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A NOTE ON QUOTATIONS AND READING ALOUD

Following early modern practice, direct quotations are given in italics; the source of these quotations can be found in the endnotes. The narrative also contains a number of passages of gibberish, backwards-speak and nonsense, and for a complete understanding of the subject matter the reader is strongly urged to read these passages aloud, insofar as safety permits.




EPIGRAPH


Speech was divided into four parts: that the inspired priests know. Three parts, hidden in deep secret, humans do not stir into action; the fourth part of Speech is what men speak.

THE RIG VEDA, TRANS. WENDY DONIGER

انَّ من البيان لَسحرًا

Indeed there is in speech a magic.

SAYING OF THE PROPHET MUHAMMAD, FROM THE HADITH

Though I speak with the tongues of men and angels, and have not charity, I am become as sounding brass, or a tinkling cymbal.

1 CORINTHIANS 13

In great things, it is enough to have tried.

PROPERTIUS, ELEGIES II.X.6






I

The 900

It had already been a summer of prodigies by the time Giovanni Pico della Mirandola arrived in Rome in the autumn of 1486. There were reports from the mountains that a blood rain had fallen in the cities of Tagliacozzo and Celano near L’Aquila, and some had brought stones covered in red gore to the city and shown them publicly so that it was believed without contradiction. People might not have needed much convincing after the year just passed. In the endless feud between the Colonna and Orsini clans, the Montagues and Capulets of Rome, a man had been slaughtered one Friday around lunchtime by a poisoned knife and a woman eight months pregnant was murdered by her own stepson. The Pope had issued proclamations against brigandage, enmities, homicides and criminals, sending warning through Rome and its environs that all murderers and thieves should void the city under pain of heavy fines or even excommunication to them and those who harboured them in their retinues. But these threats went unheeded, and when the Pope’s commissary was sent to abjure the warring sides to peace he was stripped and sent away naked. Even his own cardinals were part of the fray: on the Feast of the Assumption of the Virgin Mary in the middle of August a fight had erupted between a French cardinal’s men and a local noble over a prostitute named La Greghetta, which is ‘The Little Greek’, and three men were left dead, while La Greghetta herself survived the torching of her premises by sheltering in a window frame more strongly built than the burning timbers of the structure. There were few in Rome who knew what great peace and felicity it is to the mind when a man has nothing that grudges his conscience nor is appalled by the secret twitch of any privy crime. When peace was at last concluded between the city’s factions, through a contract of marriage between the Pope’s son Franceschetto and the daughter of Lorenzo de’ Medici, allied to the Orsini, the détente was threatened after Franceschetto and his companions sought to abduct and scandalize some women of good name, both married and not, and were repulsed with great shame and ignominy. Among all things, Pico was later to write, the very deadly pestilence is this: to be conversant day and night among them whose life is not only on every side an elective to sin, but over that all set in the expugnation of virtue, under their captain the devil, under the banner of death, under the stipend of hell. He could very well have been thinking of those darkening months in Rome.[1]

Yet Pico was a prodigy of a different kind. He had come at barely 24 years old to the centre of Christian Europe for the purposes of defending against all comers a universal philosophy, laid out in 900 propositions or conclusions which in their entirety he claimed to cover all knowable things. These Theses were printed on the seventh day of December and distributed throughout Italy and he promised to stand the passage of any who wished to come a month later − on the Feast of Epiphany − to challenge any of his assertions. If this appeared an act of supreme arrogance, it was nevertheless in keeping with the aura that had begun to grow up around Pico even at this young date. In this era of wonders that was later to be called the Renaissance, Pico would become the uncontested marvel of the age, and the brokers of compliment emptied their coffers to rise above the usual flattery and express their amazement. The greatest scholar of the day, perhaps of any day, would speak of Pico in terms that sound more like the announcement for a prizefighter than anything, and yet there is reason to believe he meant every word: he was the one-and-only, a demi-god, endowed with every blessing of fortune, body and spirit that can be had, a young man of near divine beauty and majestical bearing, of the most piercing intelligence, singular memory, and tireless concentration, a clarion of almighty eloquence, as famous for his judgment as his character − Pico. Della. Miiiiiiiirandola![2]

