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While it is normally understood that the period we refer to as the Renaissance saw a significant development of physical play and exercise and a growing orientation towards a positive appreciation of its propriety and benefits, it is also true that at the same time a variety of texts displayed a concern and warning against excess and its negative consequences. Although such concerns may be predictable and sound like common sense, it is probably worth keeping them in mind to get a more accurate picture of contemporary theory and practice. To start with, I will bring here in particular the case of a medical work dating from circa 1600 and provide some reference to its cultural background.
In 1598 Margaret of Austria, the daughter of Archduke Charles, passed through Italy on her way to Spain, where she was due to marry King Philip III. As many Italian cities organized appropriate welcoming ceremonies for the visit of the Hapsburg gentlewoman, so did Genoa, by sending a group of ambassadors to meet her in Cremona while she was on her way there and discuss any relevant matter. Along with them travelled the physician Bartolomeo Paschetti, a gentleman from Verona, who was active in Genoa and was dispatched by the Republic to look after the ambassadors’ health. Or so – at least – he tells us in giving such setting to his books Del conservare la sanità e del vivere de’ genovesi, which were published four years later, soon after the turn of the century.


The text is written in the dialogue form so common at the time, and has for interlocutors the ambassadors and the author himself, who answers their questions concerning health and gives generally positive comments on the healthiness of foods and lifestyle characteristic of the Ligurian city. The reason why I mention him today, however, is because, among the fairly copious Renaissance literature on the preservation of health, Paschetti’s work is one of the most clear in taking a stance against the physical risks posed by excessive exercise.

The ideological context of the story is the traditional humoral doctrine, its stress on the influence of environment and the careful evaluation of every element of people’s lifestyle to assess their impact on health. Although most of the readers will be familiar with the topic, a brief summary of the issue may be appropriate, to better understand the variations on the theme, that is, the details and the cultural orientations by which we can distinguish different authors, who for the rest are very likely to share a repertoire of conceptions on the structure and physiology of the human body as well as on the best methods for keeping it healthy, or else restore health.
 Given the ideas on human nature it implied, the humoral tradition put some stress on what comes in and goes out of the body in order to keep it in good condition. Consequently, motion was usually discussed for its relation with nurture and the processing of foodstuff, all the way to excretion. It also had to do with the production and control of body heat, itself a major factor in the above process. It is not uninteresting to remind the context within which the discussion of motion was usually positioned. The medieval Galenic tradition had produced a nickname for it: they came to be known as the “five things non-natural”. Although the list is not always consistent, it normally comprises air, exercise and rest, sleep and wakefulness, food and drink, excretion and retention of superfluities, and the passions or perturbations of the soul. A number of aspects of this curious group have attracted scholarly attention in our own days. For a start, the ambiguous, post-classical term “non-natural” refers to the fact that they belong to a grey zone, neither integral parts of the body nor unnatural elements and events such as disease. This does not mean that we can live without them (if I were you, I would never try to give up breathing or eating). But they are, in a way or another, external factors to the inner body, which require continuous choice for appropriate selection and use. In more than one case, this implies the option between two possibilities: motion or rest, sleep or wakefulness, and so on. There will be further obvious issues of finer choice, which will include matters of degree, timing and many other conditions. Use them properly and you will keep well; do the opposite and you will soon face the consequences.

Thus, exercise was a member of this club. It contrasted with rest, requiring deliberation on whether, when and how to practice it. Its very definition varied through time, building up – from Galen, through Avicenna, to Mercuriale – a series of characteristics that had to be present in order, for any human activity, to qualify as proper exercise and as medically relevant. Breadth was one of the key litmus papers, since, if you wanted to be in business, you had to make enough effort to alter it. Notions of limits played a role too, particularly the personal perception of fatigue, which we have encountered in John Hoberman’s address to this conference, and was a sign telling the exercising man when to stop. 

Another feature of Hippocratic medicine – one not unrelated to the obvious fact that only a numerically limited social elite could afford the services of the learned physicians – is its nature of a competence which was meant to be shared between doctors and patients; or rather, potential patients, who could and should be informed on health matter in order to avoid to get ill in the first place. In contrast with modern prophylaxis, whose philosophy is to give rules that allow avoidance of specific diseases, humoral theory advocated a well-known more general state of health, firmly anchored on the quest for the right balance. From that respect, the narrow social basis of physicians’ clients should not excessively dominate our interpretation of its hold on medieval and Renaissance people: as recent research in medical history has revealed, ideas and practice of elite and popular medicine did not differ dramatically at the time. The printing press intervened in the process of production, circulation and reception of such texts by acting as a powerful multiplier of the number of titles and copies available: access to this literature became easier, and as a feedback more was requested. By the last quarter of the sixteenth century manuals of health advice had grown in number, and could sometimes be more specific in commenting on a variety of leisure activities and on their propriety to given social categories.

