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Essay Nr. 43:  The Renaissance Artist and the Public
To speak of the public is really to speak of a mad animal gorged with a thousand and one errors and confusions, devoid of taste, of pleasure, of stability.
 

Francesco Guicciardini (1483 – 1540)

This is the second of four essays which follow philosophical views regarding the artist and his public.  We begin this essay with Francesco Petrarch (1304 – 1374), the famous Italian scholar, poet and humanist.  He and Dante were central figures in the early Italian Renaissance.
Petrarch made quite clear his opinion that it was a fundamental mistake for any artist to plan his work with the audience in mind.

No way is more prone to error or leads more directly to the brink of disaster, than the steps of the multitude.  Almost everything which the crowd praises deserves to be condemned.
 

Petrarch wrote again on the mistake of writing for the public in a letter to his brother.

It’s idiocy to regulate our lives not according to intelligent reason but to suit popular fads....  To follow the fashions of the vulgar mob, whose manners we laugh at and whose lives and opinions we despise, is to be more idiotic than the mob.
 

As for himself, Petrarch claimed, in a letter to Boccaccio, that he held himself apart from the public.

But, far from desiring such popular recognition, I congratulate myself, on the contrary, that, along with Virgil and Homer, I am free from it, inasmuch as I fully realize how little the plaudits of the unschooled multitude weigh with scholars.
 

In another letter, Petrarch reveals that he aims his work for only a very small segment of the public, “How can I please all?  I have always striven to please only the few.”
   This he believed was necessary because in any case the “public” is in fact made up of individuals.

The varieties of men are infinite; there is no more similitude of minds than of faces.  As the palate of one man -- let alone those of many men -- does not always relish the same food, so one mind is not always to be fed on the same literary style.  So the writer has a double task: to envisage the person he is writing to, and then the state of mind in which the recipient will read what he proposes to write.
 

He mentions this again in a letter to Boccaccio.

It is important to know for whom we are writing, and a difference in the character of one’s listeners justifies a difference in style.
 

In the case of those artists who do seek to please the broad public, Petrarch finds the main reason is money.  Here he exempts the highest artist.

If anyone says that craftsmen are not seeking fame but money, I would probably have to agree as far as the common sort is concerned.  But I deny it regarding the very best craftsmen.  There are many indications of this -- the way they persist in their efforts, regardless of the time they spend and the material losses they suffer.  They even spurn cash lest they impair their fame.

He mentions this again in a letter,

Money, certainly, does not appeal at least to noble minds as a worthy reward of study.  It is for the mechanical trades to strive for lucre; the higher arts have a more generous end in view.
 

This topic also appears in his letter to Boccaccio, but he is careful to exempt himself from financial concerns.  It is particularly interesting here that he refers to a general decline in the arts during his lifetime.

Not that I am deploring my own lot, or looking for personal gain; I am mourning the common fate of mankind, as I behold the reward of the nobler arts falling to the meaner.
 

Nonetheless, Petrarch probably included himself in this line from one of his poems,

“Philosophy, you go poor and naked!” says the mob, bent on low gain.
 

In one of his letters, Petrarch points to a problem with the general public being its level of education.
Experience, the great teacher, is on my side, though the silly, unteachable mob is against me.
 

Petrarch appears to have believed that it was a waste of time to even attempt to educate the “unteachable mob.”  This seems more or less implied in his definition of a good mind, “If it serves liberal studies it is a precious instrument; if not, it is ponderous, perilous and laborious.”
  In any case he writes in more detail on the futility of teaching the general public in his “Remedies,”
Sorrow:  It was my lot to get an unteachable pupil.

Reason:  You are tilling barren soil!  Unhitch your oxen -- why torture yourself?  Quit bothering him and yourself.  There are so many needed and inevitable chores; it is sheer stupidity to look for useless ones!

Sorrow:  I have a pupil who cannot be taught how to pursue the study of letters.

