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Invention and innovation in the writing
of texts

There were multiple modalities of the
rapport which linked the Renaissance to the
written culture of the past, and they could
all be designated by the fashionable term
inventio. Add the modern meaning of the
word to its archaic sense and one gets a
sense of its many applications. In actual
fact, one should principally distinguish
between three different philological
practices. Some passionately exhumed texts
which were lost, forgotten or unknown.
Others practised invention with ratio
disserendi, as Cicero put it, writing alleged
novelties which were, in reality, merely
selective rewritings. Finally and most
importantly, in certain cases editors
accepted publications which  were
genuinely innovative - that is, they come
close enough to meeting our modemn
understanding of  originality.  This
specificity did not proceed from the
uniqueness of the object, in the way that a
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collector of rare objects might understand
it, but rather from the capacity of authors to
collect and assemble pieces of scholarship
which had been isolated up until that point.
By making something new out of old
material authors were able to.meet the
needs of a new audience who could never
have been reached by the old texts. The
distinction between these three approaches
cannot be easily understood if one applies
our contemporary values to thewm. For this
reason we have tended to homogenise a
cultural production that was ruled by a
hierarchy of values different to our own.
Thus, the editing of ancient texts or
fragments of ancient texts generally
superseded the practice of mere quotation
as used today.6

The purpose of this article is to
observe, by means of something of a case
study, the scope of this notion of
authenticity, which must always be intrinsic
to the period of production and to its
cultural context. We will see how one of
the first practical manuals on perspective
aimed at artists and architects,7 the Due
regola della prospettiva pratica (Two Rules
of Practical Perspective®), written by the
architect Vignola, then edited and
annotated by the mathematician Egnatio
Danti (figure 1) who published the
manuscript in 1583, compares with
contemporary concepts of textuality. The
text of the Two Rules which is more of a
commentary than a critique - using these
terms in their modemn sense - reveals
characteristics belonging to each of the
above-mentioned three categories of
approach: the annotated publication of an
unedited text, the re-exposition and
explanation of its content, and the
establishment of a new kind of dialogue
between two groups, mathematicians and
artists. In spite of this structure, which is
transparent today, the text comes across as
having been inserted into the dominant
schema of its age: in order to be able to
affirm its “innovative” purpose, Danti
shields himself behind the outline of a
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now.

Vincenzo Borghini on the authenticity of
texts

To regard humanist knowledge as universal
is merely an economy of parts; it does not
permit one to identify singularities and
even less so to delimit groups. There is a
rivalry between different agents in the field
of neo-Antique knowledge. This rivalry,
masked by a fagade of consensus, is
implicitly formulated but is nevertheless
detectable in the historicising writings of
the type to be seen in our treatise. In order
to proceed, we will identify in a
contemporary text some traits inherent to
the problem of the transformation of
humanist knowledge, and we will study
their echo in Danti’s own practice.

Blaek-and-whitechalkenpaper; 1570-74,
British-Museum,; London. See Fig. 1

The editing of ancient texts is the
main subject of a letter drafted in Florence
in the 1560s by Vincenzo Borghini (figure
3). Itis true but immaterial hat Danti wasin
Florence at the time, and that he was in

direct contact with the author. After all, he
was a stranger to this business: he was not
directly concerned with the publication of
literary manuscripts in the Italian language.
It is not, then, on the activity in itself that
we should concentrate, but on the impulse
which was not rationally constructed that
emanates from the document. It is not so
much a question of assuming the traditional
position to be found in analyses of artistic
theory - that is, one that limits writing to
the domain of ideas - as it is of its result in
the interference of the theory with the real.
If we look at common concepts in
perspective in two texts which are destined
to be read by different groups, we may
avoid the possibility of any direct social
rivalry; thus we do not have to linger on
situational conflicts which could make our
analysis appear too artificial.

The questions raised are the
following: how was a humanist led to
create an instrument for understanding
which was destined to adapt the actual
past? How could he constrain it to a
preconceived coherence? What was his
method, and how did his theoretical process
relate to his practice? We do not overlook
the conditions under which the text was
designed, which seem a priori to be
exclusively cognitive (a discussion on
philology). Yet, in reality, these conditions
prove to be an instrument, a medium for
practical intervention. Borghini discusses
only opinions, but he expresses himself in
such a way as to counsel the Giunti
publishing-house. His “opinion” therefore
has the ring of authority. In this sense, it
can be compared to Danti’s text, which
purports to be a summary of facts about the
different components of perspective, but
which, in reality, functions as a formative,
practical handbook for artists, written by
someone who was close to Pope Gregory
XII.

Throughout this letter, entitled
Lettera intorno a’ manoscritti antichi,*®
Borghini addresses his recipient (whose
identity we do not know) on the
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