History 325:  A handout on Humanism
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Please become familiar with the overall concept and content of Renaissance Humanism and assess its possible impact on the Protestant Reformation.  What is the educational agenda of the Humanists?  How did they invigorate the study of ancient and contemporary texts?  Who were the major Humanist thinkers?  What attributes does Erasmus share with these men?  What is “Erasmian Christianity” ?
Assigned reading:  Ozment, pp. 290-317

I. What is Renaissance Humanism?

· Revival of classical literature and learning which surfaces first among the educated elites of Italy and spreads rapidly into other countries in Europe.

· Recovery of Latin texts (and later Greek) – ad fontes ("to the source")

· New curriculum in schools, universities – studia humanitatis "the humanities"

a. Classical texts valuable for the study of human life, morality, and "things human"

b. Ambivalence to things divine by some humanists, interested in what man can do

c. Topics: Grammar (Latin), rhetoric, poetry, history, moral philosophy – the liberal arts!

· An interest in composing Latin texts in the style of Cicero and the best ancient Roman authors.  Artists were likewise interested in reintroducing sculpture and architectural styles of the Greeks and Romans.

· An interest in language and grammar that led to the creation of vernacular poetry, song, story, and history writing (although scientific, mathematical, and theological works were still in Latin).

II.  Who were the Humanists?

· The first Humanist is generally considered to be Francesco Petrarcha (1304-1374), who lived in Italy and France.  He studied law and theology, then began to pursue literary studies of ancient Roman authors, eventually writing letters to them (because they were the only ones he could related to).  In his own writing, “Petrarch” imitated Cicero's complicated Latin prose style, which had longer sentences and was considered much more elegant (though complex).  Petrarch was also very interested in Christian texts, especially St. Augustine and the New Testament.

· Certain Humanists who turned their talents and interests toward the betterment of the state are known as Civic Humanists.  Once such man was Leonardo Bruni (1370-1444) who was born in Arezzo near Florence.  Bruni was educated in Florence and was very respectful of Petrarch, who died about when he was born.  He excelled in Latin rhetorical writing and received a post in Rome with the pope.  When the powerful Visconti dynasty in Milan attacked Florence in 1402, Bruni used a war of words to defend their republic, producing In Praise of the City of Florence, which shows Florence in Roman Republican traditions against the tyranny of the Milan despot.

· Hans Baron, a famous 20th century Renaissance historian, saw this as one of the Humanists greatest contributions in the Renaissance—the skillful art of propaganda.

· Lorenzo Valla (1407-1457) was clearly among the most impressive Humanists of the Italian Renaissance.  A native of Rome, he excelled in Latin and Greek and served as a "professor of eloquence" at the University of Pavia beginning in 1429.

· Valla used historical methods, source materials, and linguistic analysis to determine that the Donation of Constantine was a forgery.  (Recall that the Donation had existed for centuries and had been used by the popes to lay claim to the temporal property of the Emperors, because the document said that Emperor Constantine gave the Western Roman Empire to the Church and kept Constantinople for himself.)

· Valla wrote annotations of the New Testament, noting translation errors in the Vulgate, which led to additional critiques and scholarship by Erasmus and Luther.  He spent the last years of his life collecting rare Greek and Latin manuscripts and establishing the Vatican Library.

· There were some women Humanists, including Isotta Nogarola (1418-1466) and Laura Cereta (1469-1499).  They defended the study of the humanities for women, a rather controversial idea unfortunately, and made valuable contributions to philosophy, theology, and mathematics.

III.  What practical skills did Humanists get from their studies?

· Good morals, practical rhetorical and political skills, and thus social responsibility and good conduct—humanists make the best citizens

· Humanists pursued perfection and order in this life
· An ethic of education and self-improvement

· Traditional Christian thinkers (Scholastics) sometimes accused humanists for stressing morality without religion; Humanists generally rejected part or all of scholasticism

· An appreciation for humankind and the created world, an idea rather different than the intense medieval focus on suffering in this world and the incredible beauty and perfections of the world to come.

· The overall concept that people have a free will to do good and cultivate the classical value of virtue (virtu)

· Protestants were very influenced by Humanism and used humanist ideas in their biblical scholarship, in their rejection of scholasticism, and in their interest in liberal education (infused with Protestant ideas).  However, many humanists saw Protestant theologians like Luther as too dogmatic or “theological”

IV. Desiderius Erasmus (1467-1536) as Northern Renaissance/Reformation Scholar

· Erasmus was the definitive Humanist of the Reformation period, and he inherited the craft of Humanism from earlier Italian scholars and pushed the discipline to new heights in the so-called “Northern Renaissance”.

· Erasmus was born in Rotterdam, which is in modern-day Holland, but he didn’t live there exclusively.  He moved between Belgium, Switzerland, Italy, England, and Germany; in short, where ever the values of literary scholarship were prized.  He was “a man of letters”—a Humanist, more at home with books and ancient manuscripts than with people.

· Erasmus wrote only in Latin and may not have been fluent in Dutch, the tongue of his native city.  The Latin of Erasmus was the Latin of the great Roman writers—Horace, Virgil, and Cicero.

· He can be best summed up as a combination of Netherlandish Catholic piety and the Humanist idea, which had its origins in 14th century Italy. Added to this was the power of the printing press.
· Erasmus was a careful textual scholar of Greek and Latin, and had an incredible command of the New Testament and New Testament Greek.

· He instructed on morals, theology, and politics; he also wrote satirical works and pleaded for peace among the nations.  In general, he was civil and kind in his writing, though also satirical.

· The unity of Humanism and Christianity that Erasmus called for has often been described as the Philosophy of Christ (philosophia Christi).  Christians should love the wisdom gained from God’s Word; faith should transform the interior life of the believer.  Works, indulgences, and slavish rituals were far from this approach.  Ancient moral wisdom was also compatible with the teachings of Christ, thus there was a unity to ancient philosophy and Christianity.

· In this way, some scholars talk about ‘Erasmian Christianity’ or ‘Erasmian Reforms’, which essentially opposed rituals and popular practices that would lead to superstition, supported clerical marriage, encouraged slow and general reform within the Catholic church, encouraged Bible reading and quiet devotion, encouraged reforms in the hierarchy of the church (under direction of the pope), and encouraged pacifism and criticism of princes who fought too much.
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