


attention than petty details o f the history o f Cicero’s Rome, “which 
hardly anyone knew about even when they happened” ; these “seem 
the province o f a pedantic and trivial mind rather than of one which 
diligently seeks important forms o f knowledge.” 3 

Massari thanked Guidetti for his frank answer but pressed him 
on the issue o f history. He dismissed as arbitrary and vague the 
technical rhetorical terms that Guidetti had used to characterize 
his own interest in the letters: “How and out o f what words and 
tropes one constructs ‘flowers’ and ‘sobriety’ I do not understand, 
nor have I ever read or heard a satisfactory account.”4 And he 
argued that Cicero’s letters, permeated as they were with the events 
of the Roman revolution that their author had lived through, were 
unintelligible to anyone who lacked a firm grounding in Roman 
republican history. To highlight the difference in their approaches 
Massari asked Guidetti to explain a specific text as Landino had: 
“ I would like you to tell me the meaning o f the sentence that reads: 
‘senatus religionis calumniam non religione, sed malivolentia et 
illius regiae largitionis invidia comprobat’ [ F am . i . i . i ] ” 5 

Guidetti replied less calmly than before. He admitted that one 
needed a minimum of historical knowledge, “enough to make the 
argument of the letter clear.” But one should not make the hunt 
for such details an end in itself:

For when a good teacher undertakes to explicate any passage, the 
object is to train his pupils to speak eloquently and to live vir-
tuously. If an obscure phrase crops up which serves neither of 
these ends but is readily explicable, then I am in favor of his 
explaining it. If its sense is not immediately obvious, I will not 
consider him negligent if he fails to explicate it. But if he insists 
on digging out trivia which require much time and effort to be 
expended in their explication, I shall call him merely pedantic.6

As to the particular passage that Massari had called into question, 
Guidetti continued:

In my view the teacher’s duty is first of all to show from history 
that the ancients took no public decisions in the Senate without 
first consulting the gods. If they found that the gods opposed 
their action, they said that it was forbidden ‘by religion’ [cf. the 
first two words of the Cicero text]. If it is appropriate to the
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seniority of the students and to the occasion, he may add an 
account of the different ways that they determined this, one nat-
ural and one artificial. . . But if someone is unpleasantly insistent 
on asking what kind of religion was talked about in the Senate,
I would tell him if I knew; if not I would admit that I didn’t, and 
I still would not be afraid that I had failed in the duties of a 
teacher . . . After that I would come back to the meaning of the 
individual words. I would explain what the Senate is, what the 
word is derived from, who founded it at Rome, who enlarged its 
powers, how great its worth and authority were within the state, 
how many sorts of senator there were . . . I would also deal with 
the definition of “religio” and whether the word comes from 
“religare” or “relegare” or “relegere” ; I would deal with “cal- 
umnia” in the same way . . .7

Massari found no satisfaction in all this verbiage. “ I asked you, 
in a friendly way,” he plaintively wrote, “ for an explanation of the 
passage, not the duty o f an exegete and the office o f a teacher. I 
too have read Macrobius, Valerius Maximus, Aulus Gellius, and 
Cicero On Divination, but I still don’t know what Cicero means in 
that letter. Please explain to me the phrase ‘religionis calumniam’; 
I don’t care so much whether ‘religio’ comes from ‘religare’ or 
‘relegere’ ”8 For Massari, in short, the task o f the interpreter work-
ing his way through a passage is to decipher, phrase by phrase, 
what it meant to its author and its original readers; for Guidetti, 
the task of the interpreter is to amass around the individual words 
of the passage general information useful to the modern student.

These exchanges are more than just another paper confrontation 
between two minor gladiators o f the Republic o f Letters. They 
reveal two different notions o f classical scholarship in conflict. On 
the one hand, Guidetti (and presumably Landino) saw the purpose 
of scholarship as pedagogical: to produce well-behaved young men 
who could write classical Latin. The teacher should equip his pupils 
with the tools o f rhetorical analysis and a broad— if shallow— 
grounding in the Latin language and in Roman Realien. So trained, 
the pupil would be able to extract from his text— an ideal thing 
outside of any particular time, space, or individual experience— a 
central core o f moral and literary instruction. On the other hand, 
Massari saw the purpose o f scholarship as scientific: to offer exact
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knowledge about minute details o f ancient culture and to transmit 
sophisticated techniques for resolving difficulties in the ancient 
sources. The scholar should be able to extract from his text— a 
deposit o f a specific age, author, audience, and context— original 
answers to technical problems. Guidetti views his texts as classics, 
as ideal and unproblematic objects for imitation in the present. 
Massari views his texts as artifacts, as human and difficult products 
o f an irrecoverable past. The ideal vehicle for Guidetti’s views was 
the fifteenth-century school commentary, with its vast mass o f 
paraphrase, rhetorical analysis, and elementary lexical and historical 
detail. The ideal vehicle for Massari’s views was the late fifteenth- 
century selective commentary or scholarly monograph, with its 
tightly organized series o f quotations marshaled to solve a single 
difficulty.9

This debate is exemplary for the clarity with which its proponents 
stated the issues that divided them. But it was far from unique, or 
even unusual, in the Renaissance. I f  Raphael had lived long enough 
and had had another wall to cover in the Stanza della Segnatura, 
he could have produced a School o f Hermeneutics well populated 
by stately pairs o f humanists arguing about how to read their texts. 
One could imagine, in the center, Machiavelli insisting that the 
only way to reform political life is to have constant recourse to the 
Roman historians, and Guicciardini replying “How wrong it is to 
cite the Romans at every turn.” 10 On the left, one might find the 
Lyons humanists who printed the late-medieval moralization of 
Ovid by Pierre Bersuire and produced an updated one as well, 
being upbraided by that other Lyons humanist Rabelais,11 who 
began his Gargantua with an attack on that “ true bacon-picker,” 
the Dominican allegorist Petrus Lavinius. On the right, one might 
find those preeminent Leiden scholars Justus Lipsius and Joseph 
Scaliger, the former insisting that direct study o f the ancient sources 
would provide the modern statesman with an ideal training in 
everything from morality to military tactics— and the latter telling 
his students that Lipsius “ is no teacher o f politics, nor can he 
achieve anything in government. Pedants can do nothing in these 
matters.” 12 We have passed from Florence to Leiden, from politics 
to poetry and back, and yet we still encounter the same contra-
dictory maxims and methods. One set o f humanists seeks to make

2Ó Renaissance Readers and Ancient Texts



Renaissance Readers and Ancient Texts 2 7

the ancient world live again, assuming its undimmed relevance and 
unproblematic accessibility; another set seeks to put the ancient 
texts back into their own time, admitting that reconstruction of 
the past is difficult and that success may reveal the irrelevance of 
ancient experience and precept to modern problems.

