
Humanism and the Renaissance Image of Man
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'Humanism' is the word often used to describe Renaissance values and outlook. But humanism was not a coherent philosophy or religion and it did not even exist as a word in the fifteenth century. The word humanista emerged in the late Renaissance as student slang to distinguish a liberal-arts student from a civil lawyer (legista) or a canon lawyer (canonista), encouraging some historians to describe Renaissance humanism principally as a new university programme. The word 'humanism' itself was not used until the late eighteenth or early nineteenth century to describe, like the word 'Renaissance', the movement as a whole, so it is anachronistic to use it with this wider meaning as though this is what it meant at the time. Nevertheless, the word remains useful to describe the values shared by the circle of men we have been describing, as long as we remember its recent origins.

Whether they were teachers, politicians or artists, most of this circle stressed the importance of human rather than divine values. Protagoras lived in the fifth century BC, and as a teacher and writer his ideas had important repercussions on religion, language and politics at the time and later. For in the absence of a universal standard of right and wrong implied by his much-quoted sayings 'man is the measure of all things' and 'as for the gods, I know not whether they exist or not', each state has to decide on its own laws, government and moral code. Education must train all children to be able to argue both sides of a question and see the other point of view as preparation for the political life, where laws are passed and justice dispensed by ordinary people. Early Greeks and Christians believed laws were God-given and therefore unchallengeable, whereas according to Greeks like Protagoras they were man-made and could be altered.
When these ideas reached Renaissance Italy, they made their influence felt not only in the fields of education and politics - where rhetoric and language were taught, as in Greece, to prepare children for the political life - but also in art, architecture and literature, where Alberti - like Protagoras before him - proclaimed the importance of man-based values. 
There was one image that particularly excited Renaissance imagination. This was the image of Hercules, the classical hero, who although a human was immortalised by the gods for his Seven Labours in slaying the monsters. He was usually admired for his toughness and heroism, but a story that was very popular in the fifteenth century shows he was also admired for other qualities. Called the Choice of Hercules, it was told by Prodicus (another Greek writer of the fifth century B.C.), and revived by Petrarch, to be constantly repeated in the fifteenth century. The story was this. When he was a young man, Hercules was suddenly confronted with a parting of the ways in the path along which he was walking. One way was smooth and grassy, leading downhill towards a beautiful woman who was beckoning him. The other was rough and stony and climbed steeply uphill to an austere and unwelcoming matron. The choice of path was Hercules' own to make and he chose the hard and stony path: per ardua ad astra (to the stars through difficulty).
This story illustrates an important difference between the classical and the Christian view of man. For Christians, man, although created in God's image, was corrupted by Adam's sin in tasting the fruit from the forbidden tree of knowledge; henceforth he could be saved only by taking on a new nature through God's grace in baptism. A fifteenth-century painting in the church of Santo Spirito in Florence, the Madonna del Soccorso, shows a child being saved from the devil by the enveloping cloak of the Madonna. Unlike Hercules, who makes his own choice between good and evil, the Christian child is being tugged vigorously by the devil and is saved only by being commended to the protection of the Madonna by its mother.
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The classical story shows much greater confidence in man ability to make his own decisions. Greeks and Romans did not believe in original sin and thought that children's natures at birth were like wax, capable of being impressed with good or bad experiences until they reached the age of discretion. This was the reason, as Plato explained in The Republic, why education was so important and why children should be subjected to no evil influences until their powers of reason had been developed in adolescence. This view of the role of education was shared by Renaissance teachers and writers like Vittorino da Feltre and Leon Battista Alberti who have already been described; hence the relevance to them of Plato as well as of educationalists like Plutarch and Quintilian. The popularity of Hercules at this time enables us to understand how ideas of man's nature were changing. Hercules himself was used - instead of a saint or, as we might expect, a divinely-ordained monarch - as the image on Florence's first communal seal, and he was at the same time portrayed on the base of the Campanile and even on the door of the cathedral to represent an ideal of civic virtue: fearless, brave and self-determining.
This is not to say that governments dared to rely on men's good nature at this time. Cosimo de' Medici involved himself in a debate about the desirability or otherwise of carnival pranks; he argued, like Plato, that 'our childish deeds are like the foundation stones of a building, which if established firmly will influence what we do for the whole of our lives'. So if anything, classical ideas about human nature served to impose more discipline on young people in order to set them on the right path for life.
