
HR254, Week I: 

Set Reading – Primary Source 
 

 

Matteo Palmieri, on the revival or the arts, from his dialogue Della vita civile. 

 
As well as detecting the argument in the following passage, your task is to use hard copy and on

-line reference materials to identify biographical details for the two figures mentioned in Ag-

nolo’s speech.  

 
Editorial note: Matteo Palmieri (1406-1475) was a Florentine merchant (running the family chemist’s shop), public 

servant (elected to several political roles in his city) and scholar. He wrote in both Latin and Italian. His volgare 

dialogue on civil life, Della vita civile, was written between 1431 and 1438, and is conceived as a conversation that 

took place in 1430 in a villa outside Florence, with Matteo himself present and listening to the main speaker, Ag-

nolo Pandolfini, and his interlocutors, Franco Sacchetti and Luigi Guicciardini. The passage is taken from the first 

book.  

 

 

Luigi: … I marvel how it happens that a few men can so surpass others in human matters. 

 

Agnolo: Many times I have had the same thought… One reason [why few minds are worthy of 

esteem in many matters] is that, happy to do what our fathers and masters show us, we do not 

seek to improve that art but, instead, stop our intellect there and do the same throughout our life. 

 

 So, it is seen that the noble arts, which were well understood and practised by our ancient 

compatriots, were for so long lost that it 

is shameful to record what esteem and 

results they could command. Then, ei-

ther through divine favour [grazia] or 

hard work or continual diligence, came 

the one who revived the lost art; then, 

having became a master, he taught and 

had pupils, who – not through their own 

investigations but because they learnt 

from an excellent master – were able to 

become the best. … And so we see that 

before Giotto painting was dead and the 

depiction of characters laughable, but it 

was revived by him, and sustained by 

his pupils and passed on to others so 

that it has become a most worthy art 

practised by many more. Sculpture and 

architecture, which among us for a very 

long time had involved mastering the 

skill of producing foolish monstrosities, 

have in our time been revived and  
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returned to the light, purified and perfected by many 

masters. As for letters and liberal studies [lettere e 

liberali studi], it would be better to stay silent than 

to say only a few words. These are the most 

significant guides and true masters of every other 

good art but for more than eight hundred years they 

were so forgotten to the world that in that time there 

never was to be found any who had a true 

understanding or who knew how to employ even a 

smallest element of literary refinement [nè saputo 

usare un loro minimo ornamento], so much so that 

anything to be found written in that period on paper 

or in marble, for its grammar deserved to be called 

rough fabric [grossaggine rozza]. But today we see 

sent into the world as father and ornament of letters 

our Leonardo [Bruni] of Arezzo, a shining light of 

Latin elegance, through whom the sweetness of the 

Latin tongue is returned to men.  

 

For this reason anyone of intelligence thanks 

God for being born in these times, in which the 

excellent arts of the mind flourish more than at any 

other time in the last thousand years. It has pleased 

Him who rules everything to give a long and most 

tranquil peace to our humble Italy: that being so, it 

certainly can be seen that from these first revivals 

will follow marvellous fruits, ripe to correct, with 

time, the most obvious errors of the most valuable branches of learning [riputatissime doctrine]. 

These errors were perversions produced by those who wrote in the times of such deep ignorance 

[lunga ignoranza] and then studied through their obscure and murky books which, through their 

tortuous paths do not open but, with their insoluble subtleties, obfuscate all knowledge…    

 
Italian text available in Vita civile, ed. G. Belloni (Florence, 1982). An abridgement of this passage available in a 

translation by Mikael Hörnqvist at http://www2.idehist.uu.se/distans/ilmh/Ren/ren-revival-palmieri.htm [last 

accessed 30th November 2014]. This translation by David Rundle.  
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