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Poggio’s beginnings at the papal curia.
The Florentine brain drain and the fashioning of the humanist movement
Clémence Revest

In his always stimulating The Florentine Enlightenment 1400-50, the historian George
Holmes vigorously emphasized the decisive role of a “Florentine-curial axis” in the rise of the
humanist movement at the turn of the fifteenth century.! Holmes pointed out that many young
humanists left Florence for Rome at the end of the Western Schism and found employment in
the papal chancery, especially under the pontificate of John XXIII (r. 1410-1415), to the extent
that “during this pontificate the papal court became a center of Florentine humanism to rival if
not surpass Florence itself.”? Holmes further argued that this relative “brain drain” not only
provided professional and economic opportunities, but was also a sine qua non factor for the
prestige and the influence of the new culture of the studia humanitatis. The paradigm sketched
by Holmes, tended to de-compartmentalize the history of Florentine humanism, and to temper
an enduring campanilismo, by taking into account intellectual relations and circulations beyond
the city, articulated with other socio-political contexts, in this case the Roman curia.

Our argument is about pushing such a logic further, and showing that it allows us somehow
to reverse the point of view: in other words, to leave Florence, in order to observe the global
and reticular dynamics of development of the humanistic culture in Europe. Within this, in
return, we can re-register the itineraries and activities of the Florentines, at various levels. This
effort of realignment leads us, in a first step, to reflect on the fact that Florentine humanism
developed at least partly outside Florence, through a decisive movement of emigration. It leads
us, moreover, to go beyond a territorialized and, in a sense, regionalized vision of the birth of
the humanist movement, to arrive at thinking about the mesitself——certainly structured by
networks, hubs, and clusters—as a decentralized space of identity creation.

Such a perspective aligns with the direction of current historiography that favors a multipolar
approach to the development of humanism. In particular, this perspective, while recognizing
the prominence of Florence, integrates the city into an essential dynamic of exchanges and
flows between interconnected cultural milieus in central and northern Italy and Europe, more
broadly.* These cultural milieus varied in their nature and importance. One of the most
significant was the papal court, characterized by socio-economic attractiveness, its
cosmopolitanism, and scholarly and spiritual authority.?

Within this perspective of Florentine humanism in motion, we will focus here on the
significant case of the beginnings of Poggio Bracciolini’s career, from his arrival in Rome at
the end of the year 1403 to his departure for England in the service of Bishop Henry Beaufort
in 1418.% Apart from one particular aspect (the discovery of manuscripts in monastic libraries
of the Germanic world and the letters written during the Council of Constance), this youthful
period remains relatively little studied, and poorly documented by archival research. The
fundamental biography published by Ernst Walser in 1914 casts some light on Poggio’s path at
the pontifical chancery at the end of the schism.” However, a more systematic survey in the
pontifical archives, crossed with humanist literature, enables better understanding of his
activities, his social and institutional situation, as well as his network of relations within one of
the most important bureaucracies in the late-medieval, occidental world.



Poggio’s emigration was, from an individual point of view, the starting point of a social and
intellectual ascent, which led a young and penniless notary to become a figurehead of the
pontifical administration and humanist culture in the second quarter of the fifteenth century.
From a more global perspective, these beginnings echo those of a small group of Florentines
curialists, lovers of the studia humanitatis, who remained in constant connection with their
hometown. Finally, Poggio’s case illustrates, in an emblematic way, how much the early
fifteenth-century Roman curia was a beating heart for the nascent humanist movement, both as
a melting pot and as a European springboard.®

“You, new and unknown to all”: a story of upward mobility

The first trace of Poggio’s departure for Rome is a letter addressed to him by Coluccio
Salutati from Florence on 23 December 1403.° The famous chancellor was delighted to learn
that his young protégé had arrived without incident, and had already found a professional
situation in the service of Cardinal Landolfo Maramaldo. More precisely, Poggio probably
worked as a secretary for this Neapolitan prelate. The Florentine diplomat Maso degli Albizzi
addressed a missive to Maramaldo on 4 February 1404, in response to “quanto m’avavate fatto
scrivere per Poggio.”'" Very quickly, Poggio entered the administration of Pope Boniface IX,
with the office of scriptor apostolicus. Three letters written in Florence (two by Coluccio
Salutati, dated between 9 and 24 February 1404, and one from Leonardo Bruni, probably from
the same period) praised the promotion.!! Salutati attributed the promotion to Francesco
Piendibeni da Montepulciano, an influential apostolic secretary, whom the chancellor had long
known, and with whom he shared a love of ancient literature.!?