A rich body o f research has taught us much about the historical 
reading of the ancients. Remigio Sabbadini and Pierre de Nolhac 
almost a century ago, B.L. Ullman, Roberto Weiss, Giuseppe Bil- 
lanovich, Sebastiano Timpanaro, and Silvia Rizzo more recently 
have shown that the humanists did indeed create a new mode of 
experiencing old texts.13 They saw the ancients as inhabiting a world 
different from theirs and devised what we would now call the 
methods of historical philology in order to bring themselves closer 
to it. Petrarch’s exemplary work on assembling and correcting the 
text o f Livy, Valla’s historical scrutiny o f the Donation of Constantine 
(and o f the Latin language as a whole, which he saw as the fullest 
deposit of and truest key to Roman history), Poliziano’s devising 
of the principle o f eliminatio codicum descriptorum, and Erasmus's 
application of the principle o f lectio difficilior potior— these triumphs 
of humanist philology have been described in several recent works 
that concentrate on the great men who won glittering prizes.14

Naturally, not every humanist carried off a gold medal. As his-
torians have turned away from the towering brilliant icebergs like 
Poliziano and Scaliger and poked their heads below the waterline 
to examine the vast submerged bulk o f humanist scholarship, we 
have learned just how untypical the heroes were. The work of 
Martin Sicherl and Martin Lowry on Aldo Manuzio, for example, 
has shown that he (and his editors) used their manuscript author-
ities with far less discrimination than a Poliziano. In Aldo’s famous 
shop a creative editor tried to change a verse in the Greek An-
thology to read not “Drink to me only with thine eyes” but “Drink 
to me only with thy lips.” 15 In Aldo’s shop, too, someone misread 
the word paidõn (children) in an early line in Aeschylus’s Agamem-
non as podõn (feet). So emended, the matchless simile in the first 
chorus described Menelaus and Agamemnon raging for all-out war 
“ like vultures who in terrible pain for their feet wheel high above 
their nests.” And as Monique Mund-Dopchie has shown, this strik-
ing image o f vultures suffering from corns was preserved by some



editors and translators even after the Greek text was corrected in 
print in 15 5 2 .16

But we should not be hypercritical. I f  Letizia Panizza’s elegant 
essay on the reception o f Seneca’s first Letter in Renaissance Italy 
portrays a series o f humanists making little headway with either 
their author’s historical context or his Latin style, most recent work 
has borne out the more positive results o f two pioneering scholars, 
John Dunston and Timpanaro. Donatella Coppini has portrayed 
the little-known Antonio Volsco unriddling a hard distich in Pro-
pertius exactly as the modern commentator Max Rothstein would, 
in ignorance o f his predecessor. Jill Kraye has shown us the in-
dustrious German Hellenist Hieronymus W olf explaining a hard 
point o f Greek philosophical lexicography which had baffled clev-
erer men, notably Poliziano. And Carlotta Dionisotti, by a startling 
feat o f detective work, has breathed life into the forgotten bones 
of the Flemish Hellenist Jean Strazel, showing that he offered his 
Parisian students around 1540 penetrating guidance into both the 
linguistic mysteries and the political teachings o f a very difficult 
Hellenistic author, the historian Polybius.17 Moreover, the hu-
manists’ successes were not confined to the explication o f individual 
passages. Two books on the study and editing o f Aeschylus during 
the Renaissance have recently appeared. They diverge on many 
details but converge in showing that Pier Vettori and Henri Es- 
tienne, working together, solved the basic editorial problems in a 
way that still commands assent— and so provided a prominent 
exception to the norms of editorial practice described in E. J . 
Kenney’s influential The Classical Text: Aspects of Editing in the Age 
of the Printed Book (Berkeley, 1974).18

The humanists, moreover, not only cracked specific textual prob-
lems but developed generally valid methods for textual analysis. 
In the 1 560s, for example, Jean Bodin elaborated in print a set o f 
rules for assessing the credibility o f statements made by ancient 
(and later) historians. The very existence of such rules implied a 
novel point— that ancient history had to be reconstructed from, 
not simply found in, the ancient historians. And the criteria Bodin 
employed seem as novel as his general enterprise. Bodin considers 
the ideal historian “less the indefatigable on-the-spot inquirer than 
the somewhat more detached historian who has diligently consulted
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records” :19 “The narratives o f those who have only what they have 
heard from others, and have not seen public records,. . . deserve 
less approval. Therefore the best writers, to win greater authority 
for their works, say that they have gathered their material from 
public records.” 20 In evaluating the ancient historians less as writers 
than as researchers, Bodin seems closer to the German scholars o f 
the nineteenth century than to the critics o f his own day, who saw 
history chiefly as magistra vitae (and, thus, as opus oratorium).21

