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Signorini, Maddalena. 
Sulle tracce di Petrarca. Storia e significato di una prassi scrittoria. 
Biblioteca dell’«Archivum Romanicum». Serie I: Storia, Letteratura, Paleografia 
500. Florence: Leo S. Olschki Editore, 2019. Pp. xi, 224 + 41 b/w ill. ISBN 978-
88-2226-691-0 (paperback) €28.

The scholar who studies Francesco Petrarca’s intellectual biography and literary 
production has the extraordinary privilege of access to autograph transcrip-
tions of Petrarca’s works: complete codices, single quires, notebooks, letters, 
subscriptions, glosses, verses, aphorisms, and even drawings. Maddalena 
Signorini’s book assembles a corpus of thirty-nine brief texts in Latin that 
Petrarca wrote on the front and rear flyleaves of various codices that belonged 
to him. Signorini reads these peripheral texts—their individual features and, 
above all, systemic interconnectedness—through and against the category of 
traccia (trace). Introduced by paleographer Armando Petrucci in the 1980s and 
further elaborated by philologist Alfredo Stussi in the early 2000s, the notion of 
traccia refers to short texts materially inscribed into a manuscript but linguisti-
cally, thematically, graphically extraneous to and not originally intended for it. 

Following a contextualizing “Premessa” (vii–xi), Signorini divides her 
book into five chapters. The first chapter (“‘Tracce’: dal nome comune alla 
definizione tecnica,” 1–12) offers a historical and theoretical overview of the 
origin and various acceptations of the notion of traccia, especially with respect 
to the scholarship on Petrarca’s autography. In the second chapter (“Tracce di 
Petrarca. Forme e funzioni,” 13–60), Signorini provides a codicological and 
textual taxonomy of the thirty-nine texts transmitted in Petrarca’s corpus that 
can be variously described as tracce. Signorini divides them into three typolo-
gies: ancillary (“di servizio”), biographical, and exegetical. The sixteen ancil-
lary tracce mainly indicate the circumstances in which books were transcribed 
for or acquired (or even lost) by Petrarca and also include their testamentary 
bequests. The sixteen biographical tracce record intimate notes and events of 
grave importance in Petrarca’s life: they include prayers, the famous list of Pe-
trarca’s books, agricultural considerations, and obituaries. Among the obituar-
ies, the most significant—at least from the perspective of Petrarca’s lyrical po-
etry—is Laura’s necrology, which shows a high degree of narrative and rhetori-
cal sophistication. The seven exegetical tracce are commentative or prefatory 
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annotations to the texts preserved in the manuscripts: they appear, therefore, 
less extraneous to their material supports than tracce are by definition. 

The third chapter (“Su due tracce soltanto,” 61–82) zeroes in on two spe-
cific tracce and their respective peculiarities: Laura’s aforementioned obituary 
and the two distichs that seal Macrobius’s commentary to Cicero’s Somnium 
Scipionis. The former is investigated with reference to its rich manuscript tradi-
tion: Signorini preliminarily signals its presence in at least eighty-two codices. 
The latter transmits Petrarca’s “signature” and shows his material and textual 
awareness (and promotion) of a hypostatic coincidence between authorship, 
intellectual labour, and scribal practice. In the fourth chapter (“Conclusioni,” 
83–85), Signorini probes the applicability of the traccia paradigm to the corpus 
of thirty-nine texts by underscoring the elements of continuity—rather than 
mutual extraneity and alterity—between these texts and the manuscripts in 
which they are preserved: the thirty-nine texts share the same language (Latin) 
as their “containers,” conform to the visual and textual architecture of the folio 
façades, and often originate their own textual tradition. 

The fifth chapter (“I testi: edizione, traduzione e commento paleografico,” 
87–191) is the core of Signorini’s book: it provides the transcription, translation, 
paleographic commentary, interpretation, and photographic (black-and-white) 
reproductions of the thirty-nine tracce. An extensive bibliography and three 
indices (names, authors and works, manuscripts) complete the volume.

Signorini’s book has many merits. By collecting in one easy-to-navigate 
volume reliable editions and elegant translations of texts previously disseminat-
ed over various publications, it provides a paleographic laboratory to students 
and scholars interested in the material aspects of Petrarca’s intellectual work. It 
broadens our knowledge of the scribal techniques Petrarca employed to shape 
and layer meanings coterminous to those conveyed “verbally” in his texts. By 
detailing the special attention Petrarca dedicated to the indication of time in his 
notes, the book sheds light on Petrarca’s various modes of self-representation 
and promotion of his public persona. With this agile and erudite volume, Si-
gnorini increases our appreciation of Petrarca’s strategies of establishing the 
ideal chronology of his biographia literaria. And she offers to students and 
scholars a magisterial lesson of scholarly rigour and clarity of exposition.

francesco marco aresu 
Wesleyan University
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