Those who thumbed through the programme for the grand debate would have seen that there was indeed a wild profusion of things treated therein, down to the reasons for the saltiness of the sea and why owls struggle to look at the sun, treatments of snub-nosedness and the causes of pallor and corpulence in Germans, on the two kinds of drunkenness and whether God could choose to transform himself into an ass or a piece of wood or a damned soul or even the Devil himself. Many of the propositions would simply have been befuddling or nonsensical, such as one that stated that By ‘Heaven’ we should understand the green line that encircles the universe, and the proposition that there was not just one world but in fact 183 of them, arranged in a triangle. There was, though, also a defence of the nonsensical in the assertion that meaningless voices are more magically powerful than those that have meaning. So that the magnificence of his scheme should not be frittered away in mere incomprehension, Pico spent the final months of that year preparing a grand oration that would be addressed to the college of cardinals before the debate began, a manifesto for his vision of concord, in which all disagreements were settled and all contradictions resolved. To accomplish this, he said, required not only the understanding of all existing knowledge but to go somewhat further than that: he had determined, he wrote, to swear allegiance to no creed, to plumb the depths of every philosopher, to scrutinize every scrap of paper, and to master every kind of thought, and to push forward past that into such secret things that had not previously been spoken of or even thought. In the final words of this speech he prepared to astonish those few who had not yet been provoked by his conduct: the point of this spectacle was not so much to show that I know many things, he would say, dangling a morsel of humility in front of the audience before snatching it away − but that I know what others do not.[3]

Pico’s road to Rome had not been without incident, and in his trail behind him were the scenes where he had almost been stopped in his course. He narrowly escaped the plague in Perugia, and before that had been briefly imprisoned when the wife of the Medici governor of Arezzo had abandoned her husband to go with Pico and he had been accused of kidnap. He had been forced to leave behind him in Fratta the mentor under whose spell he had spent the previous months, a mysterious Sicilian Jew calling himself Flavius Mithridates, and under whose tutelage Pico had been furiously studying Hebrew and Arabic and even the tongue of the Chaldeans, an ancient language thought lost by many and considered to have been the medium for knowledge of inestimable power. Mithridates himself had mesmerized Rome in a Good Friday sermon five years previously, speaking in a number of tongues that were unknown to those present but in which they affirmed his immense eloquence, and the Pope and his cardinals raised a clamour of his praise that was said to reach as far as the skies. But shortly after that Mithridates had been chased out of Rome under circumstances that were not clear and he was forbidden to return, though had he done so he might have been hard to spot among the influx of Marranos, or converted Jews, who were flooding into Rome from Spain and making themselves everywhere indispensable. The associates who remained to Pico in Rome were just as suspect. He was intimate with the presiding spirit of Roman intellectual life, a man named Pomponius Leto, who had founded an academy to revive the glories of Rome and Greece, but an aura of suspicion had surrounded Leto ever since he and his associates had been accused of performing pagan rituals during orgies in the catacombs and of conspiring to overthrow the Pope. Leto himself had been absolved but others of the group known to Pico had fled as far as Poland and even there had been hounded by the Roman authorities.[4]

There were those who attempted to divert Pico from the course on which he was set, and in the months during which he approached Rome he answered pleas that he put aside his philosophical projects and instead take up the active life of a man of consequence, to which he was after all entitled as one of the wealthiest men in Italy and moreover the focus of such extraordinary expectations. All these warnings Pico staunchly refused to heed, insisting that he was more suited to the contemplative life, though he acknowledged that the undertaking was not without risk and there was no sense in which this contemplation was partner to retirement. As he wrote to one friend in October, he was continuing towards Rome, from whence you are like to hear the echo of all your Pico has achieved. In another letter he averred that the number of conclusions he had settled upon was a perfect emblem of the inspired poetic frenzy he intended to achieve on that day in Rome.[5]

Those able to understand Pico’s conclusions knew that this was not some showman’s attempt to wow the crowds with misdirection and inflated claims. As he laid out in his Oration introducing the event, Pico asserted that he would unify the two major fields of European thought, showing how to reconcile the meticulous precision through which Aristotle had described the world with the infinite expanse of Plato’s philosophy. This had been attempted by many before but so far had been achieved by none. To do so would bring an end to a battle that had been running for much longer than the Roman street brawls and was scarcely less vicious. But this was just a start, and the choice to hold his gathering on the day of Epiphany may have signalled the next place to which his thought was tending: on the day that the Wise Men had knelt down to the infant Jesus, submitting all foreign knowledge to the supremacy of God’s truth, Pico would produce proofs even from the most secret writings of the Jews themselves, which would silence the contradictions of unbelievers once and for all.[6]