The temptation to stress Bodin’s modernity does need some 
resistance. As will appear in Chapter 3, Bodin drew his belief in 
the crucial importance o f a historian’s use o f sources less from his 
mother wit than from the work o f an earlier Renaissance scholar. 
Giovanni Nanni— or Annius— o f Viterbo published his Commen- 
taria in 1498. This gallimaufry presented to the learned world a 
set o f complementary forged histories o f ancient nations, attributed 
to Berosus, Manetho, “Metasthenes,” and other gentlemen. Annius 
discussed the rules o f historical criticism because he wished to 
prove the superiority o f his novelties to the works o f Herodotus 
and Thucydides. Some principles he expounded in the forgeries 
themselves. Metasthenes warns the reader not to follow those ear-
lier writers who have their facts “auditu et opinione,” but only 
those ancient priests (like Metasthenes) whose annals enjoyed 
“publica et probata fides.” But Annius offers his most explicit 
guidance to the modern reader in his annotations. Glossing Me-
tasthenes, he makes clear that the priestly annalists deserved cre-
dence because their work rested upon public records: “ they were 
in older times the public recorders (notarii) o f events and dates; 
either they were present or they made copies from older ones.”22 
The unclassical notion that the best historians had worked not from 
hearsay but by archival research was formulated, in short, not by 
the sixteenth-century scholar but by the fifteenth-century forger. 
And even Annius’s rules were more original in formulation than 
in content. For as Bernard Guenée has shown, they amounted in 
part to little more than reformulations o f critical principles long 
applied to documents in ecclesiastical controversies.23

Yet it would be wrong to underestimate the novelty o f Renais-
sance readings. Offering general rules like those o f Annius and 
Bodin was a bold innovation in itself. And Renaissance readers
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certainly developed a form of historical awareness that had few 
precedents in their immediate environment. The humanists real-
ized that any classical text was not just the product of a single 
intellect but a subordinate part o f an organic cultural and historical 
whole. Accordingly, they set out to eliminate from the corpus o f 
genuine antiques all works that used a vocabulary, employed con-
cepts, or referred to events that their supposed authors could not 
have known. Naturally, the humanists made mistakes and ex-
pressed personal and religious prejudices in their work of criticism. 
But they also demolished the claims to deep antiquity o f such long- 
established (and long-convincing) fakes as the letter of Aristeas, 
the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, and the Corpus Hermeticum.24 
And in doing so they framed, drawing on classical precedent, the 
first clear general rules for testing the external form, internal con-
sistency, and vocabulary of documents— and thus laid the foun-
dations on which later scholars, challenged and stimulated by the 
New Philosophy, would rear the baroque edifices o f palaeography, 
diplomatics, and source-criticism.25

At the same time, the humanists set out to show precisely how 
the genuine ancient works they studied fitted into the larger de-
velopment o f ancient thought and writing. Sometimes they did so 
simply and directly— as Henri Estienne did when he put the sur-
viving works attributed to the ancient bards Orpheus and Musaeus 
at the end, not the beginning, o f his corpus of Greek hexameter 
poetry.26 Sometimes their historical awareness expressed itself in 
more ambitious forms. Francis Bacon, for example, called for the 
creation o f a new kind o f history o f human culture from the earliest 
times: a “ literary history.” This should not only deal with the great 
authors and their opinions but explain the causes o f each devel-
opment in the arts and sciences: “ it should include the nature of 
regions and peoples; their disposition, whether suited or unsuited 
to the various disciplines; the accidental qualities o f the period 
which were harmful or favorable to the sciences; rivalries between 
and minglings o f religions; the ill-will and the benevolence of the 
laws; and finally the outstanding virtues and ability o f certain in-
dividuals for promoting letters.” In the end, Bacon held, this his-
tory should transcend rational analysis to arrive at an intuitive 
perception of the unity o f each period. By direct examination of
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the primary sources, it would “evoke, as by an incantation from 
the dead, the literary spirit o f each age.”27 This program, as Erich 
Hassinger and Ulrich Muhlack have shown, had already been ad-
umbrated by such earlier thinkers as Petrarch and Erasmus, and 
found more elaborate expression in the works of Barclay and other 
seventeenth-century thinkers than it did in Bacon.28 And it re-
mained the model for cultural history down to the late eighteenth 
century, when Bacon was still cited as an authority on what a 
“ literary history” o f human culture should be— and when Christian 
Gottlob Heyne recreated in a masterly essay the “ spirit o f the age 
of the Ptolemies” and the geographical, climatic, and political con-
ditions that had shaped it.29 Humanist philology, in short, emi-
nently deserves the attention it has received from modern 
classicists and historians. Its proponents not only filled in the gaps 
and cleaned off the stains o f the classical corpus but rethought the 
nature o f reading itself.

At the same time, a second grasp of scholars— mostly literary— 
have shed new light on the methods by which some humanists 
made their texts yield a meaning directly useful to modern readers. 
The great surveys by Jean Seznec and Don Cameron Allen vividly 
portray generations o f Renaissance scholars building around their 
texts a vast wedding cake of interpretation, mingling ancient, me-
dieval, and modern ingredients in the hope o f disguising the awk-
ward pagan features and apparent errors o f the texts. Ida Maier 
and Alice Levine have shown that even Poliziano seized upon a 
late Byzantine physical allegory as a potential key to Homer. Ann 
Moss has shown how successive generations o f Ovidian allegorists 
modernized their methods and their use o f evidence without ever 
fully abandoning the assumption that Ovid must be reconciled with 
Christianity— and thus kept the Metamorphoses fresh and instructive 
for very different audiences. Michael Allen has analyzed in subtle 
and revealing detail the ways in which Marsilio Ficino fused earlier 
Neoplatonists' readings and misreadings o f Plato with his own. 
And Michael Murrin and David Quint have traced the impact of 
allegorical modes o f reading, ancient and modern, on Renaissance 
poets' modes o f writing.30

Recent scholarship has demonstrated that allegorical exegesis 
persisted longer— and influenced more fields o f thought— than
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anyone would have imagined a generation or more ago. Charles 
Lemmi, Paolo Rossi, and others have traced the paths by which 
Bacon came to believe that he would find support for his icono-
clastic, modern natural philosophy in the myths transmitted by the 
ancient poets.31 He seems to have turned to myths opportunisti-
cally, hoping to find a modish and inoffensive cloak for theories 
that could provoke resistance if stated baldly. But the enterprise 
eventually captivated him. By the end o f his life he gave it as his 
considered opinion that “a good many o f the myths o f the ancient 
poets were instilled with some mystery.” 32 And the up-to-date 
physical allegories o f the De sapientia veterum were, we now know, 
by no means the last venture down a shaft stripped o f ore. A century 
later Newton still groped for anticipations o f his theories in the 
myth of the pipes o f Pan.33

