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      Résumé
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      *
**

      Abstract

      W.G. Craven shows how historians have found in Pico della Mirandola what they expected to find.

      *
**

      
        
          www.droz.org
        

      

      *
**

      
        Références papier

      

      ISBN-10 : 2-600-03097-2

      EAN : 9782600030977

      ISSN : 0082-6081

      Copyright (1981) by Librairie Droz S.A., 11, rue Massot, Genève.

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or translated in any form, by print, photoprint, microfilm, microfiche or any other means without written permission.

      Distribué en France par de Boccard :

      
        
          www.deboccard.com
        

      

      *
**

      
        Références numériques

      

      EAN ePUB : 9782600330978

      EAN PDF : 9782600130974

      ISSN : 0082-6081

      Copyright (2021) by Librairie Droz S.A., 11, rue Massot, Genève.

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or translated in any form, by print, photoprint, microfilm, microfiche or any other means without written permission.

      *
**

      
        Où trouver ce livre ?

      

      En librairies numériques ou sur le site de la Librairie Droz
.

      *
**

      
        Comment citer ce livre ?

      

      Afin que les lecteurs des différentes formes de cet ouvrage aient des références communes et puissent citer ce livre de la même façon, les numéros de pages de la version papier ont été conservés dans le flux du texte sous la forme {p. AAA} et les numéros de notes conservés à l'identique. Ce livre numérique peut donc être cité de la même manière que sa version papier.

      Dans cette version en ligne un clic sur l'icône de droite « Citer ce livre » vous permet d'enregistrer la référence bibliographique dans vos signets (page « Mes citations »). La sélection d'une portion du texte fait apparaître en rouge, à droite, une icône « Citation » qui vous permet d'enregistrer cette citation et sa référence à la page près.

      Les références de ce livre sont également intégralement prises en compte dans l'outil de gestion références bibliographiques Zotero.

    

  

  


		

    
		

  
    
      DEDICATION

      

      
        quondam sodalibus

      

    

  

  


		

    
		

  
    
      ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

      

      I wish to record my gratitude to Ian Robertson, of the University of Melbourne’s History Department, who first aroused my interest in Renaissance history, and helped and encouraged me as teacher, supervisor and friend. My thanks are due also to my colleague, Pauline Moore, who read parts of the manuscript for me, and to Peter Burke, who read a draft of the final chapter. Barbara Hutchinson typed the manuscript patiently and graciously under difficult circumstances, and Christine Wise prepared the index. Like Pico’s causa universalis
, my wife Mary sustained the whole enterprise.

    

  

  


		

    
		

  
    
      ABBREVIATIONS

      

      
        
          Convegno

        

        L’Opera e il pensiero di Giovanni Pico della Mirandola nella storia dell’Umanesimo
, 
(Convegno internazionale, Mirandola, 15-18 Settembre 1963).

        ed. Garin

        G. Pico della Mirandola, De hominis dignitate, Heptaptus, De ente et uno, e scritti vari
, a cura di Eugenio Garin, Firenze, 1942.

        ed. Garin I, II

        G. Pico della Mirandola, Disputationes adversus astrologiam divinatricem
, a cura di Eugenio Garin, 2 vols., Firenze, 1946 and 1952.

        Garin (1937)

        E. Garin, Giovanni Pico della Mirandola: vita e dottrina
, Firenze, 1937.

        Garin (1963)

        E. Garin, Giovanni Pico della Mirandola
, Parma, 1963.

        
          JHI

        

        
          Journal of the History of Ideas.

        

        
          Opera

        

        Opera omnia loannis Pici, Mirandulae Concordiaeque Comitis
, Basileae, 1557; reprinted Hidelsheim, 1969.

        Saitta, L’Umanesimo


        G. Saitta, Il pensiero italiano nell’Umanesimo e nel Rinascimento
, (Bologna, 1949), vol. I: L’Umanesimo.


      

      

    

  

  


		

    
		

  
    
      TABLE OF CONTENTS

      

      
        Chapter I. – Pico and his modern interpreters 1


        Chapter II. – Pico’s ideas on Man 21


        Chapter III. – The condemned theses 47


        Chapter IV. – Man and God 77


        Chapter V. – Syncretism and Universalism 89


        Chapter VI. – Rationalism and Gnosticism 113


        Chapter VII. – Pico’s attack on astrology 131


        Chapter VIII. – The example of Pico 155


        
          Bibliography.

