectives. I trust n o one wi ll obj ect if I sa y tha t manuscrip t 
scholars consti tu te a kind of elite a mong the historia ns, a nd I 
apologize in case I have offended by this rem ark the liberal sensi-
tivities of a nyone. I re member th a t years ago a n influ entia l schola r 
stated tha t the study of ma nuscripts was unnecessary since a ll th e 
importa nt texts have been printed . This statement is evidently 
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false, b u t I a ccept th e ch a ll enge a nd should lik e to claim fo r those 
of us who publish ineditcd texts th e magic power of com ·eying on 
the tex ts that intr insic importa nce which th ey p reviously, wh il e 
u np ubl ished or cYen unknown , obviously fa iled to possess. 

1 should like to add tha t manusc ript stud ies have made g rea t 
advances in recc n t decades, cspecia ll y in my a rea of interest. I t 
is no t o nly the grea ter facilit y for tra,·eling, th e progress o f ca ta-
loguing, and th e usc of photostats and microfil ms that have made 
these adva nces possible. There has a lso bee n a notabl e progress in 
pa lacography, and the method , first p ractised by G im·a nn i 
:\1crca ti and othe rs, to consider a manuscript not m erely as a 
sta tistical u nit in the ca lcu lus of variants but as a historical in-
d ividual v\·ith a unique character a nd physiognomy, has been 
extreme ly fru itfu l. 

In li ne "'·ith my own work, I sha ll speak primarily of man uscri pt 
books ra ther th a n ofarchi,·a l doc u ments (w hich present difTerent 
proble ms and requ ire diffe ren t methods of inves tiga tion ) . Manu-
script books have been studi ed for a va ri ety of reasons, a s we can 
see fro m the exta nt li teratu re. Pa laeographc rs have been concerned 
with th e h istory of sc ript as suc h, bibliog raphers with the me thods 
of describing manuscripts and with the history of libraries . Others 
have s tud ied the history of the book trade, or the history of book 
bi nd ings. There has been great in teres t in the history of book 
illu m ination , especia lly a mong a rt histor ians. Yet th e majority of 
scholars includ ing m yself has been interested in the conten t of 
manuscrip ts, and in the stud y and ed iting of tex ts as they are 
fou n d in manuscri pts. T he textua l interest in ma nuscri pts includ es 
by im plica ti on, as a uxiliary, a ll o ther aspects of man uscript re-
sea rc h incl uding herald ry, for it is ofte n important to ide n tify th e 
first ow ner of a manuscript through the coa t of a rms painted on 
its title page. The text ual interest natura ll y va ries a ccording to the 
p rofessional interests of each schola r. It may cover the various 
vernac ula r li tera t ures as well as classical Greek a nd La tin, Byzan-
ti ne, mcd iC\·al and modern Latin li terature, or historiogra p hy, or 
th e history of the a rts and of m usic, of the na tu ral sciences, ma the-
ma tics a nd medi cine, of the occul t sciences, of rhetoric a nd 
gra m rna r , schola rship a nd phi lology, of j ur isp rud en ce, th eology 
and p h ilosophy, and of m a ny more fi elds. My own interes t in 
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m a nuscripts began with M arsilio F icino a nd the Pla ton ic Acad emy 
of Fiorence, 1 and g radua ll y expa nded to cover the his tory of philo-
sophy from 1300 to 1600, incl uding th e history ofschola rshi p, of 
rhetoric, a nd of several o ther d isciplin es. For certa in subjects such 
as phi losop h y, rh etori c, a nd med ic ine, the h istory of schools and 
universi ties, the classification of th e arts a nd sciences, a nd the 
tra nsla ti ons and com m enta ries of classica l au th ors, my cu riosity 
has sometimes bee n ex tended back into the earlie r medieva l cen-
turies a nd even into la te a ntiquity, a nd forward into the seven-
teenth a nd eighteen th cen tu ry. 

