
Venetian Vellum
Venetian Parchment Books in the Renaissance 

Biomolecular Analysis and the Parchment Heritage

An innovative new project that forms a strand within the larger ‘Books 
and Beasts’ initiative, taking material bibliography in new and exciting 
directions.

Using an innovative non-destructive technique that isolates the collagen 
signature of the species used to make parchment, we are now able 
to identify the wide variety of animal skins used in the production of 
medieval and Renaissance books. 

This project focuses specifically on Venice for long the centre of 
European printing at the advent of the new technology, with special 
focus on the workshop of Aldus Manutius and its parchment printing.

As we approach the 500th anniversary of Aldus’ death in 2015, we are 
seeking to interrogate the interacting trajectories of the adoption of 
print, and the slightly later triumph of paper over parchment. As part of 
the project we will be asking:

• What animals were used in the production of Italian parchment 
books?

• What can we discover about the parchment supply system of the 
Aldine and other Venetian presses?

• What factors shaped the transition from parchment to paper and 
the migration of parchment from sheet to binding?

• How exactly did parchment’s status as an elite medium for both 
handwriting and printing evolve in the era of its coexistence with 
paper?

The John Rylands Library in Manchester houses one of the world’s 
largest collections of the earliest Italian printed books and the largest 
collection in the UK of books produced by Manutius. Our work will 
culminate in an exhibition ‘Merchants of Print’ between February and 
July 2015.

Follow our progress
Blog: http://manutiusinmanchester.wordpress.com

ManutiusinManchester
 @ManutiusinManc

Uniting scientists, conservators, curators and scholars in the humanities to take 
material bibliography and the history of the book in exciting new directions.

A collaborative project led by researchers from the University of Manchester and the 
University of York.
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