This was not to say that he would push aside all but Christian learning; far from it, the scheme that he proposed was intended to be universal, to include within its sweep all the knowledges of the world and yoke them to his purpose, bringing them together as so many fragments of a shattered mirror and being the first to gaze into its fullness. He even surrendered any claim to the primacy of Christian knowledge, saying that it would not do to leave out the philosophies of the Greeks and Arabs, as all wisdom passed from Barbarians to the Greeks and from the Greeks to us. This much was clear when he opened his Oration by saying that key to all wisdom lies in رجل, rajul, that is, man, citing a Muslim philosopher and doing so in Arabic. Following the lead of his model Mithridates, he went further than this, inserting a passage from a text he identified as Chaldean and which went as follows:

በረናሠ ሀ ሐያ ሚጠበዐ ሜሥታኔ ዌናዳደ ሜመሐለጰተ ጋረማሀ ኮ ወኮ

For those unable to take his meaning, Pico clarified that the key to deriving all possible knowledge from within was first to recognize that man is a living thing whose nature is ever-changing, many-fold, and unstable. He was born to be the go-between of creation, intimate with those above and master of those below, a waystation between the stillness of eternity and the flood of time.[7]

It was at this point that the path laid out in Pico’s oration began to move from the merely surprising to the downright strange. He promised that those who followed his method would learn to leave behind the physical dross of their bodies, and even surpass the niceties of reason, becoming like the angels themselves, transcendent beings merely clothed in human flesh. The method was nothing less than the revival of an ancient and forgotten rite, one which led those living in the wilderness of the body’s solitude to rise above the mundane and experience eternity in the here and now. Who would not desire those Socratic frenzies of which Plato sings, states of ecstasy that cause us to leave our minds, incited by the frenzy of the Muses to pour celestial harmonies into the ears of our souls? This path, Pico promises, can lead us even higher than the angels, even to the point of becoming God ourselves. Stung by unspeakable desire, he predicts, we will be driven to ecstasy, moving beyond our bodies like burning Seraphim, and full of divinity we shall be ourselves no longer, but rather we will be Him, the One who made us.[8]

While Pico’s words may seem to our ears just so much hocus-pocus and mumbo-jumbo, these ideas would have been familiar to many of his audience, even if parts of the speech and the theses it introduced would have made them distinctly uncomfortable. Lodged at the heart of many of the traditions of thought known to them − and countless more they had yet to encounter − was the idea that, under certain circumstances, humans could transcend the boundaries and weaknesses of their physical bodies, and indeed that achieving this was the utmost thing to be desired. Ranging across the vast expanse of ancient and medieval thought available to him, Pico would see that there was little agreement on why this happened, how far it could be taken, how it should be used, or what the meaning of it was. But he would also see that there were extraordinary similarities between these many widely dispersed ways of thinking, so much so that one could easily conclude that they were all parts of the same puzzle. Central to many of these connections was the idea that there is an underlying oneness to all existence, that beneath and beyond the many things and beings we encounter there is a level at which they are all part of a shared fabric, and that if only we could access this deeper structure we could overcome the frustrations and limitations of our bounded selves.

Though people had arrived at this conclusion in myriad ways, there was an uncanny tendency for certain things to come up again and again, such as the states of ecstasy or disembodiment, which were understood as the threshold to this hidden reality. These experiences are fossilized in our everyday speech, still living among us, though largely deprived of their erstwhile meaning and power: the idea of being astonished, entranced, enraptured, amazed, captivated, fascinated, ravished, stupefied, transported, beside oneself and even surprised may now be common banalities, but they carry within them the cultural memories of experiences at once terrifying and transcendent, of being deprived of all control, turned to stone, dumbstruck, and provoked to out-of-body experiences. Some more recent additions to the list may still be fresh enough to retain a trace of their origins, even as they are swiftly decaying into cliché: many will know that to be hypnotized by something was once more than simply to be very interested in it, and perhaps some will have a dim sense of the same about the word mesmerized. Another thing that came up time and again was the connection of these ecstatic states with various experiences of sound, of rhythm and harmony and spoken utterance. We still speak of being enchanted, but few mean that they were brought to this state by being chanted over or by incantation, and claiming to be spellbound is normally not now preliminary to accusations of witchcraft.[9]

