Bibliographical exercise (PHI 01044)
Part 1:
Tabula copiosa in quattuor scripta Al | berti magni Ratisponensis episcopisen | tentiaru libros articulatim dilucidantia
Basel: Jacobus de Pfortzen, 15 March 1506 (colophon in vol. III).
Folio.
The title page is printed in blackletter, with a large rubricated Lombard initial and red pen flourishes. The text is arranged in two columns throughout. No imprint appears on the title page, and the printing information is supplied in the colophon of the final volume of the set.
Colophon in vol. III: Basel, Jacobus de Pfortzen, 15 March 1506.
The volume forms part of a multi-volume scholastic edition of Albertus Magnus’ commentary on Peter Lombard’s Sentences. The present volume constitutes the Tabula, an extensive alphabetical analytical index to the four books of the commentary.
The gatherings are signed alphabetically in lower-case letters (a, b, c, etc.), consistent with folio format. Signatures appear at the foot of the first leaf of each gathering, which suggests regular folio signing. I needed a further systematic collation of all quires to produce a full statement of signing, but I was unable to do so. 
Pagination appears in Arabic numerals for the main text, with scholastic divisions marked by headings such as “Distinctio XVII”. The layout is characteristic of early sixteenth-century academic folio printing: dense two-column blackletter type, marginal references, and rubricated initials.
The copy is bound in contemporary blind-stamped pigskin over wooden boards, with surviving metal clasps. Later provenance marks include the stamp of Lampeter St David’s Library and a nineteenth-century printed slip of Thomas Phillips (dated 1842). It is now housed in the special collections of the Lampeter campus library of UWTSD.
Part 2: 
Basel Printing in 1506 
This paper uses Jacobus of Pfortzen’s 1506 Tabula copiosa as a case study to explain why Basel became an important centre for theological printing in the early sixteenth century.
By 1506, Basel had emerged as one of the most important printing centres in the Holy Roman Empire. This prominence reflected a convergence of intellectual, commercial and institutional forces. The foundation of the University of Basel in 1460 created sustained demand for theological, philosophical and legal texts, and this academic infrastructure helped to support the expansion of the city’s print industry (Febvre and Martin 1997; Eisenstein 1979). The 1506 edition of Tabula copiosa in quattuor scripta Alberti magni, printed by Jacobus of Pfortzen, is best understood within this broader context of university-driven book production and theological scholarship.
Basel’s geographical location also played an important role in its development as a printing hub. Situated along the Rhine, one of Europe’s major commercial arteries, Basel was strategically positioned between the German lands, France and northern Italy. The river facilitated the movement of paper, type and finished books, while the city’s participation in long-distance trade networks ensured access to both raw materials and markets (Febvre and Martin 1997). Printing was also an economic enterprise dependent on reliable supply chains and commercial distribution. Basel’s prosperity and connectivity made it an ideal location for large-scale book production.
By the early sixteenth century, Basel printers were particularly associated with scholarly and theological works. Unlike some centres that focused on popular devotional texts or vernacular literature, Basel developed a reputation for producing learned folios aimed at academic audiences. This was in part due to the university’s curriculum, which remained heavily grounded in scholastic theology. Peter Lombard’s Sentences continued to function as the foundational theological textbook in European universities. Theology students were commonly required to lecture on Lombard’s text, and the tradition of commentary upon it generated a vast and highly structured body of scholarship (Rosemann 2007). Albert the Great’s commentary on the Sentences formed part of this authoritative tradition, and its continued printing in 1506 illustrates the persistence of scholastic intellectual frameworks in the early age of print.
Jacobus of Pfortzen was active in Basel in the early sixteenth century and participated in the scholarly book trade. Although he did not achieve the later renown of printers such as Johann Froben, his involvement in the production of substantial theological folios indicates engagement with the academic market. Printing a substantial edition of Albert the Great required considerable capital investment. Large folio formats consumed substantial quantities of paper, required durable type, and demanded skilled compositors capable of handling complex two-column layouts and marginal apparatus. Such projects presupposed a stable readership composed primarily of institutions rather than individual casual buyers.
The physical characteristics of the 1506 edition underscore its academic orientation. The folio format, two-column layout, blackletter type, and structured divisions into distinctions and articles reflect continuity with late medieval manuscript traditions. Early printers frequently reproduced the visual conventions of manuscripts to maintain familiarity and authority (Eisenstein 1979). In scholastic works, especially, blackletter type often conveyed textual seriousness and alignment with established theological discourse. The volume’s durable construction further supports its intended long-term institutional use.
The presence of a separate Tabula copiosa is particularly revealing. In early printed books, a tabula often functioned as an analytical index rather than a simple table of contents. It often arranged key terms and theological questions alphabetically, enabling readers to navigate extensive and intricate argumentation. Scholastic theology operated through carefully structured distinctions, objections, responses and authorities. Without an index, locating a specific topic could be laborious. The production of a detailed index reflects the increasing systematisation of knowledge in the late medieval and early modern periods (Blair 2010). As Ann Blair has shown, early modern scholars developed sophisticated tools for managing information overload, and indexing practices formed a crucial part of this intellectual infrastructure (Blair 2010).
The existence of the Tabula in the 1506 edition, therefore, suggests a readership deeply engaged in professional theological study. Likely purchasers included university masters, advanced theology students preparing lectures on Lombard, monastic communities maintaining teaching libraries, cathedral chapters, and affluent clerics. A multi-volume folio set would have represented a significant financial outlay. Its cost and scale make it unlikely that it was intended for casual devotional use. Instead, it functioned as a working reference text within institutional contexts.
Basel’s importance for theological printing can thus be explained by three interconnected factors: institutional demand, commercial infrastructure, and technical capability. First, the university created a consistent need for authoritative editions of scholastic texts. Second, Basel’s position within Rhine trade networks ensured the distribution of books beyond the city itself. Third, local printers had developed the expertise required to produce large, complex folios with reliable accuracy. The 1506 edition associated with Albert the Great exemplifies the interaction of these elements.
Moreover, the date 1506 situates this edition at a transitional moment in European intellectual history. Humanism was gaining influence, and Basel would soon become closely associated with humanist scholarship, particularly through Erasmus and the Froben press. Yet the continued production of major scholastic commentaries shows that print culture did not immediately displace medieval intellectual traditions. Instead, printing initially could reinforce and stabilise existing academic structures by making authoritative texts more widely and consistently available (Eisenstein 1979). The Albert the Great edition stands as evidence of this continuity.
In conclusion, the 1506 Tabula copiosa printed by Jacobus of Pfortzen illustrates Basel’s established role as a centre of theological and academic printing in the early sixteenth century. The city’s university, commercial position on the Rhine, and experienced printers created favourable conditions for the production of large scholastic folios. The detailed Tabula reveals the demands of professional theological study and the need for effective navigational tools in complex texts. Far from being peripheral, the index formed an integral component of scholarly practice. The edition, therefore, reflects not only the technical capabilities of Basel’s printers but also the intellectual priorities of the institutions and readers who sustained the theological book trade.
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