Both Salutati and Bruni insisted on the extraordinary and unexpected nature of the
nomination, highlighting the youth, inexperience, and poverty of Poggio. Salutati wrote: “you,
new and unknown to all, you have been placed before everyone else.”!® Bruni, meanwhile,
recalled that, “you did not bring with you to Rome any penny or anything, apart from your
virtue and your skills.”!* Poggio was indeed the son of an apothecary riddled with debts. He
had worked as a copyist, and had managed to become a notary in Florence in 1402, but had
little experience, and neither university degree nor literary opus to his credit. Poggio himself
proudly recalled, four decades later, his rapid accession to the office of scripfor in his funeral
oration in tribute to Bruni in 1444, “Meanwhile,” he wrote, “I left for the Roman curia under
the pontificate of Boniface X, and soon after my arrival I became an apostolic scribe, a useful
office that associates honesty with dignity.”!® In his Vitae quorundam pontificum (ca. 1459),
Poggio wrote of the liberality of Boniface IX:

For while he could draw from the office of scribe, which was vacant, three hundred
guilders of gold, when he heard that I was a young man of twenty-three who loved studia
humanitatis, he would not go beyond two hundred and fifty. He loved erudite men and
listened to them willingly.!®

Like Bruni, at the end of his life Poggio idealized the story of his entrance to the curia as a sign
of the coming triumph of the studia humanitatis.

More concretely, in 1404 Poggio became one of the many scriptores apostolici. These men
constituted the backbone of the apostolic chancery and enjoyed a number of privileges;



especially the status of familiaris papae, a regular income (in principle), and a priority access
to the attribution of ecclesiastical benefices and exemptions.!” Their main task was to engross
the papal letters (de cancellaria or de curia) drafted by the abbreviators or by the secretaries.
For this reason, the name “Poggius” or “Pogius” appears on the original copies of the papal
letters registered in the Registra Vaticana (letters de curia) from the first year of the pontificate
of Innocent VII. The name appears eleven times in the Registrum Vaticanum 333, mainly in the
bulls concerning legations, or diplomatic negotiations for the union of the Church.!® The oldest
example dates to 24 December 1404, in the margin of a letter relating to the mission of a
pontifical commissioner in the patrimony of Saint Peter.!” Poggio’s activity as a scribe is then
attested in a relatively regular manner (there is an average of six mentions of “Poggius” per
register between 1404 and 1415), notwithstanding the vicissitudes of the curia in those years of
crisis.?’

In fact, during a sudden revolt of the Romans on 6 August 1405, Poggio was compelled, like
all his colleagues, to flee the city in haste and to go to Viterbo with the pope.?! This is confirmed
by the pontifical letters from Viterbo that contain the mention “Poggius.”?* His time in Viterbo
is also revealed through a striking account that he recorded in the Vitae quorundam pontificum:

It was around noon and overwhelming heat oppressed those many who fled the fury of the
people. I myself, who was only a teenager, had heard a noise, and, wanting to know what it
was, | saw corpses being transported across the bridge. As I was at the palace, seeing
everyone ready to flee and having covered myself, I walked the road and I almost did not
escape.?

Once peace was restored, Poggio returned with the curia to Rome in the spring of 1406. Soon
after, he learned of the death of his mentor, Coluccio Salutati. He wrote a letter to Niccolo
Niccoli on 15 May, full of sadness and regret. “The wound might have been a little lighter,” he
claimed, “if I could have seen him alive at least once after going to Rome.”?* A safe conduct
from Innocent VII directed to the attention of “magister Pogius de Florentia, scriptor litterarum
apostolicarum, familiaris noster” on 24 August, shows that he left the city again in the summer,
and it is clear he traveled to Florence and to the Mezzogiorno in the following months.?> Poggio
returned to the curia, and resumed his activities as a scribe, at the beginning of 1407, after the
coronation of Gregory XII. Letters in the registers of the Venetian pontiff contain the mention
“Poggius” from 18 February.?® The young scriptor soon confronted political events relating to
the Western Schism, after the failure of negotiations between the rival popes in the autumn of
1407.%7 The breakdown forced Poggio to follow the successive movements of Gregory XII in
Tuscany. He was in Lucca in February 1408; and in Siena during the summer.?® During this
time, most of the pope’s cardinals revolted, joining dissident cardinals from the Clementist
obedience, and announced the organization of a general council in Pisa.