For Pico and his audience, however, these were no dead metaphors. The frenzy of the Muses and the power of celestial harmonies were central parts of a highly sophisticated and widely dispersed understanding of the world, one that had been honed and sharpened and elaborated over much of the duration of recorded thought, and doubtless well before that also. Central to one part of this tradition was the notion of angels, who were commonly understood to be intermediary beings existing between the fragile, isolated and transient bodies of worldly beings and the eternal infinitude of the most fundamental level of existence, which may or may not have been the same thing as God. The widespread fascination with angels was in part to do with the fact that they represented the next step in ascendance, the essence of what it would be like for man to become more than he was. And at the heart of imagining angels were visions of how they spoke and sang. From the choirs of heavenly angels to the Annunciation by which Gabriel stirred the life of an incarnated God within the womb of a virgin, the voices of angels were understood to have qualities and powers that seemed to lie at the very limits of human speech: the ability to blend many things into one, as with voices in a choir, or the power to change the fabric of the world simply by speaking at it. At the angel song heard by the prophet Isaiah, the foundations of the thresholds shook, and the house was filled with smoke (Isaiah 6: 4). Many believed that angel speech was so powerful that it did not attempt to express thoughts like human speech but, rather, made the thoughts of one angel inhabit another, dissolving the boundaries between the two in such a way as to leave it unclear whether there were still two beings or only one. This opened whole new vistas of enquiry: could there really be said to be more than one angel when they shared the same thoughts? Could angels really be said to speak when all boundary between speaker and listener were lost? And could man himself acquire this skill? Some humans seemed once to have had the gift of this preternaturally powerful speech, as with the legendary poets Amphion and Orpheus, whose lyrical voices were so irresistible that not just people and animals were brought under their control but even stones and rivers were said to move at their commands. Orpheus’s song indeed had almost brought his beloved Eurydice back from the dead. Pico teased the readers of his works with hints of secret knowledge of how these effects were produced: I will leave this knot to be untied by the reader, he said − that the same serpent who deprived Orpheus of Eurydice was the very one who taught him music. He concluded: no-one will discover this secret other than those who have ears to hear.[10]

If these ideas seem hopelessly archaic, that should not come as a surprise: the cultural movements that began to stir shortly after Pico’s time, from the Reformation and the New Science to the Enlightenment, used as their stock-in-trade jokes about their predecessors’ fascination with angels. Intellectual endeavours considered to be dry and pointless are still compared to enquiries about the sex of angels, or debates about how many of them could fit upon the head of a pin. Yet the casual mockery of these ideas does little justice to the radical nature of the questions that led to them, questions that began from everyday observations and extended to the very limits of what could be thought. Why is it that beautiful poetry or music can make the hairs on the back of your neck stand up, and how do certain tunes get stuck in your mind? How are we to understand the way that listening to a powerful speech or song can sometimes make you feel like you are being drawn along by it, or even that you are speaking or singing the very words yourself? Think about these things more than a little, and you might begin to wonder whether the boundaries between what is inside you and what is outside you are quite so definite as you had previously imagined. Take this train of thought a little further and you might start to ask what would happen if you amplified the catchiness of the tune, made every speech so captivating. Now you are in the territory of angels. What if the force of a voice is every bit as real as the force of a crashing wave, just more difficult to see – like magnetism? What if to be understood the universe really needs to be seen on the level not of physical things but of these unseen forces, and if at that level the individual existences of these things appear as mere illusions? That level is close to what Pico might have called undifferentiated matter. If later thought turned away from these questions, it was partly because of the discomfort that this way of thinking provoked, shaking the foundations of concepts from sin to free will, and the very idea of the individual itself. It was not the first time that European thought had turned away from this beckoning abyss, and Pico’s final days were to usher in one of the most dramatic moments in European history, a moment that determined its radical aversion to these ideas.

This aversion also had a profound impact upon how Pico was remembered, casting a spell of forgetting upon his life for half a millennium. Nineteenth-century historians, who created the idea of the ‘Renaissance’ as an age of light and reason emerging from the superstitions of the Dark Ages, drew selectively upon the life of Pico to frame him as the emblem of this rebirth, a herald of the human spirit’s triumph over the oppressive forces of orthodoxy. In Paul Delaroche’s 1842 painting The Childhood of Pico della Mirandola, the cherubic Pico and his mother, Giulia, feature as a secular Madonna and Child, she gently fostering his brilliance with an open book while the infant’s finger does not bless (as the Christ child’s would have) but instead rests upon his lip in contemplation. The message is clear: the divine is being nudged aside by the mortal, heavenly revelation by human genius. Yet while Pico was certainly convinced of the transcendent capabilities of man, the methods by which he proposed to achieve this were far stranger and more deeply imbued with the secret knowledges of the past than this picture would suggest. As more recent scholarship has shown, Pico was not the dewy-eyed poetic figure the Romantics would have had us believe, but, rather, stood at a remove from his age, setting himself against the advocates of mere human elegance in his push to go beyond, into an understanding of the very foundations of being and the nature of existence, along with all the power that such an understanding would provide. At stake in Pico’s thought was − and still is − nothing less than the question of whether we could ever be anything more than human beings, what that thing might be, and how we might become it.[11]

