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Scholars and Literati at the Roman Academy of
Pomponio Leto (1457– 1498)

Tifenn Gualandris and Mara Vitale

IRES/LIDAM, UCLouvain

This note is a summary description of the set of scholars and literati who were active at the
Roman Academy of Pomponio Leto (Accademia Romana) until his death in 1498.

1 Sources
To reconstruct the list of academicians, we relied on the Repertorium Pomponianum a digital project
that collects bio-bibliographical materials and texts related to Julius Pomponius Laetus and his wide
circle of associates, known as the Pomponiani. This group includes not only members of Laetus’s
Roman Academy but also his teachers, students, collaborators, and printers. To date much of this
material is fragmented, and a goal of the Repertorium is to identify, collate and contextualize this
information. The project aims to reconstruct the cultural and scholarly landscape of Renaissance
Rome, highlighting the role of these humanists in safeguarding classical heritage. The dataset in-
cludes scholars for whom at least one reliable source attests participation in the activities of the
Roman Academy, whether as teachers, regular members, or documented participants in its intellec-
tual life.

2 The Academy
Julius Pomponius Laetus founded the Roman Academy in 1457 in Rome as an informal circle of hu-
manists devoted to reviving the spirit of ancient Rome. Rather than a formal institution, it was a
fellowship of scholars and students who met to study classical texts, inscriptions, and Roman antiq-
uities. The Academy celebrated the ideals of Roman virtue, language, and culture, and its members
adopted Latin or Greek names, held readings of ancient works, and even reenacted pagan festivals
such as the Palilia, the traditional birthday of Rome. Laetus, honored as pontifex maximus of the
group, guided it as both a teacher and a symbolic leader of this intellectual revival. However, its
pagan and republican leanings provoked suspicion from Pope Paul II, who accused the members of
heresy and conspiracy in 1468, leading to arrests and the temporary suppression of the Academy.
After Laetus’s release and under Pope Sixtus IV, the Academy was re-established in a more cautious
form. Despite persecution, the Roman Academy became a foundation stone of Renaissance human-
ism, influencing later scholarly societies and shaping the study of antiquity and classical philology
throughout Europe. The Academy continued to function informally until Laetus’s death in 1498,
which effectively marked its final dissolution.

3 Descriptive Statistics
Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for the dataset of 103 scholars. A known date of birth is avail-
able for 63.1% of individuals, while the place of birth is identified for 74.8%. The mean age at ap-
pointment is 28.4 years, and the mean age at death is 61.9 years. Overall, 51.5% of the scholars are
represented on Wikipedia and 66% are identifiable in VIAF.
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Period no. birth known mean age mean age with with
obs date place at appoint. at death Wiki. VIAF

1450–1526 103 63.1 74.8 28.4 61.9 51.5 66

Table 1: Summary statistics by period
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Figure 1: Places of birth of the scholars and literati at the Roman Academy

4 Fields
The disciplinary profile appears strongly concentrated in the humanities, which account for about
99% of both the overall membership and the subset of scholars with known publications; this reflects
the academy’s marked specialization in the study of Greek and the classical tradition.

5 Places of Birth
Figure 1 displays the documented birthplaces for the scholarswhowere active at the RomanAcademy
for the period 1450–1526. Themap of places of birth reveals a strong spatial concentrationwithin the
Italian peninsula, especially in central and northern regions, while also documenting the presence
of a small but geographically diverse group of non-Italian scholars.

6 Human Capital of Scholars and Literati
For each person in the database, we compute a heuristic human capital index, identified by combin-
ing information from VIAF and Wikipedia, using principal component analysis. We also compute
the notability of the academy at each date by averaging the human capital of the five best scholars
active in Rome 25 years before that date. The details are given in De la Croix et al. (2024) (for nota-
bility of institution) and Curtis et al. (2025) (for our individual measures of human capital). Figure 2
shows the names of all the scholars with a positive human capital index. The orange line displays
the notability of the university, based on how well-published its top scholars were.
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7 Top 5 Scholars
Here we provide a brief overview of the five professors with the highest human capital index.

Lorenzo Valla (Roma 1407 – Roma 1457) was an humanist, philologist, and scholar. Trained in clas-
sical literature and rhetoric, he gained fame for his mastery of Latin and his critical method
in textual studies. Valla is best known for his Elegantiae linguae latinae, a treatise on Latin
style, and for his analysis of the Donation of Constantine, in which he demonstrated the doc-
ument was a medieval forgery, thereby challenging established Church authority. He also
wrote treatises on moral philosophy, ethics, and the correct use of language, combining philo-
logical precision with humanist ideals. Valla’s work influenced Renaissance scholarship and
education, establishing him as a central figure in the revival of classical learning and the de-
velopment of critical methods in Italy.