          185

        

      

      

    

  

  


		

    
		

  
    
      CHAPTER I 
PICO AND HIS MODERN INTERPRETERS

      From his own lifetime to the present day, Giovanni Pico has been acclaimed as a remarkable and noteworthy figure. His contemporaries spoke of him as a phoenix, a miracle of nature, a hero, the marvel of the age.1
 For centuries after his death writers continued to refer to him as a rare and exceptional phenomenon, a freak or prodigy in the intellectual sphere. Epithets such as “fenice degli ingegni” and “aetatis miraculum” became conventional, and were repeated in the eighteenth century by Johan Jakob Brucker and Ricardo Bartoli.2
 At the beginning of the following century, in England, W. Parr Gresswell described him as one of the few “who have been in the literary hemisphere what comets and meteors are in the natural”.3
 In the twentieth century, however, the conventional description of Pico has changed completely. Whereas formerly he was seen as exceptional, now he is seen as typical. He has become the representative or symbol of the times in which he lived. “More perhaps than any other individual”, wrote Nesca Robb, “he is a living symbol of his age, embodying its diffuse intellectual curiosity, its generous warmth and eagerness of spirit, its belief that nothing on which men have lavished love or interest or endeavour can be wholly without value”. “Quasi il simbolo di un’età intera” echoed Eugenio Garin, his most devoted student of recent times.4



      The subject of these eulogies was bom at Mirandola in 1463. He was a younger son in the family of the Counts of Mirandola and Concordia, feudal lords of a small imperial territory in northern Italy. Destined by his mother for an ecclesiastical career, he began the study of canon law at Bologna at the age of fourteen. After his mother’s death, he transferred in 1479 to Ferrara and the study of philosophy. This he continued at Padua from 1480 to 1482, where he was a pupil of the Jewish Averroist Elia del Medigo. He visited Florence, met Marsilio Ficino, and asked Poliziano’s opinion of some youthful elegies. From Padua he returned to Mirandola, where he continued to study, and wrote asking Ficino for a copy of his newly published Theologia Platonica
. He stayed for some time in Pavia, then for almost a year in Florence, where he established his friendship with Lorenzo de’ Medici, Ficino, Poliziano and Girolamo Benivieni, and studied Platonic philosophy. In a letter to the Venetian humanist Ermolao Barbaro, he defended the scholastic philosophers’ neglect of eloquence. The last stage of his scholastic pilgrimage was a visit to Paris in 1485, from which he returned to Florence the following year. Pico was now able to indulge his curiosity about the Jewish mystical literature known as Kabbalah, finding in Flavio Mithridates a more cooperative guide than the sceptical Elia. He set about learning Hebrew, Aramaic and Arabic. At the same time, the idea of a public disputation at Rome took shape, and with this as his goal, he left Florence in May 1486.

      The journey to Rome was interrupted at Arezzo by Pico’s involvement with Margherita, wife of Giuliano di Mariotto de’ Medici. Elopement and capture brought no worse retribution than shame, thanks to Lorenzo’s intervention. Several months of retirement followed, during which his literary output was considerable. Pico composed his Commento
 on a poem by Benivieni, assembled from diverse sources the nine hundred theses which he proposed to defend in Rome, and wrote the oration which was to introduce the debate. The theses were published in Rome, dated 7th December 1486. The preamble stated that they would be open to debate after the Epiphany. In the meantime they were to be published in the universities of Italy, and Pico offered to pay the travelling expenses of intending disputants.

      However, Roman theologians critical of the project brought it to the attention of Innocent VIII. With a brief of 20th February 1487, the pope suspended the disputation and named a commission of inquiry. The majority of its members found thirteen of the theses heretical or dubious in varying degrees. Pico replied with his Apologia
. The pope then condemned the nine hundred theses en bloc
 in a brief dated 4th August, but which, it seems, was not published until Pico had left Rome for France in November. He was arrested in France, imprisoned briefly, then allowed to settle in Florence under the mantle of Lorenzo. The rest of his life was spent there, except for short visits to Ferrara. In these years he wrote the Heptaplus
 (1489), De ente et uno
 (1491), and the refutation of astrology which was edited posthumously by his nephew as Disputationes adversus astrologiam divinatricem
. In addition there were biblical commentaries, as well as shorter religious and devotional writings, which seem to accord well with his close association with Savonarola. In a brief dated 18th June 1493, Alexander VI absolved him from any taint of perjury which might have arisen out of his condemnation. He died on 17th November 1494, the day of Charles VIII’s entry into Florence.

