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THE EARLY RENAISSANCE

Return to Classical Roots
1400—-1494

GIOVANNI PICO DELLA MIRANDOLA
Selections from On the Dignity of Man

The Latin oration On the Dignity of Man is a tour de force by Pico (1463-1494), a son of the noble
house of Mirandola (Italy). Written when Pico was twenty-four, the oration is a mixture of Aris-
totelian, Hebraic, Arabic, Persian, and Aramaic notions held together by Neo-Platonism—a
blend of Plato’s ideas and Christian beliefs. Its central Neo-Platonic motif is that love is the
divine glue unifying the universe. Christian in structure, this heady synthesis of ideas breaks
free of its frame to become a nonsectarian philosophy.

Pico’s oration embodies the Renaissance spirit. In its appeal to wide-ranging sources, it
expresses Renaissance zeal for the Classic texts of Greece and Rome as well as hitherto ignored

ancient sources. Its theme M Renaissance belief that th€ findings of reason and the truths of _

“rmannature has o limitg/is the prototype of the Renaissance idea of unlimited possibility.
Today this idea, with ¢orollary of free expression, is a defining trait of Western culture.

The oration was composed to introduce a debate Pico scheduled for Rome in 1487. In this
debate, Pico proposed to defend nine hundred theses gleaned from his vast readings; he even
offered to pay his potential opponents’ travel expenses. The debate, however, did not take place
because Pope Innocent VIII forbade it. The pope also appointed a commission to examine the
debate topics, with the result that seven theses were condemned as heretical, and six more were
suspect. Threatened by church officials, Pico subsequently settled in Florence, where he was
caught up in the anti-Renaissance crusade of the monk Savonarola. Pico’s plan @s an
evangelist was cut short in 1494, when he died suddenly at age thirty-one.

¢ the Bible share a b@ that is reflected in the history of thought. Most of all, its view that

Reading the Selections

The first selection from the oration On the Dignity of Man begins with a greeting—"Most vener-
able fathers”—thus establishing that the work was meant to be recited orally, ostensibly before
a group of clergy. The major insights to be gained from this selection are Pico’s concept of
human nature and his style of reasoning.

Pico’s concept of human nature is his major contribution to Western thought. For him,
human nature is not fixed, and the will @erfﬁl'y free; In a burst of lyricism he claimed that

human beings are shape-shifting creatures whoThay be vegetative, bestial, rational, divine, or

/ eyl
2. cLJve,\{"/\p

g -



2 Chapter 11 THE EARLY RENAISSANCE

even co-equal with God: When humanity’s quest ends, “We shall ... not be ourselves, but He
himself who made us.” Brushing aside medieval ideas, Pico expresses the radiant faith of
Renaissance humanism, that human beings are not flawed by original sin but are capable of

becoming godlike.

Pico’s style of reasoning reflects the Renaissance trend of treating old problems in new
wavs. To deal with the question of human nature, he takes thw.;,r_é
‘Chain of Being, which maintains z:;ﬁjﬁoa is a linked cord reaching step by step from the

—simplest Tife to God, and gives it odern twisp. Ancient thinkers had used the Great Chain of

Being to argue that human potentia

itéd, since the place of human beings in the chain is

fixed, and that change would destroy the whole creation. In contrast, Pico claimed that human
beings may make of themselves anything they please, because as hybrids of the whole creation,
they exist both outside and above the Great Chain of Being.

Most venerable fathers, I have read in the records of the
Arabians that Abdul the Saracen, on being asked what
thing on, so to speak, the world's stage, he viewed as most
greatly worthy of wonder, answered that he viewed noth-
ing more wonderful than man. And Mercury’s, “a great
wonder, Asclepius, is man!” agrees with that opinion. On
thinking over the reason for these sayings, 1 was not satis-
fied by the many assertions made by many men concern-
ing the outstandingness of human nature: that man is the
messenger between creatures, familiar with the upper and
king of the lower; by the sharpsightedness of the senses,
by the hunting-power of reason, and by the light of intelli-
gence, the interpreter of nature; the part in between the
standstill of eternity and the flow of time, and, as the Per-
sians say, the bond tying the world together, nay, the nup-
tial bond; and, according to David,! “a little lower than the
angels.” These reasons are great but not the chief ones,
that is, they are not reasons for a lawful claim to the high-
est wonder as to a prerogative. Why should we not won-
der more at the angels themselves and at the very blessed
heavenly choirs?