Like most Roman curialists, Poggio left Gregory XII and went to Florence before the winter
of 1408-1409.%° Doubtless, he shared the general indignation against the pontiff, to whom
Poggio referred several times in his later writings. In the Vitae quorundam pontificum, he
evoked a hypocritical and incompetent pope, surrounded by greedy nephews.** He devoted one
of his famous Facetiae to a story comparing Gregory to a “mountebank,” who, after having
made false promises for a long time, “turned his back on the spectators and presented them his



ass.”! Similarly, in his treatise Contra hypocritas (1447), Poggio denounced, through the
interlocutor Carlo Marsuppini, the acts of the pontiff and his entourage as examples of the
corrupting power of ambition. He singled out Giovanni Dominici, named cardinal by Gregory,
for scathing recriminations, and supported his claims in the first person of the humanist: “I for
my part, I said, witnessed this, Carlo, I participated at that time in all these things.”*?

No evidence survives to document Poggio’s participation in the Council of Pisa, which
opened on 25 March 1409 and concluded with the election of Alexander V on 26 June.
However, Poggio quickly resumed his office in the new Pisan chancery. He again followed the
roaming papal administration, and “Poggius” appears on an original papal bull dated 24
November 1409 in Pistoia.>? After the sudden death of Alexander V, the name appears again in
the registers of the new Pope, John XXIII, in Bologna in June 1410 and then in Rome on 1 May
1411.34 Above all, some of these archival documents show that Poggio also exercised the office
of abbreviator, which consisted of drafting the minutes of apostolic letters.>> John XXIII
confirmed this position by a letter of grace issued on 14 November 1411, which introduced
Poggio as a scriptor apostolicus, a papal familiar, and an abbreviator.® In this document, we
learn furthermore that he obtained the office of scripfor of the apostolic penitentiary, previously
held by Leonardo Bruni. Poggio enjoyed promotion in the year immediately following the
Council of Pisa. In the context of reorganization of the curia, promotions also favored the career
of other less well-known humanists, such as Benedetto da Piglio.?’

The activities related to his appointment in the apostolic penitentiary are not known, but
Poggio continued to work as an apostolic scribe in the service of John XXIII, always at the
mercy of an extremely eventful political situation. In June 1413, the invasion of Rome by the
troops of King Ladislaus of Naples drove the curia from the city.*® The pope had to stay several
months at the gates of Florence in the monastery Sant’Antonio del Vescovo, where Poggio
engrossed apostolic letters.>® He followed the pontiff until the new general council took place
in Constance. The name “Poggius” appears in the documents produced in the German city from
February 1415.4°1t is likely, at this moment, that Poggio became an apostolic secretary. On 23
February 1415, an apostolic letter was issued in favor of “magistro Poggio Gucii [ ...] secretario
and scriptori nostro,”*! and on 18 March, a certain Andrea Acolitus from the diocese of Poitiers
was instituted as a tabellion (a public notary) after the examination “per dilectum filium
magistrum Pogium Gucii secretarium nostrum.”*

If the office of apostolic secretary was still relatively new and informal at the beginning of
the fifteenth century, it already designated a type of elite of rhetor, who was directly linked to
the pope. The office became, precisely at the end of the Western Schism, a specific target for
humanists’ recruitment.* In addition to their professional and institutional aspects, all Poggio’s
offices offered privileged access to the ecclesiastical benefices that were processed by the
chancery. Indeed, Poggio received two canonries with prebends in the diocese of Bordeaux,
one in the cathedral and one in the monastery Saint-Seurin beyond-the-walls.**

