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Anxiety and Authority
Erasmus’s Dialogue with Italian Humanism

Debates on Italy’s influence on
Erasmus of Rotterdam point to a
fundamental ambiguity in his
relationship with Italian humanism,
shaped less by simple imitation or
rejection than by productive tension.
This talk explores that dynamic
through Erasmus’s engagement
with Angelo Poliziano in the
Adagiorum Chiliades (Basel, 1536). 

Poliziano offers a paradigmatic model of philological excellence
that Erasmus both adopts and seeks to surpass. Erasmus
portrays him as a heroic restorer of Greco-Latin learning,
praised for textual emendation and bilingual mastery, and uses
his work to frame a broader narrative of the revival of Greek
studies from Italy to northern Europe. At the same time, by
defending Poliziano against his critics, Erasmus appropriates
his authority in order to present himself as Poliziano’s rightful
successor. Drawing on Harold Bloom’s concept of the ‘anxiety
of influence,’ I argue that the Chiliades become the arena in
which Erasmus fashions himself as a Politianus alter,
completing and ultimately transcending his Florentine model.
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