Reason:  If he can be taught to pursue virtue, urge him to do that: and you will have enriched him with the best of all the arts.  But if he cannot do either, leave him alone, lest you try pouring into a leaky jug water, which will not stay in it, and exhaust yourself in continual weariness.
 

.....

Teach those who can be taught, do not bother with those who cannot learn, and avoid tiring them as well as yourself.  Art rarely overcomes nature.
 

.....

Sorrow:  I have a weak body.

Reason:  Cherish your mind and exercise it in its arts, and do not doubt that they are superior and longer lasting than brute strength -- and leave manual labor to the peasants, the sailors, and the workmen.
 

Petrarch seemed to have little sympathy for the poor teacher whose duty it was to attempt the futile duty of public education.  In this same passage he makes a strange and surprising negative reference to the value of the liberal arts.

Let them teach who can do nothing better, whose qualities are laborious application, sluggishness of mind, muddiness of intellect, prosiness of imagination, chill of the blood, patience to bear the body’s labors, contempt of glory, avidity for petty gains, indifference to boredom....  What is more, neither grammar nor any of the seven liberal arts is worth a noble spirit’s attention throughout life.  They are means, not ends....
 

He even had limited respect for his own teacher, Convenevole da Prato.  In describing him, Petrarch anticipates the phrase commonly heard today, “Those who can, do; those who can’t, teach!”
I had from boyhood a schoolmaster who taught me my first letters, and later grammar and rhetoric.  He was an excellent teacher of both subjects; at least in theory, for in practice he was like Horace’s whetstone, which can sharpen steel but cannot cut.
 


Petrarch reflected on the extent of his own early education in his little biographical essay addressed to posterity,

I learned as much of grammar, logic, and rhetoric as my age permitted, or rather, as much as it is customary to teach in school: how little that is, dear reader, thou knowest.
 

Petrarch was not alone among Italian writers in his lack of respect for the public.  The poet and playwright, Pietro Aretino (1492 – 1556), was often contemptuous of the public, whom he mentions would actually hiss a work in public,
 calling them “unnumbered hired hacks of ignorance”
 and “those who don’t know anything.”
   He apparently included the popes in the latter category, for in one letter he quotes the painter, Giovanni da Udine, saying of his grotesques painted for Leo and Clement, “I did them to please fools.”
    

Equally strong views were expressed by Francesco Guicciardini (1483 – 1540), friend of Machiavelli and one of the important political writers of the Renaissance in Italy.

To speak of the public is really to speak of a mad animal gorged with a thousand and one errors and confusions, devoid of taste, of pleasure, of stability.
 

.....

To speak of the public is to speak of a madman, a monster full of confusion and errors, whose vain opinions are as far from the truth as Spain, according to Ptolemy, is from India.
 

Giordano Bruno (1548 – 1600), philosopher, priest and astronomer worried about the reception of his The Expulsion of the Triumphant Beast, recognizing that “the number of fools and the perverse is incomparably larger than that of the wise and the just.”
 

And Torquato Tasso joins the distrust of the general public found among the leading 16th century Italian writers, when he warns another writer “to avoid contempt from lesser crowds....”
 

Marco Vida was born in Cremona some time before the beginning of the 16th century, at which time his first poems appear.  His poem on chess (Scacchiae Ludus) brought him to the attention of Leo X.  After the death of Leo X, Vida remained in the papal court of Clement VII, who made him Bishop of Alba in 1532.  Holding this office, Vida participated in the council of Trent and died in 1566.

His De Arte Poetica, published in 1527, contains lines suggesting that he believed that poetry is a noble art and, as such, the language must be above that of the vulgar, common man.  Hence, he seems to conclude, poetry is not for everyone.

When first to man the privilege was given

To hold by verse an intercourse with Heaven,

Unwilling that the immortal art should lie

Cheap, and exposed to every vulgar eye,

Great Jove, to drive away the groveling crowd,

To narrow bounds confined the glorious road,

Which more exalted spirits may pursue,

And left it open to the sacred few.
 