O f forms o f classicism other than the allegorical we know less. 
Yet the varied efforts o f the humanists to select a truly up-to-date 
canon o f literary classics for imitation have been studied by Morris 
Croll long ago, and by John D ’Amico, Marc Fumaroli, and Wilhelm 
Kiihlmann more recently. We are beginning to see how broad a 
spectrum of possibilities confronted humanists looking for antique 
models for discussion o f such apparently nonantique subjects as 
scholastic theology and Machiavellian political theory. And we are 
at least aware that the stylistic decisions o f the humanists normally 
expressed broad political and cultural choices rather than a tech-
nical preference for Cicero or Seneca.34

Yet if recent work has continued to reveal the progress o f hu-
manist scholarship and the varieties o f humanist imitatio, it has 
done less to explain how a single set o f scholars could employ two 
apparently opposite sets o f assumptions and methods. In fact, 
scholars have tended to seize upon only one o f the two approaches 
I have described as the one really characteristic o f humanism. Eu-
genio Garin, for example, has insisted that the essence o f the 
humanist movement lay in its call for a direct, historical contact 
with the ancient masters. He soundly chided Seznec, in a famous 
article, for overemphasizing the traditional and unhistorical ele-
ments in humanist scholarship.35 Y et another student o f Florentine 
humanism, Roberto Cardini, has almost reversed the terms o f Gar-
in’s argument. He has claimed that only allegorical and rhetorical
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exegesis o f the sort Landino practiced made the classics usable by 
modern writers. By contrast the new historical philology of a Mas- 
sari or a Poliziano could lead only to the isolation of a merely 
historical past from modern needs and problems.36

Most scholars seem to find the current o f thought that Garin 
emphasizes easier to accept as novel and important. He and other 
critics and historians offer a vision far more gripping than the mock- 
Raphael I described before: a group o f heroic humanists energet-
ically wipe the fog from a vast window, behind which appears the 
ancient world as it really was— or at least as Mantegna portrayed 
it, with meticulous attention to archaeological detail and perspec-
tive. Yet difficulties arise when we test this vision against the sources.

In the first place, few o f the humanists actually reveal on close 
inspection that commitment to a strictly historical approach which 
most secondary sources lead one to expect. True, one finds oc-
casional efforts to treat late or early products o f the Greeks and 
Romans as not inferior to the canonical classics (some of which 
were not our classics, o f course— for example Lucian). Poliziano 
argued in the introduction to his course on Quintilian and Statius 
that “We should not simply dismiss as inferior everything that is 
different.”37 Scaliger divided the history o f Greek literature into 
four natural seasons in a famous letter to Salmasius, and clearly 
described the late poetry o f the Hellenistic age as different from, 
but not worse than, what had gone before: “Autumnus ab aestate 
non degenerans.” 38 But such assertions are rare. Even the most 
sharply historical thinkers tended to set a particular canon of clas-
sics aside as those in which the Greek and Latin languages— and, 
so some held, Greek and Roman thought— had attained a unique 
height. Andrea Alciato, for example, took great pride in that expert 
command o f late-antique sources like the Scriptores Historiae Au- 
gustae which enabled him to give the first modern commentary on 
the last three books o f Justinian’s Code. He lamented his contem-
poraries* ignorance of “ the events o f later times.” But he also 
admitted that the late sources which he knew so well had put most 
other scholars o ff because they showed unmistakable signs o f lit-
erary degeneration: “ In these [constitutions] the style is not ab-
solutely correct, since the elegance o f Latin had begun to decay.” 
What was late, in short, could be important, could have “non



parva . . . utilitas” ; but it was not in any sense as good as what 
preceded it.39

Furthermore, if we allow the noble marmoreal figures to climb 
down from our imaginary School o f Hermeneutics and examine 
them in the round, we will see that many humanists read their 
texts both as classical and as historical— that is, that many Renais-
sance intellectuals managed to take their stand on both sides o f 
the gap that separates a Massari from a Guidetti, a Guicciardini 
from a Machiavelli. This balancing act required cool nerves and 
considerable boldness, yet many engaged in it.

Consider Bacon. We have already seen him playing the part o f 
historian and that o f allegorist. In the set-piece preface to De sap- 
ientia veterum he tried to combine these irreconcilable characters. 
Borrowing from Cicero, he ridicules the allegories o f Chrysippus, 
“ [who] used to assign the opinions o f the Stoics to the oldest poets, 
like a sort o f dream-interpreter.” Borrowing from Proclus and 
Julian, he argues that the myth-makers had signposted the deeper 
meanings o f their stories, by including in them palpable absurdities 
that “reveal the parable even at a distance, and as it were cry it 
aloud.” He admits that he may be deceiving himself, “captus ven- 
eratione prisci seculi.” He argues that the ancient poets had not 
created, but only transmitted, the myths, which must have been 
created in order to accommodate the conclusions o f the philoso-
phers to the “rude intellects” o f their contemporaries. And he 
rounds off this Hamlet-like soliloquy by confessing his inability to 
prove the historical validity o f his allegorical views— and simul-
taneously insisting on their correctness:

The wisdom of those early times was either great or fortunate; 
great, if this figure or trope was consciously devised, fortunate, 
if men who had something quite different in view provided the 
matter and the stimulation for meditations of such value. But in 
either case I will consider my work successful, so long as it proves 
useful at all. For I will illuminate either antiquity or nature.40

