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E I
The origins of humanism

NICHOLAS MANN

Any account of the past is necessarily coloured by the preconceptions, the
aspirations and, above all, the knowledge or ignorance of the scholar who
produces it. The terms and concepts that historians use to order and explain
the objects of their inquiry are neither fixed nor value-free, but are evolving
and often highly subjective elements in that process of revealing the past
that gradually leads us to a better understanding of it. Labels such as Dark
Ages or Renaissance, which are affixed to whole periods of European
history, while they are convenient for the purposes of historiographical
exposition, may tell only part of the truth about those segments of the past
that they purport to characterize. The more we learn about the period
following the decline of Rome, the less dark and uncultured it appears; the
more we inquire into what was reborn in the fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries, the more we become aware of vital continuities with the past.

The history of humanism exemplifies both those continuities and a sense
of renewal. The term itself owes its origin to the Latin humanitas, used by
Cicero and others in classical times to betoken the kind of cultural values
that one would derive from what used to be called a liberal education: the
studia humanitatis constituted the study of what we might now think of as
‘arts’ subjects — language, literature, history and moral philosophy in
particular. Even if Cicero was not widely read in the Middle Ages, he and
his terminology were well known to certain fourteenth-century scholars
(notably Petrarch, who regarded him as his favourite author); by the
following century, the studia humanitatis were firmly enshrined in the
university curriculum. The term wmanista was used, in fifteenth-century
Italian academic jargon, to describe a teacher or student of classical
literature and the arts associated with it, including that of rhetoric. The
English equivalent ‘humanist’ makes its appearance in the late sixteenth
Century with a very similar meaning. Only in the nineteenth century,
however, and probably for the first time in Germany in 1809, is the attribute
transformed into a substantive: humanism, standing for devotion to the
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made at Auxerre and annotated by the Carolingian teacher Heiric. He in
rurn owed his knowledge of De chorographia to a sixth-century miscellany
d by Rusticius Helpidius Domnulus at Ravenna, which had
since late antiquity been an important cultural centre. In this case — and it is
not unique — we can therefore trace a direct line of textual descent from
Rome to the Renaissance, a line constructed by scholarly activity of a kind
characteristic of humanism.
Heiric’s activity at Auxerre is exemplary of what is known as the
Carolingian Renaissance, a surge of scholarship that took place in the
eighth and ninth centuries in which many features of later humanistic
practice can be observed. Auxerre was but one of the great monastic centres
where during Charlemagne’s reign the production of books flourished and
important libraries were formed; others include Tours, Fleury and Ferrieres
in France, Fulda, Hersfeld, Corvey, Reichenau and St Gall in Germanic
areas, Bobbio and Pomposa in northern Italy. Heiric was an influential
scholar and teacher, to whom we owe the transmission of a number of
classical texts besides that of Pomponius Mela, and notably fragments of
Petronius. He was a pupil of Lupus of Ferriéres, who was the greatest
scholar of the ninth century and in effect the first classical philologist. Not
only did he build up a substantial library, but he made every effort to
acquire further manuscripts of texts that he already possessed, so that by
comparing them he could correct and augment his own copies. More than a
dozen surviving manuscriprs, including works by Cicero, Valerius Maximus
and Aulus Gellius, are annotated in Heiric’s hand and bear witness to his
philological skills. Five or six centuries on, Manuscripts such as these were
to provide the Iralian humanists with the primary material for their recovery

of the classics.
A quite different as

of texts assemble

pect of the Carolingian period, but one which also to
some extent foreshadows the revival of learning that was to come later in
Italy, was the need generated by a centralized regime for educated adminis-
trators outside the narrow sphere of the monasteries. Charlemagne’s
solution was to summon the head of the greatest school in Europe at York
to advise him on educational matters in 782. Alcuin brought with him from
England an effective pedagogical method, based on the reading of classical
texts, and a significant consequence of his advice was the imperial edict
establishing schools not only in monasteries but also for the secular clergy
attached to the cathedrals. These schools, whose aim was perhaps no

greater than to guarantee the spread of basic literacy, none the less helped to
he monasteries and, in generating an

