
177

Articoli/Articles

MEDICINA NEI SECOLI 32/1 (2020) 177-184 

Journal of History of Medicine and Medical Humanities

Key words: Book history - History of medicine - Pico della Mirandola – Library

MEDICAL WORKS IN THE LIBRARY
OF GIOVANNI PICO DELLA MIRANDOLA.

A PRELIMINARY SURVEY

OUTI MERISALO
University of Jyväskylä, FI

SUMMARY

Giovanni Pico della Mirandola (1463-1494) spent his short life exploring 
Ancient and Medieval philosophy and Christian, Jewish and Islamic 
theology in order to show the basic harmony of all beliefs.  He used his 
considerable means to put together a library for study, with thousands of 
manuscripts and printed books in Latin, Italian, Greek, Hebrew, Arabic, 
among others. The library was acquired by Cardinal Domenico Grimani 
in 1498 and brought to the chapter of Saint Anthony at Castello in Venice a 
few decades later.  Contrary to what has frequently been asserted, far from 
all of Pico’s and Grimani’s books were destroyed in the fire of 1687 that left 
Saint Anthony’s in ruins.  The reconstruction of Pico’s library is now being 
carried out in a new research project.  This article is a preliminary survey 
of the medical works listed in the inventories drafted in 1494 and 1498.

Giovanni Pico della Mirandola (1463-1494) spent his short life ex-
ploring Ancient and Medieval philosophy and Christian, Jewish and 
Islamic theology. His attempt at demonstrating the concordance 
of the philosophical and theological systems of Antiquity and the 
Middle Ages in 900 Conclusiones in 1486, to be discussed in the 
scholastic way, drew the wrath of Pope Innocent VIII, who first had 
some, then all the theses condemned as heretical by the Inquisition. 
Pico fled to France in order to escape imprisonment. Thanks to 
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Charles VIII, King of France, and Lorenzo de’ Medici, who sheltered 
him in Florence between 1488 and 1492, he did not suffer the conse-
quences of his condemnation.  It was only Alexander VI who put an 
end to Pico’s difficulties with the Church in 1493. After Lorenzo’s 
death in 1492, Pico stayed for the rest of his life in Florence, in close 
contact with Girolamo Savonarola, joining the Dominican order 
some months before his death1.
Pico’s library, which he had been putting together since his young 
years, was, according to his nephew and biographer, Gianfrancesco 
Pico (1470-1533), one of the reasons for his prodigious intellectual 
activities and output.

Ad quos mirabiles effectus tam paruo t(em)p(or)is spatio producendos: 
qui(n)q(ue) ego causas co(n)uenisse repperi: incredibile ingeniu(m); 
tenacissima(m) memoria(m): facultates amplas: quibus ad coeme(n)
dos tum nostrae: tum graecae; tum barbarae linguae libros adiutus est.  
Septe(m) quippe aureor(um) nummu(m) milia rettulisse mihi memoria 
repeto; in asciscendis sibi usq(ue) ad die(m) illam: omnifariae litteraturae 
uoluminibus: erogasse; iuge (et) infatigabile studiu(m) conte(m)ptionem 
postremo terrenaru(m) rerum (Vita Ioannis Pici. In: Opera[…]. Venetiis 
1498: f. <Avi v>)

In 1493, Pico bequeathed the books to his brother Antonio Maria, 
with the proviso that within two years he should sell them to a com-
munity of regular clerics at a price of 500 ducats or more; should this 
not come to pass, he could dispose of the books as he wished2.
A first inventory, probably made soon after Pico’s death on the re-
moval of the library from Pico’s house in Florence to the convent 
of St Mark3, transmitted in Vatican, Biblioteca Apostolica lat. 3436, 
lists, in considerable disorder, altogether 1132 items4. It seems to 
have been difficult to find a buyer. A second inventory5 was drafted 
by Antonio Pizzamano, protonotary, secretary of Cardinal Domenico 
Grimani (1461-1523), a noted scholar and bibliophile. Grimani pur-
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chased Pico’s library in 1498. In his 1523 testament the Cardinal dis-
posed of his library, bequeathing the Latin parchment manuscripts 
as well as all manuscripts in Greek, Hebrew, Armenian, Aramaic 
and Arabic to the chapter of canons of Saint Anthony of Castello in 
Venice, and all other manuscripts to his nephew Marino Grimani, 
patriarch of Aquileia6. Despite Domenico Grimani’s measures to 
protect the library after his death (e.g. a special library building 
constructed at Saint Anthony’s), a dispersion of the collection be-
queathed to the chapter already started in the mid-sixteenth century. 
The celebrated bibliophile H.J. Fugger purchased 20 volumes, now 
at the Bavarian State Library7. Further sales took place in the six-
teenth and seventeenth century. In 1650 G.F. Tomasini presents a 
considerably depleted list for Saint Anthony’s8. Consequently, when 
the library burnt down in 1687, far from all of Pico’s books were 
destroyed, contrary to what has been frequently maintained9.
As far we know, Pico did not enroll in medicine at any of the numer-
ous universities (Bologna, Padua, Ferrara, Florence, among others) 
that he attended10. The inventories show, however, that he possessed 
a significant amount of medical works current in the second half of 
the fifteenth century, not only in Latin but also in Greek, Arabic and 
Hebrew. Starting with the Articella11 and covering essential Arabo-
Latin medical authorities, such as Avicenna12 and Averroes13 (both 
in Latin), the collection also contains essential commentaries on 
Avicenna by such luminaries as Gentilis of Foligno (d. 1389)14 and 
James of Forlì (d. 1413)15. As regards Ancient medicine, Galen is pres-
ent with Ars parva and his commentary on Hippocrates’ Aphorisms, 
among others16, whereas Cornelius Celsus figures twice with De 
medicina17. Maimonides’ Aphorisms also figure in the collection18. 
A university bestseller such as the Septem sermones medicinales of 
Niccolò Falcucci (d. 1412)19 further attests to Pico’s knowledge of 
current academic medicine.  Falcucci’s well-documented reference 
work covers the medical teaching of Aristotle, Galen, Dioscorides, 
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Haly Abbas and Avicenna; extensive quotations of authors, all well 
identified, are combined with remarks inspired by personal clinical 
work20. Surgery is well represented by such authorities as Abulcasis21 
and Bruno of Longobucco22. The whole of Abulcasis’ encyclo-
paedia was, however, present in Hebrew translation23. Arnald of 
Villanova is present with Practica medicine and De gradibus24 and 
Peter of Abano with Conciliator25. Gynaecology is represented by 
the thirteenth-century bestseller Ps.-Albertus Magnus, De secretis 
mulierum26. Near-contemporary medical authors feature Giovanni 
Michele Savonarola (d. 1462?) with De balneis27 and Ugone Benci 
of Siena (d. 1448) with his Consilia28. 
This is but a brief overview of the most striking features of Pico’s 
library from the medical point of view. The inventories attest to his 
extraordinary intellectual curiosity and thirst of knowledge. The 
hunt for more of the surviving physical volumes, rarely identifiable 
by Pico’s ex-libris29, sometimes by his shelf-marks30, more often 
by Grimani’s ex-libris31 and still more often by Pico’s own annota-
tions32, will make it possible to take into consideration all the as-
pects, material and immaterial, of this library, carefully built up and 
diligently put to use, witnessing the intellectual biography of an in-
credibile ingenium.
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