Other witnesses provide less explicit, but equally revealing, tes-
timony. Consider, for example, Poliziano, whose practice as an 
interpreter is richly documented by his lectures o f 14 8 0 -8 1 on 
the Silvae o f Statius, recently— and meticulously— edited by Lucia
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Cesarini Martinelli. The Poliziano o f these lectures is hardly the 
rigorous advocate o f a purely historical philology that one might 
expect from some recent descriptions o f his work. Certainly he 
studies the text detail by detail, illustrating every allusion with 
lashings of unpublished Greek and striking out with his customary 
zeal at the errors o f the previous commentator, Domizio Calderini 
(of whom Poliziano once said: “ I point Domizio out to scholars as 
I would point out an unexpected ditch to travelers”).41 We can 
watch him tear the text apart like an eager terrier after a bone in 
order to prove a new historical point: that Statius married Lucan’s 
widow, Polia Argentaria. Statius calls her at one point “raríssima 
uxorum.” Poliziano comments:

Smell these words out one by one. You’ll clearly see that they 
are too familiar to fit another man’s wife. He says “rarest of 
wives”—“wives,” not “women”— “wives,” because she both ven-
erates the memory of her dead husband and sweetly loves her 
living one. “Cum hunc forte diem consideraremus” [“When we 
by chance considered this day”]— both the adverb “by chance” 
and the plural number of the verb “we considered” clearly con-
note a certain familiarity . . .  Nor should the fact that Statius calls 
his wife Claudia in a letter worry you . .  .42

The argument is wrong, as the last, give-away sentence shows. But 
the attitude behind it is sharply historical. Poliziano sees Statius as 
a historical figure, a man who belonged to the same circle that 
included Martial and Lucan. And he uses this perception in his 
explanation o f important features o f Statius’s work— above all, his 
repulsive flattery o f Domitian, which Poliziano explained as a ne-
cessity for a poet whose patron genuinely believed himself a god.43

Yet much of the commentary is less historical than rhetorical. 
Poliziano is as concerned with the literary genres o f the Silvae as 
with their historical occasions. More important, he treats some of 
them not as historically conditioned products o f human arts but as 
absolutely perfect examples o f externally valid principles. Analys-
ing 2 .1, he quotes the precepts o f Menander and “almost all the 
other rhetors” on what any consolatio should be:

A monody ought to deal with praise of the dead [person’s] family, 
disposition, education, learning, studies, deeds, in such a way that



no clear order is followed. Thus it seems that the speaker's grief 
has made him lose control of his material. If the dead person was 
young, one should elicit emotion on the grounds that he died 
prematurely, that he deprived relatives and friends of their hopes, 
that he was no common person . . .44

And he goes on, for five pages and more of the modern edition, 
to show that Statius’s consolatio employs every conceivably relevant 
artifice and figure o f speech from exclamation and repetition to 
hyperbole and homoeopathia.45 This analysis begins from a his-
torical vision, to be sure: Statius did consciously write within genre 
conventions and deploy all the formal tricks o f the rhetorician’s 
trade. But by the end Poliziano has elevated Statius’s poem from 
the work o f a historical individual to an atemporal ideal that can 
be imitated by any modern writer needing to mourn or console— 
“a garland to be dedicated to the Muses from the most excellent 
flowers,” as he sums it up.

Bacon and Poliziano— admittedly an odd couple— were not iso-
lated cases. Petrarch and Salutati, as is well known, combined a 
commitment to philological research and a remarkable imaginative 
ability to work themselves into the circumstances o f ancient writers 
with what seems to have been an equally powerful belief in the 
allegorical interpretation o f some ancient poetry.46 And even in 
the late sixteenth century, the gravest and most learned of phil-
ologists still used allegorical keys to open certain doors. Isaac Ca- 
saubon fiercely denied, as we will see below, that the author of 
the Hermetic corpus could have enjoyed a special revelation of 
Christian truths clearer than the one granted to the Jews. But when 
he wished to emphasize the piety and seriousness o f his beloved 
Aeschylus, he treated even a small verbal detail (a reference to 
“God” rather than “gods”) as evidence that the ancients “by an 
instinct o f nature” had realized the truth of monotheism.47

Even more startling is the case o f Casaubon’s friend and cor-
respondent Joseph Scaliger. He never read Christian morals into 
pagan texts, and he bitterly criticized his old friend and former 
teacher, Jean Dorat, for “ seeking the whole Bible in Homer.”48 
Yet he too found one ancient allegorical method exciting. Chal-
lenged at the very end of his life by the Heidelberg theologian 
David Pareus, who considered the pagans entirely mendacious and
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cited their myths as evidence in favor o f this view, Scaliger re-
sponded by arguing— as Euhemerus and Varro had in antiquity— 
that the myths were not veiled accounts o f philosophical doctrines 
but confused accounts o f historical events. He claimed that simple 
common sense sufficed to find the facts beneath the myths: “For 
it is equally certain that Hercules existed, and that the Hydra, 
continually reborn with its innumerable heads, did not exist.” And 
he offered to transform the ancient mythological manual of Apol- 
lodorus, “opus sane ingeniosissimum et elegantissimum,” into a 
“certum Chronicon” organized by generations.49 N o criticism of 
allegorical principles, in short, ever did away with allegorical prac-
tice— even on the part o f the critic himself. At the end of the 
seventeenth century Jean Le Clerc still included scathing attacks 
on unhistorical readings o f classical texts and ventures into allegory 
and modernization o f his own devising in his great manual of her-
meneutics and textual criticism, the Ars c ritic a l

True, some Renaissance intellectuals held that their job was not 
to devise a single, absolutely valid interpretation o f a text but to 
collect all remotely plausible ones. Filippo Beroaldo, the influential 
commentator on Apuleius, Suetonius, and Propertius, explicitly 
took this position, citing Saint Jerom e as his authority. He at least 
could read some texts in apparently self-contradictory ways without 
feeling undue strain.51