In th e course of m y work, I have g radua lly developed a method 
of researc h tha t I was no t taught when I was a student b ut tha t I 
learned partly from the example of' o th er schola rs a nd pa rtly 
throug h m y ow n ex perience. 1 hope this me thod has had some 
results, a nd I a m sure i t wi ll have more w hen i t is f'o llowcd by 
other schola rs in vario us fie lds. This method has its limitations, 
as I know perfectly well , a nd th ere a re other methods tha t yield 
di ffe rent results that I could no t hope to attain with the one 1 
practise a nd teach a nd sha ll try to describe. For example, the la te 
T a mma ro D e M arin is looked a t a ll man uscripts tha t had o ld 
bindings,'1 a nd in this way he d iscovered texts tha t had esca ped my 
a ttention because the na me of th e author was unfa milia r to me 
a nd beca use the respecti ve inventory fail ed to ind icate the century 
of the ma nuscript. Giuseppe Billa novich a nd h is pu pils look at a ll 
m a nuscripts of a classica l author such as Livy or Seneca ,:1 a nd thus 
discove r not onl y copyist 's notes a nd glosses but entire prefaces, 
epigrams, a nd com menta ries that would grea tly interest m e bu t 
that I could not possibly ca tch with my method or within the ti me 
a t my disposal , for in m an y insta nces, the im·entor ics indica te 
no thing but the classica l a uthor w hen listing the ma nuscript. 

When we are trying to loca te the manuscripts of a given text or 
a uthor, it is logica l to begin with the ma nuscrip ts men tio ned in 
previous ed itions or studies. However, it is advisa ble to ver ify in 
eac h case the m a nuscr ipt a nd its shelf m a rk throug h ca ta logues 
o r inquiri es. For unfortuna tely, m a nuscript references in text 
editions or second a ry studies a re often wrong, incompl ete, or 
a nt iqua ted. M a n y scholars working with individua l manuscripts 
a re unbelievably sloppy in citing their shelf marks; she lf m arks arc 
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being frequen tly changed in many libra ries; a nd ma ny ma nu-
scripts a nd en tire collections have been transferred or d estroyed 
after the time when they we re las t used and cited. A ma nuscript 
in Berlin was cited with a wrong shelf ma rk by Theodore M om m-
sen , 1 and thus a later schola r cannot avoid disclosing to the in-
formed reade r, from the shelf mark he cites, whether he has seen 
the manuscript o r merely fo llows M ommsen. I n another case, I 
was assured by a distinguished sc holar that a shelf mark he gave 
me for a manuscript in Florence was the only one cited in the 
scholarly literatu re, but it turned out that it was a distorted ver-
sion of a shelf ma rk that had not been in use since about 1800, 
thus proving with nea rly ma thematical certainty that no scholar 
referring to the manuscript had ever seen it since that time. \ ,Yhen 
I once caught a nother noted schola r a t citing a wrong shelf mark , 
I was tempted to suspect tha t he had done so in tentiona lly in order 
to tra p those later scholars who would cite the ma nuscript a fter 
him, but without giving him as their source, withou t actually 
having looked a t the manuscript. I mention these examples in 
order to emphasize the need for accuracy in giving the shelf marks 
of manuscripts. W e should never assu me that we can safely rely on 
th e manuscript references of previous scholars. 