create a literate class outside t
le of readers for the texts that
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works from which his examples were derived:
to his argument rather than as a fundamental
He was an cxcellent Latin stylist, but as a
result of being a grammarian rather than a philologist. In short, he was
typical of the best kind of medieval classicist: broadly familiar with, but still
only an armchair traveller in, the terrain that the humanists were later to
explore in depth and make their own.”
The factors that prevented the kind of classical reading that was done by
a John of Salisbury from developing into fully-fledged studia bumanitatis
were endemic in a society, such as that of northern France, in which the
Church and its needs dominated. Canon law (the body of ecclesiastical rules
imposed by authority in matters of faith, morals and discipline) and the new
logic of Aristotle were the mainstay of the education of clerics, and within
the confines of scholastic theology, pagan literature could hardly come into
its own. Indeed, scholasticism was later to be regarded by some as the very
antithesis of humanism, though such a view greatly oversimplifies the issues.
In contrast to the largely agrarian and feudal society of countries north of
the Alps, however, a quite different and predominantly urban civilization
had developed in Italy. In the city-states of the north in particular, the needs
of civic administration and commerce were to prove stronger than those of
the Church; educated laymen, lawyers and civil servants in particular
emerged as the new literate class.

2 deeper understanding of the
they served as ornamentation
part of the thinking behind it.

which was to continue well

Whereas in France the study of classical texts —
ammar as a tool

into the fourteenth century — tended to remain rooted in gr
for understanding and sometimes imitating Roman writers, in Italy it
developed along different lines and particularly in the direction of rhetoric
as a skill for contemporary life. The study of what in classical times had
been the art of public speaking had by the twelfth century in Italy become
the ars dictaminis, the art of letter-writing; those who practised it, the
dictatores, applied their knowledge to the needs of their patrons and the
legal profession. They were not initially classical scholars in any profound
sense, but rhetoricians who drew upon ancient models to achieve eloquence
in the writing of letters and speeches; yet they held positions of influence as
teachers, secretaries Or chancellors to rulers and communes, and were
olved in, and influential upon, affairs of state. We can see
reaching deep into the past: the
f the most favoured

consequently inv
in dictamen one of the roots of humanism,

letter, thanks above all to Petrarch, was to become one 0
genres of the Renaissance, encompassing private and

and versatile literary
and philosophical enquiry, and all manner of

political discourse, scholarly
literary enterprises.
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Latin verse epistles, bearing the traces of his reading of the classical poets,
and a remarkable short commentary on Seneca’s tragedies, the fruit of his
own careful reading of the texts and in effect the first brief treatise on
classical metrics. In these works we perceive in embryonic form three of the
features that were to mark the later development of humanism: an appetite
for classical texts; a philological concern to correct them and ascertain their
meaning; and a desire to imitate them. These features mark, to a greater or
lesser degree, 2 number of other minor figures in Lovato’s Paduan circle,
above all his nephew Rolando da Piazzola and Geremia da Montagnone,
er of one of the most successful of medieval florilegia, the Compen-
diun moralium notabilium (‘Anthology of Noteworthy Examples of Vir-
ruous Behaviour’), or Epitoma sapientie (‘Epitome of Wisdom’) in the 1505
edition, containing a vast range of carefully identified excerpts from classical

and medieval authors.®
The most significant of Lovat

compil

o’s pupils, and the key figure in this
scholarly revival, was the lawyer, politician and patriot Albertino Mussato,
who came to be known, as diplomat and man of letters, far beyond the
bounds of his native city. He too was widely read, and his reading bore fruit
in his Latin verse, much of it in a polemical vein; he wrote a defence of
poetry and a history, De gestis Henrici VII Cesaris (‘The Deeds of Emperor
Henry VIT'), modelled on Livy. Above all, he was noted for his verse tragedy
Ecerinis. It was not just that this was the first play to have been composed in
classical metre since antiquity, in imitation of Seneca; it was also a work
with a powerful political message, telling of the fall of the tyrant of Padua
Ezzelino da Romano and warning against the dangers of domination by the
ruler of Verona, Cangrande della Scala. In recognition of this work of
poetry and patriotism, Mussato was crowned with laurels in 1315 by his
grateful compatriots. For the Florentine humanist and chancellor Coluccio
Salutati, writing eighty years later, this coronation was no doubt one of the
reasons why he placed Mussato among the forebears of Petrarch in his

survey of the restorers of learning.”
Recent research has rescued from oblivi
figures in and around Padua in the late thirteenth and early fourteenth
centuries. They were generally lawyers by training, and their enthusiasm for
classical culture was shown by their interest in links with antiquity (such as
an epigram by Benvenuto dei Campesani of Vicenza celebrating the return
to Verona of her long-lost son Catullus) and by their emulation of classical
letter-writing or historiography. Verona itself, no doubt in part because of
its remarkable Chapter Library, can be seen as another cradle of humanistic
activity. Giovanni Mansionario, for example, drew upon manuscripts that
he found there to compile, between 1306 and 1320, a Historia imperialis,