The letter of 23 February 1415, mentioned above, indicates that Poggio had filed a petition
and consequently the pope revoked all concessions that could prejudice the possession of these
benefices. In short, the letter suggests that Poggio already held the canonries in principle, but
that other clerks were obstructing the execution of the grace. On 15 March 1416, Poggio
complained in a letter to Guarino Veronese: “I hoped to join you [in Florence], but a new
impediment occurred: indeed disputes are being prepared against me about a benefit.”* The



litigation lasted throughout the Council of Constance, dragging on while the humanist and his
colleagues awaited the council’s uncertain outcome. On 22 May 1417, the letter in his favor
from 23 February 1415 was registered at the special request of Cardinal Vice-Chancellor Jean
de Brogny.* Soon after, Poggio took his place in the chancery of Martin V (elected in
November 1417), and his name as an apostolic scribe appears in a petition dated 9 December
1417.47 However, when the pope descended to the other side of the Alps and arrived in Mantua
in the autumn of 1418, Poggio chose to enter the service of the Bishop of Winchester, Henry
Beaufort. He followed Beaufort to Normandy, then to London, where he remained for four
years.*® Despite the vagaries of the crisis, the young Florentine who went to Rome “new and
unknown to all” crossed the steps of a kind of curial cursus honorum. His career might not have
been, at that moment, bright or lucrative enough for his taste, but was certainly already
remarkable.

Poggio’s ascent on the scholarly plane was also impressive. When he left Florence, he was
a young and a rather inconspicuous protégé of Salutati. He was not, for example, mentioned by
Bruni in the Dialogi ad Petrum Paulum Histrum.** However, from his early years at the curia,
Poggio was already engaged in research that later established his reputation. Just after arriving
in Rome, for example, he gathered a first epigraphic collection (not preserved). Salutati praised
him, writing “I see now that fairly soon you will give us the whole Urbs, thanks to these ancient
inscriptions.”® He also searched for lost classical writings, since Bruni mentioned in two letters
to Niccoli at the end of 1406 that Poggio was in Campania looking for antiquitates, in particular
in the library of Montecassino.>!

Some volumes copied by Poggio during the period are also preserved and, what is
particularly important, they testify to his participation in the development of the new script
all’antiqua.>? If he is no longer regarded today as the isolated inventor of humanistic writing, it
is clear that at the beginning of the fifteenth century, in Florence and then in the curia, Poggio
actively contributed to its development. Several manuscripts dated from these early years are
attributed to him, in particular volumes containing Cicero’s correspondence to Atticus (dating
to 1408), Jerome’s Latin translation of Eusebius’ Chronicle (completed at the curia of
Gregory XII in Siena, between December 1408 and January 1409) and Cicero’s first book of
Academica and De legibus (dating, according to his son Jacopo, to the pontificate of John
XXIII).>* Additionally, the script all ‘antiqua appears in papal documentation, specifically in a
fragment of a rotulus of payment of apostolic scribes written between the autumn of 1405 and
the summer of 1408, which has been attributed to Poggio by Cesare Scalon.>*

Last, Poggio already professed radical ideas in favor of the studia humanitatis and had
adopted the sarcastic tone that became one of his hallmarks. Two letters written by Coluccio
Salutati from Florence a few months before his death (17 December 1405 and 26 March 1406)
reflect these characteristics. Salutati wrote about the debates agitating the correspondence
between Poggio and himself.>> The old master opposed the anti-modern positions adopted by
Poggio, asking, “Where does it come from, Poggio, that you want the older ones to have so far
surpassed those who came after, in an incomparable way?*® He commented upon Poggio’s
radical stylistic demands, and warned him against his imprudent taste for satire.

However, the years of the Council of Constance clearly marked a crucial acceleration in
Poggio’s intellectual trajectory. At this moment, he became a renowned author and antiquarian.
Only two letters and an epigram written in tribute to Salutati survive from the years before



Constance. However, in the space of two years, between 1416 and 1417, Poggio, compelled to
otium, composed his first important works: the letters about the Baths of Baden (18 May 1416),
the trial and execution of Jerome of Prague (30 May 1416), and the discovery of Quintilian’s
complete manuscript in Saint Gall (15 December 1417); the orations addressed to Emperor
Sigismund to call for the end of the schism (ca. 1416), and to the council fathers about the
reform of ecclesiastical manners (summer 1417), and those composed for the funeral of
Cardinal Francesco Zabarella (late September 1417).%7 Poggio’s cultural and moral ideals, as
well as his rhetorical skills began to appear in these texts, many of which—notably the letter
on Jerome of Prague and the funeral oration for Zabarella—spread across Europe. His notoriety
developed simultaneously, thanks to his finds in the monastic libraries of Cluny, Saint Gall,
Murbach, Fulda, Langres, and Cologne between summer 1415 and summer 1417, some of
which are attested by autograph copies.*® The most famous of his rediscoveries was, of course,
the complete copy of the Institutes of Oratory, which the humanist and his friends publicized
by staging it as a heroic rescue of Latin literature from Germanic barbarism.* This epic manner
of representing the quest for lost manuscripts immediately made Poggio famous and was
integrated into the powerful mythology of humanism. In short, Poggio’s first fifteen years in
the curia were a pivotal point in his professional, social, and intellectual rise. Away from
Florence, he arrived at the front of the political and literary scene.