Moreover , we should never fee l sure that previous editors have 
exhausted the supply of manuscrip ts needed for the edition or 
stud y we are undertaking. Scholars of the pas t tended to be selec-
ti ve in the use of ma nuscripts, their opportunities for traveling 
were limited , th ey had no microfilms, and their resources in 
available printed ca talogues were much smaller than ours. I re-
member a case where a mod ern editor asserted tha t a ma nuscript 
which Nicolas Heinsius claimed to have seen in H eidelberg must 
be considered as fic titious. One look a t the printed ca ta log ue of the 
Palatini Graeci in the Vatican showed me that H einsius was right 
and that the ma nuscript still existed . The example merely shows 
what I knew a nyway, nam ely that H einsius knew more abo ut 
manuscripts than a ny classical scholar of the nineteenth, if not of 
the twentie th century. The lesson is obvious, though uncomfort-
able: we should utilize whatever information we may derive from 
older editions or studies, but we must make a fresh sta rt when 
trying to identify and to locate the extant manuscripts of a gi\·en 
text which we want to edit or study. 
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Such an inquiry must obviously beg in with the p rinted ca ta-
logues of manuscripts and with their indices. For this phase of our 
work, we must have access to lib raries which have a sizeable, if 
not comple te, collection of the chief cata logues. Such collections 
a rc available in the Vatican, in Florence, Pa ris, or London, and in 
this country, in Boston , ew York , a nd Washing ton. None of 
these collections is q u ite complete, though in some instances they 
have tried to supplement their holdings by acquiring some of the 
rarer ca talogues in microfilms. The main purpose of my bibliog-
raphy of ca talogues was to make fellow scholars independen t of 
the chance holdings of a given library a nd to remi nd them of the 
catalogues which they should try to look up .--, T his bibliography 
is, of course, far from being complete, a nd it is by now an tiquated. 

In using the indices of catalogues, we must look for our au thor 
under any possible form in which his name might be listed: first 
name, last na me, place of birth, nickname, in La tin as well as in 
all the perti nent modern languages, especia ll y his own a nd that of 
the a uthor of the catalogue. W e must a lso beware of certa in tricks, 
for in ma ny cases the index is not found at the end of a volume, 
but a t the begin ning o r even in the middle, a nd often a volu me 
has more than one ind ex. 

This procedure is never quite sufficient, for many important 
collections of manuscripts have no printed catalogues or no com-
plete printed catalogues,o a nd many prin ted catalogues have no 
indices . 7 Yet most collections, and certainly a ll large collections, 
have handwritten or typed inventori es or indices that can be used 
on the spot. In order to utilize these handwritten indi ces, we may 
either travel from libra ry to lib ra ry, which is pleasant a nd inter-
esting but expe nsive and not always possible, or we may send a 
circular le tte r to the major libraries and to the libra ri es likely to 
have m anuscripts of our a uthor, and ask the libraria ns to check their 
indices and to report to us any manuscripts tha t may be of interest. 
V·./c arc likely to get an answer in the majority of cases, especia lly 
if we expla in our project, write in the la ngu age of the respective 
coun try, and enclose interna tional reply coupons. In the case of 
some very large a nd complex collections such as the Vatica n 
Library, the 1a tional Library of Florence, or the British Museum, 
the search for the manuscripts of a given a uthor may require a full 
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day's vvork or more, and hence we may have to hire a local re-
sea rch ass ista nt for our purpose . I n some insta nces, unpub lished 
im·cnLOri cs and indices are ava ilable on mi crofi lm in th is country 
- especia lly at St. Lou is University, a t the Un iversity of Totre 
Da me, a t S t. John 's University in Col legevil le, and especiall y a t the 
Li brary of Congress- a nd a visit to these li bra ri es, or a correspon-
dence with them , may be extremely helpful. 

The method which I haH described so fa r has its limitations, 
as we sha ll sec, but i t is a perfectly respecta ble procedure, and it 
is th e onl y feasib le m ethod vvhcncver we are concerned with onl y 
one tex t or au thor. I foll owed it when I edited Ficino, and it 
yielded severa l interesting find s such as the Corpus of Ficino's first 
tran slations from Plato and a number of previously unknow n 
le tters. W ha t we fail to catch wi th this me thod, and th is is quite 
exc usab le, a re ma nuscripts in sma ll un ca talogucd or uni ndexed 
coll ec tions; manuscripts whi ch contai n our text withou t the 
author's na me or with a wrong author 's na me; miscellaneous 
manuscripts not properly analyzed in ca ta logu es or inve ntories; 
a nd occasio na lly manuscripts properly d escribed in a printed 
ca ta logue but not properly recorded in its index . 