To return to Paschetti, in the volume under scrutiny, the Veronese physician concentrates on describing and commenting on walking as the standard form of exercise – to the extent that, when asked by his interlocutors to comment on different forms, such as ball playing and horse riding, he simply refers them to what he had said on the walk. His consideration for the subject also includes blame for insufficient physical motion: that is the case for the bad habit of Genoese gentlewomen, who prefer to be carried on a chair all the time rather than walk. However, the point he seems keener to make is that exercise is of no help towards a target which ranked very high in the Renaissance ideal: the search for a long life.

Paschetti was not a particularly original writer – in a way, this helps his modern readers to form an idea of some standard medical publications of the late Italian Renaissance – nor did he hide his sources. The principal authority behind his position on athletics – one for which Paschetti’s books show strong support, less documented in contemporary work published by other physicians – is a posthumous volume by Girolamo Cardano, the sixteenth-century Italian multi-talented thinker who was mentioned here by John McClelland is his key-note speech for his role as a mathematician. It was published in 1580 by his pupil, the Bolognese physician Rodolfo Silvestri, with the same title as the standard Latin of Galen’s Hygieiná – De sanitate tuenda.

Cardano’s text followed humanist and medical traditions by addressing his subject in clear and systematic terms. His discussion of the matter includes several lists, which help the reader in memorizing the key relevant categories and point. Exercise is examined according to the amount of effort involved (gravis, mediocris or levis) and to its speed (celeris, mediocris or tarda), as exemplified by the contrast between running and walking. Further distinctions (he numbers seven of them altogether) concern whether it is continuous (as, again, running) or discontinuous (as in jumping); whether it lasts for a long, medium or short time; whether it involves the whole body or some of its parts only; still, in which environmental conditions it is performed: the latter can vary according to the surrounding medium (air or water), meteorological factors (sun versus shade), the dress code adopted, the time relations with meals, even the emotional status of the performer (who could be in anger or fear). In matter of exercise, Cardano expressed a few points of dissent from Galen. The first and main one took the radical stance of judging exercise not necessary and mostly useless. The Milanese uomo universale is specifically also the source of Paschetti’s preference for the walk (deambulatio), a practice to which Galen had denied the status of exercise (as an insufficiently lively or specific form of motion), while the two Renaissance physicians appreciate it, particularly as the only appropriate one for the elderly. Cardano’s main argument, however, is that a strong physical constitution (vita robusta) and long life are two mutually incompatible ends. He suggests that people who have practised or theorized exercise have not normally reached the age of 70: Galen himself, Cardano points out, died 67. On the contrary, Marsilio Ficino, whose De vita leaves no room for exercise, lived to 96. Generally speaking, one has to opt – we are told – either for a higher standard of physical fitness, to the detriment of life’s duration, or for a lower one, consistent with the contemporary macrobiotic model of living longer by eating little, which was advertised by the Venetian patrician Alvise Cornaro.

Alessandro Petronio, a physician who a few years before Paschetti also provided health advice for the citizens of a particular location – in his case, Rome – exposed the same principle with the simile of the candle, which will burn more quickly if exposed to wind (and therefore provoked to burn at a higher flame).
 Cardano himself had used a very similar image, that of oil lamps burning at different speed.

These distinctions and such distancing from what could be found in other health advice books may appear more remarkable if one considers that Galen himself was no supporter of athleticism. Within the present conference, a session on ancient limits features two contributions in which ancient Greek philosophical and medical arguments against the over-training of athletes are exposed and discussed in detail – those of Fernando García Romero and Evanghelos Albanidis. It may still be appropriate to briefly revisit the issue here, as a key reference for the Renaissance discourse.

Within Galenic medicine, the body of the athlete functioned as a shortcut, synonymous of excess – almost like a monster, to be displayed as an example of what is neither normal nor advisable. The Greek physician’s De sanitate tuenda (i 6) defined the good constitution as a mean between extremes; the ideal body weight was midway between thin and corpulent and, explicitly, there was no difference between corpulent and obese.
 The athletic life came more directly under a wholesale attack in another text of Galen’s, An exhortation to study the arts. Here it was given as the main negative example of what is not, properly speaking, an art or craft (technē) worth pursuing. Even when applied successfully, athletic training "still makes us no better that dumb animals. Who is stronger than a lion or an elephant? Who faster than a hare?". Athletes, who are even "unaware that they have a soul", hardly do the best for their body either. While Hippocratic medicine recommends moderation in everything, they overfill themselves with food, over-exert themselves and sleep disorderly. Galen did not hesitate to drawing the most unflattering of comparisons: "Their life is thus like that of pigs – except that pigs do not over-exert themselves or force-feed themselves." The athletic one cannot even be properly considered a condition, since the latter is a stable state, while the athlete’s body at best peaks, and when he gives up practicing it will inevitably worsen. If training does not ensure health, it should not be trusted as granting beauty either: men who had very well-proportioned bodies have spoiled them by excessive food and training. Galen, who had been a surgeon to gladiators, did not even restrain from hammering away at the body affected by sports injuries: "It is when they get a limb completely broken or twisted, or lose an eye, that the full beauty of the sport appears in all its clarity."
 Yet another Galenic treatise, To Thrasyboulos: is healthiness a part of medicine or of gymnastics?, further discussed good condition and the discipline best position to procure it. At best, it should be said that, if ancient medicine did not straightforwardly considered athleticism as abnormal, it regarded it at least as different, and warned against the risks it may expose those who practice it.

