
HUMANISM
Humanism was the basis for the development of the Renaissance. Its origins can be found in  
14th-century Italy and the renewed interest in the classical world. The intellectual movement flourished 
in England from the 15th century and became central to the spirit of the English Renaissance.

	 1	 Read the text below to find out more about Humanism and answer the questions.
a.	 In place of God, who or what did Humanism place at the centre of all things? 
b.	 What kind of school and university subjects did Humanism promote? Why? 
c.	 Which two figures are cited as important authors of humanist works?
d.	 Which two of their works are mentioned? What do they deal with?

HUMANISM AND SHAKESPEARE
	 1	 Look at your notes or at 2.4.3.1 .

a.	 Review what you know or find out about Shakespeare’s life and works.
b.	 Focus on his education. Where did he go to school? Did he have a humanistic education?

	 2	 Refer to the plays by Shakespeare you have studied or know. Do you think some of his characters 
embody the principles and ideals of Renaissance Humanism?

Humanism was an educational and political ideal founded on the belief that all the capabilities 
and virtues peculiar to human beings should be studied and developed to their greatest 
extent. It emphasised the dignity of man and the power of reason, while often remaining 
committed to Christianity. Critical of the injustices in society, humanists often argued 
against feudalism, seeing it as a system that favoured the rich and exploited others. Through 
education, Humanism intended to rediscover the classical cultures of Ancient Greece and 
Rome. Humanists valued the study of Greek and Latin, grammar, rhetoric, history, poetry and 
moral philosophy as a way of improving moral attitudes.
Dutch humanist and theologian Desiderius Erasmus of Rotterdam, the father of European 
Humanism, wrote his early works attacking the corruption and superstitions of the Church 
and then, in 1509, a satire entitled The Praise of Folly, which he dedicated to his English friend 
Thomas More. The work advocated a return to a simpler Christianity. Both Erasmus and More, 
though Catholic, advocated the reform of the Catholic Church from the inside but shared 
many of the views on religion at the core of Luther’s Theses of 1517 which gave rise to the 
Reformation.
Six years later More wrote Utopia. Originally written in Latin and later translated into English, 
it is in two parts. Book I is satirical, in a similar way to The Praise of Folly. Book II depicts an 
ideal human society on the island of Utopia, where both reason and nature guide human 
behaviour. The name derives from the Greek ou-topos meaning ‘nowhere’ but is also very close 
to another Greek word, eu-topos, which means ‘a good place’.
At the time, the book was hugely popular. Today it can be seen as More’s alternative to 
feudalism, a promotion of communal living in a democratic society, a statement against the 
corruption of Christian values or, perhaps better, as a high point in Renaissance Humanism. 
It has also given its name to a new genre of fiction – the utopian novel.

2.5.3 
Humanism
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	 3	 Hamlet Prince of Denmark (c. 1601) is one of Shakespeare’s plays which raises humanistic issues. 
a.	 Read a summary of the play’s general storyline on 2.5.2 .
b.	 Now read the summary below which contextualises the speech you will read. Who is Hamlet speaking 

to? About what?
c.	 What does Hamlet suspect? Were his suspicions right?

	 4	 Read Hamlet’s speech. How is Hamlet feeling?
 � He can appreciate the beauty of the world around him, but he cannot appreciate the behaviour of 

human beings.
  He can appreciate human beings, but he cannot appreciate the beauties of nature.
 � He can understand that both nature and humans are wonderful, but he cannot appreciate them.

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE 

Hamlet – Text Three  (from Act II, Scene 2)

Hamlet	 I have of late–but 
		  wherefore I know not–lost all my mirth, forgone all
	 custom of exercises; and indeed it goes so heavily
	 with my disposition that this goodly frame, the
	 earth, seems to me a sterile promontory, this most
	 excellent canopy, the air, look you, this brave
	 o’erhanging firmament, this majestical roof fretted
	 with golden fire, why, it appears no other thing to
	 me than a foul and pestilent congregation of vapours.
	 What a piece of work is a man! how noble in reason!
	 how infinite in faculty! in form and moving how
	 express and admirable! in action how like an angel!
	 in apprehension how like a god! the beauty of the
	 world! the paragon of animals! And yet, to me,
	 what is this quintessence of dust?

SUMMARY • King Claudius is trying to understand Prince Hamlet’s state of mind and the 
driving forces behind his strange and difficult behaviour. To this end, he has called two of 
Hamlet’s friends from university, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, as collaborators. He asks 
them to find out what they can and report back to him. When they turn up at Elsinore, 
Hamlet is immediately suspicious and asks them, in the name of their friendship, to say if 
they are working for Claudius. The two friends admit they are. Hamlet decides to tell them 
directly how he feels.
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	 5	 Read the speech again.
a.	 Where in the text does Hamlet glorify humans and human nature? 
b.	 Mark in blue the positive descriptions of nature and of humankind.
c.	 Mark in red their negative descriptions.

