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Unit 1, Class 11 & 12

Humanist Culture

From the Divine to the Sublime

Purpose: Do writers invent ideas or do 
they just reflect society?

Name: ______________________________

Part One: What is Humanism?
Scholasticism and Humanism: A matter of pre-perspective

Section A: Read the selection you have been assigned.  

Paris was the youngest son of Priam and Hecuba. When he was born, it was foretold that he would be the 
cause of the downfall of Troy, as told in a dream of Hecuba. He was sent out of Troy in hopes that the mes-

sage would be false. He went to Mount Ida in order to be a shepherd.

Eris, the goddess of strife, was not invited to the wedding of Peleus and Thetis. She came anyway, and she 
threw a golden apple into the middle of the wedding. Inscribed on the apple was a message. It read “To 

the fairest.” Immediately, the apple was claimed by Hera, Athena and Aphrodite. They all asked Zeus to 
decide on who should receive the apple. Zeus knew how much trouble he would be in if he decided on one, 
because the other two would have grave revenge. So Zeus descended to Mount Ida where Paris was farming 
and asked him to be the Judge.

Paris, being a mortal, could not decide. However, each of the three goddesses decided to make it easier for 
him. They would each offer him gifts, and he would get the gifts form the goddess he chose.  Hera offered 

Paris power. She offered to give him all of Asia, and great power. He thought this offer was great, but he de-
cided to hear the other offers first before deciding.  Athena offered him great wisdom, and great luck in battle. 
He would be the best strategist in the world. He loved this idea, but he waited to hear Aphrodite’s offer.

Aphrodite offered him two things. The first was his body, and the second was the love of the most beautiful 
woman in the world, Helen. Since Paris’s first love was women, he decided to pick Aphrodite’s offer. 

Hera and Athena vowed vengeance.
Martin, Jared. “Paris.” Encyclopedia Mythica: mythology, folklore, and religion. Web. 
<http://www.pantheon.org/articles/p/paris.html>.

Reading Selection A

Now the serpent was more crafty than any other wild animal that the Lord God had made. He said to the 
woman, “Did God say, ïYou shall not eat from any tree in the garden’?” The woman said to the ser-

pent, “We may eat of the fruit of the trees in the garden; but God said, ïYou shall not eat of the fruit of the 
tree that is in the middle of the garden, nor shall you touch it, or you shall die.’” But the serpent said to the 
woman, “You will not die; for God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be 
like God, knowing good and evil.”  So when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a 
delight to the eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to make one wise, she took of its fruit and ate; and she 
also gave some to her husband, who was with her, and he ate.  Then the eyes of both were opened, and they 
knew that they were naked; and they sewed fig leaves together and made loincloths for themselves.

Reading Selection B

I



36

They heard the sound of the Lord God walking in the garden at the time of the evening breeze, and the 
man and his wife hid themselves from the presence of the Lord God among the trees of the garden. But 

the Lord God called to the man, and said to him, “Where are you?” He said, “I heard the sound of you in 
the garden, and I was afraid, because I was naked; and I hid myself.” He said, “Who told you that you were 
naked? Have you eaten from the tree of which I commanded you not to eat?” The man said, “The woman 
whom you gave to be with me, she gave me fruit from the tree, and I ate.” Then the Lord God said to the 
woman, “What is this that you have done?” The woman said, “The serpent tricked me, and I ate.”

“The Hebrew Creation Narrative (Genesis 1-3).” Washington State University - Pullman, Washington. Web. <http://www.wsu.edu:8080/~wl-
dciv/world_civ_reader/world_civ_reader_1/hebrew_creation.html>.