      The interest which Pico’s ideas have aroused among modern historians is itself something of a phenomenon. In 1934 Lynn Thorndike asserted that his importance had been grossly exaggerated, and predicted hopefully : “The darling of enthusiasts for the so-called Italian Renaissance, his reputation must decline with its”.5
 Ironically, he was writing on the eve of a new surge of interest in Pico – a veritable Pico renaissance, in fact. That same year Eugenio Garin completed what has been acknowledged as the first critical monograph on Pico, though it was not published until 1937. In the ensuing four decades Pico has been the subject of some eight monographs, a number of substantial articles, editions and translations, and two conferences to mark the fifth centenary of his birth, not to mention the continuing researches and editorial labours of Garin. Certainly, Thorndike’s prediction was astray. Nevertheless, in linking the reputation of Pico with that of the Renaissance, he drew attention to a historiographical feature of great significance. His observation is confirmed by the areas of Pico’s thought on which modern scholars have chosen to concentrate.

      First, and most obviously, they have studied his ideas on man, and the discovery of man has been an essential characteristic of the Renaissance since Michelet and Burckhardt. A second recurrent preoccupation is his religious thought. No doubt Pico’s clash with the Church authorities has drawn attention to it, but his being a Renaissance thinker has also been of some consequence. The contrast between the Renaissance and Middle Ages has often been expressed as an antithesis between the Renaissance and the Church, or Christian ideals, or religion in general.6
 The beginnings of modernity should have witnessed the emergence of that secularism which is so notoriously characteristic of our civilisation. Reflections of these tendencies might be expected in the writings of a philosopher who was at odds with the Church. The third area which has attracted particular interest is his attack on astrology. It seems particularly fitting that the overthrow of this superstition should have been the work of an enthusiast for man and his freedom, and that a concern so characteristic of the Renaissance should have contributed to the birth of scientific thought. By way of Pico’s polemic, the cultural renaissance could be linked with the beginnings of modern science.7



      These three areas constitute the subject matter of the chapters which follow. They account for the main themes in recent general interpretations of Pico’s thought, though of course they do not pretend to exhaust the content of modern scholarship on the subject. For example, questions about his Kabbalistic sources, as distinct from his supposed use of Kabbalistic techniques, will not be considered. These more specialised questions have been studied by experts within their own particular frames of reference, with little effect on the more general interpretations.8



      It must be emphasised at the outset that this will be a historiographical study. My purpose is to undertake a critical examination of what modern historians have written about Pico. Such an examination, I will argue, reveals a wide and sometimes startling disparity between most historical accounts of his thought and the texts on which they are supposedly based. In each of the three areas referred to above, meanings and intentions have been attributed to Pico which the texts will not sustain and sometimes clearly exclude. This constitutes a historiographical phenomenon of considerable interest, one deserving attention in its own right. These misinterpretations and misattributions are so prevalent and so consistent as to demand an explanation. In broad terms the answer seems to be that historians have found in Pico what they expected to find. As a symbol or representative of his age, he is expected to exhibit Renaissance characteristics. He wrote in praise of man, so he must have been proposing a new anthropology in radical contrast to medieval views. He was a religious thinker who fell foul of the Church, so his doctrines must have been subversive of medieval Catholic dogma. Even if he himself was not quite a Pelagian or a pantheist, a gnostic or a deist, then he must at least have foreshadowed one or more, or shown tendencies towards them. He wrote of human freedom and attacked astrology, so he must have been vindicating man’s freedom from external determination, and the autonomy of the human spirit. With these expectations in mind, historians have searched the texts for confirmation, and likely passages have been lifted out of context and pressed into service. The result has been a quite mythical picture of Pico, which has obscured his real concerns and intentions.

      Precisely because this is a historiographical study, it is not my intention to advance any new, comprehensive view of his work as a whole. Naturally, alternative interpretations of various texts and aspects of his thought will be proposed, but not a rival synthesis. For one thing, such a project would presuppose a good deal of editorial work to establish a sound textual basis.9
 Over and above this, however, it would require a whole new approach, a new problematic. If my argument is valid, the weaknesses of current interpretations are due to the approach and framework of ideas which they presuppose. In order to establish this, I will deliberately be working within the framework I am criticising. The old questions must be considered once more, and new ones can only be suggested incidentally. Therefore this can only be a prolegomenon to a comprehensive study of Pico, clearing the ground rather than laying foundations.

      It may be objected that what I am proposing is a negative undertaking, attempting to demolish imposing structures without offering to replace them. Even the work of demolition, however, is not without its uses. J.H. Hexter defended it in these terms :

      
        … in an academic generation a little over-addicted to politesse, it may be worth saying that violent destruction is not necessarily of itself worthless and futile. Even though it leaves some doubts about the right road for London, it helps if someone rips up, however violently, a « To London » sign on the Dover cliffs pointing south,10



      

      Without wishing to be violent, I see positive advantages in identifying such signposts, removing them, and also trying to find out how they came to be there. The case of Pico affords an instructive example of misdirected scholarship, and may prompt more general reflection about the highways of historical writing. In other words, this is not so much a ground-clearing operation for a future study of Pico as a reflection on the way histories are written.