Poggio and his brothers: a Tuscan sodalitas at the papal chancery

Poggio’s individual route fit into a broader phenomenon of sociability, which contributed to
the development of the humanist movement. It did this first through a small group of Tuscan
scholars active at the papal chancery in the early fifteenth century. During that period, Poggio
belonged to a group of compatriots who shared the same literary tastes, the same reverence
toward Coluccio Salutati, and who worked together in the apostolic bureaucracy. In Salutati’s
last letter addressed to Poggio, dated 26 March 1406, the chancellor wrote: “You left, as well
as others, to the Roman curia, which I hope will be happy and fruitful.”®® He referred in
particular, as he immediately specified, to Leonardo Bruni, who arrived in Rome on March
1405, also in search of better employment.5!

The two friends had already bonded through a common erudite thirst and the same radical
desire to revive the aetas priscorum. They shared the joys and hopes of their research, and kept
in regular contact with Niccolo Niccoli in Florence. In January 1416, Bruni evoked both the
difficulties of his own project to write the history of the Florentine people, and joy at the
discovery of two Ciceronian speeches by Poggio.%? In the same way, Poggio expressly asked
Niccoli to read Bruni his letter on the Baths of Baden, quoting in passing the maxim cum
amicorum inter communia omnia sint.®> This intellectual complicity was nourished by a deep
familiarity between these scholars, who greeted each other with a “my dear brother.” Indeed,
Bruni, returning from his wedding in Arezzo in 1412, made a detour to Terranova to visit the
family of his friend.®

Such a friendship was fueled, between 1405 and 1415, by their professional collaboration at
the papal chancery. As soon as he arrived in Rome, Bruni was propelled to the rank of apostolic
secretary; an exceptional promotion, probably instigated by Innocent VII to make himself
agreeable to the chancellor of Florence, and Bruni boasted about it.%> At Bruni’s death in 1444,
Poggio claimed in his funeral oration that he was at the origin of the recruitment, since he had



extolled the merits of Bruni in the curia and used his influence with two curialists. This assertion
is not corroborated by any other source.%

The pontifical archives attest that soon after Bruni’s arrival, the two worked together to write
the papal correspondence. In January 1406, a safe conduct, copied in a register of Innocent VII,
presents for the first time together the names “Poggius” and “L. de Aretio,” respectively as
scribe and as secretary.S” Taking into account moments of rupture, and absences due to the
vagaries of the curia and personal vicissitudes, it is clear that the two friends collaborated
regularly. Out of the seventy-two papal letters copied by Poggio which can be inventoried,
almost half (thirty-five) were drafted by Bruni.®® This close collaboration undoubtedly went
hand in hand with mutual solidarity in career advancement. For example, when Bruni was in a
delicate situation at the end of the year 1408 and left for the baths of Petriolo, he said that he
was waiting for Poggio’s advice. “I have”, he wrote, “more consideration for you than for any
people who are inside and even outside the curia: you can judge with more ease than all the
others, to help me more firmly.”%® When Poggio obtained the office of scribe in the apostolic
penitentiary previously held by Bruni in November 1411, it is likely that this transfer resulted
from an arrangement between them. Thus, it is not surprising that, when Poggio sought support
in 1426 to defend the dignity of the apostolic secretaries, he asked his friend to write to
Martin V.70