Beyond the method which I have described so fa r , there is 
a nother a nd better one wh ich I learned from Cardinal Mercati 
a nd from Ludwig Bertalot and which I began to practise early 
in m y ca reer a s a ma nuscript schola r. This method is much more 
laborious and time consu ming, bu t it yields richer a nd more com-
ple te res ults. On the o ther ha nd , th is method is wasteful when we 
look for on ly one text or a u thor, and it is worth th e effo rt only 
when our sea rch in volves a broad group of ma nuscr ip ts of a 
ce rtai n type or su bject or period. T he method consists in scanning 
or read ing com ple tel y a nd systematically a ll printed ca talogues 
and handwritten inventories that we can lay our ha nds on , from 
beginni ng to end. In this wa y, we overcome the lack or in-
ad eq uacy of ind ices, for we hit upon the descriptions of ma nu-
scripts that a rc not reported , or no t adequ a tel y reported , in the 
indices. \ 'Ve a lso come upon a nonymous or pseudonymous copies 
of th e tex ts in which we are interested , since we sha ll recog nize 
th em whereas the a uthor of the cata logue m ay have fai led to 
identify them. Moreover, we acq uire a sense of the history and 
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physiognomy of a given collec tion that will teach us wha t we may 
or m ay not expect to find in it. Finally, we sha ll find a uthors and 
texts for which we did not look a nd whose very existence may have 
been unkn own to us but whi ch rn a y tu rn out to be of grea t 
interest, either d irectly or indirectly, because of their personal con-
nections o r subjec t or literary genre, or because th ey fit into a 
pattern that we are trying to explore. 

The last step of our inquiry, a fter the checking of indices and 
the scanning of ca ta logues, is the direct inspection of the ma nu -
scripts, or at leas t of their reproductions in photostat or microfi lm. 
This is certai nly necessary when we are editing a text, for we want 
to collate a ll ex tant ma nuscripts of the text, prefera bl y for the 
whole tex t, bu t at least for certain passages in order to selec t the 
more importa nt manuscripts wh en the ex tan t manuscripts are too 
numerous to be col la ted in their entirety. Even when we do not 
wish to edit a text, the ac tual inspec tion of a manuscript is often 
necessary if we want to be sure of i ts content, or if we wish to veri fy 
certain d eta ils. When we inspect a manuscript , we may often find 
more texts in it tha n the ca talogue indicates, or we may identify 
a text wrongly described in the cata logue. When a ca ta logu e 
description is clearly wrong or incomplete, only the actua l exami-
na tion of th e m a nuscript ca n tell us what it contains. Sometimes 
the inspection of a m anuscript wi ll disclose other featu res such as 
the id en tity of a scribe or first owner that the descriptio n rna y ha vc 
fa iled to tell us. If we want to know whether a manusc ript is a n 
autograph o r has au tograph corrections, or whether it was written 
in a specific country or not, we sha ll have to look at it , except in 
the rare cases where we dispose of a n excellen t recen t ca talog ue. 

1 ow it is quite clea r tha t we can no t possibly see a ll manuscripts 
that a re of po tential interest, especially when our interests are 
broad and encompass a whole peri od or genre rather than a single 
author or tex t. Our opportuniti es for traveling are limited, and so 
is our life. I t is for this reason that I came to realize, ""hen pla n-
ning my Iter ltalicum, tha t I could never hope to see a ll the m a nu-
scripts which I was goi ng to li st. I d ecided to see as many as pos-
sible , to be sure, but I was forced to select for inspection onl y those 
tha t ca me closest to my special interests, a nd those for which the 
catalogue descriptions impressed me as wrong or dubious, and 
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where only th e actual manuscript could answer my doubts a nd 
sa tisfy my curiosi ty.8 I found especially frustrat ing the cases where 
a collection lacked a topograph ical inventory and where I had to 
start from an alpha betical index. In such cases it is often impos-
sible to reconstru ct the content of a miscella ny except by looking 
at the ma nuscript itself, and hence it is necessary to examine 
ma n y more manuscripts than in libraries tha t have a good 
topographical inventory. 