There is another image of Renaissance man in Pico della Mirandola's famous  Oration on the dignity of man: man at the centre of the universe, capable of rising to the level of angels or sinking to the depths of animal bestiality. The Oration was written in 1486, but in fact his view of man expressed there was much less novel than has traditionally been believed. Early Christian writers like St Augustine had inherited neo-Platonic ideas about the hierarchical structure of the universe, according to which man was a mixture of the elements that made up the world, communicating with the heavenly spheres  through his spirit, or soul, and with earthly matter (earth, air, fire and water) through his body. Some men were therefore condemned to brutish lives, others through God's grace were capable of rising to greater spirituality. What is new is not so much Pico's account of man's central position in a hierarchical universe as his emphasis on man's freedom to move up or down as he pleases.
This optimistic view of man's freedom and creativity was shared by Renaissance writers like Marsilio Ficino, as well as by artists and architects such as Leon Battista Alberti, who attempted to reproduce in his round churches the divine mathematical proportions and harmonies of the universe. Michelangelo's Creation in the Sistine Chapel in Rome illustrate the recurring theme of his sonnets about the artist releasing through his intellect the divine ideas contained within the material with which he works. They illustrate, too, Shakespeare's view of man in Hamlet (II.ii): 'What a piece of work is a man! How noble in reason! How infinite in faculty! ...in action how like an angel! in apprehension how like a god!'
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This view is consistent with the traditional idea of the Renaissance itself as a progressive, forward-looking movement. But the Renaissance image of man's protean nature and freedom of movement has other implications that are less attractive. One story in particular illustrates this other face of Renaissance man. Since it originated in our avant-garde circle of writers and artists in Florence, it throws revealing light on the morals and outlooks of these men when amusing themselves and not performing for a public audience. The story is an account, probably retold by Brunelleschi's biographer Antonio Manetti, of a practical joke played by Brunelleschi, 'a man of marvellous intelligence and intellect' on a master-carpenter nicknamed 'Grasso', who was not only fat (as his name suggests) but a bit simple too - although 'he wasn't so simple that any but the clever could have guessed'. Grasso was punished for his absence from the Sunday evening's supper party of friends, all apart from himself 'nomini da bene' (men of standing), by the attempt to persuade him that he had become someone else. The very next evening Brunelleschi let himself into Grasso's house while Grasso was still at work and when Grasso returned Brunelleschi pretended to be Grasso himself, talking to Grasso's mother. Not only Brunelleschi but Donatello, and then a series of friends in official guise, all combined to persuade Grasso that he was in fact someone called Matteo. Imprisoned by one friend, who pretended to be the notary of the Merchants' Court, Grasso confided his troubles to a fellow-inmate, a judge imprisoned for debt: 'I know that you have read widely about many things, stories of the ancients and moderns and of men who have described many happenings. Have you ever read of anything similar to my experience?' The judge, thinking Grasso must either be mad or - as was in fact the case  the victim of a joke, said yes, it was nothing new, indeed some had experienced worse: Apulcius had been turned into an ass, Atteon had been turned into a deer, and the companions of Ulysses Iliad also been transformed by Circe into animals. And when Grasso was offered the chance of leaving the prison, provided he accepted the identity of Matteo, the judge, 'with great difficulty restraining his laughter and with inestimable pleasure', advised him to leave.
That was not the end of the story. Once out of prison, Grasso was forced to confess sins he had not committed to a priest - to the unrestrained delight and laughter of his friend Brunelleschi who was listening in. Escaping to Santa Maria del Fiore to sort things out, whom should he meet but Brunelleschi and Donatello, 'who were deep in discussion, as was their wont', and from them he heard his own story that was the joke of the town. When he realised the joke that had been played on him, Grasso decided to leave Florence for Hungary, where he won fame and success as master-engineer to Pippo Spano, the king's condottiere. So the story had a happy ending, especially since Brunelleschi many years later took him into his employ, claiming credit for driving Grasso out of Florence to win fame and riches in Hungary.
Nowadays we are familiar with techniques of depersonalisation and mystification but in the fifteenth century the story is exceptional. it is interesting from several points of view. First of all, it illustrates another facet of the Renaissance view of man. In this context, man's freedom and mobility are not the positive qualities they are in Pico's oration; on the contrary, they encourage loss of identity and mystification - reflecting the social conditions of a town like Florence, where mobility must often have resulted in disorientation. Although the circle Grasso belonged to was quite mixed, since it contained politicians as well as craftsmen and artists, Grasso himself was considered socially inferior to the others and became the butt of their cruel joke - which nevertheless, we are told, acted as a spur to fame.