But this simple explanation cannot account for all cases o f in-
terpretative schizophrenia. N o one favored the historical mode o f 
exegesis more strongly than Erasmus. He ridiculed the Ovidius 
moralizatus as a “crassly stupid” work which “gives a Christian 
adaption— distortion, rather— o f all the myths in Ovid.”52 He 
abused those inept early commentators on Seneca who had thought 
him a Christian.53 Yet he too often allegorized in his treatment of 
ancient texts and myths. “But as divine Scripture bears no great 
fruit if you stick obstinately to the letter,” he warned in the En-
chiridion, “ so the poetry o f Homer and Virgil can be quite useful 
if you bear in mind that it is entirely allegorical.” 54 “What difference 
does it make,” he asked, “ if  you read the books o f Kings or Judges 
or the history o f Livy, if you take no account of the allegory in 
either?” 55 And at least once he made clear that he saw allegorical 
readings as necessary in some contexts even though they might



distort the literal sense. In the De ratione studii Erasmus instructs 
his reader on how to teach a classical text. No doubt deliberately, 
he takes as his example the worst line— from a Christian point o f 
view— in the entire Virgilian corpus: “Formosum pastor Corydon 
ardebat Alexim” (“Corydon the shepherd was hot for pretty A l-
exis”), the beginning o f the second Eclogue. Here are his com-
ments:

If the teacher is clever, even when something crops up that could 
corrupt the young, it not only does no harm to their characters 
but contributes something useful to them. For their attention is 
partly turned to taking notes and partly raised to higher levels of 
thought. I f the teacher is to lecture on the second Eclogue, let 
him prepare his students’ minds with an appropriate introduction, 
or rather fortify them, thus: Let him say that friendship cannot 
be established save between those who are alike, that similarity 
breeds mutual benevolence while dissimilarity gives rise to hatred 
and discord. In proportion as the similarity is greater, truer, and 
firmer, the friendship will be more intimate. That after all is the 
upshot of a great many classic proverbs: “The good come to 
gatherings of the good even without an invitation” ; “like rejoices 
in like” ; “one equal pleases another” ; “seek a wife who is your 
equal” . . .56

Examples o f bad friendships— Romulus and Remus, Cain and 
Abel— would drive home by contrast the virtues o f true amicitia. 
The story o f Narcissus would prove the vital role o f similitude 
between lover and beloved. Plato’s two Venuses should be invoked 
to distinguish between sacred and profane love. And the eclogue 
itself could be explicated as a moral “ image, so to speak, o f a 
friendship too weak to hold” between Corydon the rusticus and 
Alexis the urbanusS1 “ I f  the teacher gives this preface,” Erasmus 
concludes, “ . . .  I think that nothing shameful can occur to a listener 
who is not already corrupt.” 58 Erasmus is certainly right. The stu-
dents, buried under a flood o f adages and examples, would never 
suspect that Virgil had described a passion Christians could not 
acknowledge— even though Erasmus knew perfectly well that he 
had done so. Here Erasmus plays a role unusual for him, not 
Proteus but Procrustes— and he was only one o f many scholars 
who lopped o ff anything imperfect in their perfect sources.
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Recent work by Kuhlmann and others suggests that the late 
sixteenth century saw serious efforts to bridge the gap between 
the humanists' two sets o f ideals and methods. In particular, Marc- 
Antoine Muret and Justus Lipsius, Muret's clever plagiarist and 
pupil, argued in words that soon won notoriety that the modern 
scholar must select for study and imitation those aspects o f antiq-
uity which were strictly comparable— and relevant— to his situa-
tion.59 Tacitus , for instance, deserved close study not for his stylistic 
and intellectual virtues but because he cast a special illumination 
on the chiaroscuro world o f revolt and repression in which late- 
sixteenth-century scholars lived:

Tacitus [so Lipsius wrote in a famous preface in 158 1] does not 
present you with showy wars or triumphs, which serve no purpose 
except the reader's pleasure; with rebellions or speeches of the 
tribunes, with agrarian or frumentary laws, which are quite ir-
relevant in our time. Behold instead kings and rulers, and— so 
to speak— a theater of our modern life. I see a ruler rising up 
against the laws in one passage, subjects rising up against a ruler 
elsewhere. I find the devices that make the destruction of liberty 
possible and the unsuccessful effort to regain it. I read of tyrants 
overthrown in their turn, and of power, ever unfaithful to those 
who abuse it. And there are also the evils that accompany liberty 
regained: chaos, rivalry between equals, greed, looting, wealth 
pursued from, not on behalf of, the community. Good God, he 
is such a great and useful writer! And those who govern should 
certainly have him at hand at all times.60

Lipsius prided himself on the power and the success o f his effort 
to ground imitation in historicism. In a letter to Johannes Woverius, 
he described his entire life as a coherent effort to make classical 
studies serve practical ends. He treats his systematic manuals, the 
Politica and the De cons tan tia, as the culmination o f his whole career 
as editor and exegete. And he sums up his intellectual ambitions 
in one climactic boast: “ I was the first or the only one in my time 
to make literary scholarship serve true wisdom. I made philology 
into philosophy.”61 N o wonder that this cogent intellectual pro-
gram revolutionized the study o f history and politics, impressed 
statesmen as well as academics, and found imitators and parallels 
across the intellectual spectrum, from military affairs to medicine.62