I should like now to point out some of the special diffi culties 
which we encounter in trying to locate manuscripts pertinent to 
the subject we a re investigating. First of all , besides the well known 
ma nuscript collections found in major or middle-sized libraries, 
there a re many sma ll collections that are not well known and 
d iffi cult of access. We may no t even know of their existence unless 
a local scholar or even a tourist or hotel doorman calls them to our 
atten tion. An important priva te collection is even described in a 
prin ted catalogue, but the catalogue has such a vague title tha t 
nobody can recognize the coll ec tion described in it·unless he 
learns this indispensa ble fact from some outside source.9 M anu-
script books are not only found in public libraries, as wel l as in 
priva te collections a nd in bookshops, but also in archives, mu-
seums, a nd learned societies. I learned through a chance reference 
that a museum had a n importa nt manuscript collection tha t was 
apparently unk nown even to the libraria ns a nd archivists in the 
sa me city. A fri end told me repeatedly tha t another museum had 
some manuscripts, but my inquiries ad dressed to that museum 
rema ined without answer, and I was even assured by a loca l 
librarian that th ere were no ma nuscripts. Yet this year I read in 
the inventory of the local libra ry that one of its mod ern ma nu-
scripts was copied from an old ma nuscript in that museum. Thus 
I fi na ll y know a t leas t of one manuscrip t in that collection , a nd 
hope to find out n ex t year whether there are others. For when I 
locate a manuscript in a collection of which I ha d not hea rd 
before, I act as the old gen tlema n who visited the M etropoli tan 
Museum to see R embrandt's newly acquired Aristotle, and then 
turned around a nd asked one of the guards whether they have got 
a ny o ther pictures in that museum. I tried to resolve some of these 
mysteries in my Latin Manuscript Books, but th ere a re ma ny more 
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tha t are still unresolved , or that a t least I a m unable to resolve. 
There a re other peculia r difficulties which we have to overcome. 

Any self-respecting large library has a number of collec tions that 
a re kept separately from its main collection and that are known in 
I ta ly as Fondi M inori. A schola r who visits the library a nd checks 
its major collections is no t a lways aware of these separa te smaller 
collections, a nd nobody is likely to tell him unless he specifically 
asks abou t them. I t took me man y years a nd even d ecades until I 
learned of certa in minor collections kept in libraries which I had 
visited many times a nd thought I knew reasonably wel l. A specia l 
trick whi ch I a lso originally learned from M ercati is to sta rt from 
a n old inventory and then to identify as far as possible the present 
location of the ma nuscrip ts listed in it. It is through this detour 
tha t we often come upon interesting manuscripts that a re in-
ad eq uately described in the inventories currently in use. The con-
cordance published a few years ago for Mon tfau con 's list of th e 
Reginenses Latini is so valua ble because it helps us to find the manu-
scripts which Mon tfa ucon lists with numbers that a re no longer 
in use, and it is even more valuable beca use Montfaucon's 
descriptions arc often superior to those of the modern inve ntories, 
a nd because he often mentions texts that a re skippt'd in these in-
ventories. 10 This yea r, Mons. Ru ysschaert identifi ed for me severa l 
more of the manuscripts listed by Montfa ucon, and one of th em 
tu rned out to be a rich humanist miscella ny to which th e inventory 
ded icated only one line. I also sca nned in the Vatican Libra ry a 
g roup of eighteenth-century miscellanies by G a lletti , 11 and the late 
copies contained in these ma nuscripts led me back to several earl y 
manuscripts which had escaped my atten tion, including one 
from the ea rl y sixteenth century tha t contained a number of 
u nknow n and extremely in teresting texts. 