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The story also illustrates the cleverness and inventiveness of Brunelleschi and his friends in contrast to the 'simplicity' of the carpenter - another aspect of the elitism that we now recognise as part of Renaissance culture. 'Invenzione' was a quality much admired in Renaissance artists and there is no doubt that Manetti tells the story to illustrate the inventiveness of hi brilliant master Brunellesehi. It also illustrates Florentine wit an  the love of jokes that circulate rapidly through the town. Many years later, in 1513, Machiavelli reported to his friend Francesco Vettori in Rome another case of confused identity; this time it was at the expense of a man who pretended to be someone else in order to avoid paying a boy for sexual favours. 'And so the saying in Florence this carnival is, "Are you Brancacci or are you Casa?"' and (quoting from Ovid's account of Mars and Vulcan being discovered in bed together in his Metamorphoses, IV, 189) 'this was the best-known story in the whole of heaven'. Wit and a love of jokes are other facets of human nature that Renaissance men valued as a sign of 'urbanity'
Above all, the story illustrates the importance of classical literature as a source of inspiration and a vehicle for conveying new ideas. It fell to the learned judge to tell Grasso that change of personality is a familiar theme in classical literature, quoting the well-known examples of Apuleins and Ulysses' companions. Christians distinguished clearly between man, who was made in God's image, and beasts who belonged to a lower level of creation; and although fallen man might succumb to bestiality, he lost his status as a human in doing so. Classical writers, on the other hand, distinguished much less clearly between men and beasts, as the myths of Chiron the centaur (halfman and half-beast), Apollo and Marsyas, and Pan reveal.
These myths were not only revived in the Renaissance period; they were given new importance. Instead of being condemned, man's animality was now seen as a positive strength. Aesop's Fables became very popular and were often used to praise animals for being braver and more compassionate than humans, as we can see from Bartolomeo Scala's short, scathing fable. Machiavelli in The Prince (25, pp. 133-4) quotes the myth of Chiron the Centaur with approval for teaching us that we should cultivate animal as well as human traits; for models, we should imitate the craftiness of the fox and the strength of the lion. And in Golden Ass the animals created by Circe from Ulysses' companions are portrayed as braver, more temperate and more attuned to nature than they were as men.
So the Renaissance view of human nature was richer and more complicated than Pico's Oration suggests. There was nothing in it that necessarily disagreed with traditional beliefs, since the Hercules myth could be used - as it had been by Coluccio Salutati - as an allegory of the fight against any kind of evil monster. Far from conflicting with Christianity, the writings of ancient philosophers were believed to share an understanding of the same religious truth, as the historian Francis Yates explains. In 1460 a manuscript of the supposed writings of the Egyptian magus, Hermes Trismegistus, was brought to Florence from Greece and Cosimo de' Medici at once wanted it translated: 'It is an extra- ordinary situation. There are the complete works of Plato, waiting, and they must wait whilst Ficino quickly translates Hermes, probably because Cosimo wants to read him before he dies'. Cosimo evidently believed that Hermes Trismegistus had access to ancient truths that were inherited by Plato when he visited Egypt and by Plato's contemporary (as it was thought), the Christian prophet Moses. In fact Renaissance men were wrong about these Hermetic texts predating Plato and Christianity, since they were really written in the second and third centuries AD. But because they were believed to be ancient they could be read with the respect the Renaissance entertained for 'the old, the primary and the far away'
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Nevertheless the revival of Greek myths contributed to a shift of emphasis that in the end did help to transform values. The classical figures of Hercules, Orpheus or Chiron provided images for a new understanding of man's nature - not crippled by original sin, but a malleable mixture of reason and animal passions. By the sixteenth century, medieval vices like anger, sloth and love of pleasure had been transformed into attributes of creativity and genius. More importantly, vi flu' had been emptied of its moral content and transformed into Machiavellian 'prowess', a quality much closer to the Herculean arete or 'ability' than to the moral virtue required of a Christian hero. And fortune had become a genuine element of hazard and unpredictability in the world, not an aspect of God's providence that we are merely unable to see.
When Machiavelli admires Chiron and the bold man who can beat fortune 'who is a woman'  (The Prince, chapters 18 and 25; 25, pp. 133-4, 159) and prefers the Roman virtues of bravery and magnificence to Christian humility,  he is adopting classical values and outlook to criticise those of his own day.
So perhaps it is not surprising that by 1510 Bartolomeo Fonzio, a humanist in Holy Orders, felt scruples about publishing what he had written in his youth on pagan subjects. It was all right for his contemporaries who had become university teachers or civil servants to publish what they wanted, since no religious scruples stood in their way, he wrote to a friend. But as for himself, 'we ministers of God certainly can publish whatever we composed when we were still laymen but whether we should with a clear conscience I don't know'. His dilemma suggests that we should not underestimate the challenge the classical revival posed to Christian values.
