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A way around this problem is to refuse to write too
much about the intricacies of the person’s work, focusing instead on his or her life, on the premise that a genius
is interesting not only because of what he or she did, but
also because of what he or she was. The popularity of biographies of Einstein, Turing or Dante shows that even
people not much interested in physics, mathematics or
medieval Italian poetry & politics may be fascinated by
these remarkable lives. Moreover, biographies written
in this style, as life stories rather than work stories, may
also be of considerable value for experts. While the latter know only too well what the geniuses did, their backgrounds sometimes provide insights into why they did
it. This is especially true with respect to artists’ biographies, where the background is immensely relevant for
the art. The best books of this kind give the reader the
feeling of becoming acquainted with their subjects, of
knowing them rather than knowing about them.
This book by Valerie Lester is an excellent example
of this style of biography. It does not try to be a dissertation on typography. You will not find there a discussion
about Garalde vs. Didone; nowhere does the author mention the difference between humanist and modern axes
or other favorite topics of font cognoscenti. Instead she
tells us about Giambattista Bodoni himself and his life.
Still, many details of his life as told by Valerie Lester
are useful to understand Bodoni’s contribution to the art
of typography. For example, one of the striking features
of Bodoni’s legacy is the huge set of polyglot alphabets
(one can enjoy the diversity of scripts in the reprint edition of his Manuale Typographico; see the review in TUG-
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less) and making many beautiful books, brochures, broadsides and other printed matter — as well as an immense
quantity of punches for a huge variety of scripts. To
the contrary, however, Valerie Lester tells a fascinating story of a great artist trying to live a fruitful life in
a stormy world. This was a time of great political upheaval in Europe: the French revolution, Napoleonic
wars, diplomatic intrigues. The Italian states around
Bodoni changed their borders and allegiances. Bodoni
responded to these calamities in his own way: he just
worked more, producing beauty for the uncertain world.
This is a powerful story with relevance even now.
The words “. . . and his world” in the subtitle of the
book are also apt. Lester is genuinely interested in the
details of Italian life in the late 18th–early 19th centuries,
and this shows in many charming asides throughout the
book. Speaking about Bodoni’s youth, she discusses the
food he could eat, and quotes a contemporary cookbook
(p. 26):
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liflower, cabbage, and onions appear, along with
peaches, plums, apricots, figs, currants, mulberries, melons, and pears. Autumn brings a bounty
of fish, meat, cool weather vegetables and fruit,
with the welcome addition of nuts, olives, and a
huge variety of grapes. The lean winter months
of December, January, and February, see an increase in the consumption of dairy products and
dried and preserved food.
Then, with the same abundance reminding one of Dutch
still life painters, Valerie Lester talks about coffee (“How
tempting, but forbidden, the local cafés must have been
for the young Bodoni”), wine, religion, festivities, and
many, many more details of Italian life of these years.
Bodoni lives in Piazza di Spagna in Rome, which
attracted many Roman girls and women. The author wonders whom he could meet there after a day of work — and
this gives her a lead to talk about Roman women, their difference from contemporary Parisian women, the way the

Although no portraits exist of Bodoni as a boy,
those that appear after his arrival in Parma reveal a handsome man who steadily gains girth as
he grows older. He clearly relishes his food; perhaps he enjoyed it too much, as gout would later
suggest. One thing is certain: the food on offer
in Saluzzo in his early years was of the highest
quality, reflecting the cosmopolitan nature of the
place.
Il cuoco piemontese perfezionato a Parigi is a
marvelous book, published in Turin in 1766, and
giving the idea of the kind of food available to
the growing Bodoni family. Its anonymous author (most likely a man) follows the order of the
seasons, starting with spring, which he calls the
most pleasant season of all, but sadly lacking in
chicks and ducklings, small birds, vegetables, and
fruit. However, young hares and rabbits, piglets,
lambs, calves, and kids abound, and fortunately
beef has no season. Nor do eels and frogs. (Frog
fricassée is a featured recipe.) Freshwater and
saltwater fish are available. Artichokes, asparagus, certain kinds of mushrooms, peas, cardoons,
spinach, lettuce, turnip tops, sorrel, and chervil
come into season, as do strawberries, gooseberries, and cherries.
Summer sees an increase in poultry, game,
and other birds, including songbirds. Beans, cau-

former and the latter used and use rouge and perfume,
about Casanova, castrati, transvestites, harlequins, actors, etc., etc. We learn from the book how Italians at that
time traveled, played, prayed, celebrated, grieved. Even
the death of Bodoni was an occasion for Valerie Lester
to talk about history (p. 180):
In 1285, the citizens of Parma raised funds for the
creation of a bell that could be heard as far away
as Reggio Emilia, 26 kilometers distant. The first
bell to be cast was not up to the challenge. A second bell, very beautiful, also failed the test, but
in 1287, a third bell, Il Bajon, was struck, and
this time the citizens were satisfied. (It is unclear,
however, whether it actually made itself heard in
Reggio Emilia.) Because of its enormous size, it
was subject to rupture, and has been recast seven
times since 1287. Strict regulations dictated that
Il Bajon, the largest of the six bells in the cathedral tower, would only toll for the deaths of heads
of state or members of Parma’s most illustrious
families. When the populace awoke on 30 November 1813 and heard the great bell tolling, it was
clear that someone very important had died.
While the world of the book is full of things big
and small, the author also loves to write about people.
Bodoni’s press in Parma became a favorite destination
for many discerning visitors from Napoleon to traveling
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scholars. Even more people corresponded with Bodoni
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beautiful book.

Besides these appendices, bibliography and notes,
there is a list of Principal Characters, divided into sections corresponding to the cities where the reader meets
them, a nice map of Bodoni’s Italy, and an index occupying ten pages of small print.
The book is abundant with illustrations. It shows
leaves from Bodoni’s books, from the books of his predecessors and competitors, as well as portraits, land-
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