This leads me to a subject to which I have a lluded a lready 
before: ma ny old ca ta logues a nd inventories, and many ed itions 
a nd studi es, 9ld or not so old , give shelf marks that are ei ther 
wrong or incomplete or a ntiqu ated. There are many im portant 
libra ries where the old shelf marks a re causing trou ble. In some 
cases,· the only printed list for many manusc rip ts is quite old , and 
it often gives antiquated shelf ma rks, or no shelf marks at a ll. 
When a library later suffered losses, or when there is no concord-
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ane<: for th e o ld cata logue , it is no t always easy or even p ossible lO 

ide ntify a manuscript lis ted in that catalog ue. I n a nother library, 
the shelf marks ha ,·c not bee n changed , bu t the printed ca talog ue 
is in com p lete. and a num ber of ma nuscripts, some of them listed 
a nd some not listed in th e printed catalogue, were trans ferred some 
time ago to another library a nd ha ,·e received new sh elf ma rks. 
Another librarv h as as its only key a handwritten im·ento ry from 
th e ea rl y nine teenth century that gives on ly shelf ma rks that turn 
o ut to be a ntiquated and a lso to be class marks com mon to many 
ma nuscripts rathe r than shelf ma rks d istinc tive of indi vidu al 
ma nuscripts (they may be compared to the class ma rks in the :'\ew 
Yo rk P ublic Li bra ry where a boo k wi thin a g roup ca n b e located 
o nly through the b inder's title on its back which is indica ted in the 
ca ta logue but often quite d ifferent fro m the real t itle) . For a long 
tim e, there was no concord a nce between the old class m a rks and 
the new serial numbers used for the indi vidua l ma nuscripts of the 
li b ra ry in question , a nd thus, the identifica tion of each manuscript 
has been a su bjec t of a sepa rate investiga tion. Some yea rs ago, 
just when a compe tent librarian had started with the useful j ob of 
compil ing a conco rdance between the old class ma rks a nd the new 
se ria l numbers, the situation was compounded by transferring a 
la rge part of th e co ll ec tio n to a no th er li bra ry. A conco rdance 
between the la tes t serial numbe rs and the actua l numbe rs \\'as 
su bseque ntly com pi led a nd published , but in the cases where \\'e 
know onl y the old cl ass ma rk , th e task of loca ting the m anusc ript 
in ei ther library has re ma ined as difficult as before. When I 
worked in the li brary, I was mu ch helped by the libraria n to 
overcome m y diffic ulties and to identify as many manuscrip ts as 
possible, but I was looked do,,·n upon with g rea t scorn by a schola r 
from South America w ho worked o n the ma nusc ripts concerning 
L a tin Ame rican history tha t happe n to ha, ·e been well catalogued . 
The gentleman ob\' iously felt that it was due to my incompetence 
when I had to struggle so hard while he had a n easy go ing with 
his own resea rch. 1 cannot help repeating what I wrote elsewhere : 
a man uscript w itho ut a correct a nd complete shelf mark is like a 
person w ithout a n add ress; it cannot be fo und except with the 
g rea test difficu lty. H e nce I h ave a lways made it my spec ia l busi-
ness to be accura te a nd me ti culo us in citi ng the she lf marks of 
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m a nuscripts, and I urge a ll fe ll ow scholars to follow the same 
practice. I ha,·c been scold ed as pedantic by mo re than one clas-
sica l scholar , but I shoul d like to retort that they shou ld stop 
spea king of th e Parisi nus of Vcrgil w hen the re a rc over thirty 
th ousa nd Latin ma nuscripts in the Bibliothcque Nationalc a lone, 
a nd probabl y severa l dozen ma nuscri p ts ofV crgil. 

