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      INTRODUCTION

      

      The historical works composed by Renaissance humanists are impressive both in number and in originality of approach, but they still await a comprehensive survey. Fortunately Erasmus was not himself a historian ; so we need not consider the bulk of humanistic historiography in this study. Two aspects only of the humanistic contribution to historical thought and writing should briefly be outlined here, since Erasmus was instrumental in the development of both. Humanistic scholarship impregnated the methods and techniques of historical writing, and Erasmus’ role in this process has been generally recognized. Less attention has perhaps been paid to the growing concern for the meaning of history. It is here that Erasmus’ part was rarely matched by his contemporaries and remained largely unnoticed by modern scholarship.

      The impact of humanism on the techniques of historical writing may be outlined in this way. From the time of Petrarch the encyclopedic works of medieval compilers were being repudiated in favour of the complete works of individual authors, preferably the classics. As manuscripts were brought to light, reproduced, and collected in proper libraries, historical sources multiplied and the picture of the past was integrated. From the prominent place of classical historians in Petrarch’s list of favourite books to the 16th century editions of a first corpus of early Church historians or Byzantine chroniclers, the preserving efforts of humanists served Clio in manifold enterprises.

      Once gathered together, the classics of history could be compared with each other. The appreciation of distinct subject matters, treated by the classical authors with appropriate technique and style, led to the ambition to imitate, to equal, and to surpass them. Sallust’s and Thucydides’ studies of distinctive conflicts, Livy’s account of the growth of a unique city, Plutarch’s achievement of comparative biography, all provided the humanist historians with some of their characteristic subjects. In other instances the imitation of one peculiar model gave way to an eclectic method which examined and embodied the merits of various approaches. Initiated in the 15th century1
, the ideal of a perfect historical method based on eclecticism was fully developed by Bodin.

      

      The progress from preserving to restoring efforts marked the birth of modern philology. Again it was Petrarch who paved the way. He devoted himself to the reconstruction of the mutilated text of Livy. He was convinced that the experience of the ancients enlightened the living ; it was, therefore, important to know exactly what they had said.2
 Valla showed in his critical study of the Donation of Constantine
 how the style and expression of a text provided criteria for the date and the circumstances of its composition. After Valla’s death his text-critical approach was to have the impact of a fanfare whose echo resounded from many quarters. Erasmus, in particular, was bound to influence the countless numbers who read him. In his New Testament
 and in the preface and notes accompanying his patristic editions he demonstrated how the adequate interpretation of a text depended upon comprehending characters and concepts from the peculiar historical setting which had produced them. Clio thus became the hand-maid of literary criticism, but in serving she profited immensely. Cultural epochs were set off against one another on stylistic and literary grounds. Political and religious institutions were seen to be subject to historical change. Works and letters in reliable and complete editions became the basis for intellectual biography.

      Nevertheless, the humanistic contribution to historical writing was not one of blueprints so much as of workers. The methods of humanism changed the face of historiography because of the large number of historians recruited from the humanistic camp. Outside the sphere of Renaissance humanism there had been only a few officially appointed chroniclers. Now realms and cities had their histories rewritten by trained humanists. Independent scholars combined professional skill with the patriotic or pious devotion of medieval amateurs. They amassed sources and scanned them critically. They discarded legends, but invented fictitious speeches that voiced their own historical meditations. Having studied eloquence and moral philosophy, they drew upon their skills to enlighten the present with the examples of the past.

      Humanistic assiduity produced not only new histories ; it produced new views of history. In the minds of early Italian humanists the meaning of history came to envelop new complexities which derived from the renewed study of the ancient authors. Subsequently, at the turn of the 16th century, humanism developed a routine approach to history. In the generation of Erasmus there is some indication that this routine was being challenged, though the challenge would not reach its peak before the 17th or even the 18th century. At first the reaction against the humanistic understanding of history was never more than partial and in some cases — notably so in the case of Erasmus — it was born from the very principles of humanism.