	 6	 In what sense can this speech be considered humanist?

 Mel Gibson in 
Hamlet, by Franco 
Zeffirelli (1990).

Humanism
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CROSS CURRICULAR WORKSHOP

SHAKESPEARE  
AND EUROPEAN HUMANISTS

	 1	 Read an extract from the Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy on Erasmus. 
a.	 Why does the Encyclopaedia describe Erasmus as a Christian humanist?
b.	 What did he think could raise humans above the level of animals?
c.	 Which three words are used to describe Erasmus’s political stance? Find synonyms for each word. 
d.	 How was Erasmus viewed during the period of the Enlightenment?

	 2	 What links can you see between Erasmus and Shakespeare? Use the words given to complete the 
paragraph below.

reason • self • animals • paragon • ideas • learning • education

Erasmus stated that an individual was able to better himself or herself both through 
              -improvement and through                . He believed it was this that raised 
humans above the level of                . In Shakespeare's plays we can appreciate the level of 
culture and wide knowledge and                of the author. If we consider the character of Hamlet 
from the homonymous play, we can also see the                of Erasmus reflected in his words 
when he says that man is “noble in                ”, and “infinite in faculty”. He is like an angel, or a 
god, and a                (an example which has reached perfection) among animals.

	 3	 The speech you read from Hamlet (Act 2, Scene 2) is thought to be based on ideas expressed by the 
Italian humanist Giovanni Pico della Mirandola. If you have studied Mirandola, share what you know 
about him and his works with your classmates.

DESIDERIUS ERASMUS
[…] If a general label is needed, Erasmus’ thought is 
best described as “Christian Humanism”, that is, a 
philosophy of life combining Christian thought with 
classical traditions. He embraced the humanistic belief 
in an individual’s capacity for self-improvement and 
the fundamental role of education in raising human 
beings above the level of brute animals.[…] 
In politics, Erasmus embraced consensus, compromise, 
and peaceful cooperation, ideals he recommended to 
the participants in the Reformation debate, albeit with 
little success.  […]
The circulation of Erasmus’ works was temporarily 
curtailed when the Catholic Church put them on the 
Index of Forbidden Books, but his ideas saw a revival 
during the Enlightenment when he was regarded as a 
forerunner of rationalism. His most famous work, The 
Praise of Folly, has remained in print to the present day, 
a distinction shared by few books from the 16th century.



12

T
H

E R
EN

A
ISSA

N
C

E [1485-1603]

Negli scritti degli Arabi ho letto, Padri venerandi, che Abdalla Saraceno, richiesto di che gli apparisse 
sommamente mirabile in questa specie di teatro che è il mondo, rispondesse che nulla scorgeva più splendido 
dell’uomo. E con questo detto concorda quello famoso di Ermete: “Grande miracolo è l’uomo, o Asclepio”. Ora 
mentre ricercavo il senso di queste sentenze non mi soddisfacevano gli argomenti che in gran numero molti 
recano sulla grandezza della natura umana: esser l’uomo vincolo delle creature, familiare a quelle superiori, 
sovrano di quelle inferiori, interprete della natura per l’acume dei sensi, per l’indagine della ragione, per 
la luce dell’intelletto, intermedio fra il tempo e l’eternità e, come dicono i Persiani, copula anzi imeneo del 
mondo, di poco inferiore agli angeli secondo la testimonianza di David. Grandi cose, queste, certo, ma non 
le più importanti, non tali, cioè, per cui possa giustamente arrogarsi il privilegio di una ammirazione senza 
limiti. Perché, infatti, non ammirare di più gli angeli e i beatissimi cori del cielo? Ma alla fine mi parve di avere 
compreso perché l’uomo sia il più felice degli esseri animati e degno perciò di ogni ammirazione e quale sia 
infine quella sorte che, toccatagli nell’ordine universale, è invidiabile non solo ai bruti, ma agli astri e agli 
spiriti oltremondani. Cosa incredibile e meravigliosa! E come altrimenti, se è per essa che giustamente l’uomo 
vien proclamato e ritenuto un grande miracolo e meraviglia fra i viventi! Ma quale essa sia, ascoltate, o Padri, 
e benigno orecchio porgete, nella vostra cortesia, a questo mio parlare.[…]

Today the ERASMUS Programme is a European student 
exchange programme which gives university students the 
possibility to study abroad in another European country. 
Its ethos reflects Erasmus’s words when he said: “The main 
hope of a nation lies in the proper education of its youth.”

