Leonardo Bruni

Leonardo Bruni (c. 1369-1444) was among the first humanists to master classical

Latin and Greek. He translated numerous Greek texts, some unknown in the West

for many centuries. He was also a civil servant in Florence, acting as the chancellor of the new republic. Bruni came to be seen as a model for the new life of

civic humanism introduced in the Renaissance.

A. In his On Learning and Literature, written about 1405, Bruni discusses the importance of classical Latin.

The foundations of all true learning must be laid in the sound and thorough knowledge of Latin: which implies study marked by a broad spirit,accurate scholarship, and careful attention to details. Unless this solid

basis be secured it is useless to attempt to rear an enduring edifice. Without

it the great monuments of literature are unintelligible, and the art of com-

position impossible. ...To this end we must be supremely careful in our

choice of authors, lest an inartistic and debased style infect our own writing

and degrade our taste; which danger is best avoided by bringing a keen, critical sense to bear upon select works, observing the sense of each passage,

the structure of the sentence, the force of every word down to the least

important particle. In this way our reading reacts directly upon our style. ...

But the wider question now confronts us, that of the subject matter

of our studies, that which I have already called the realities of fact and

principle, as distinct from literary form. Here, as before, I am contemplating

a student of keen and lofty aspiration to whom nothing that is worthy in

any learned discipline is without its interest. But it is necessary to exercise

discrimination. In some branches of knowledge I would rather restrain

the ardour of the learner, in others, again, encourage it to the uttermost.

Thus there are certain subjects in which, whilst a modest proficiency is on

all accounts to be desired, a minute knowledge and excessive devotion seem

to be a vain display. For instance, subtleties of Arithmetic and Geometry

are not worthy to absorb a cultivated mind, and the same must be said

of Astrology. ...

What Disciplines then are properly open to her? In the first place she

has before her, as a subject peculiarly her own, the whole field of religion

and morals. The literature of the Church will thus claim her earnest study.

Such a writer, for instance, as St. Augustine affords her the fullest scope

for reverent yet learned inquiry. Her devotional instinct may lead her to

value the help and consolation of holy men now living; but in this case

let her not for an instant yield to the impulse to look into their writings,

which, compared with those of Augustine, are utterly destitute of sound

and melodious style, and seem to me to have no attraction whatever. 
B. Bruni suggests that Christian and classical studies should be combined, that there

is no conflict between the two.
Moreover, the cultivated Christian lady has no need in the study of this

weighty subject to confine herself to ecclesiastical writers. Morals, indeed,

have been treated of by the noblest intellects of Greece and Rome. What they

have left to us upon Continence, Temperance, Modesty, justice, Courage,

Greatness of Soul, demands your sincere respect. You must enter into such

questions as the sufficiency of Virtue to Happiness; or whether, if Happiness

consist in Virtue, it can be destroyed by torture, imprisonment or exile;

whether, admitting that these may prevent a man from being happy, they

can be further said to make him miserable. Again, does Happiness consist

(with Epicurus) in the presence of pleasure and the absence of pain: or (with

Xenophon) in the consciousness of uprightness: or (with Aristotle) in the

practice of Virtue? These inquiries are, of all others, most worthy to be pursued

by men and women alike; they are fit material for formal discussion and for

literary exercise. Let religion and morals, therefore, hold the first place in

the education of a Christian lady.

C. According to Bruni, history, poetry, and philosophy are important, especially as

written in the works of antiquity.
But we must not forget that true distinction is to be gained by a wide and

varied range of such studies as conduce to the profitable enjoyment of life,

in which, however, we must observe due proportion in the attention and

time we devote to them.

First amongst such studies I place History: a subject which must not

on any account be neglected by one who aspires to true cultivation. For

it is our duty to understand the origins of our own history and its development; and the achievements of Peoples and of Kings.

For the careful study of the past enlarges our foresight in contemporary

affairs and affords to citizens and to monarchs lessons of incitement or

warning in the ordering of public policy. From History, also, we draw our

store of examples of moral precepts.

In the monuments of ancient literature which have come down to us

History holds a position of great distinction. We specially prize such authors

as Livy, Sallust and Curtius; and, perhaps even above these, Julius Caesar;

the style of whose Commentaries, so elegant and so limpid, entitles them

to our warm admiration. Such writers are fully within the comprehension

of a studious lady. For, after all, History is an easy subject: there is nothing

in its study subtle or complex. It consists in the narration of the simplest

matters of fact which, once grasped, are readily retained in the memory.

The great Orators of antiquity must by all means be included. Nowhere

do we find the virtues more warmly extolled, the vices so fiercely decried.

From them we may learn, also, how to express consolation, encouragement,

dissuasion or advice. ...

...[F]familiarity with the great poets of antiquity is [also] essential to

any claim to true education. For in their writings we find deep speculations upon Nature, and upon the Causes and Origins of things, which

must carry weight with us both from their antiquity and from their

authorship. Besides these, many important truths upon matters of daily

life are suggested or illustrated. All this is expressed with such grace and

dignity as demands our admiration. ...

We know, however, that in certain quarters -where all knowledge

and appreciation of Letters is wanting -this whole branch of Literature,

marked as it is by something of the Divine, and fit, therefore, for the

highest place, is decried as unworthy of study. But when we remember

the value of the best poetry, its charm of form and the variety and interest

of its subject-matter, when we consider the ease with which from our

childhood up it can be committed to memory, when we recall the peculiar

affinity of rhythm and metre to our emotions and our intelligence, we must

conclude that Nature herself is against such headlong critics. ...Plato and

Aristotle studied the poets, and I decline to admit that in practical wisdom

or in moral earnestness they yield to our modern critics. They were not

Christians} indeed, but consistency of life and abhorrence of evil existed

before Christianity and are independent of it.

