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I.  The Origin of the Oriental Collection in the Laurentian Library of Florence
In 1584, Cardinal Ferdinando de' Medici (1549-1608), Great Duke of Tuscany since 1587, founded the Stamperia Orientale Medicea in Rome in order to promote the publication of books inspired by the principles of the Council of Trent, that is, texts useful in preaching to Muslims and in refuting the rites of Eastern Christianity.  The publishing house acquired original manuscripts in Hebrew, Persian, Arabic, Turkish, Syriac, and Coptic, and began publishing sacred texts, grammatical and linguistic references, and later, scientific and secular literature.  In 1684, this “Oriental Collection” travelled from Rome to Florence, among other locations, where it was distributed to the Laurentian and the Medici Palatine Libraries.  The original manuscripts were procured primarily by two brothers, Giovanni Battista and Gerolmao Vecchietti, during their missions in Egypt and Syria from 1584 to 1597.  Giovanni, who eventually became an orientalist, lived in Persia for several years and, on numerous occasions during his travels (1599-1608), ventured as far east as Agra and Delhi, India.  
One-hundred-eight additional volumes, many of which have been deemed quite valuable, came to the Stamperia Medicea thanks to a purchase made possible by Ferdinand de Medici in 1586, from the private collection of the erudite bibliophile, Nimat Allah Asfar da Mardin, the Patriarch of Antioch, referred to as “Mons. Patriarca” in inventories and archives.  Considered a “Bessarione of the Arab-Ottoman countries,” this old Patriarch considered this contribution a permanent diplomatic mission toward the reunification of Eastern and Roman Churches.  

With these acquisitions, along with others from Ethiopia and the Levant (Aleppo and Pera), the first great collection of oriental texts across Europe in the late Renaissance appeared in print at Monte d’Oro in Rome.  The first texts included those of Euclid and  Apollonio Pergeo from Arabic, the medical canon of Avicenna, as well as the astronomical tables of Khajeh Naseer e din Tusi, and Ulugh Beg.  These great scientific texts acquired the garb of the counter-reformation, and were accompanied by lengthy religious proclamations.  The founder of the Roman Academy of Lincei, F. Cesi, as well as Galileo, showed great interest in the publication of the scientific texts, the fame of which quickly spread among scientists and orientalists all over Europe.

A third source of original manuscripts to the Stamperia Medicea is the polyglot, Giovanni Battista Raimondi.  After traveling to Hormuz  and India, this Platonist, member of the Roman confraternity of Artists I Virtuosi of the Pantheon, and lecturer of mathematics and philosophy at Sapienza from 1575, Raimondi was a versatile intellectual and proto-orientalist.  His surviving letters are testimony to the work of a copier with great interpretations, a commanding knowledge of Arabic, and remarkable achievements probing and decoding oriental texts in their original Arabic, Turkish, and Persian. 

The oriental manuscripts of the Stamperia Medicea were transferred and relocated many times before they arrived at their present location, primarily in the Fondo Palatino of the Laurentian Library in Florence.  Other portions of the collection reside in the National Library and the State Archives in Florence, as well as in Venice, Naples, the Vatican, Paris, and perhaps also in Bologna, and elsewhere.  Before becoming part of the Granducal Laurentian library in Florence, from the storehouses of the Palazzo Vecchio and Palazzo Pitti, the Oriental Collection, as Medicean property, seems to have passed through Villa Medici in Rome in 1595. 
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II.  Relevance to the Social Foundations II Course
Reading assignments prior to the visit:  Eugene Rice’s “Rise of Humanist Education” in 
Foundations of Early Modern Europe by Schwoebel, “The New Barbarian” in The Shadow of the Crescent, The Renaissance Image of the Turk, and selections from Nancy Bisaha’s Creating East and West.
The thematic context for this site visit was the rise of the Liberal Arts and Humanities during the Renaissance.  Before the visit, students had become familiar with the idea that the production of knowledge and the emergence of the Humanities have never been politically neutral.  Our examination of selected texts from the Oriental Manuscript collection of the Laurentian Library revealed that the relationship of the humanists (as well as the ruling classes in the West) to the Islamic world and its knowledge, was both ambivalent and ambiguous.  It showed that as early as the 15th Century, there existed in Florence an interest in Persian, Arabic, and Islamic texts.  The character of this interest, as we shall see, complicates the impression created by scholars such as Rice, Schwoebel, and Bisaha.
Our visit began with a short presentation on the history of the construction of the monumental library, designed by Michealangelo Buonarotti and commissioned by Clement VII, the second Medici Pope, after Leo X.  This was followed by an account of the history of the collections and manuscript acquisition at the Library.  After a review of the space created by Michealangelo, as well as of the readership, patrons, and the politics, I moved to the examination of the texts themselves.  The first collection came from the private collection of the Medicis, kept in boxes throughout the 16th century until 1571, when the library was opened to the public.  
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Students on Michealangelo’s Staircase to the Library.
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Presentation of the texts at the hall of d’Elci