We also have some commentary on the public by two of the 16th century men we associate with music criticism during the Italian Renaissance, Vincenzo Galilei and Gioseffo Zarlino.  Galilei, father of the famous astronomer, warns about depending on the public, the “foolish rabble.”  His reference to Reason and not trusting the senses is representative of the official Church dogma.
I exhort you not to allow yourself, as the proverb says, to be deceived by fame, as do many who do not know the truth but only care about the approval of the foolish rabble, nor should you wish to be so credulous as to allow some things to please the ear alone without accompanying it by reason, because any one of the senses is fallacious, as you know....
 

Zarlino, a famous early theorist, also warns about the artist trying to please the public, “the ignorant common people.”  He appears here as being especially concerned about the importance assigned to artists with foreign sounding names.  He stresses this because there are some people,

who, having neither judgment nor knowledge, follow that which pleases the ignorant common people and sometimes want to make judgment of someone’s adequacy by virtue of his name, country, native land, those he serves, and his appearance.  So if being excellent and outstanding in a profession consisted in one’s name, country, native land, service, appearance, and other similar things, I am sure that not many years would pass before no ignorant man would be found....  But in truth the opposite is the case: those who are great and famous in a profession are rare in number, and for each one of them, thousands and thousands of obscure, ignorant, clumsy, and crazy men are born, as one can see from any discussion.
 

In illustration of how the “common opinion” can completely misjudge a composition, he provides an anecdote regarding a motet by Willaert which had been sung annually, under the name of Josquin, by the papal choir in Rome.

When Willaert came from Flanders to Rome at the time of Leo X and found himself at the place where this motet was being sung, he saw that it was ascribed to Josquin.  When he said that it was his own, as it really was, so great was the malignity or (to put it more mildly) the ignorance of the singers, that they never wanted to sing it again.

There was one Italian writer who ignored the advice of the philosophers and had sufficient faith in the public to leave his book to their judgment.  Baldassare Castiglione (1478-1529), as a diplomat for the Duke of Urbino and Popes Leo X and Clement VII, had the opportunity to observe Italian culture at its highest level.  From this experience came one of the most famous books of the Renaissance, Il Cortigiano (The Courtier), which attempts to describe the attributes of the perfect gentleman and lady from the 16th century perspective.

Castiglione himself trusted the ability of the general public to judge his book as literature, even if they judged on the basis of instinct and not knowledge.  He probably felt that in the mass public he could depend on what we call today Universality, that quality in an art work or work of literature which speaks to all men.  Therefore, he says, he leaves the defense of his book, against all accusations,

to the tribunal of public opinion, because more often than not, although the many may not understand everything, they can tell by natural instinct what seems good or bad, and, without being able to give any reason for it, they enjoy and love the one and reject and despise the other.  Therefore if the book meets with general approval, I shall take it that it is good and believe that it will survive; and if, on the other hand, it fails to please, I shall take it that it is bad and shall at once accept that it must sink into obscurity.
 

Beyond that, he reflects, Time, the father of truth and a dispassionate judge, will pronounce a sentence of life or death upon his book.

We suspect he came to this unusual trust in the uneducated public partly because he had come to believe that writing for individuals made no sense for individuals all have different views.  This was most conspicuous to him in the example of Love.

Therefore it often happens that what one person finds adorable another finds most detestable.
 

He attributes this inconsistency from man to man as the work of Nature, who being fond of variety “has made one man sensible in regard to one thing and another in regard to something else.”  This explains the variety of preferences among individuals.

One man [is] foolish [for] verse, another in music, another in dancing, another in ballet, another in riding and another in fencing: each according to his own innermost vibrations.

The greatest French essay writer of the 16th century was unquestionably Michel Montaigne (1533-1592).   He joins the majority of philosophers in his distrust of the public.
Let us leave aside the ordinary people, they have no self-awareness; they never judge themselves and let most of their natural faculties stand idle.
  

