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PREFACE

This book grew out of three trajectories. The first has to do with a continued

interest in Italian Renaissance intellectual life, especially in its Latinate variety.1

The remarkable I Tatti Renaissance Library, under the general editorship of James

Hankins, has provided an ever-expanding series of Renaissance Latin texts (with

corresponding English translations). The field can be taught and researched now

by a much broader constituency than ever before. As that project has grown and

come to maturity, there has been a second, more recent scholarly emphasis on

what we can call “vernacular classicism.” Under this rubric one can include

studies of the diffusion, in Italian vernaculars, of thought-worlds identified with

the culture of ancient Greece and Rome.2 But there has as yet been little work

attempting to unite the Latinate and vernacular tendencies; to discuss their

qualitative differences; and to show, indeed, that they were linked. Finally, the

third trajectory has to do with the broad meaning that “philosophy” possessed

in the Renaissance. There are historiographic reasons as to why Italy’s long

fifteenth century has traditionally taken up so little space in the history of Western

philosophy.3 But suffice it to say that, instead of fitting fifteenth-century thinkers

1 The journal Humanistica lovaniensia is invaluable on this front, not least its yearly “Instrumentum

bibliographicumneolatinum.”Muchwork on ItalianRenaissance studies, up to 2003, is discussed

in David Rundle and Martin McLaughlin, “Introduction,” Renaissance Studies 17 (2003), 1–8 (an

introduction to a volume of Renaissance Studies devoted to the studia humanitatis, the five

humanities disciplines of grammar, rhetoric, history, poetry, and moral philosophy, that

together formed the disciplinary core of Italian Renaissance humanism). Since then, see

Christopher S. Celenza, The Lost Italian Renaissance (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press,

2004); Jonathan Woolfson, ed., Palgrave Advances in Renaissance Historiography (New York:

Palgrave, 2004); James Hankins, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Renaissance Philosophy

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007); Michael Wyatt, ed., The Cambridge Companion

to the Italian Renaissance (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014).
2 See David Lines, “Beyond Latin in Renaissance Philosophy: A Plea for New Critical

Perspectives,” Intellectual History Review 25 (2015), 373–89.
3 See Celenza, The Lost Italian Renaissance and idem, “What Counted as Philosophy in the

Italian Renaissance? The History of Philosophy, the History of Science, and Styles of Life,”

Critical Inquiry 39 (2013), 367–401.
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into Procrustean beds of “philosophy” versus “literature,” “Latin” versus

“vernacular,” the goal here is to let Renaissance thinkers speak on their own,

premodern terms.

Premodern: recognizing the differences in the basic conditions under which

Renaissance intellectuals operated is paramount.4 A key precept of this book is

that technologies condition, though they do not determine, literary output.

Much of fifteenth-century intellectual life occurred before the existence of

printing with moveable type, and all of the long fifteenth century is circum-

scribed within a culture in which the basic circumstances of reading and writing

were vastly different from those of today. Importantly, for the Italian

Renaissance intellectuals highlighted in this book, reading was social and gen-

erational. The material consulted, the reading strategies adopted, and the con-

clusions reached tended to be the results of conversations both oral and

epistolary. And those conversations played themselves out among intellectuals

who were parts of discernible generational cohorts.5

This book is episodic, rather than synthetic, more a series of soundings than

a linear narrative; because of the themes pursued, it circles back chronologically

on more than one occasion. Most of all, it is an invitation to future work.

One final note: This is a book about intellectuals in the Italian Renaissance.

Simple as that sentence might sound, the terms “intellectual,” “Italian,” and

“Renaissance” all need explanation. It is best to begin with “Italian,” since it will

give us a sense of place; to have a sense of place make sense, we also need a feeling

for time. The time in question is what I will be calling the “long fifteenth

century.” For now, it is enough to know that the period in question runs from

about 1350 to about 1525 – a “long” century indeed. Italy during this period was

not a country, the way we think of countries today. It was instead a collection of

city-states, small political units bigger than cities and possessed of a powerful

sense of independence and cultural identity. Living in one of them, one would

have felt patriotism toward the city and a strong belief that it – not “Italy” – was

one’s real home. Still, there were times during the long fifteenth century when

certain intellectuals did refer to Italy as a unity. Usually these instances occurred

when the person in question was in exile or when invaders from beyond the Alps

found their way into the Italian peninsula. In other words, only threat or absence

4 See Christopher S. Celenza, “What Did It Mean to Live in the Long Fifteenth Century?” in

Rivka Feldhay and F. Jamil Ragep, eds., Before Copernicus: The Cultures and Contexts of

Scientific Learning in the Fifteenth Century (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press,

2017). For a view stressing some of the premodern conditions of Italian Renaissance life,

see Guido Ruggiero, The Renaissance in Italy: A Social and Cultural History of the Rinascimento

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015).
5 Ronald G. Witt’s focus on generations and communities of intellectuals evinces the kind of

social and interactive reality of premodern intellectual life that is central to my approach:

Ronald G. Witt, In the Footsteps of the Ancients: The Origins of Humanism from Lovato to Bruni

(Leiden: Brill, 2000).
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could evoke the idea of Italy as a whole. So there never emerged the kind of

national spirit that later arose in, for example, France and England by the

sixteenth century. Italy remained fragmented, something to keep in mind

when we refer to the “Italian” Renaissance.

As to “Renaissance,” this term is much less complicated. Among certain

segments of society, a renewed and concentrated interest in the ancient

world – in the language, art, and culture of ancient Rome and then ancient

Greece – took hold in Italy. This tendency had its origins in a time much earlier

than the long fifteenth century and can be documented even in the thirteenth

century, in the northern Italian city of Padua.6 If the term itself is uncomplicated,

the questions surrounding it have multiplied over the past three or four decades.

Was the Italian Renaissance a phenomenon only for male elites? The answer,

more or less, is yes, especially if we are thinking about the long fifteenth century.

Accordingly, the question arises: How can it still be relevant and important,

given the concerns of scholars in the twenty-first century?

The answer to this third question revolves around, and radiates outward from,

the meaning of the third term: intellectual, which conjures up different things for

different people. Today “intellectual” can sometimes bear negative connota-

tions. For some, it evokes snobbish elitism or, even worse, a lack of effective

participation in the world: the intellectual does not matter and is on the margins.

For others, the term can sometimes suggest the classic stereotype of the romantic

individual, alone and thinking deep thoughts, who, when ready, puts pen to

paper and releases writing into the world.

To get beyond those stereotypes, in any era, one needs to look at intellectuals

in a broad fashion, considering how they worked, their stated goals, their

unstated assumptions, what sorts of professional positions they filled, how they

situated themselves in relation to current institutions, what sort of materials they

had at hand when doing their work, and so on. This book reveals Renaissance-

era intellectuals as they were: social creatures, immensely learned in a deep but in

many respects limited way, and enmeshed in a thoroughly premodern world

when it came to everything from living conditions to theories of human rights.

Far from Romantic individuals, most of the Renaissance intellectuals we will

meet were highly social, whether in the traditional sense (privileging social

interactions with others) or through letter writing, reflecting thereby an intel-

lectual’s sociability, something that does not require personal contact in the literal

sense but that implies a conversation: that the enterprise of reading and writing is

something to be shared.

The short version: we are talking primarily about a period that spans the years

1350–1525 in what we now consider Italy, and the primary subject matter will be

the lives, careers, and writings of intellectuals.

6 See Witt, In the Footsteps.
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