I shou ld like to d esc ri be nex t som e of the typical results that we 
may expect from our in ves tigations. T hey arc roughly of three 
kinds. First of a ll , we may come across or discover new and pre-
, ·iously unknovvn tex ts. They sometimes d eserve to be edited, a nd 
a lways to be reco rd ed and studied. Whether they should a lways 
be a n nou nced as news in a learned j o urn al or even in a newspaper 
is a matter of taste and of circumstances. Opinions are, of course, 
d ivided as to what constitutes a d iscovery. A famous I ta lia n 
scholar once critic ized a young French coll ea gue for having 
claimed th e discovery of some manuscript texts a lthoug h the 
m a nuscripts we re duly registered in the ha ndwritten inventory of 
the respective library and a lthough thei r existence had thus bee n 
known to the di rector of that library .12 Now I do not think that a ll 
library di rectors know, or shou ld know, the content of a ll m a nu-
scripts in their collection, a nd hence I do not think it is a fruitful 
proced ure for a traveli ng schola r, as I watched some schola rs 
doing, to ask the lib rarian wha t manuscripts the re a rc in his fi eld 
o f stud y, instead of looking himself at the indices and im·cn tories. 
I n a ny case, I do not think that the va lu e of a d iscovery is dimi-
nished because the respective manuscript is listed in a ha ndwritten 
inventory. On the contrary, I a m willing to recognize as a d is-
covery even a text lis ted in a p rinted ca ta logue and record ed in its 
ind ex , provided tha t a scholar uses a manuscript for the first tim e 
and inse rts it into th e mainstream of resea rch on the respective 
subject. I f a manuscript has been cited before in the proper con-
tex t, we ca n no longer spea k or a discovery, bu t there is still some 
m erit in editing a manuscript or in studying it more tho roug hly 
even a fter it has been mentioned before. 

The second res ult of o ur inquiry may be the discovery of addi-
tional man uscrip ts conta ining a text previously known . Such dis-
coveries a re the more important, the fewer manuscripts of the 
sa me tex t had bee n known befo re. I t may be ,·cry im portan t to 
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discover a second man uscript of a tex t previously known from only 
one manuscript , whereas i t may seem less important when we 
find additional ma nuscrip ts of a tex t for which doze ns or even 
hund reds of man uscripts had been known before. However, such 
additional ma nuscripts may have th eir special importance: they 
may contain significa nt tex tual variants or even au thor's va riants, 
addi tional passages, prefaces, or epilogues; they may contain 
interesting dates, co lophons, or notes, a nd thus tell us something 
a bout the date of composition of the work, or about the scribe and 
first owner of the manuscript ; they may even supply a new a nd 
valid att ribution for a text that had been before of unknown or 
uncertain authorship. 

Thirdly, the discovery of additional manuscripts, even if they 
are unimporta n t for the text, may yield very interesting informa-
tion of a different kind . The number of manuscripts of a given text 
provides us with a sta tisti cs of its diffusion , just as the number of 
printed editions does, and the information supplied by each manu-
script a bout its own date and origin may help us to trace the 
diffusion of a tex t in terms of geography, of chronology, and of 
professional and socia l milieu. 13 

M anuscript research evokes a kind of passion or addic tion, and 
hard ly a nybod y who has ever tasted it is likely to relinquish it 
again. One factor is no doubt the close physical contac t that 
manuscript research gives us with the obj ect of our inquiry a nd 
curiosity. Another is the unending series of surprises that the study 
of ma nuscripts will bring us, because of the very fact that each 
manuscript is a unique indi vidual rather than a membe r of a 
species as most printed copies a re. M oreover, the constant accumu-
lation a nd recombina tion of interesting detai ls is inexha ustible, 
a nd apt to lead to ever new conclusions. The sum total of manu-
scripts sca ttered in the world form a kind of Bibliotheque Imaginaire, 
and in the fi elds known to me there is work for generations of 
schola rs to come. Yet we depend on the careful preservation of 
these ma nuscripts which have suffered too ma ny losses a lready 
during the past few decades; on the further progress of inven-
torizi ng a nd ca ta loguing th em, for without that we can not know 
of them or utilize them ; and on their greater accessibili ty, espe-
cia lly in the case of small and private collections. W e must a lso see 
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to it, for the continua tion a nd progress of our work , that a suf-
fi cient number of younger scholars will receive the trai n ing which 
is needed for pa rticipa ting in this enterprise, a nd which will assure 
fo r them a nd for their work the kind of li teracy that our fi eld of 
study dema nds: lang uages, and especially Lati n , a nd pa laeogra phy. 
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Excerpted from Anno's Alphabet: An Adventure in Imagination. Mitsumasa Anno's 
alphabet book is made up of paradoxical trompe l'oeil paintings full of superrcal 
details of pla usible impossibi lities and visual puns. New York: Thomas Y. 
C rowell Company. $6.95. 
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