Finally, it seemed to me that | understood why man is
the animal that is most happy, and is therefore worthy of
all wonder; and lastly, what the state is that is allotted to
man in the succession of things, and that is capable of
arousing envy not only in the brutes but also in the stars
and even in minds beyond the world. It is wonderful and

! Abdul the Saracen, Mercury, Asclepius, David Pico is including
various sources to show that man is a wonder in himself and worthy
of study and praise. Abdul the Saracen is probably the famous Ara-
bian physician, Abul Kassim, who wrote a medical textbook used for
more than five hundred years in Europe. Mercury is the Roman god
of merchants and traders who, by the Renaissance, was seén as a
symbol of the human intellect and the mediator between the human
mind and divine wisdom. Asclepius was the Greek god of healing; he
became a Roman god in the third century B.C. after a plague. King
David of the Old Testament was often referenced by writers and
scholars for his wisdom as recorded in the Bible.

beyond belief. For this is the reason why man is rightly
said and thought to be a great marvel and the animal
really worthy of wonder. Now hear what it is, fathers; and
with kindly ears and for the sake of your humanity, give
me your close attention:

Now the highest Father, God the master-builder, had,
by the laws of his secret wisdom, fabricated this house,
this world which we see, a very superb temple of divinity.
He had adorned the super-celestial region with minds. He
had animated the celestial globes with eternal souls; he
had filled with a diverse throng of animals the cast-off and
residual parts of the lower world. But, with the work fin-
ished, the Artisan desired that there be someone to reckon
up the reason of such a big work, to love its beauty, and to
wonder at its greatness. Accordingly, now that all things
had been completed, as Moses and Timaeus? testify, He
lastly considered creating man. But there was nothing in
the archetypes from which He could mold a new sprout,
nor anything in His storehouses which He could bestow
as a heritage upon a new son, nor was there an empty
judiciary seat where this contemplator of the universe
could sit. Everything was filled up; all things had been
laid out in the highest, the lowest, and the middle orders.
But it did not belong to the paternal power to have failed
in the final parturition, as though exhausted by child-
bearing; it did not belong to wisdom, in a case of necessity,
to have been tossed back and forth through want of a plan;
it did not belong to the loving-kindness which was going
to praise divine liberality in others to be forced to con-

2 Moses and Timaeus Moses, from the Old Testament, to whom
God gave the Ten Commandments, and who led his people to the
Promised Land, was considered a strong and wise leader. Timaeus
was a Greek philosopher who was the major voice in Plato’s work,
Timaeus. The dialogue refers Lo the creation of the world that Chris-
tians later associated with God as the creator. The Neo-Platonists
used Timaeus in their works against the Aristotelians and
Scholasticism.



GIOVANNI PICO DELLA MIRANDOLA ! Selections from Or the Dignity of Man 3

demn itself. Finally, the best of workmen decided that that
to which nothing of its very own could be given should
be, in composite fashion, whatsoever had belonged indi-
vidual each and every thing. Therefore He took up
man, § work of indeterminate form; And, placing him at
the midpoint of the world, He spoke to him as follows:

“We have given to thee, Adam, no fixed seat, no form
of thy very own, no gift peculiarly thine, that thou mayest
feel as thine own, have as thine own, possess as thine own
the scat, the form, the gifts which thou thyself shalt desire.
A limited nature in other creatures is confined within the
laws written down by Us. In conformity with thy free
judgment, in whose hand We have placed thee, thou art
confined by no bounds; and thou wilt fix limits of nature
for thyself. I have placed thee at the center of the world,
that from there thou mayest more conveniently look
around and see whatsoever is in the world. Neither heav-
enly nor earthly, neither mortal nor immortal have We
made thee. Thou, like a judge appointed for being honor-
able, art the molder and maker of thyself; thou mayest
sculpt thyself into whatever shape thou dost prefer. Thou
canst grow downward into the lower natures which are
brutes. Thou canst again grow upward from thy soul’s
reason into the higher natures which are divine.”