Yet the letter raises its own interpretative problems. Lipsius— 
as his readers were meant to know— quoted Seneca’s letter 108 
when he spoke o f converting philology into philosophy. In that 
letter Seneca had described the reverse process: the degeneration 
of philosophy into philology in his own time. He had blamed this 
partly on the teachers “who train us in argument, not for life” ; 
partly on the students “who come to their teachers to be made not 
wise but clever” (108.23). And he had argued that the root o f the 
problem lay in bad exegesis o f the classics, the natural result o f 
the proliferation o f philological studies. “The future grammarian 
studying Virgil does not read that incomparable line ‘fugit inre- 
parabile tempus’ with the thought in mind that ‘We must be on 
our guard; unless we hasten we will be left behind; swift time drives 
us onward, and is driven . . . ’ but in order to observe that whenever 
Virgil describes the speed o f time’s passage he uses the verb 
fugio.”63 Seneca supported the productive, “philosophical” inter-
preter who found a moral message in his texts against the passive, 
“grammatical” interpreter who found merely a poet’s habitual 
usage. Glossed by Seneca, as it was meant to be, Lipsius’s letter 
shows that his philosophical philology did not reconcile the op-
posing methods o f his predecessors. His commitment to histori-
cally valid readings was superficial. Like Seneca, he asserted the 
primacy o f the modern scholar who chooses the texts for his canon 
over the texts, the primacy of modern, practical needs over textual 
details, and the primacy o f the modern context in which a work is 
used over the original context in which it was composed. All o f 
these assertions were calculated to provoke the anger o f hard-nosed 
philologists like Joseph Scaliger (who filled his copies o f Lipsius’s 
work with critical marginalia).64 None o f them offered a defense 
against the argument that if utility was the sole criterion for choice 
of study, modern history and travel should be preferred to classic 
texts.65 And none o f them could repel the increasingly sophisticated 
attacks o f skeptics who— like Montaigne— denied that any classical 
text or situation resembled modern circumstances closely enough 
to serve as an adequate explanation or model for imitation:
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As no event and no shape is entirely like another, so none is 
entirely different from another. An ingenious mixture on the part
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of nature. If our faces were not similar, we could not distinguish 
man from beast; if they were not dissimilar, we could not distin-
guish man from man. All things hold together by some similarity; 
every example is lame, and the comparison that is drawn from 
experience is always faulty and imperfect; however, we fasten 
together our comparisons by some corner. Thus the laws serve, 
and thus adapt themselves to each of our affairs, by some round-
about, forced, and biased interpretation.66

As such views gained ground, even the defenders o f the ancients 
lost faith in the absolute value o f their texts, and it became inev-
itable that the even more useful texts o f the New Philosophy and 
the New Science would drive the ancient ones off the intellectual 
market. True, even in the seventeenth century the modes o f read-
ing that the humanists had practiced continued to exist in altered 
shape, the one in the form o f a newly rigorous scholarship and the 
other in that o f a newly austere classicism. But survival required 
transformations too sweeping to be discussed here, and in any event 
reading had ceased by then— if only for a time— to be the central 
problem of Western culture.

Recent research has not offered any powerful explanations for 
the tensions and contradictions we have explored. But it has pro-
vided some clues that may help us to recover the lost intellectual 
rules that governed and validated moves in this strange game. One 
crucial theme in recent research has been the central role o f rhet-
oric in all humanist thought.67 I f  we treat humanist readers as 
practitioners o f a form o f rhetoric, some difficulties vanish. If we 
assume that most humanists interpreted— like good rhetoricians—  
for a specific purpose and a particular audience, we can infer that 
many o f them read historically or philologically while composing 
technical monographs and allegorically while composing commen-
taries or teaching students. To that extent some apparent contra-
dictions can be explained away— though not a debate like that 
between Massari and Guidetti.

I f  we examine the humanists’ hermeneutical methods, moreover, 
we will see that historical as well as imitative modes of reading 
depended on rhetoric for their tools. In telling his students to ask, 
as they read Scripture, “how [Christ] was born, how he was raised, 
how he grew up, how he acted toward his parents and relatives,
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how he set about the task o f preaching the Gospel,” Erasmus turned 
the rhetorician’s precepts for composing a work into the questions 
to raise while reading it.68 Valla did the same, even more dramat-
ically, in his Declamation on the Donation of Constantine.69 And given 
this identical substrate o f method, historical and rhetorical readings 
may have seemed less dissimilar to their Renaissance practitioners 
than they do to us.

F i n a l l y , we should bear in mind that historical readings had at 
least one central aim in common with unhistorical ones— and that 
too was rhetorical. Even the most technically proficient humanist 
scholars expected that they would employ their discoveries about 
ancient literature in composing their own literary works. Poliziano 
took great pleasure in incorporating the new myths, facts, and 
variant readings he uncovered as a scholar in his own Latin poems 
and letters— and in pointing out that he had done so in his most 
rebarbative technical monographs. As late as the 1560s and 1570s, 
Joseph Scaliger reconstructed archaic Latin not merely because it 
was there but because he hoped to use it as the medium for new 
translations from Greek tragedy.70 None of these facts can explain 
what Erasmus thought he was doing when he interpreted Eclogues 
2 .1; all o f them make his tactics seem less strange, if not less 
reprehensible. For all o f them reveal that the need to use his texts, 
or to make them useful to others, often gave the humanist not 
only a motive for studying the classics but an occasion for slipping 
from one interpretative framework into another. Pedagogy, pro-
sody, and polemic, those great stimulators o f historical research, 
often stimulated the most creative o f allegories as well.

Mysteries remain. Garin rightly instructs us that humanism 
meant “ the formation o f a truly human consciousness, open in 
every direction, through historico-critical understanding of the cul-
tural tradition.” Murrin rightly enjoins us to recapture “ the ex-
citement which allegorical rhetoric could give to the ancient world 
and to the Renaissance.” 71 In Book 2 o f the Secretum Petrarch has 
Franciscus offer Augustine two Virgilian allegories. The first Au-
gustine recognizes as simply true: “You ’ve done a splendid job of 
finding the truth underneath the clouds.” The second Augustine
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receives in a more complex and ambivalent way, as true philosophy 
but possibly false exegesis:

I admire the secrets of poetic discourse of which, I see, you have 
a rich supply. Perhaps Virgil had this in mind when he wrote; 
perhaps he could not have been more distant from any thoughts 
of this kind and simply wanted to describe a storm on the ocean, 
and nothing else, with these verses. Nevertheless I think that 
what you’ve said about the power of the passions and the rule of 
the intellect is both acute and accurate.72

In Book 3 o f the Colloquium Heptaplomeres, written more than 
two hundred years later, Jean Bodin has his spokesmen for the 
various religions offer a whole palette o f different shades of inter-
pretation:

SENAMUS: Nothing has worried me longer than the allegory of 
the two trees and the serpent.

SALOMO: It is unknown to the Greek and Latin commentators 
alike. And though some of the Hebrews have opened up the 
hidden senses of the allegory, all their efforts will be in vain if 
God does not illuminate our minds so that they may grasp these 
things.

FRIDERICUS: It seems very dangerous to me to reduce the literal 
sense of holy Scripture to allegories; the entire history may vanish 
into myths.