Pico’s tumultuous life, in which the debacle in Rome formed only one crescendo among many, was lived at this precipice of the thinkable, and it was his constant determination to seek out the most astonishing ideas from wherever they could be found, travelling to the great centres of intellectual endeavour and surrounding himself with the most brilliant minds of the age, showing scant regard for distinctions between different religions or races or the respectability of his guides. His one ambition was simply to understand it all, to leave no stone unturned and place no thought beyond bounds. In this quest he lived a life that swiftly became legend and reverberated around Europe in the centuries to come. The friend who wrote his epitaph suggested that he must be known not only from Portugal to India but even in the as-yet-undiscovered Antipodes, unable to believe that such a lightning bolt of a life could not have thundered around the globe entire. This book cannot follow Pico into every labyrinth to which his thinking called him, but instead follows a particular path that leads through his life, one which it became clear to him had its origins in the mists of time and which had the potential to change fundamentally the nature of existence, by asking questions that had been asked many times before but never fully answered. Charting this quest, to which he was destined it seems even before he was born, means following Pico and his associates on their exploration in the realms of thought, both deep into the past and up into the heavens; the terms they use will at first be strange, but the experiences they are describing will be surprisingly familiar. That day in Rome, Pico promised to deliver secrets of immense power to his listeners, techniques that would allow them to join the angels, dispense with the apparent laws of nature, turning the multitude into one, and what was more to call forth from the shadows into the light the powers dispersed by God across the world. To understand what on earth he meant by that, we’ll have to begin where he did, only pausing to say as he did, as his speech closed to give way to the debate: shake hands, and come out fighting.[12]




II

Ring of Fire

It was said that in the moments before Pico’s birth a sign appeared above the bedchamber of his mother, Giulia, in the form of a circular flame that hovered for a moment and then suddenly disappeared. The story appears first in the biography of Pico by his nephew, the zealot Gianfrancesco − published across the Continent soon after Pico’s death and translated into English by Sir Thomas More − who was in no doubt about the omen and its meaning. The circle was the perfect shape, infinitely symmetrical and made of a single line everywhere the same. The greatest magical compendium of the day, the Picatrix, called it the first of all shapes, and Pico himself would one day go further, comparing it to the angelic mind returning to its first perfection, and pointing out that philosophers of old even called God by the name of circle. Fire, on the other hand, was the perfect element, the one most apt to rise towards the heavens, growing infinitely as long as it has fuel to burn and converting base, earthly things to intangible luminescence. Splendid beyond all material bodies, the philosopher Plotinus writes, it is the subtlest and sprightliest of all bodies, as very near to the unembodied; itself alone admitting no other, all the others penetrated by it. When the spirit of God descended upon the Apostles at Pentecost and endowed them with miraculous powers of speech, it came in the form of a flame. The appearance of a circle of flame above the bed of Pico’s mother, then, was to Gianfrancesco a clear message that the perfection of his uncle’s intellect would be like this shape, that his fame would encircle the globe, that like fire his thoughts would tend ever upwards, and the flames of his eloquence would resemble the blaze of the divine. How the burning circle was interpreted by his mother, Giulia, exhausted from the searing pain of childbirth as the crown of her last child emerged from her into the world, history has not seen fit to record.[1]

In giving Pico extraordinary omens of future glory at the very outset of his life, his nephew was writing him into an established tradition in which the lives of a few are seen to be on a determined path from the beginning. Hercules strangled serpents in his crib as a token of the labours that he was to undertake; the great preacher and musician St Ambrose had bees swarm about his mouth as an infant, a portent that his speech would be mellifluous, flowing like honey and just as sweet. The soaring genius and aeronautic experiments of Pico’s contemporary Leonardo da Vinci were thought to be foreshadowed by a bird of prey that landed on his cradle. These were all, of course, examples in miniature of the birth of Jesus, announced by an angel and heralded by the appearance of a new star, which drew the powerful and the wise from afar to kneel before him.[2]