Section B:
 State the connection between the excerpt you read and this painting by Thomas Hart Benton (1949)

Section C: Scholastics and Humanists
Scholastics and Humanists reading the text.  How do they differ?
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Part Two: Proto Humanists
Section A: Medieval Literature

Inferno opens on the evening of Good Friday in the year 1300. Traveling through a dark wood, 
Dante Alighieri has lost his path and now wanders fearfully through the forest. The sun shines 

down on a mountain above him, and he attempts to climb up to it but finds his way blocked by 
three beasts—a leopard, a lion, and a she-wolf. Frightened and helpless, Dante returns to the 
dark wood. Here he encounters the ghost of Virgil, the great Roman poet, who has come to 
guide Dante back to his path, to the top of the mountain. Virgil says that their path will take 
them through Hell and that they will eventually reach Heaven, where Dante’s beloved Beatrice 
awaits. He adds that it was Beatrice, along with two other holy women, who, seeing Dante lost 
in the wood, sent Virgil to guide him.Virgil leads Dante through the gates of Hell, marked by 
the haunting inscription “abandon all hope, you who enter here” (III.7). 

1    MIDWAY upon the journey of our life
2    I found myself within a forest dark,
3    For the straightforward pathway had been lost.
4    Ah me! how hard a thing it is to say
5    What was this forest savage, rough, and stern,
6    Which in the very thought renews the fear. 
7    So bitter is it, death is little more;
8    But of the good to treat, which there I found,
9    Speak will I of the other things I saw there. 
10    I cannot well repeat how there I entered,
11    So full was I of slumber at the moment
12    In which I had abandoned the true way. 
13    But after I had reached a mountain’s foot,
14    At that point where the valley terminated,
15    Which had with consternation pierced my heart,
16    Upward I looked, and I beheld its shoulders
17    Vested already with that planet’s rays
18    Which leadeth others right by every road. 
19    Then was the fear a little quieted
20    That in my heart’s lake had endured throughout
21    The night, which I had passed so piteously
22    And even as he, who, with distressful breath,
23    Forth issued from the sea upon the shore,
24    Turns to the water perilous and gazes; 
25    So did my soul, that still was fleeing onward,
26    Turn itself back to re-behold the pass
27    Which never yet a living person left.
28    After my weary body I had rested,
29    The way resumed I on the desert slope,
30    So that the firm foot ever was the lower. 

31    And lo! almost where the ascent began,
32    A panther light and swift exceedingly,
33    Which with a spotted skin was covered o’er!
34    And never moved she from before my face,
35    Nay, rather did impede so much my way,
36    That many times I to return had turned. 
37    The time was the beginning of the morning,
38    And up the sun was mounting with those stars
39    That with him were, what time the Love Divine
40    At first in motion set those beauteous things;
41    So were to me occasion of good hope,
42    The variegaled skin of that wild beast,
43    The hour of time, and the delicious season;
44    But not so much, that did not give me fear
45    A lion’s aspect which appeared to me. 
46    He seemed as if against me he were coming
47    With head uplifted, and with ravenous hunger,
48    So that it seemed the air was afraid of him; 
49    And a she-wolf, that with all hungerings
50    Seemed to be laden in her meagreness,
51    And many folk has caused to live forlorn!
52    She brought upon me so much heaviness,
53    With the affright that from her aspect came,
54    That I the hope relinquished of the height. 
55    And as he is who willingly acquires
56    And the time comes that causes him to lose,
57    Who weeps in all his thoughts and is despondent,
58    E’en such made me that beast withouten peace,
59    Which, coming on against me by degrees
60    Thrust me back thither where the sun is silent

Section B: DANTE Alighieri (1265-1321) and the Divine Comedy
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61    While I was rushing downward to the lowland,
62    Before mine eyes did one present himself,
63    Who seemed from long-continued silence hoarse.
64    When I beheld him in the desert vast,
65    Have pity on me, unto him I cried,
66    Whiche’er thou art, or shade or real man! 
67    He answered me: Not man; man once I was,
68    And both my parents were of Lombardy,
69    And Mantuans by country both of them.
70    Sub Julio was I born, though it was late,
71    And lived at Rome under the good Augustus,
72    During the time of false and Iying gods. 
73    A poet was I, and I sang that just
74    Son of Anchises, who came forth from Troy,
75    After that Ilion the superb was burned
76    But thou, why goest thou back to such annoyance?
77    Why climb’st thou not the Mount Delectable
78    Which is the source and cause of every joy? 
79    Now, art thou that Virgilius and that fountain
80    Which spreads abroad so wide a river of speech?
81    I made response to him with bashful forehead.
82    O, of the other poets honour and light,
83    Avail me the long study and great love
84    That have impelled me to explore thy volume!