III.  Representative Persian and Arabic Manuscripts displayed, examined, and discussed at Monumental Aula d’Elci 
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I researched and selected representative manuscripts and texts from three historical periods exemplifying three distinct logics of acquisition by the Medicis in the 15th, 16th and 17th centuries.

1.  Texts from the original 15th Century collection, the Pluto Collection (3000 total volumes), originating from the private collection of the Medicis  
These texts were shelved and chained to the consultation tables in Michaelangelo’s famous Reading Room before entering Aula d’Elci.  Students were able to connect the relation of texts to the historical accounts they had read in Schoewbels; specifically, to the fact that Lorenzo the Magnificent had employed a Greek humanist as the director of his library.  These books could well have been purchased by the Filelfos or Lascaris, humanists about whom we have read.  

The single most important discovery here is that there certainly was an Arabic readership in Florence as early as the 15th century.  There was certainly someone in the Medici court, as early as the 15th century, who read Arabic. This certainty could constitute a new area of research for any of our students to pursue.  

1) Plut. 44.23 
A very strange and unexpected text: a pocket Quran! 2” by 2”.  Note the book cover with the Medici ensigns, identical to all the original 3000 texts from the private Medici collection that came from the Palazzo Medici across the Piazza.
2) Plut. 44.20:
Astrological text in Ottoman and Arabic.   Ketabe Tale ol Molood.  by Sheikh Jaffar. A collection of myseries, the title means Ascendence of Birth.
We looked at “incantations,’  p.106, and graphs and numerology, pp. 104, 103.