      It may be doubted whether at any time there existed a homogeneous humanistic concept of history, but some general characteristics emerged fairly regularly. History became increasingly secular and individualistic as the 
 humanists attempted to recreate the man-centered cosmos of classical antiquity. Conversely, new patterns and recurring types were developed, for history was still expected to teach the present and the future.

      Not all that was new in Renaissance historiography must be associated with humanism ; the humanistic trend, however, was conspicuous in the imitation of Cicero. His regard for the political and moral functions of history in maintaining the state on sound principles was reflected in the republicanism of Petrarch and Bruni. Cicero’s demand for a subtle balance between historical truth and rhetorical message was pondered by Valla and Pontano. It led to the general problem of the relationship between poetry and history and to the question of whether the latter was to relate personal experiences or rather to describe the events of a remote past. The resulting deliberations of the Italian humanists were enlivened by the growing awareness of the Greek philosophical approach to history as presented in the works of Aristotle, Herodotus, Thucydides, and Polybius. The Greek theory that historical situations recurred in regular cycles buttressed the humanistic concept of a glorious renaissance after a dark intermediate age. It also supported Cicero’s contention that the lessons of the past provided the models for moral and political conduct.

      Patriotism was further stirred by the visible relics of the past. The ruins of Rome inspired Biondo’s antiquarian research. In his wake, other humanistic historians north and south of the Alps based their studies on the documentary sources and surviving institutions of specific regions.

      With the 16th century, religious fervour and dissension came to overshadow singleminded patriotic devotion. Historical theory, on the other hand, while it had been tackled prior to the Reformation, was now perfected as an alternative to active historiography. Patrizi, Bodin, Baudouin, the prominent humanists engaged in historical methodology, were all men of divided loyalties. Once again the lead of classical antiquity proved fertile : in addition to ancient rhetoric and philosophy, Lucian’s treatise on the writing of history provided widespread inspiration. Yet, contrary to the ancients, the humanistic treatises on historical method were more concerned with those who read histories than with those who wrote them. The fact that the reader too was considered in need of advice attests not only to the swelling volume of historical literature but also to the growing complexity of historical thought.

      In a sense, historical methodology was thus an alternative to humanistic historiography ; but in other ways it was an extension. The theoreticians too were convinced of the exceptional merits of history, and their treatises continued the praise of history seasoned with Ciceronian eloquence which can be traced back to the early days of humanism. Yet the first half of the 16th century also focused a new and highly critical look at the achievements and the enthusiasm of the humanist disciples of Clio. Melanchthon’s historical work does not tie in with Sabellico’s isolated undertaking of a universal history written in the humanistic taste. Melanchthon resumed the great spiritual tradition of the medieval chronicle. He explained how God had 
 directed the world since Adam and Eve. Together with the medieval theological outlook he quite logically resumed the medieval systems of periodization. Although he knew and often used the humanistic techniques, he became the representative of a new sort of confessional historian whose objectives and achievements lay beyond the program of humanism. Erasmus too was critical of many aspects of the humanistic approach to history. He may have resembled the confessionnal historians in that his criticisms had ultimately religious motives. Beyond that, he expressed a profound concern with the truth of all historical knowledge acquired by man, a concern that advanced the humanistic spirit of inquiry and forecast many facets of the complex historical thought of the modern age.
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          1 Cf. F. Gilbert, Machiavelli and Guicciardini : Politics and History in Sixteenth-Century Florence
, Princeton 1965, 204f.
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          2 Cf. M. P. Gilmore, Humanists and Jurists
, Cambridge Mass. 1963, 16 and passim ; consequently it only took one more step to criticize the ancient authors for what they had said : see L. Valla’s Duo Tarquinii, Lucius ac Aruns, Prisci Tarquinii filii an nepotes fuerint : adversus Livium... disputatio
 (Opera omnia
, ed. E. Garin, Turin 1962, 1. 438 ff.)