85    Thou art my master, and my author thou,
86    Thou art alone the one from whom I took
87    The beautiful style that has done honour to me.
88    Behold the beast, for which I have turned back;
89    Do thou protect me from her, famous Sage,
90    For she doth make my veins and pulses tremble.’ 
91    Thee it behoves to take another road,
92    Responded he, when he beheld me weeping,
93    If from this savage place thou wouldst escape;
94    Because this beast, at which thou criest out,
95    Suffers not any one to pass her way,
96    But so doth harass him, that she destroys him; 
97    And has a nature so malign and ruthless,
98    That never doth she glut her greedy will,
99    And after food is hungrier than before.
100  Many the animals with whom she weds,

101  And more they shall be still, until the Greyhound
102   Comes, who shall make her perish in her pain. 
103    He shall not feed on either earth or pelf,
104    But upon wisdom, and on love and virtue;
105    ‘Twixt Feltro and Feltro shall his nation be;
 106    Of that low Italy shall he be the saviour,
107    On whose account the maid Camilla died,
108    Euryalus, Turnus, Nisus, of their wounds; 
109    Through every city shall he hunt her down,
110    Until he shall have driven her back to Hell,
111    There from whence envy first did let her loose.
112    Therefore I think and judge it for thy best
113    Thou follow me, and I will be thy guide,
114    And lead thee hence through the eternal place,
115    Where thou shalt hear the desperate lamentations,
116    Shalt see the ancient spirits disconsolate,
117    Who cry out each one for the second death;
118    And thou shalt see those who contented are
119    Within the fire, because they hope to come,
120    Whene’er it may be, to the blessed people; 
121    To whom, then, if thou wishest to ascend,
122    A soul shall be for that than I more worthy;
123    With her at my departure I will leave thee;
124    Because that Emperor, who reigns above,
125    In that I was rebellious to his law,
126    Wills that through me none come into his city. 
127    governs evervwhere and there he reigns:
128    There is his city and his lofty throne;
129    O happy he whom thereto he elects!
130    And I to him: Poet, I thee entreat,
131    By that same God whom thou didst never know,
132    So that I may escape this woe and worse, 
133    Thou wouldst conduct me there 
      where thou hast said,
134    That I may see the portal of Saint Peter,
135    And those thou makest so disconsolable. 
136    Then he moved on, and I behind him followed.

Notes/Comments:
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To Antonio of Ferrara, who Lamented Petrarchs   
 Supposed Death.
Those pious lines wherein are finely met 
Proofs of high  genius and a spirit kind. 
Had so much  influence on my grateful mind 
That instantly  in hand my pen I set 
To tell you  that death’s final blow—which yet 
Shall me and  every mortal surely find— 
I have not felt, though I too nearly join’d 
The confines of his realm without regret; 

But I turn’d back again because I read 
Writ o’er the  threshold that the time to me 
Of life  predestinate was not all fled, 
Though its last  day and hour I could not see. 
Then once more  let your sad heart comfort know, 
And love the  living worth which dead it honored so. 

                               Sonnet 96 To Laura in  Life

Section C: 
PETRARCH (1304-1374) 
and the Sonnets

Section D: Giovanni BOCCACCIO  (1313-1375)