      In fairness to the authors concerned, it will be necessary to expound their views at length. The arrangement of the chapters which follow may recall the scholastic convention, beginning each topic with “videtur quod non” and continuing “sed contra…”. Though somewhat cumbersome, this procedure may help to allay natural suspicions of exaggeration or over-simplication on my part. In addition, to compensate for the topical arrangement of the chapters, I will first give a general account of the views of those authors whose interpretations are relevant to more than one topic. In effect, this will serve as an introduction to some of the more notable students of Pico’s thought.

      Pride of place in this survey must belong to Eugenio Garin. He was born at Rieti in 1909, and has been associated with the University of Florence as student or teacher almost continuously since 1936. He has been described by his only peer in the field as “the most productive and influential philosophical student of Renaissance humanism in our generation”.11
 In his midtwenties he was the author of what is still commonly regarded as the standard monograph on Pico, which was completed in 1934 and published in 1937.12
 Despite the breadth of his researches and his prolific output, he has maintained an interest in Pico. He has edited in three volumes, with Italian translations, the Oratio, Heptaplus, Commento
 and Disputationes
, and a fourth in the series has long been promised. Evidence of his continuing researches on Pico appeared in 1961 in the volume La cultura filosofica del Rinascimento italiano
. He was the obvious choice to deliver both the commemorative address at Mirandola on 24th February 1963, and the opening paper at the international congress held there the following September.

      The monograph published in 1937 offered a systematic account of Pico’s thought. The first of its three parts was biographical, while the second dealt with Pico’s relationship with his cultural environment – humanism, philosophical traditions, and his Kabbalistic sources. In the third part, his thought was considered under systematic headings, ranging through God, revelation, the celestial, physical and spiritual worlds, the kingdom of man, and finally the philosophy of love. The central theme of the work was Pico’s search for concord and synthesis, his attempted reconciliation of divergent intellectual tendencies. At the basis of his endeavours was the idea of the unity of thought, savouring of Averroism, and the fundamental principle of the coincidence of opposites. The De ente
 represented the peak of his speculative thinking, proposing his solution to the problem of God in relation to the world. A particular instance of his search for concord, and a task at which he was to labour all his life, was the reconciliation of philosophy and religion, of untrammelled rational inquiry and dogmatic orthodoxy. The instrument with which he hoped to effect this was Kabbalah, which he valued not as a source of ideas but as a technique of interpretation. The result was to be a new religion of the spirit, a rational religion based on universal revelation. Pico’s search for synthesis was also reflected in his untiring assertion of the infinite worth of the human spirit, since he attributed to man a cosmic function, actuating and unifying all in knowledge.

      The reconciliation of divergent schools of thought was Pico’s clearly stated intention and programme, and so it was a promising centre-piece around which to display the unity of his thought. Unfortunately, however, Pico left little indication of either the philosophical presuppositions of his programme or of the means he intended to use in pursuing it. Consequently, Garin’s reconstruction was a highly imaginative one. Some of its detail is examined in the chapters which follow. He was unable to find evidence for the basic presuppositions he suggested, the unity of the intellect or of thought and the coincidentia oppositorum
, and was reduced to quoting meaningly from Averroes. His account of the De ente
 misrepresented its purpose, inflated its importance and misinterpreted its text. The problem of reconciling philosophy and religion must have been deduced from the supposed Averroist influence, because it does not seem to have occurred to Pico. This, in turn, deprives Kabbalah of its place in Garin’s scheme, a place which Pico clearly never envisaged for it. The religion of the spirit, in whose birth it was to assist, was the product of a thoroughly anachronistic reading of the texts. Finally, his idea of man as the cosmic synthesis was based on a far-fetched reading clouded by presuppositions redolent of Idealism. Many details of Garin’s interpretation were inaccurate, and its whole unifying scheme was misconceived.

      In fairness to him, one must hasten to point out that Garin has moderated his views considerably over the intervening years. He admitted as much at the international congress at Mirandola in 1963, disowning in particular the idea of linking the pax philosophica
 with the unity of the intellect.13
 On that occasion he prefaced his paper with some admirable methodological principles which had been neglected in his early work. He insisted that it is necessary to know how a writer was understood in his own time, the contemporary context of his words, the dialogue in which they occurred. So many of Pico’s writings are incomplete, occasional or polemical, and their individual structure is so different, that it is unusually difficult to present his thought systematically. It would not be legitimate to construct a system out of fragments from different works, nor to subordinate the variety of...
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