Girolamo Mercuriale – of whom we have also heard in this session (in Hugh M. Lee’s contribution), and the scholarly edition of whose well-known books on gymnastics is being presented during this conference – provides another clear example of warning against excess: a wide category, the latter, if we bear in mind that it includes the whole of athletics, while Mercuriale’s own choice for appropriate use is limited to what he labels as medical gymnastics. As Cristina Baroni has rightly pointed out, the latter expression covers, in his vocabulary, something different from exercise for curing disease: in line with the Hippocratic tradition of hygiene, in fact, it is fundamentally intended as prophylaxis or preventive medicine, exercise for the healthy.
 In any case, his neat position has turned him, in the eyes of some today at least, into a hero avant lettre of exercise for all as opposed to sport for the more talented.
Mercuriale too, thus, had little tolerance for athleticism. In the wake of Galen, he labelled the athletic type of gymnastics "perverted" (vitiosa - i 13-15), as if it was a synonym for it – a degenerate form of the others (medical and military gymnastics) since it aims at strength, not health:

Those who competed in the games, in the amphitheatre and elsewhere for prizes and glory are thus different from the rest because they desire only to win and gain a crown, while the others aim either to acquire a sound bodily constitution and to preserve health, or to gain courage and skill in warfare.
The over-strengthening of the body "produced minds and senses that were dull, torpid and slow". From his classical sources, the Italian physician drew the conclusion that the athletes’ regimen was wrong on all fronts: 
As far as concerns food and drink, they make four glaring mistakes: in their quality, quantity, order, and timing […]. As for sleeping and wakefulness, Plato has brilliantly shown how this corresponds to other aspects of athletes’ lifestyle when he everywhere calls them "dozy". Likewise, Galen asserts that they had no moderation in their movement and resting, since he says that they used to work all day […]. We can easily believe that they made no distinction about the air, since they exercised under a blazing sun, or about the winds or anything else that contributes to a healthy atmosphere […]. All will agree that athletes are extraordinarily affected by the passions of the soul when we see contestants incandescent at the slightest thing, the vanquished in deepest mourning, the victors shouting in triumph.
Lastly, their habit of avoiding sex altogether throughout the period of the games also goes against medical advice.

Jean-Michel Agasse – one of the key contributors to the aforementioned edition of the De arte gymnastica, as well as the translator and editor of the Belles Lettres edition of its first book – has examined the moral issues at stake in Mercuriale’s agenda. Adopting the Foucauldian notion of souci de soi, Agasse sees in Mercuriale a care for the self that explicitly bridges together body and soul, while wavering between a positive appreciation for moderate physical pleasure and ethical concerns for the dangers it may bring.
 That exercise was not for the body alone but had potentially useful effects on human psyche too was, on the other hand, not a novelty in the Western cultural tradition. To give only one reference, Galen had expressed it clearly in a minor work of his well-known to sport historians, the De parvae pilae ludo (The exercise with the small ball), which was republished within the first issue of Lancillotto e Nausica, but whose original Italian translation dates to 1562, that is, only few years after the publication of Antonio Scaino’s Trattato del giuoco della palla – a sign of a particular interest paid by the Italian book market for health advice books that may have appealed to a middle-class general public on a double front of cultural curiosity and practical use.

A generation later a contemporary of Paschetti, also from Verona, Marsilio Cagnati, contributed to the debate, taking up the ancient rhetorical dispute, whether or not gymnastics belongs to the field of medicine. He is known to modern readers particularly since his work – another De sanitate tuenda, with a first book devoted to the topic of continence, a second to gymnastics – is discussed by Jacques Ulmann as a typical example of the moral concerns which emerged at the time of the Catholic Counter-Reformation. Cagnati’s rhetorical exercise – yet another instance of humanist exegesis of classical texts – takes the form of a dialogue within his treatise, one supposed to have happened in Verona earlier in the sixteenth century between two local physicians, Antonio Fumanelli and Girolamo Fracastoro. The fact that this portion of Cagnati’s work, as Paschetti’s, is written in the literary genre of the dialogue allows, as usual, for the exploration of potentially different points of view; this does not mean that the position held by the author is not easily recognizable. Taking up the topic of Galen’s To Thrasyboulos, he spells even more clearly than Mercuriale the indication that exercise is for the healthy, by stating that good health is a necessary precondition for the strengthening of the body.

As the case of Cagnati, among others, confirms, ethics, aesthetics and health advice combined and overlapped, during a period which witnessed both significant developments in related social practice and ideological contrasts concerning the body and its status in relation with the spiritual dimension of human beings. The period witnessed continuity in the classical and chivalric physical culture, but also shifts in value systems, such as the taming of the knights and of their sportive habits which is closely examined in John McClelland’s Body and Mind and was more briefly summarized in his lecture here in Pisa.

The resulting picture is one that does not allow for oversimplification, although the value of moderation – not too much, not too little – continues to play the role of dominant discourse, as it had done for a very long period. Some ideas – Cornaro would agree – do enjoy long life.
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