Salutati, in referring to the Florentine emigrants in 1406, probably also thought of Jacopo
Angeli da Scarperia. Jacopo was one of his closest disciples, who had left for Rome in 1401.7!
Jacopo was also another inventor of the humanistic script and one of the first translators of
Greek at the turn of the fifteenth century. He was probably scriptor apostolicus from 1403 (his
name appears in the registers as “Ja. Angelus”), before he became abbreviator under Gregory
XII and, briefly, apostolic secretary under John XXIII.”> Angeli was notably famous as the
unfortunate competitor with Bruni for the office of secretary in 1405. After this episode, Salutati
sent him a remonstrance letter in which he underlined that, “I want, since I am a father to each
of you, that you are brothers for each other, that you take care, you cherish, you love one
another.””® Angeli, as soon as Poggio entered the curia, supplied him a manuscript of Cicero,
which he copied. Angeli died too soon (at the beginning of the year 1411) and remained in the
shadow of his two brightest compatriots.

To this small group of young Tuscan humanists, Bartolomeo Aragazzi, a native of
Montepulciano, can also be added. He entered the apostolic chancery in 1410 (his signature is
“B. de Montepoliciano™) and was passionate about studia humanitatis.”* His scholarly
friendship with Poggio was attested from the Council of Constance. There, he participated in
the search for manuscripts, and accompanied Poggio for the famous Quintilian discovery at
Saint Gall. In addition, between December 1414 and 1416, he copied a volume that contained
Poggio’s recent letter on the Baths of Baden.”> During the pontificate of Martin V (he was at
that time apostolic secretary) Aragazzi also appears as one of the interlocutors in Poggio’s
dialogue De Avaritia (ca. 1428—-1429).

Beyond these few relatively well-known figures, other less-familiar names appear discreetly
in the sources. Poggio was cited in three archival documents as a witness or a prosecutor for
Florentine officers of the papal chancery, men who were also mentioned in his correspondence
or more generally in humanist literature. For example, Zuccaro de’ Zuccheri, a Florentine
notary employed at the papal chancery from at least 1402. Zuccaro resigned from his office of



scriptor apostolicus in Florence on 9 July 1408, through his prosecutors Poggio Bracciolini and
Leonardo Bruni. He then resumed his activities at the chancery after the Council of Pisa (his
signature is “cucharus” or “zucarus).’® The same Zuccaro copied, among other things, Bruni’s
act of nomination of his own prosecutor in Florence (that is, Niccolo Niccoli) on 24 October
1410, at his first appointment as chancellor of the Signoria.”” At the same time, Zuccaro
exchanged some familiar correspondence with Bruni, who sent him two letters in December
1407 and February 1409 about curial matters, praising his “very sweet Zuccaro” and mentioning
“our Poggio.””® For his part, Poggio evoked Zuccaro’s name in several letters between 1424
and 1436, and attributed to him two of his Facetiae. In that work, he claimed to remember the
good words of “our friend,” the “most pleasant of men.””

Bartolomeo Bertini da Vincio deserves mention too. The Florentine became an apostolic
scribe in 1403, his signature is “B. de Vincio.” On 30 October 1406, he established his
prosecutor, in the presence of “Ser Poggio de Terranova, apostolic scribe,” for an expected
grace for two canonries in Florence.®° He is also mentioned in a letter Poggio wrote from
England to Niccoli in 1421. In the letter, Poggio referred to Bartolomeo as a “rather wise man”
with whom he had an epistolary exchange about the situation at the curia.®!

There are other examples as well. Marino Guadagni was a Florentine cleric who served as
secretary of Cardinal Giordano Orsini, and as scriptor apostolicus from 1409 (his signature is
“M. de Guadagnis™).%> On 23 March 1416, in Florence, Guadagni appointed as prosecutors for
his business at the Council of Constance three of his colleagues at the chancery, all Tuscan—
Poggio Bracciolini, Bartolomeo Aragazzi and Baronto da Pistoia (Baronto di Filippo de’
Cremonesi, whose mention in the papal letters is “B. de Pistorio”)—as well as a Florentine
merchant following the curia, Aldighiero di Francesco Biliotti.?* Guadagni continued his career
at the curia and, twenty years later, he was the dedicatee of a youthful work of Leon Battista
Alberti: the Latin translation of the Life of Saint Potitus.®* 1t is worth noting, in passing, that
two of Guadagni’s prosecutors, the apostolic scribe Baronto da Pistoia and the merchant
Aldighiero Biliotti (then in charge of the business of the Alberti bank at the curia) also appear
in Poggio’s Facetiae: in three tales recounted by Baronto’s cook, Giannino, and in one told by
Biliotti about the Florentine merchants in Avignon.%