on a number of other minor
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the father of humanism and certainly the outstanding scholar and creative
writer of his generatio:m.9 It is in his activities and in his writings that we
ive the fulfilment of all the various scholarly tendencies that we have so
far observed; yet it is also clear that without the preparation of the terrain
that we have witnessed his achievements would not have been possible.
His father, a Florentine notary, was exiled from his native city a few
months after Dante in 1302 — both men were conservatives who fell victim
to a shift of power in favour of the radicals — and sought employment at the

papal curia. Not surprisingly, he wanted his son to have a legal education,

sending him to Bologna for six years when he was sixteen. But by Petrarch’s
own account his father’s intentions were foiled, for from an early age he

developed a passion for the classical authors, reading everything that he
could lay his hands on, and in particular the works of Cicero and Virgil.
From the former he was to learn that mastery of rhetoric and style which
was to raise him above the level of the dictatores, and from the latter a love
of poetry that was to shape his whole literary life. In his early legal and
thetorical training we see the reflection of the Paduan notaries of Lovato’s
day; like them too, Petrarch was to remain in the secular world and to serve
political patrons as politician and diplomat.

He spent the first half of his life in or around Avignon, principally in
Vaucluse a few miles away. He thus had access not only to patronage and to
the cultural and intellectual milieu of the curia, but also to books: those in
the papal library and those brought to Avignon by others. However much
he came to resent the business of the curia and the iniquities of the papal
city as time went by, it was in a sense an ideal centre in which to conduct his
first philological enterprises and from which to travel in search of others.

It was doubtless at Avignon that he supervised the preparation of a Virgil
manuscript for his father around 1325, and certainly there that, a dozen
years later, he had a frontispiece added to it by the Sienese artist Simone
Martini. It was also at Avignon, aided by manuscripts found there or
brought there, that he was able to piece together and restore the text of
Livy’s History of Rome, combining an incomplete thirteenth-century copy

of the third decade with a copy of the first, much of which he transcribed in
his own hand, and finally a copy of the fourth decade brought to Avignon
from Chartres by Landolfo Colonna. By about 1330 he had succeeded in
assembling the most complete text of Livy then known and was able to
recognize what the shape of the original must have been. But in addition he
was able considerably to improve the text, collating that of each of the
decades with other manuscripts. His notes and corrections to the third
decade are particularly valuable, since they record the variants of a manu-
script which was probably also provided by Landolfo Colonna, but is now
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%énd emendations to Livy’s text bear witness to his concern to get not
mi",;@ words but also the facts right. His close familiarity with every detail
of it furnished him with a remarkable knowledge of Roman history, which
he deployed to correct other writings, such as St Jerome’s translation of the
chronicle of Eusebius. To such sources he added his personal observations
upon the monuments of Rome, visited in 1337, and even the study of coins.
The quality of his historical scholarship was such as to enable him to
identify certain buildings (such as the Septizonium, the ruins of which were
part of the monastery of San Gregorio al Celio) and to point out that the
comic poet Terence (Terentius Afer) had traditionally been confused with a
different Terence (Terentius Culleo). His brief biography of Terence became
attached to the majority of later humanist manuscripts of the comedies. He
was even called in to act as expert consultant to the Emperor Chasles IV in
1361 and was able to demonstrate, by reference to historical, stylistic and
linguistic features, that a document claimed by Rudolf IV Habsburg to be a
privilege granted by Julius Caesar and Nero, justifying his claim that
Austria was an independent sovereign state within the Empire, was a
forgery.!* Scholarship was thus put to the service of the state.

On the other hand, Petrarch did not get everything right. He failed to
observe many details of the monuments he visited in Rome, ascribing, for
instance, the Ponte Sant’Angelo to Trajan, despite the name of Hadrian
clearly inscribed upon it; he, like Lovato, believed that the tomb of a
freedman named T. Livius discovered in Padua in the early fourteenth
century was that of the great Livy himself. In this instance we may perceive
an element of political naivety on Petrarch’s part: the wish to re-establish
the continuity with ancient Rome proved stronger than the critical sense
which might have revealed the error. To this same naivety may be attributed
his unquestioning admiration and support for Cola di Rienzo, a Roman
notary with pronounced antiquarian tastes who attempted to restore the
ancient republic. Cola was involved in a series of popular uprisings in Rome
in the 1340s, which culminated in his nomination first as rector and then as
tribune of the city, and finally his knighthood in a ceremony which included
ritual bathing in the font of Constantine and, on 15 July 1347, his solemn
coronation as ‘Tribunus Augustus’ on the Capitoline Hill. Petrarch was
apparently dazzled by Cola’s passion for, and exploitation of, all that he
himself held dear: the Roman ideal as refracted through inscriptions,
monuments, coins and Livy’s history.‘5 No matter that the ideal was
flawed, or indeed that Cola’s revolution burned out almost as quickly as it

