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Preface

The Cambridge History of Renaissance Philosophy (CHRP), published in 1988,
aimed to put the study of the philosophical works produced from the fourteenth to the
sixteenth century on a new, more solid footing. The editors (Charles B. Schmitt,
Quentin Skinner, Eckhard Kessler and myself), along with those who contributed to
the volume, sought to demonstrate that the philosophy of this period was worthy of
the attention not only of historians and Renaissance specialists, but also of philoso-
phers — at least those interested in the history of their own discipline. While a
significant amount of ground has been covered, the goal of placing the philosophy of
the Renaissance on the same level as that of the Middle Ages or seventeenth century
has by no means been achieved: witness the fact that the Renaissance has no estab-
lished place in the philosophy curriculum and makes only occasional appearances in
university teaching of subjects such as intellectual history.

One reason why Renaissance philosophy has been neglected in the United States
and Britain is that a relatively small number of works have been translated into
English. The great majority of Renaissance philosophical texts remain, in conse-
quence, inaccessible to students and non-specialists. The present volume, it is hoped,
will help to improve this situation by providing twenty-three new translations of
works discussed in my chapter on ‘moral philosophy’ in CHRP. In order to increase
the amount of primary source material available to an Anglophone readership, an
attempt has been made to select texts which have not previously been translated into
English. This has meant, inevitably, that the most famous works (for instance,
Giovanni Pico della Mirandola’s Oration on the Dignity of Man) have been left out in
favour of texts which, though interesting in themselves, have not yet reached a wide
readership. A bibliography of Renaissance moral philosophy texts available in En-
glish has been provided so that readers can readily locate published translations.

As in CHRP, a broad view of Renaissance philosophy has been taken in this
volume. Scholastic as well as humanist works have been included, vernacular texts as
well as Latin ones, commentaries and textbooks as well as treatises, dialogues and
letters. In this way, readers can gain an appreciation of the variety and richness of
Renaissance moral philosophy. Although many texts have been translated in their
entirety, it was not possible, due to constraints of space, to have complete versions of
all the works in the volume. Where it has been necessary to translate only selected
portions of a particular text, priority has been given to those passages which are
discussed in CHRP. Each translation, as well as being annotated, has been supplied

xiii
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xiv Preface

with a brief introduction and a list of further reading, so that the book, although
intended primarily as a companion volume to CHRP, can also be used on its own.

It may well be true that every translation is an act of betrayal (‘traduttore traditore’,
as the Italian proverb goes); nonetheless, there are different ways of committing such
verbal treachery. The policy followed by all the translators in this volume — in some
cases, after a good deal of prodding from the editor — has been to avoid literal
renderings and to produce versions which, while capturing the sense of the original,
read well in English. Since the ad sententiam, as opposed to ad verbum, technique of
translation was one of the innovations of the Renaissance, it seems appropriate to
adopt this method for a collection of translations of Renaissance texts. It is, of course,
extremely difficult to preserve the stylistic differences between authors writing in the
same language — style, like poetry, is what gets lost in translation — but an effort has
been made to make the somewhat stiff and laboured Latin of scholastic authors, such
as the Coimbra commentators, readily distinguishable from the elegant classical
Latin of humanists such as Angelo Poliziano. Where a particular word or phrase has
proved especially hard to translate or the translation chosen might be regarded as
controversial, the original is given afterwards in square brackets. Insertions on the
part of the translator are also placed in square brackets; omissions are indicated by an
ellipsis. For quotations from the Bible, the Revised Version has been adopted (as has
its numeration of chapters and verses), on the grounds that its strangely familiar yet
old-fashioned language resonates in modern ears in the same way that the Latin
Vulgate would have done for Renaissance readers.

This volume is a work of collaboration and, accordingly, I am much indebted to
my collaborators. Often they were faced with intractable texts, many of them in
uncritical and unannotated editions not reprinted since the Renaissance. Drawing on
their philosophical and historical knowledge, as well as their linguistic skill, they
sorted out innumerable textual problems and produced concise and learned annota-
tion wherever it was called for. I am especially grateful to them for the good grace
with which they endured the exacting demands of a highly interventionist editor. It
will not, I trust, seem invidious if I single out one translator, my husband Martin
Davies, for particular thanks. Not only was he responsible for two translations of his
own: he was always available for editorial consultation about tricky bits of Latin and
provided a steady stream of sound advice about matters of English style.
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