He was also distrustful of the views of the public because the public no longer represents individual views but took on a “mob” character of its own.  He observed, “it is not enough to withdraw from the mob...we have to withdraw from such attributes of the mob as are within us.”
  In another place he reflects on the danger to the artist when he is influenced by the public.

Whether it is art or nature which stamps on us that characteristic of living by what others say, it does us much more harm than good.  We cheat ourselves of what is rightly useful to us in order to conform our appearances to the common opinion. We are not so much concerned with what the actual nature of our being is within us, as with how it is perceived by the public.
 

On the other hand, Montaigne wondered if the artist rejects the opinion of the public, does it follow that he creates only for himself?  Perhaps, says Montaigne,

Remember the man who was asked why he toiled so hard at an art which few could ever know about:

“For me a few are enough; one is enough; having none is enough.”
 

This reminds us of the story of Michelangelo who, as his huge marble statues for the tomb of Julius II were being pushed against a wall of St. Peter’s in Rome, suddenly asked the workers to stop.  He ran behind one of the statues and began to polish a spot on the back side.  The workers were astonished, saying, “but that side will be against the wall for eternity and no one will ever see it!”  Michalangelo responded quietly, “I will.”
An anonymous Spanish author, who is quoted in the Lazarillo de Tormes (1554), disagrees, saying no artist creates for just one person,

Few would write for a single reader, for writing is a hard job; and writers who have done their work wish to be rewarded, not with money, but with the knowledge that their works are widely known and read, and -- if the merit it -- praised.  In this regard Cicero tells us: “The desire to be held in esteem creates all the arts.”

The same thing holds true for those who practice the Arts and Letters.
 

The most enlightened of 16th century Spanish philosophers was Juan Vives (1492 - 1540).  His experience as a student at the University of Paris turned him against Scholasticism and his attacks on this old Church view of philosophy brought him to the attention of Erasmus and Henry VIII, who invited him to England.  In his Introduction to Wisdom, an early treatise on education, Vives was particularly suspicious of anything “a multitude approves with consensus.”
There is nothing we ought more to strive for than to lift the student of wisdom above the emotions of the common crowd.

Miguel de Cervantes (1547 – 1616) addresses a paradox which we associate with a comment made by Debussy.  Debussy observed that an artist is most complimented when he is complimented by the real experts in his field; however, “fame is a gift of the masses who know nothing.”   In Don Quijote, Cervantes disagrees with Debussy’s contention when he presents a priest who had contemplated writing prose, but then changed his mind.

I realized that there are many more fools than wise men; it’s better to be praised by the smaller company of wise men than mocked by the larger crowd of idiots, nor do I have any interest in subjecting myself to the jumbled judgment of the haughty mob, which is exactly what most of the people who read such books are.
 
This “anti-Debussy” position was shared by the great Spanish playwright, Lope de Vega (1562 – 1635).  In his Justice Without Revenge, he writes,

I admit that I should like to be famous among wise men, men of science and letters, for fame among the ignorant herd is not true fame, but a harvest where those who sow senseless acts reap worthless praise.
 

In general, de Vega had no respect for the views of the public.  In the above play there is a passage which reads,

The common herd is no judge of truth, and they are fools that base their good name on what crude minds believe.  Common opinion is inconstant and variable, not ruled by Reason, but by the personal jealousies of those that will tell any lie to satisfy their thirst for news and gossip.
 

In Acting is Believing, he again refers to the “ignorant mob” and also gives a hint of the size of the 16th century theater audiences.

[Regarding a play with lots of stage machinery]  But they usually amaze the ignorant mob and bring in more money than good plays, because they talk nonsense; and even if a couple of people take offense, there are still over five hundred who like it.
 

In the end, Lope de Vega seems resigned to a predestined reaction by the general public,
A friendly audience applauds and it is called a good play.  Enemies will hiss and report it a bad play.

At the end of a very lengthy epic poem by the 16th century Spanish poet,  Luis de Camoes, a musician addresses his Muse complaining that he is exhausted and discouraged from singing to an audience which pays no attention.