Ultimately, a network of Tuscan emigrants in the curia (in the chancery in particular)
emerged around Poggio, composed of colleagues more or less involved in the development of
studia humanitatis. They were linked by a system of exchange of services, and by the bawdy
conviviality later described by the humanist as the “Bugiale.” These men, connected to Poggio,
composed the “the first generation of the Florentines in Renaissance Rome,” as evoked in
Arnold Esch’s works.%

Living in a beating heart of humanism

Poggio’s beginnings at the curia went beyond this close group of Tuscans. In Rome, the
Florentine integrated himself into a cosmopolitan world of office holders and clerics, in which
he expanded his circle of friends and protectors. He created valuable links with other leading
humanists, especially from northern Italy. For example, Antonio Loschi, the former chancellor
of Gian Galeazzo Visconti, came to Rome in the summer of 1406 for an embassy in the service
of the Republic of Venice.’” Appointed apostolic secretary by Gregory XII, the Vicentine
worked in the service of the papacy particularly from the pontificate of John XXIII, during



which he collaborated with Poggio. A pontifical letter dated from Bologna on 29 July 1410,
bears both signatures (“A. de Luschis” for the secretary, “Poggius” for the scribe). Moreover,
this letter granted safe conduct to the Paduan humanist, Ognibene Scola, who had been at the
curia since the end of 1409.%8 The following month, Poggio also engrossed the letter that granted
safe conduct to Antonio Loschi himself (18 August 1410).8° The erudite exchanges between
Bruni and Loschi during the same period are well attested (especially about Bruni’s Greek
translations). In addition, the Vicentine appears repeatedly in the Facetiae and, in the preface
to book one of the De varietate, Poggio recalled their rides in the middle of Roman ruins. These
pieces of evidence suggest his close professional and personal relations with Poggio after the
Council of Constance.”

Poggio interacted with other humanists from outside of Tuscany. At the chancery Poggio
had the opportunity to meet Cencio dei Rustici, a young Roman, whose passion for Antiquity
equaled Poggio’s.”! Cencio was appointed apostolic scribe on 15 September (his signature in
the papal letters is “Cincius” or “Cencius”), then secretary in 1414.°2 Like Bartolomeo
Aragazzi, Cencio participated in the expeditions to Saint Gall in 1416, and addressed a letter
about the finds to his old teacher Francesco da Fiano.”® Still in the curia, Poggio befriended
Guarino Veronese who, in February 1410, accompanied the Byzantine ambassadors, Demetrios
and Johannes Chrysoloras.”* Guarino impressed Leonardo Bruni, who recommended him to
Niccoli in Florence.”® Poggio and Guarino then began an epistolary exchange, the first traces
of which can be traced back to 1416. In that year, Poggio informed Guarino of his discoveries
of manuscripts and the latter sent him the De re uxoria written by a promising young Venetian
humanist, Francesco Barbaro. Poggio, in turn, showed the opus to his colleagues Cencio dei
Rustici and Biago Guasconi.”®

In general, Poggio’s career in the service of the popes, his activities as well as his travels and
encounters, echo those of many other humanists, more or less famous, at the same time. The
papal curia at the end of the Western Schism was a melting pot for the humanist movement, not
only in terms of relations between Rome and Florence, but at least for all of north-central Italy.
Beyond regional affiliations, it was a common area of collaboration and exchange. There
humanists could build relationships with potential protectors, especially cardinals, interested in
their studies. Poggio, as shown above, wrote a funeral oration in Constance in tribute to
Francesco Zabarella, a Paduan cardinal who was one of the most important jurists of his time,
as well as a fervent admirer of Petrarch.’” In the same way, Leonardo Bruni concluded some of
the letters he wrote to Poggio with greetings addressed to prelates involved in the development
of humanism. For example, in 1416, in two of his letters composed from Florence, he asked
Poggio to greet the cardinals Francesco Zabarella, Alamanno Adimari, and Branda Castiglione,
and the bishops Francesco Piendibeni and Bartolomeo Capra.”® These are some of the clues to
a sociability woven between ecclesiastical power and humanist culture, and that created the
career opportunities in which Poggio thrived.