        

      

    

  


		

    
		

  
    
      ERASMUS AND HISTORY

      
        I

        
“Non peccat qui credit historiae, Sed quid fructus ?”
 Erasmus asks this question in his Commentary on Psalm 33
, published in 1531. His words referring to one particular incident of the Old Testament must indeed be taken to express his general attitude towards history.1
For, as he goes on to say, some read the Bible with the same profane approach as they read Herodotus and Livy. “The letter kills and the spirit brings to life.” Erasmus does not think that the letter necessarily kills, but there is no profit in expounding the literal sense. Such efforts will not lead to life, unless one attains Christ, the logos
 behind the letter. A little farther on in that same text Erasmus returns to the profane historians : Livy, Thucydides, Herodotus, Plutarch, and the lot of them, they are just men. They make mistakes, deliberately or unconsciously. Among several contradictory versions often none is true. The sad conclusion is “rerum et verborum varietas” ;
 the historical fact and the historical account are at variance with each other.2



        The opening passage of Erasmus’ Commentary
 on this Psalm fittingly introduces his critical findings about the value of the histories. He fancies spectators assembled in the amphitheatre, the wrestling-ground for histrions and gladiators. The crowd will not emerge from this spectacle without damage to their sense of human dignity. But just as the sight of such vile performances will, as it were, impair our eyes and ears, they can be improved so as to perceive the divine truth, not by nature or medical art, but by the grace of Christ.3



        In analyzing this text and correlating it to some other ones, we hope to show that by 1531 Erasmus had formed, if not an original conception of history, at least a definite opinion on the enthusiastic revaluation of history that was taking place everywhere and even within the circle of his close friends. His was no doubt a negative opinion ; yet indifference and outspoken criticism were balanced by persistent meditation on the historical thought of the Christian fathers. Upon their pattern he formed his view of history, although some of his conclusions were highly original. His contemporaries, with few exceptions, seem to have ignored his thoughts on this subject ; but then Erasmus, in turn, failed to support their historical endeavours.

        There was at no period of Erasmus’ life a lack of familiar books which could have stimulated his interest for history. Already Valla and Politian, two guiding stars of his adolescent years, clearly presented the essentials of the humanist approach to history. But Erasmus had no use for Valla’s elegant adaptation of Thucydides’ scientific pragmatism. He could never have repeated that history was superior to philosophy nor that everything recorded by historians, however repulsive the facts, was worthy of  commemoration.4
 Again it would be surprising if Erasmus did not carefully read the preface with which Politian introduced his edition of Suetonius,5
 for in 1518 Erasmus himself prepared Suetonius for Froben’s press. Resting on Cicero’s moral and utilitarian criteria, Politian’s text is an accomplished and memorable panegyric on history. Erasmus’ own preface, though famous and important, does not once recall Politian’s ideas and certainly is no panegyric.6



        At Paris young Erasmus was on friendly terms with two humanist historians, Robert Gaguin and Paulus Aemilius. In 1495 he had the honour of contributing an elegant but otherwise rather insignificant letter to Gaguin’s De origine et gestic Francorum.

7
 Aemilius later wrote a similar historical work, and Erasmus’ correspondence shows some interest in it — only, however, until he was able to obtain a copy of the long delayed publication for his personal library.8
 Whether, later on, he ever formed an opinion on the real value of the two histories we do not know. While Erasmus resided in England, Thomas More was working on his History of Richard III.

9
 In his preserved writings Erasmus never referred to the work. What a contrast to his reaction when More turned out Utopia
, to the writing of which More may have sacrificed the completion of his historical study. Another friend from the happy days in England was Polydore Vergil. Erasmus twice persuaded Froben to print Vergil’s De inventoribus rerum
,10
 but never encouraged his Historia Anglica
, a more sound and seriously historical undertaking. On the contrary, Erasmus was anxious to call Vergil publicly back to his Greek studies which had suffered, as Vergil himself admitted, from his preoccupation with the Historia.

11
 The latter was not printed in Basel before Erasmus had left, and then the publisher was Bebel whom Erasmus distrusted.12
...
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