To cure these infirmities neither the advice of physicians nor the power of 
medicine appeared to have any value or profit; perhaps either the nature 
of the disease did not allow for any cure or the ignorance of the physicians 
(whose numbers, because men and women without any training in med-
icine invaded the profession, increased vastly) did not know how to cure 
it; as a consequence, very few were ever cured; all died three days after the 
appearance of the first outward signs, some lasted a little bit longer, some 
died a little bit more quickly, and some without fever or other symptoms. 
But what gave this pestilence particularly severe force was that whenever 
the diseased mixed with healthy people, like a fire through dry grass or oil 
it would rush upon the healthy. And this wasn’t the worst of the evil: for not 
only did it infect healthy persons who conversed or mixed with the sick, but 
also touching bread or any other object which had been handled or worn by 
the sick would transport the sickness from the victim to the one touching 
the object. ...I say that the pestilence I have been describing was so conta-
gious, that not only did it visibly pass from one person to another, but also, 
whenever an animal other than a human being touched anything belonging 
to a person who had died from the disease, I say not only did it become 
contaminated by the sickness, but also died literally within the instant. Of 
all these things, as I have said before, my own eyes had experience many 
times: once, the rags of a poor man who had just died from the disease were 
thrown into the public street and were noticed by two pigs, who, follow-
ing their custom, pressed their snouts into the rags, and afterwards picked 
them up with their teeth, and shook them against their cheeks: and within 
a short time, they both began to convulse, and they both, the two of them, 
fell dead on the ground next to the evil rags.

Notes/Comments:

Notes/Comments:
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Part Four: From the Divine to the Sublime: 
Humanist Culture in Italy
Section A: Definitions and terms

Section E: Geoffrey CHAUCER (1343-1400?) and Canturbery

  Whan that Aprill, with his shoures soote
 The droghte of March hath perced to the roote
 And bathed every veyne in swich licour,
 Of which vertu engendred is the flour;
5 Whan Zephirus eek with his sweete breeth
 Inspired hath in every holt and heeth
 The tendre croppes, and the yonge sonne
 Hath in the Ram his halfe cours yronne,
 And smale foweles maken melodye,
10 That slepen al the nyght with open eye-
 (So priketh hem Nature in hir corages);
 Thanne longen folk to goon on pilgrimages
 And palmeres for to seken straunge strondes
 To ferne halwes, kowthe in sondry londes;
15 And specially from every shires ende
 Of Engelond, to Caunterbury they wende,
 The hooly blisful martir for to seke
 That hem hath holpen, whan that they were seeke.  

 When in April the sweet showers fall
 That pierce March’s drought to the root and all
 And bathed every vein in liquor that has power
 To generate therein and sire the flower;
5 When Zephyr also has with his sweet breath,
 Filled again, in every holt and heath,
 The tender shoots and leaves, and the young sun
 His half-course in the sign of the Ram has run,
 And many little birds make melody
10 That sleep through all the night with open eye
 (So Nature pricks them on to ramp and rage)
 Then folk do long to go on pilgrimage,
 And palmers to go seeking out strange 
 To distant shrines well known in distant lands.
15 And specially from every shire’s end
 Of England they to Canterbury went,
 The holy blessed martyr there to seek
 Who helped them when they lay so ill and weak

http://www.librarius.com/canttran/gptrfs.htm

Are there common ideas in these four authors?  Are they proto-humanists or scholastics?  Explain.

Part Three: 
Homework 
(Visual) 
Check

#1
#2
#3

A B

Notes/Comments:
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Section B: Humansts
Describe the ideas of or explain the significance for the individuals below.

Baldassare CASTIGLIONE 
(1478-1529)

Giovanni PICO DELLA 
MIRANDOLA (1463-1494)
   

Nicolo MACHIAVELLI 
(1469-1527)

ERASMUS Desiderius 
(1466? - 1536)

Laura CERETA 
(1469-1499)

Marsillio FICINO
(1433-1499)
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Section C: Oration on the Dignity of Man
How does Pico conceive of free will? What implications does that concept have?

Renaissance Philosophy Terms

Platonism:
the philosophy of Plato stressing especially that 
actual things are copies of transcendent ideas 
and that these ideas are the objects of true knowl-
edge apprehended by reminiscence

Aristotelian:
A person whose thinking and methods tend to be 
empirical, scientific, or common sensical; em-
phasis upon deduction and upon investigation of 
concrete and particular things and situations.

Purpose: Do writers invent ideas or do they just reflect society?
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