OCTAVIUS: Now, Fridericus, do you think the serpent spoke with 
the woman? They hate each other so direly, that the mere sight 
of a snake may cause a woman to suffer a miscarriage, and in a 
whole crowd of men a snake will seek out the single woman for 
vengeance. Nothing truer could be said, then, than ‘The letter 
kills, the spirit gives life.”

SALOMO: In scripture a straight historical account is often given, 
as when the people undergoes a census and each tribe receives 
its leader. There are also cases when a historical account is given, 
but in addition to the history there is a hidden allegory . . .73

Any full history o f reading in the Renaissance will have to encom-
pass Garin and Murrin, to make room for the full range of readings 
of Petrarch’s Book 2 and Bodin’s Book 3. And that history will



be a tale o f mysteries undreamed o f in existing accounts of classical 
scholarship, hermeneutics, and literature in the Renaissance.

I conclude by passing briefly from description to analysis— or at 
least to interrogation. How, in the end, can we account for the 
humanists’ ability to carry on, boldly reading and rereading, despite 
their divided loyalties and contradictory assumptions? I have no 
answer to propose, but I can raise a large question that may be 
suggestive. Is the split I have described perhaps not a peculiar 
attribute o f Renaissance humanism but a normal feature o f any 
humanist movement— any effort to renovate society and culture 
by returning to a distant, golden past, supposedly incarnate in a 
canon of classic texts? After all, recent German and American work 
has shown that the creators o f modern professional philology, the 
German scholars o f the period from 1750  to 1850, made similar 
efforts at once to read their texts historically and to treat them as 
ahistorical classics. Friedrich August Wolf, whose Prolegomena ad 
Homerum o f 1795 was the first full-scale product o f the German 
school, pointed out flaws in the Homeric poems that could enable 
them to be chopped up into the earlier strata from which they 
grew. Yet W olf the destroyer could not contain his admiration for 
the poems in their final state, and fervently praised the very artistic 
unity and cohesion that his research had exposed as an illusion: 
“But the bard himself seems to contradict history, and the sense 
of the reader bears witness against i t . .  . Almost everything in [the 
poems] seems to affirm the same mind, the same customs, the same 
manner o f thinking and speaking. Everyone who reads carefully 
and sensitively feels this sharply . .  .” 74 And at least until the middle 
of the nineteenth century, his successors continued both to praise 
the canonical perfection o f the Greek and Roman classics and to 
dissect them into their underlying sources by stressing the incom-
petence with which these had been fused together.75

To take an oddly similar case from a far greater distance, in 
culture if not in time or space— if we examine the effort to renew 
the study o f the Confucian classics that grew up in the lower 
Yangtze region o f China during the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, we encounter many o f the same phenomena that char-
acterized the Renaissance.76 The Ch’ing scholars set out, like the 
Western humanists, to return to a set o f classic texts that were still
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being studied, but in what they considered a trivial and unrewarding 
way. For the “eight-legged” form in which civil service examinees 
cast their artificially pointed essays on the Confucian classics, the 
Ch’ing philologists substituted new and serious ways o f encoun-
tering the sources.77 They collated texts and studied archeology 
and epigraphy. Some o f them made the correcting o f textual errors 
a high intellectual calling in its own right:

You tell me that collating texts is the great passion of your 
life—

To sort them out with as fine precision as a sieve sifts rice;
That to get a single right meaning is better than a ship-load of 

pearls,
To resolve a single doubt is like the bottom falling off the 

bucket.78

They encountered opposition: “as your scholarship broadens,” the 
pioneer Ku Yen-wu was warned, “your eccentricities will 
deepen.” 79 But they persisted even when their research cast doubt 
on the authenticity o f classic texts accepted as genuine for millen-
nia. After all, many of them felt, their pursuit o f technical details 
and their savage hunt for error were motivated by the highest of 
ethical ideals. Only the most rigorous scholarship could give access 
to the classics— and only the classics, they continued to believe, 
offered a message that transcended time and space.80

The progress o f scholarship in the lower Yangtze followed many 
paths, as Benjamin Elman has shown in an impressive book— as 
many as it had followed in Renaissance Italy. What is most striking 
from our point o f view is that some Ch’ing scholars came to feel 
that their moral ends could not be attained by scholarly means. 
And they expressed the pathos o f this intellectual plight as mov-
ingly as Montaigne. The eighteenth-century bibliographer Chang 
Hsiieh-ch’eng, for example, admitted without reservation that he 
had no cogent solution for the epistemological difficulties posed 
by any effort to cross historical distances. In essence, he argued, 
no two individuals were really alike: “Each man o f course lives his 
own life, and each man’s life is unlike that o f any other. And even 
the experiences o f one life differ one from another.”81 Accordingly, 
he held that even the most skilled literary scholar could not fully



master texts written by someone else. Citing the story o f the eighth- 
century scholar Hsiao Ying-shih, who had read a Tang writer’s 
work with no name attached and gradually identified the author 
from its style, Chang commented: “People have always said that 
Hsiao . . .  had a genuine appreciation for fine writing. But words 
are rooted in the mind, and minds are as unlike as faces. Hsiao 
was not able to conclude as soon as he had seen the essay that Li 
definitely had written it. . . So we cannot call this real understand-
ing.”82 And he insisted, as forcefully as Lipsius or Muret, that the 
scholar could operate usefully only by pulling from the classics 
those ideas and facts which fitted current practical needs.

Are the resemblances that seem to link early modern and mod-
ern, Eastern and Western movements the result o f chance or the 
evidence o f a common cultural mechanism? I cannot say— nor can 
anyone else, until we enjoy much fuller knowledge o f both me-
dieval and Renaissance readings o f the ancients, and much deeper 
studies o f the ways in which political and institutional structures 
shaped so private an experience as reading.83 But I can end with 
a further question. We too seek both to interpret texts historically 
and to make them accessible as classics in the present. What felt 
and unfelt contradictions will our readers— if we find any— per-
ceive in our humanism?
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