had flared up, causing severe embarrassment to the pope and indeed to

Petrarch himself. The restoration of the ancient world in its capital city, then

sadly neglected in the absence of the papacy, was a goal to which he was
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- even prepared to sacrifice the most prestigious of his own literary projects,
- the writing of an epic poem, Africa, celebrating the Roman virrues of Scipio
~ Africanus.

It was probably this project which earned Petrarch his laurels in 2
ceremony, which — if we are to believe all that he tells us abour it - also had
strong connotations of classical revival: after a searching oral examination
by King Robert in Naples, he was crowned with laurels on the Capitoline by
2 Roman senator on Easter Sunday 1341 and made a speech, based on a
Virgilian text, in which he dwelt at length upon the importance of the poetic
art.’® Both in the ceremony and the defence of poetry, there was very likely
some conscious echoing of Mussato’s example; Petra
that in ancient times both emperors and poets had
coronation. At all events, the renewal of an in
writing Latin verse in good classica] style,
the case both of his Africa, conceived in

Bucolicum carmen ( ‘Eclogues’), strongly influenced by Virgil’s Eclogues, not
only the fact of writing such classicizing works, but also the intimate details
of the way in which he sought to imitate his models without copying them
too closely, are characteristic of the peculiarly Petrarchan blend of the
intensive scholarly study of antiquity and the rewriting of that antiquity in
new and substantially original form.

Petrarch is best known today for his vernacular poetry and above all for
the great cycle of sonnets, the Canzoniere, in which he celebrates his love for
a fictitious lady named Laura.!” Even there, the influence of the Roman
poets is evident. But it is obviously his Latin works that most clearly
establish his reputation as a humanist. The precise historical foundations for
the epic poem already mentioned were laid in his De viris illustribus (‘On
Famous Men’), which drew in particular on Livy and Suetonius, and
contained the lives of important Roman figures, especially those, which he
frequently reworked and expanded as his own knowledge grew, of Scipio
Africanus and Julius Caesar. Rerum memorandarum libri (‘Memorable
Matters’), on the other hand, in response to the Factorum et dictorum

erius Maximus, provided numerous examples
of the Christian virtues drawn from Roman history.

Petrarch’s letters deserve special attention. He must have been collecting
them, as he wrote them, from early adulthood onwards; but in 1345 he was
inspired, by finding a manuscript of Cicero’s Ad Atticum, his letters to his
fricnd Atticus, in the Chapter Library of Verona, to begin to shape them
into a collection, the Rerum familiarium libri (‘Letters between Friends’),
which he continued to reorder and to refine until the late 1350s. What he
then published (although he continued to revise it until 1366) was in effect
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- tradition of Boethius. The classical
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and using of texts.1®

The only work in which he explicitly addresses a
polemical De sui ips; ; fa (¢

Was a good but uneducated man
ed ignorance of his accusers, and thereby the
doctrines of scholastic philosophy, which may teach you the truth, bur
cannot induce you to love it He then defends the cause of the kind of
learning, the studia bumanitatis, to which he had devoted his life, claiming
that the study of literature, and in particular classical literature, makes :
man good. He thus reunites the Causes of rhetoric and moral philosophy.
His most powerful example is of course Cicero, whom he portrays as z
proto-Christian. With De ignorantia we come full circle: to the writer who
first inspired him and who provided him throughout his career not merely

with texts to study but with a literary and ethical model for his own life and
works, 20

There is one essential component of the growth of humanism which has so
far escaped our attention, and that is the reviyal of the study of Greek. A
significant portion of Greek scientific writings, and in Particular much of the
work of Aristotle, had been translated into Arabic and had found its way to
the Latin west via north Africa and Spain, where many translations into
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% 1 and even of European culture. Chrysoloras numbered among his
10ils some of the most outstanding scholars of the new generation, notably
-‘;#meo Bruni and Guarino of Verona. With them, and the advent of the

ffeenth century, Greek regained its status as part of the studia humanitatis,
and humanism may be said to have entered a new phase.
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