While stories of such omens were only accorded to a select few, showing that they were marked out by fate to play a great role in history and that − from some vantage point, obscure to men but known to bees and angels and raptors − the shape of their lives was visible from the start, these legends also spoke to deeper anxieties about human life that only surfaced in the biographer’s art. The question, then, was this: how can we say that a person’s life is one thing, rather than many? As a character in one of Plato’s dialogues puts it, while a person is said to be the same from childhood until he turns into an old man, in truth the child and the man are made of different things, with parts passing away and others coming into being. And this was not simply a question of the body: for none of his manners, customs, opinions, desires, pleasures, pains or fears ever remains the same. Certain thought experiments helped to clarify the problem, such as the famous matter of the Ship of Theseus. This ran as follows: the celebrated ship on which Theseus sails to kill the minotaur and escape from the labyrinth is kept as a monument to his triumph, but over time the ageing pieces of it need to be replaced, first a rope and then a bench and planks and so on. Eventually no piece of the original ship remains. The question is: is what we have now still Theseus’ ship, and, if not, at what point did it cease to be so? And what if the ageing pieces of the original were kept, and a ship built in the same form from them and placed alongside the renovated one. Which one would be Theseus’ ship? The same might be said for people: which is the real Pico, as his hair, teeth, ideas and beliefs change? How are we to keep any life from fraying at the edges, from disintegrating into so many things that it becomes almost indistinguishable from the maelstrom of what goes on around it? The birth omen is one solution to this: it suggests that from a certain celestial perspective the new life is always and already complete, coherent and unified from the outset. Everything in it is predetermined, and even seemingly contradictory things make sense from the perspective from which the whole is visible. The biography is another solution, attempting to make a picture from the puzzling pieces available, and, given the periods of obscurity and violent changes of direction in his uncle’s life, Pico’s nephew needed all the help he could get.[3]

The fire-ring is not the only legend about Pico’s early life. A few years later one of the great scholars of the day was visiting the family seat at Mirandola, where a learned friend of his was installed as tutor. The visitor recalled how he found Pico’s mother, Giulia Boiardo, alone with her youngest children, and how after lunch the girls were trotted out to recite some Latin poetry, and Pico was brought forward in swaddling clothes for general admiration. At one moment, Pico’s nurse was heard to ask whether this infant will follow the path of arms or perhaps of letters? The scholar took this to be a premonition of Pico’s extraordinary genius, even if that seems to us something of a stretch. Other signs, though, were quickly to follow: Pico was soon reciting poetry himself, and it was said that his memory and his capacity for learning were so astonishing that hearing any lines of poetry only once he was able to repeat them ever after, both forwards and backwards. This somewhat puzzling claim will become more significant given the curious course of his future interests, though it is charming to imagine the boy Pico wandering about Mirandola and reciting


Ativ artson id ’nimmac led ozzem len

Arucso avles anu rep iavortir im



as he turned the opening lines of Dante’s Divine Comedy back to front.[4]

This picture of sophisticated domestic bliss is a tribute to what Pico’s extraordinary mother was able to conjure in the most difficult circumstances. Mirandola was and is a desolate kind of place, swept by the winds traversing in uninterrupted fashion the immense Padan plain, and the squat terracotta bulk of the Castello dei Pico is a solid testimony to the authority the family had won over this area as warlords, and which it held from behind fortress walls. If, as Aristotle says, a house begins as an idea in the mind of the architect and only afterwards takes shape in wood and stone, the idea of the Castello was domination. Certain delicate touches were added over time to the terracotta bulk, to give the impression that the lords of the castle were an ornament to the town as well as being its undisputed masters, but no amount of Ghibelline merlons or brick arcading could hide the fact that these were really battlements and buttresses to reinforce the power of those within, who could see in every direction from the deep openings in the wedge-thick walls. Even the esplanade that separated the town from the surrounding countryside was less a place for recreation than a defensive clearing, as advertised by the fortresses that commanded every route into the town, immense and jagged structures designed to give no flat surfaces on which a battering ram could find purchase. Pico’s father was the Lord of Mirandola and was very much a soldier of fortune, hiring his services out to other noblemen for their campaigns, and when he died in this service in Pico’s fourth year the elder sons Galeotto and Antonmaria showed themselves to be their father’s children, immediately launching a bitter and violent feud against each other over the inheritance. Galeotto went so far as to imprison his rival Antonmaria for two years in the dungeon of the Castello, and when their mother pleaded her son’s case Galeotto locked her up as well.[5]