Angelo Ambrogini (Montepulciano 1454 – Firenze 1494), known as Poliziano, was a leading hu-
manist scholar and poet of the Italian Renaissance. He played a central role in the development
of philology and helpedmove Italian culture beyondmedieval traditions. His exceptional mas-
tery of Greek and Latin quickly brought him into the circle of Lorenzo de Medici, under whose
patronage he became tutor to the Medici children and was able to devote himself fully to hu-
manist studies and literary activity. Poliziano translated numerous classical texts and wrote
original works in Latin and Greek, while his best-known work in Italian is best known for
his Medici tribute "Stanze per la giostra" (Stanzas for the Joust). He later taught classical elo-
quence, contributing significantly to Florentine humanism, and, during periods of political
tension, temporarily left Florence and held various ecclesiastical positions.

Pietro Bembo (Venezia 1470 – Roma 1547) was a poet, scholar, and literary theorist. His most
influential contribution was the codification of written Italian in Prose della volgar lingua
(1525), which set fourteenth-century Tuscan, particularly the prose of Boccaccio, as the model
for standard Italian. He further promoted the Petrarchan poetic style across Europe through
love lyrics addressed to Maria Savorgnan and Lucrezia Borgia. Bembo’s literary writing tech-
niques also inspired composers to create the madrigal, which became the dominant form of
secular music in sixteenth-century Italy. An accomplished Latin author, he served at various
Italian courts before joining the papal administration and was elevated to the rank of cardinal
in 1539.

Giovanni Pontano (Cerreto di Spoleto 1429 – Napoli ) was a humanist scholar, poet, and states-
man. After studying in Perugia, he moved to Naples, where he became tutor and adviser
to the Aragonese rulers and later served as chancellor. A skilled Latin writer, he produced
philosophical dialogues, historical studies, and poetry. His best-known work, and his only
historical text, is De Bello Neapolitano (six volumes, written after 1494), which recounts the
early phase of the Conspiracy of the Barons. Pontano also led the main humanist circle of
Naples, later known as the Accademia Pontaniana.

Pietro Martire d’Anghiera (Arona 1457 – Granada 1526) was an Italian humanist, historian, and
chronicler of the early Age of Discovery. He studied classical literature and law in Italy be-
fore moving to Spain, where he served at the court of the Catholic Monarchs as secretary and
chaplain. Martire is best known for his Decades of the New World (De orbe novo), a collec-
tion of Latin reports on the explorations of Christopher Columbus, Hernán Cortés, and other
early explorers. His writings combined humanist scholarship with detailed observations of
the Americas, making them some of the earliest European reports on the New World.
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8 If You Visit
The residence of Pomponio Leto, which served as the seat of the Academy, is no longer preserved,
but the sources enable us to locate it with considerable precision. It stood in the area between
the present-day Palazzo del Quirinale and the ancient Baths of Constantine, near the monumental
sculptural groups of the Dioscuri — today placed in front of the Quirinale —which sixteenth-century
witnesses often mentioned as a point of reference for identifying its location (Sisci and Zabughin
1914). The Palazzo del Quirinale, which dominates this area, is today the official residence of the
President of the Italian Republic.

9 Anecdote
The meetings of the Roman Academy were held in the house of Pomponio Leto, which he trans-
formed into a true center for the study of antiquities. One of the most significant features of his
collecting activity was his keen awareness of the historical value of ancient artifacts. Pomponio did
not purchase objects: he recovered them in situ, especially in the Quirinal area known as Monte
Cavallo, or during his archaeological explorations. The selection of pieces was neither random nor
guided by purely aesthetic criteria. The collection reflected the philological, linguistic, historical,
and topographical interests of the Academy. He gathered a considerable number of ancient artifacts
and inscriptions, which served as essential study material for the members of the circle. This con-
ception of collecting that distinguishes Pomponio from other antiquarians of his time. While the
families of the new Roman elite tended to transform ancient objects into symbols of social prestige,
Pomponio regarded them as indispensable tools for understanding and reconstructing the history
of the city (Dessi 2024).

10 Final Thoughts
The Roman Academy of Pomponio Leto was less a formal institution, and more a network of learned
sociability, which contributed to the transmission of classical knowledge and to its preservation
within the humanistic milieu.
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