No more, my Muse, no more; my Harp’s ill strung,

Heavy, and out of tune, and my Voice hoarse:

And, not with singing, but to see I’ve sung

To a deaf people and without remorse.
 

One of the philosophers who was most outspoken against the importance of the public was Desiderius Erasmus (1469 - 1536), the greatest humanist, scholar and writer of prose of the 16th century.  He was born near Rotterdam and left an orphan while still a teenager.  The executor of his parents estate, in order obtain everything for himself, gave Erasmus over to a monastic career.  Erasmus in time became an ordained priest and, although he studied at the University of Paris, his viewpoints always reflected to a surprising degree his background in Church dogma.  

Throughout his writings Erasmus displays a pronounced contempt for the general public.  His most frequent complaint has to do with the ability of the masses to judge, as he mentions in a letter to the archbishop of Canterbury,
I cannot but wonder at the absurd judgment of the multitude.
 

A similar distain for the public is expressed in a passage in which the main subject is the critic.  He writes that he takes pity on the ancient actors who had to try to satisfy their audience,

that motley throng, truly a beast of many heads, few of whose members have the same tastes, nor are they always consistent, and what is worse, the greater part of them are led by prejudice rather than judgment.  On their thumbs the poor mountebank is wholly dependent; he must worship the lowest of the mob….
 

He mentions this again in a warning he gives a young prince.

The true prince should avoid the degrading opinions and interests of the common folk to the same extent that the common run of princes are keen to avoid the dress and life-style of the lower classes.  The one thing which he should consider degrading, low, and unbecoming to him is to think like the common people, who are never pleased by the best things.
 

And in a letter,

Don’t you know that the more wholesome something is, the less it is popular and the less it gains ground?

In fact, in one of the earliest poems of Erasmus, composed in 1489, he blames the judgment of the general public for the loss of ancient poetry.

I am forced (but what a shame!) by a

host of bumpkins more numerous even than the stars.

This arrogant herd, always goaded by their

fierce passions, tramples under their worthless

feet (Oh what a crime!) poems dear to bygone ages....
 

Thus we can understand that it was not his goal to please the multitude, as he explains in a poem on the title-page of his Enchiridion (1503).

I do not care about the praise or the insults of

the superficial mob.  The fine thing is to please

either the learned or the pious.  If I happen to

do either of these, it is more than I hoped for.
 

Heinrich Glarean (1488-1563) of Switzerland did his higher education at the University of Koln.  Glarean was a man of many talents as is testified to in numerous letters by Erasmus, who gives the impression that he was unusually proficient in all the Liberal Arts.  His  Dodecachordon (1547) is a treatise which treats all elements of music theory in very great detail.  Glarean, fully aware of this, reflects on the impression his work will have on the public, 

Perhaps we have treated this in more detail than is necessary  But it had to be done for the state of mind of the masses, to whom nothing is explained sufficiently.
 

In another place, however, he seems to suggest the difficulty lay with the professors as much as the minds of the masses.

If by chance this has seemed insufficiently clear to anyone, I beg him to remember how uneducated and unpolished our present age is, that among the highly learned, even among those teaching mathematics, not one in twenty has a clear conception of this matter....
 

The only 16th century English poet we have found who devoted much attention to the ability of the general public to judge matters of art was Thomas More.  In a poem called, “On Fame and Popular Opinion,” he cautions, don’t trust the public,

Most men congratulate themselves if they attain to fame,

Empty though it is; and, because they are light-minded,

They are lifted to the stars by the fickle wind of opinion.

Why do you derive satisfaction from the comments of the populace?

In their blindness they often interpret what is best as a failing

And thoughtlessly approve what is very reprehensible.

You hang everlastingly upon a stranger’s opinion

For fear that some cobbler will retract the praise he has conferred.
 
Thomas Nashe found the general public to be also rather undiscerning with regard to musical taste.

So senseless, so wavering is the light unconstant multitude, that they will dance after every man’s pipe….
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