Giulia Boiardo was, however, cut from a different cloth, as the Latin education of her daughters suggests. Shortly after the death of her husband she embarked upon a project to change the centre of Mirandola, building a new loggia for the Palazzo della Ragione on the central square, paid for by public funds and supported by twelve columns of fine marble and set about with large windows, and overlooking the square a statue of the Blessed Virgin in marvellous alabaster. When the project was brought to completion for less than expected, she had the savings returned to the citizens from whom it had been taxed. For all the delicacy of her colonnade and the statue, they have better survived the wars and earthquakes which shattered Mirandola over the centuries than the fortifications, and remain today a defiant statement of civility by their foundress, a challenge to their inauspicious environs. From the same period comes the lucent ‘Mirandola Hours’, which survives today at the British Library, a prayer book commissioned for the marriage of Giulia’s elder son to the learned Bianca d’Este; the frontispiece features an Annunciation set in another delicately columned loggia, and the volume is filled with miniature scenes of women reading and men and children making music. Giulia’s nephew was swiftly becoming one of the most celebrated poets of the day in the court at Ferrara, and she was determined that her youngest son would have a career in the relative safety of the Church rather than follow the other men of the family into the way of blood. If it was indeed possible to prophesy the young Pico’s future, it was because the single-minded determination of his mother was not hard to read. Like the alabaster Virgin she commissioned to watch over the public square, who looks demurely aside while hoisting her child upwards on her shoulder, Giulia Boiardo seems to have excelled at the art of cloaking her ambition in modesty. When she moved to have Pico named an Apostolic Protonotary at the age of 10, it was not because children were believed to be capable of vocations and cures of souls so early, but because this post was understood to be the anteroom to the College of Cardinals, the powerhouse of Western Christendom to which many younger sons of the Italian nobility were appointed before they were fully men. Shortly after this he was sent to university at nearby Bologna to study the laws of the Church, and there were reports that by his fifteenth year he had mastered all the papal decrees, gathering them together into his own compendium.[6]

[image: A statue of the Virgin Mary, crowned and holding the Christ child, is positioned on a building’s ledge with a backdrop of trees and rooftops. Italian text at the bottom mentions “Mirandola” and provides historical information about the statue’s placement in 1468.]
Statue of the Virgin and Child commissioned by Giulia Boiardo for the Palazzo della Ragione, Mirandola

Statue of the Virgin and Child Commissioned by Giulia Boiardo for the Palazzo della Ragione, Miranola, unattributed photograph. (author’s collection)


The anecdote about the nursemaid’s prophecy fits perfectly within these schemes for advancement, and the letter leaves it amusingly unclear whether the nursemaid was speaking Latin to the infant Pico along with everyone else. This was a matter of no small importance, given the ways in which early childhood was then understood. Nursemaids were believed, by philosophers and doubtless by the illiterate as well, to have extraordinary influence upon their charges; Plato went so far as to compare the hypnotic effect of their humming and rocking upon the infant to the frenzied rituals of ecstatic cults, both infant and worshipper coming under control of the rhythms of chant and movement. It was believed that the nurse, like the cult leader, also often bewitched the infant with mysterious songs whose meanings, if any, were unclear, a playfulness descending into incomprehensibility. (The lullaby − that by which the baby is lulled − is called in Italian the ninna nanna, itself a nonsense phrase.) But the nursemaid’s power did not end there: the very patterns of language were also believed to be set by these early interactions. Dante had drawn up a scheme in which all the languages of the world fell into two categories, namely the grammatical languages such as Latin and Greek, which had unbreakable rules governing their use and could only be mastered after long years of gruelling study; and the vulgar tongues, which were constantly changing and varied not just from nation to nation but from region to region and even between towns, and which we acquire (as Dante put it) without study, merely by imitating our nursemaids. What, though, if you were immersed in a grammatical language from the earliest years, if you made Latin your mother tongue? Would you not have an intuitive familiarity with the ancient world and its ways of thinking, so much so that you became almost a traveller in time? One of Pico’s later rivals was to compose Latin lullabies in an attempt to set the patterns of the infant’s language from the outset. Speaking Latin would also have saved the Mirandola children from talking too much like the local Ferrarese, of whose Italian dialect Dante was particularly damning. They spoke abruptly like the Lombards, chatterers without sophistication. This is why, Dante noted, no poets come from Ferrara, Modena, or Reggio.[7]