At the curia Poggio used those first years serving the popes as an occasion to build a
constellation of eminent and pan-European connections. It is very likely that Poggio’s ties with
certain cardinals’ households shaped his early career, starting with Maramaldo’s household
during his early years in Rome. Among this familia was Petrillo Filomarino, who derived from
a powerful and ancient lineage of the Neapolitan nobility.”® When Poggio arrived at the curia,
in fact, Petrillo was Boniface IX’s parent and camerarius.'* His relationship with Poggio in



the cardinal household probably led this high-ranking curialist to befriend other humanists, as
we can deduce from a long letter sent to him from Leonardo Bruni in the early summer of 1408,
and from the Facetiae that Poggio attributed to him.!'”! The Bolognese cleric Francesco
Pizolpasso was also in the service of Cardinal Maramaldo around 1400. Pizolpasso’s interest in
humanist culture and links with Bruni and Poggio are well known.!?? Coluccio Salutati, in an
undated letter, addressed him as the “secretary of the lord of Bari [Maramaldo],” which was
obviously his first office in the curia before he became camerae clericus around 1410.1%3 These
pieces of evidence suggest that Pizolpasso could have been Poggio’s intermediary for his entry
into the service of Maramaldo in late 1403.

It was, however, in the entourage of Cardinal Francesco Uguccione (died 14 July 1412),
archbishop of Bordeaux, that Poggio seems to have found the most profitable support. He
indicated that he joined the cardinal’s familia amid his Vitae quorundam pontificum, stating
that he “entered with the cardinal of Bordeaux™ at the conclave that took place during the
Council of Pisa in 1409.1% His proximity to the cardinal also appeared through the joke about
Gregory XII that is attributed to Uguccione in the Facetiae, in which Poggio describes the
cardinal as “a serious man of exceptional wisdom.”!%° These links were related to the benefices
in the diocese of Bordeaux that the Florentine received in 1415, which also involved other of
Uguccione’s familiars. The connections bore fruit for Poggio. An original bull of John XXIII,
drafted by Poggio (signed “Poggius”) and dated 1 June 1412, ordered that a canonry with
prebend in the cathedral of Bordeaux be conferred on Pey Berland, secretary of Cardinal
Francesco Uguccione.!* In addition to being a new document related to the young Gascon
cleric Pey Berland, the bull also highlights the way Poggio had access, through his relations
with cardinal Uguccione, to the benefices with prebends in this diocese. !

Finally, Poggio’s Bordeaux ties also stretched to England. This is confirmed by a bull of
Martin V dating back to the spring of 1423, which was published by Ernst Walser.!%® It states
that Richard Petworth, the secretary of Bishop Henry Beaufort, exchanged a canonry with
prebend in the diocese of Bordeaux. This canonry, says the letter, was previously transferred
by Poggio Bracciolini, “cleric of the diocese of Arezzo, scribe of apostolic letters and pontifical
abbreviator,” who had not managed to take possession of it. Poggio’s transfer to Petworth took
place after the confirmation of the grace to the Florentine, on 22 May 1417, presumably after
his departure for England, when he despaired of settling this dispute and preferred to find an
(unknown) arrangement with a new colleague. There is no doubt that the enduring friendship
he forged with Petworth (to whom he continued to write throughout his life) was nourished by
an exchange of services between familiars of Beaufort.!”

For Poggio, as for other Italian humanists of his generation, the integration into the world of
the curia was, in many ways, a social springboard to the “ruling classes.”'!? It opened to him
the doors of a European audience. His departure for England was in this respect comparable to
the departures of Bartolomeo Capra and Pier Paolo Vergerio for Buda, in the service of Emperor
Sigismund, at the end of the Council of Constance.!!! Poggio Bracciolini was a Florentine who
spent almost fifty years in the service of the papacy and, from the outset, this choice of
professional emigration paid off. As summed up by Guido Cappelli, “beyond the appellation
[florentinus] Poggio owed everything to the curia.”!!'? Through the study of this first youth in
Rome (and elsewhere, depending on the crisis) the dynamics of Florentine humanism “outside
the walls” emerge: the shaping of the humanist movement in the first decades of the fifteenth



century is thus glimpsed through a Florence—Rome axis born from the shared hope of social
mobility, but also from the spread of this culture, in Italy and soon in Europe.
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