Containing occult interpretations, futurology, study of the planets, it is partly an oratory dedication to Mohamed.  Additional information translated  from Codici Ms Orientali A,  a 17th century catalogue: Giaphar Sadik, father Mohamed Bachero, and mother Omma, lived in Medina  in the 8th-century.  He was from the house of Abu Bakr, the first khalif after the death of Mohamed.  He had the title of Sheik.  This is copy of a very early text, which  had circulated in the Islamic world evidently for seven centuries.   This text is dated 1509, and appears in 4 different Arabic characters.  It has 117 pages.
3) Pluto: 88.01 
Imami Scehabeddini Acmetis  Shahab e din Admadi.  A historical, political literary scientific moralist argument, in 30 chapters. Decription from Codici Orientali:  Shahab o dine Ahmed, son of Ibn Noveriri Imam, wrote this book in 1331.  He was born in Gaza in Palestine, in 767 AD.  These are excerpts from an older version, an 8th-century author who lived in Gaza Palestine, Ben Edris Abdalmothlebi, Abu abdallah Mahomed, Sciapheitica.  He made his pilgrimage (Haj) in.  813 AD. 
B.  Example of texts from the Stamperia Medici est. 1575 (discussed above) 
The manuscripts procured mainly by the Vecchietti brothers, Raimondi, and Asfar the Patriarch of Antioch, another Bassarion, for the Stamperia Orientale Medicea in 1570s and 1580.  The historical logic of this acquisition and its importance to the development of humanist and scientific learning is discussed above.
1) Ms. Or 24
Khaj Naseer - din- Tusi, an astronomer, biologist, chemist, mathematician, philosopher, physician, physicist, scientist, and religious authority.  This text is a major astronomical treatise, it was written and dedicated for prince Ilkhanid, the Mongol Sovereign of Iran, Hulagu khan, 1256-1265.  It was brought in by the Viechietti brothers (see first section above).  It is a copy of the original, and is dated end of 13th and beginning of 14th century.  It begins with a comparative calendar, a historical account, a dedication page.  Pages 25, 26 and 27 consist of astronomical tables of planetary movements, completed in 1272.  This was the system used for measuring planetary movements, until the heliocentric model of Copernicus. 
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Ms. Or 24
2) Ms. Or 232 
Another noted compendium of astronomical tablets,  completed in 1438, in the observatory of Samargand, under the patronage of Timurid Prince, Ulugh Beg (1394, 1449), in collaboration with other scientists.  This was studied in Europe until the end of 17th century.  This book is dated 1522, and thus is a copy.  It was sent by. Pat.ca, Namat allah Asfar (See discussion above).
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Or 232
3) Ms. Or 429
Subhat al Akhbar.   The “Rosario della Storia,” is a magnificent roll is a genealogical tree of the great legitimate dynasties according to the Irnico- Ottoman tradition.  It begins at the creation of the world with Adam, and ends in 1566 with the reign of Sultan Salim khan.  This is a very rare copy.
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4) Ms. Or 205

A rare medical, anatomical treatise. Dar Tashrihe Aaza.  In poetic form, of Radi al din Sulayman Isfahani.  Biya beshno aknoon to tashrihe ozv; agar bashadat meil tashih ozv. (image above)
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5) Ms. Or 338

Eskandarname.  It is a copy of  Nezami’s Eskandaraname.  This is one of the numerous volumes purchased for the collection.  It is dated 1372.  There is ample evidence that the humanists at the Medici court were exceedingly interested in various copies of Nezami’s text.
6) Ms. Or 334
Saadi, Bustan, a very simple copy, does not have the usual elaborations.  A marginal note in the text notes that it was brought by one of the Vecchietti brothers from Cairo.  I have seen in the archives at least 10 manuscripts of Saadi poems in the Medici collection.  Again, evidence of great interest in the Persian poet’s work. 
C.  The third category of texts are two exquisite illuminated manuscripts presented as gifts by Mustafa Pasha, the Ottoman commander in Egypt to Ferdinand II, Grand Duke of Tuscany
These are completely different types of objects. We discussed how different they are from the other texts so far examined. We considered at them as 1) art objects; 2) stately tributes; and 3) as self-presentation and political propaganda by a contending empire in the 17th century.  Can we compare this gift giving to the image of the Magi, the Eastern kings bringing tribute and gifts to Jesus?  Or is it political propaganda by the Ottomans, the so-called “barbarians,” exhibiting their achievements?   The content of these stories remain absolutely secular and non-religious.
1) Ms. Or 5. 

Shahnameh of Ferdowsi. Persian National Epic.  Ferdowsi 1000 AD.   The narrative begins with mythic times and ends with historical period of  post-Arab conquest.  

Page: 136 The Royal Court: [image: image13.jpg]



Page 192 back.  rostam va sohrab[image: image14.jpg]



Page 665 v Chogan (game of Polo originating in Iran. Did not take a photograph, unfortunatlry.

Page: 226 Siavash va farangis[image: image15.jpg]



109 the two people friends and enemies[image: image16.jpg]



2) Ms. Or 11. 

Nezami: 12th Century, Persian epic poet at the court of Sassanid and Saljuqi kings.  His poems are dedicate to various kings.   His works include:  Makhzan al Asrar, khosrow and shirin, Layli and Majnoon, Haft Paykar, and Eskandar Nameh.
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Page:  41V. 
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· 101V.  Layli o Majnun  
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P. 191. The story of Bahram Gur.
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