Learning to speak by imitation was not just for humans, though: birds also were seen to have their own languages, ones which would become central to Pico’s story. These languages were thought by many to be more powerful than the tongues of men and connected to the heavens they traversed, bringing to earth what Plato called the sacred arts of the vast aether. Pico’s favourite love poet, Guido Cavalcanti, wrote of how at dusk and dawn the birds can be heard to sing ciascun in su latino − each in their own Latin. It was unclear whether the language of birds was grammatical or vulgar, whether it had rules or was merely passed from beak to beak and varied between times and places. Medieval composers often used birdsong in their music, repeating single words over and again until they transformed into a dawn chorus, and during Pico’s childhood there are the first records of a festival somewhat to the north of his home, the Sagra dei Osei, where pretenders gathered to show off their skills in the mimicry of birdsong. Further south in Assisi, St Francis had been said to speak to the birds and even the cicadas, whose rapt attention was testament to the powers of his speech. This captivation by the language of birds was far from local to the Italians: one of the magical powers given to Solomon in the Qur’an is to speak mantik al-tayr, the language of birds, and the Norse hero Sigurd also gains the ability to understand bird speech when he drinks blood from the heart of the dragon Fáfnir.[8]

Yet though the fascination with birdsong was general, there was a particular bird with which Pico shared a special bond, and which he would have known well from the fields and copses surrounding Mirandola. This was the wryneck, a species of woodpecker whose Italian name, pico tocciolo, connected it to Pico’s family, an association to which close friends often playfully referred (he was also tied to the great speaker among European birds, the magpie, whose Latin name is Pica). The wryneck, which would have visited Mirandola each spring in its migration, is no ordinary bird, uncanny both in the writhing of its extended neck in imitation of a serpent’s coiling, and in the curious jinking cry that it makes, a noise widely understood across the ancient world to have magical powers, as recalled in its Greek name Iynges and the word derived from it, still familiar to us in childhood games − the jinx. This bird and its cry were believed to wield immense power over those against whom it was used: Aphrodite was said to have taught Jason how to fix the bird to a spinning wheel to enchant Medea, her mind on fire with the whip of persuasion, and Chaldean sorcerers recommended the same technique for drawing back faithless lovers. In another twist of fate, then, Pico was tied to one of the most powerful charms of the bird world, a winged creature who (like an angel) could call the minds of listeners to order, bending their will to the purpose of others.[9]

[image: A woodcut of a wryneck bird with outstretched wings encircled by a ring, hovering above a pastoral landscape featuring distant hills, a river, and a small village. Swirling clouds and birds in flight fill the sky, adding a sense of movement.]
Woodcut of a wryneck from Andrea Alciati, Emblemata

Woodcut of a wryneck from Andrea Alciati, Emblemes d’Alciat, de nouveau translatez en françois (Paris: H. de Marnef, 1561). (Public Domain)


The glimpses that have come down to us of Pico’s early life are momentary and were written down later by those who knew what was to come, for whom even these first signs were fraught with meaning. From the time of his youth onwards, legends gathered around Pico like moths to the light, so that often his life can only be seen through the stories that were told about him, making of him the mythical creature through whom others understood the workings of their world. Everyone was in agreement that Pico was destined to live an extraordinary life. The way in which this life would bring together many strange ingredients − birdsong, the magic of languages long dormant and hardly understood, questions of whether a person was indeed one single thing or, rather, many things in succession, or even all at once − was yet to be revealed. In any case, his life was not to be the sedate and respectable life of a churchman as his mother had hoped. She died in his fifteenth year, even as he was performing feats of memory at Bologna, and without her expectations to fulfil Pico soon abandoned his study of church law, moving to Ferrara to focus instead on matters of philosophy.

One more important omen, tied to the birth of Pico, should be mentioned here. Marsilio Ficino, who under the protection of the Medici had become the uncontested sage of the movement later known as the Renaissance, held it to be a matter of destiny that he completed his pioneering translation of the works of Plato from little-known Greek into widely read Latin on the very day and even hour at which Pico later arrived in Florence and, what was more, that he had begun this behemoth task twenty-one years previously in the exact year of Pico’s birth. Whatever we read into the alignment of these dates, there was little doubt that Plato would be central to Pico’s life, having in a sense begun almost two thousand years before a chain of thought that Pico was determined to bring to its triumphant conclusion.[10]
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