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In an ancient parchment, the family universe of L. B. Alberti

Discovery of the genealogical tree drawn up personally by the great humanist. It will be displayed for the first time at the exhibition in Palazzo Strozzi. Here’s what it contains and what it signifies.

Florence – The small but precious treasure was hidden away in box number 4. A genealogical tree on a crumpled parchment measuring 14 centimetres by 25, written in a handwriting so minute as to be almost illegible. An apparently insignificant document which for centuries never attracted the least attention from archivists and academics. Now, however, it has been revealed to be a text of considerable importance, written by Leon Battista Alberti in person, which will be displayed for the first time in the exhibition devoted to him to be held in Palazzo Strozzi (11 March – 23 July, www.albertiefirenze.it).

It was discovered recently by the palaeographer Paola Massalin during the reorganisation of the Alberti fond in the Mori Ubaldini degli Alberti La Marmora archive in Biella, which together with other archive fonds of the same family is part of the documentary heritage entrusted to the Centro Studi Generazioni & Luoghi set up by Francesco Alberti La Marmora.

The parchment was conserved in box number 4 together with another 11 genealogical trees from various periods. It is not the classic manuscript in the strict sense, and nor is it a true document. “It is, however, something much more precious,” explains Massalin, “folded over several times, so that it was easy to carry, it was conceived and compiled by Leon Battista Alberti for personal use, possibly as a working instrument for the composition of one of his most important treatises, the four famous Libri della Famiglia, in which he uses his own relatives to sketch out the model of the ideal Family.” 


According to the palaeographer, this genealogical tree offers new elements for an understanding of the relations between Leon Battista and the Alberti family (he was an illegitimate son, and his relatives proved reluctant to accept him after the death of his father Lorenzo). The text is developed horizontally; in the right-hand margin, almost illegible, Alberti has noted the name of the founder of the family, Benci. After this, he divided the sheet into ten columns, with one column for each generation (the last contains no names), listing precisely all the male members only, from the thirteenth to the fifteenth century.

There are 141 names in all: in relation to the handwriting and the colour of the ink, 125 of these appear to belong to an initial draft datable around 1432. At a later date, approximately around 1435, Alberti then added several more names in the eighth column. A few other names appear to have been added later by another hand. 


In the upper left margin of the document is a note, unfortunately damaged, in which we can read “… alb(ertus)/ .b. edidi”. “This note”, confirms Massalin, “contains the name of the person who “edidit”, that is who edited the genealogy. It is plausible to consider that the initial “b” refers to Baptista’s own name, who signed himself using this single initial.” 


Unlike what we would expect in a type of text which is normally composed in the vernacular, for his genealogical tree Alberti used Latin and the Humanist italic handwriting. Certain names are followed by the initials Mi.: these are the members of the family who were Mi(lites), that is they bore the title of knight. These same names appear several times in the Libri della famiglia, and in particular in a short genealogy contained in the third book.

Comprised within a specific time span, each name on the parchment has its place in the treatise, where the person is held up as a model to be followed. For the role of the good father, Alberti selects his own father. That of the good citizen is instead entrusted to his ancestor Alberto, priore at the time Palazzo Vecchio was built, and in fact Leon Battista himself refers to the palazzo as having been “founded and begun by we Alberti”.
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