	 1	 Do you agree with Erasmus?

	2	 Are you thinking about taking part in the Erasmus 
programme or doing a school year abroad? Why / 
Why not? What are the benefits and disadvantages?

YOUR GO

	 4	 The following are the opening paragraphs of Mirandola’s seminal humanistic work Orazione sulla 
dignità dell’uomo.
a.	 Read the text and underline the positive qualities of humans which he describes.
b.	 What links can you see between Mirandola and Hamlet’s speech?



HUMANISM •  
ART AND ARCHITECTURE
Renaissance Humanism inspired new approaches and new content in all art forms, including buildings, 
paintings and sculpture.

	 1	 Read some key points about the subject.
•	 Artworks and buildings referenced classical subjects.
•	 Classical thinkers such as Vitruvius influenced ideas of beauty and proportion.
•	 �Patrons supported the work and innovations of artists who were also polymaths: geniuses in a wide 

range of fields, such as painting, sculpture, architecture, town planning, mechanics and science.
•	 Art highlighted the grandeur and importance of humankind.

	 2	 Match the following descriptions with a Renaissance artwork or building. 
a.	 	  � “[It] was one of the first large-scale European paintings to tell a story that was not Christian, 

replacing the agony of Easter with a pagan rite. The very idea of art as a pleasure, and not a 
sermon, began in this meadow.” (Art critic Jonathan Jones)

b.	 	  �� “Vetruvio, architect, puts in his work on architecture that the measurements of man are in nature 
distributed in this manner.” (Artist and polymath Leonardo da Vinci)

c.	 	  �� “...this figure has put in the shade every other statue, ancient or modern, Greek or Roman.” (artist 
and polymath Giorgio Vasari)

d.	 	  � “At the center, beneath replicating classical arches, Plato in orange robes and Aristotle in blue 
walk side by side as they discuss philosophy and represent the Humanist view that art and 
science, beauty and logic, were mutually compatible endeavors.” (Art historians Rebecca Seiferle, 
Kimberly Nichols)

e.	 	  � “It unites technology and aesthetics in an astonishingly elegant way. It symbolizes perfectly the 
union of science and of art.” (Historian Paulo Galluzi)

1

Study Skills 
How to Analyse 
a Work of Art

CROSS CURRICULAR WORKSHOP
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HUMANISM
	 1	 Review key concepts about Humanism.

a.	 Study 2.5.3  to recall the main points.
b.	 Use the words given to complete the paragraphs below.

animals • capabilities • Christianity • communal • corruption • dignity • English • European • feudalism • 
fundamental • ideal • ideas • man • moral • nature • peaceful • political • reason • values • work

Humanism
Humanism originated in 14th-century Italy. By the 15th century it had become central to the spirit of 
the                Renaissance. 
Humanism is an educational and                ideal that places value on the study of 
the                and virtues peculiar to human beings. It emphasises the                of 
man and the power of                , and advocates the study of Greek and Latin, as well as history, 
poetry and                philosophy.
Erasmus of Rotterdam, also known as the father of                Humanism, considered education 
as                . He promoted compromise and                cooperation in politics, while 
attacking the                and superstitions of the Church. His most famous work, The Praise 
of Folly (1509) is a satire advocating a return to a simpler                . His close friend, the 
Englishman Thomas More, wrote Utopia, which depicts an                society where both 
reason and                guide human behaviour and                is replaced by democracy 
and                living.
Humanism in Shakespeare
Several characters in Shakespeare’s plays embody the                of Renaissance Humanism. 
For example, Hamlet in his speech “What a piece of                is man!” glorifies nature 
and, like Erasmus, places                above all other                . This speech also 
uses                expressed by the Italian humanist Giovanni Pico della Mirandola in his Orazione 
sulla dignità dell’uomo.

c.	 Use the key concepts expressed in the paragraphs to make an Organiser for Humanism.

European Humanists   About Humanism       Humanism in Shakespeare

Humanism

	 2	 In his speech to Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, how does Hamlet use humanistic values to emphasise 
his state of mind? Illustrate your answer with quotes from the extract that you read. 
Write about 130-160 words. [   Study Skills: How to Plan Writing and Use Cohesive Devices]

	 3	 Outline the attitude of Desiderius Erasmus and Thomas More to Christianity, the Church and education. 
How were their ideas received by the Catholic Church at the time? And how are they considered today? 
Write about 130-160 words. [   Study Skills: How to Plan Writing and Use Cohesive Devices]

CHECK YOUR KNOWLEDGE