O great liberality of God the Father! O great and won-
derful happiness of man. It is given him to have that
which he chooses and to be that which he wills. As soon as
brutes are born, they bring with them, “from their dam’s
bag,” as Lucilius® says, what they are going to possess.
Highest spirits have-beén, either from the beginning or
soon after, that which they are goirig to be throughout
everlastifig eternity. At man’s birth the Father placed in
him every sort of seed and sprouty/of every kind of life.
The s that each man cultivates will grow and bear
their fruitin him. If he culti‘;/?eé vegetable seeds, he will
become a plant. If the seeds.of sensation, he will grow into
brute. If rational, he will come out a heavenly animal. If
intellectual, he will be an angel, and a son of God. And if
he is not contented with the lot of any creature but takes
himself up into the center of his own unity, then, made one
spirit with God and settled in the solitary darkness of the
Father, who is above all things, he will stand ahead of all
things. Who does not wonder at this chameleon which we
are? Or who at all feels more wonder at anything else
whatsoever? It was not unfittingly that Asclepius the
Athenian said that man was symbolized by Prometheus in
the secret rites, by reason of our nature sloughing its skin
and transforming itself; hence metamorphoses were pop-
ular among the Jews and the Pythagoreans.* For the more
secret Hebrew theology at one time reshapes holy Enoch®

3 Lucilius Roman poet, third and second century 8.C, who suppos-
edly originated the satirical form used by later Roman poets. Only
fragments of his works remain.

+ Pythagoreans Followers of the sixth-century 8.C. Greck philoso-
pher and mathematician Pythagoras. The Pythagoreans contributed
to the study of mathematics and astronomy.

% Enoch Biblical figure wha, according the Book of Genesis, did not
die as a morta} because “God took him.”

into an angel of divinity, whom they call malach hashechina,
and at other times reshapes other men into other divini-
ties. According to the Pythagoreans, wicked men are
deformed into brutes and, if you believe Empedocles,®
into plants too. And copying them, Maumeth
[Mohammed] often had it on his lips that he who draws
back from divine law becomes a brute. And his saying so
was reasonable: for it is not the rind which makes the
plant, but a dull and non-sentient nature; not the hide
which makes a beast of burden, but a brutal and sensual
soul; not the spherical body which makes the heavens, but
right reason; and not a separateness from the body but a
spiritual intelligence which makes an angel. For example,
if you see a man given over to his belly and crawling upon

the ground, it is a bush not a man that you see. If you see .

anyone blinded by the illusions of his empty and Calypso-
like” imagination, seized by the desire of scratching, and
delivered over to the senses, it is a brute not a man that
you see. If you come upon a philosopher winnowing out
all things by right reason, he is a heavenly not an earthly
animal. If you come upon a pure contemplator, ignorant of
the body, banished to the innermost places of the mind, he
is not an earthly, not a heavenly animal; he more superbly
is a divinity clothed with human flesh.

Who is there that does not wonder at man? And it is
not unreasonable that in the mosaic and Christian holy
writ man is sometimes denoted by the name “all flesh”
and at other times by that of “every creature”; and man
fashions, fabricates, transforms himself into the shape of
all flesh, into the character of every creature. Accordingly,
where Evantes the Persian tells of the Chaldaean theology,
he writes that man is not any inborn image of himself, but
many images coming in from the outside: hence that say-
ing of the Chaldaeans: enosh hu shinuy vekamah tevaoth baal
chayim, that is, man is an animal of diverse, multiform,
and destructible nature.

But why all this? In order for us to understand that,
after having been born in this state so that we may be what
we will to be, then, since we are held in honor, we ought to
take particular'care that no one may say against us that we
do not know that we are made similar to brutes and mind-
less beasts of burden. But rather, as Asaph® the prophet
says: “Ye are all gods, and sons of the most high,” unless
by abusing the very indulgent liberality of the Father, we
make the free choice, which he gave to us, harmful to our-
selves instead of helpful toward salvation. Let a certain
holy ambition invade the mind, so that we may not be con-
tent with mean things but may aspire to the highest things

5 Empedocles Fifth-century 8.C. Greek philosopher who explained
the physical world as composed of four elements controlled by Strife
and Love.

7 Calypso-like Calypso, the nymph who kept Odysseus on the
island for seven years, was also associated with the “hidden”; thus,
an illusion or one who creates itlusions.

8 Asaph Several Asaphs in the Old Testament. One was the Choir-
master during David's time; his name is connected to a small collec-
tion of psalms, and he is probably the one Pico is referencing in this
passage.
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and strive with all our forces to attain them: for if we will
to, we can. Let us spurn earthly things; let us struggle

toward the heavenly. Let us put in last place whatever is of

the world; and let us fly beyond the chambers of the world
to the chamber nearest the most lofty divinity. There, as

e

/ Not only the Mosaic or Christian mysteries but also the
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theology of the ancients show the advantages for us and
" the dignity of these liberal arts about which I have come
here to dispute. For what else is meant by the degrees of
initiation that are customary in the secret rites of the
Greeks? First, to those who had been purified by moral
and dialectic arts, which we have called, as it were, purga-
tive, befell the reception of the mysteries. And what else
can this reception be but the interpretation of more hidden
nature by means of philosophy? Then lastly, to those who
had been thus prepared, came that gronteie, that is, a
vision of divine things by means of the light of theology.
Who does not seek to be initiated into such rites? Who
does not set all human things at a lower value and, con-
temning the goods of fortune and neglecting the body,
does not desire, while still continuing on earth, to become
the drinking-companion of the gods; and, drunken with
the nectar of eternity, to bestow the gift of immortality
upon the mortal animal? Who does not wish to have
breathed into him the Socratic frenzies sung by Plato in the
Phaedrus, that by the oarlike movement of wings and feet
he may quickly escape from here, that is, from this world
where he is laid down as in an evil place, and be carried in
speediest flight to the heavenly Jerusalem. We shall be
possessed, fathers, we shall be possessed by these Socratic
frenzies, which will so place us outside of our minds that
they will place our mind and ourselves in God. We shall
be possessed by them if we have first done what is in us to

the sacred mysteries reveal, the seraphim, cherubim, and
thrones occupy the first places. Ignorant of how to yield to
them and unable to endure the second places, let us com-
pete with the angels in dignity and glory. When we have
willed it, we shall be not at all below them. . ..

do. For if through morality the forces of the passions will
have been so stretched to the [proper] measure, through
due proportions, that they sound together in fixed con-
cord, and if through dialectic, reason will have moved,
epiTgtirne-in her forward march, then, aroused by the
frenzy of the muses) we shall drink in the heavenly har-
-of-ourearsThen Bacchus the leader of the muses, in

his own mysteries, that is, in the visible signs of nature,
will show the invisible things of God to us as we philoso-
phize, and will make us drunk with thé abun f the

house of God. In this house, if we ard faithful like Moses, ).

liest theology will approach, and willinspire us with 2~

twofold frenzy.
oftheology, fr

e, raised up into the loftiest watchtower
which, measuring with indivisible eter-

M Enity the things that are, will be, and shall have been, and
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looking at their primeval beauty, shall be prophets of
Phoebus,’ his winged lovers, and finally, aroused with
ineffable charity as with fire, placed outside of ourselves
like burning Seraphim,° filled with divinity, we shall now
not be ourselves, but He himself who made us.

9 Phoebus Another name for Apollo, the Greek god of prophecy, the
patron of music and poetry; also connected with the sun and, thus,
the “shining one,” as Phoebus is likewise called.

19 Seraphim In the Hebrew tradition and Bible, they are supernatu-
ral beings associaied with the presence of God. Pico is using both
Phoebus and the Seraphim as images of light to lift the reader to new
heights of knowledge and wisdom.

LEON BATTISTA ALBERTI

Selection from On Painting

Alberti’s On Painting helped ensure the triumph of the new Renaissance style over older
medieval art. Published in Latin (1435) and Italian (1436) just as the Renaissance was picking
up steam, this was the first modern treatise on the theory of painting. It became the era’s
authoritative guide for painters, both within and outside Florence, including Fra Angelico

(ca. 1400-1455), Piero della Francesca (1420-1492), and perhaps Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519).
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