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Praise for Self-Made



“Ranging from Aristotle to OnlyFans by way of the Marquis de Sade and Frederick Douglass, Tara Isabella Burton delights, infuriates, and instructs while offering some of the sharpest and most insightful social commentary being written today. This is a book you will not forget.”


—Walter Russell Mead, author of The Arc of a Covenant


“Self-Made takes the reader on an incredible journey that begins in the Renaissance and ends with the Kardashians, Donald Trump, and Silicon Valley’s extropians, tracing the peculiarly modern phenomenon of people who make themselves the objects of their life’s work. It is both revelatory and a warning about the ways that focus on the self distorts our individual lives and the broader society.”


—Francis Fukuyama, author of Liberalism and Its Discontents


“This funny, startling, insightful story of the selfie, from Dürer to the Kardashians, is a must-read if you want to understand how we reinvent ourselves every time we reveal ourselves.”


—Peter Pomerantsev, author of This Is Not Propaganda


“Looking around at the strange terrain of what’s now American politics, religion, culture, and media, almost everyone is asking, ‘What happened?’ and ‘What’s next?’ This book tells us the story behind those questions. Those who wonder why almost every aspect of life seems to be, at best, a reality television series and, at worst, a dark science-fiction drama will need this important work. This book will shift the conversation at perhaps just the right time.”


—Russell Moore, editor in chief, Christianity Today


“Burton is that rare cultural critic who delivers insight with sass and wears her deep knowledge of history and philosophy with a lightness and grace. A dazzling cast of characters struts across these pages, but Burton is always fully in control; every case study and example accretes to build her argument, for we are not merely self-stylists but shapeshifters, not just makers, but gods.”


—Marina Benjamin, author of Insomnia and Middlepause


“Burton’s thoughtful, beautifully written book charts the engrossing history of the self-made man (and woman) from the genius’s Renaissance to present-day reality TV stars. Philosophical, ethical, and pragmatic by turns, Burton urgently interrogates the culturally dominant myths of individualism and self-realization, asking what we lose when we gain what we think we really want: when we make ourselves into gods.”


—Carolyne Larrington, author of The Norse Myths


“In the spirit of Kurt Andersen’s Fantasyland and Barbara Ehrenreich’s Bright-Sided, Burton delivers a fascinating intellectual and cultural history of our never-ending quest to reinvent ourselves. She masterfully balances high and low culture, ranging from Renaissance sculptors and Parisian dandies to American hucksters and Instagram selfies. Self-Made clears through the fog of our current moment and lets us see the methods behind our collective madness. An essential read for our era of Late-Stage Everything.”


—Jamie Wheal, author of international bestsellers Recapture the Rapture and Stealing Fire


“A wide-ranging study of self-creation. Burton concludes that our search for self-definition is ultimately a search for what it means to be human: vulnerable and inextricably interconnected. A thoughtful, well-grounded cultural history.”


—Kirkus


    “What does the Marquis de Sade have to do with David Bowie? Oscar Wilde with Oprah Winfrey? Montaigne with Donald Trump? Learn the fascinating historical and philosophical connections over the past fi ve centuries in this erudite and wildly entertaining study on the fi ne art of self-creation, one of the modern era’s defi ning cultural traits long before Instagram made it a daily universal habit.”


    ——Tony Perrottet, author of The Sinner’s Grand Tour
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INTRODUCTION: HOW WE BECAME GODS?



    In January 2020, high-end fitness chain Equinox debuted one of its most lavish advertising campaigns, titled “Make Yourself a Gift to the World.” Produced by marketing studio Droga5, the billboards and posters featured implausibly beautiful, artistically rendered young men and women evoking mythological demigods of ages past. In one poster, a powerful-looking woman easily lifts two men, Samson style. In another, a shirtless man lies on a funeral dais, attended by frenetic worshippers. According to Droga5, the campaign is supposed to depict “divine characters as god-like ‘gifts to the world’ in moments and situations that reflect their self-worship as serving a larger purpose to humanity.”1


The campaign’s commercial takes this theme of divine self-obsession even further. Retelling the story of Narcissus—the infamously beautiful Greek demigod who fell in love with his own reflection in a pond and subsequently drowned trying to reach him—the film turns the myth’s moral warning on its head. Self-obsession, a campily costumed narrator tells us, turns Narcissus into “a gift not just for him to treasure, but a gift that brought the whole world pleasure.” (This Narcissus survives and starts a dance party.) With a wink to the viewer, the narrator asks us: “Does that not make self-obsession the most selfless act of all?”


The message of the advertisements is clear. Join an Equinox gym—where prices start at $250 a month and members are locked into yearlong contracts—and you too can become God’s gift to the world, or maybe even a kind of god yourself. “We’re targeting individuals dedicated to becoming the very best they can be,” Equinox’s chief marketer told one skeptical journalist. “We believe that when you become the best version of yourself, you radiate outward and contribute more to the world around you.”2


The ad campaign—like many of Equinox’s high-fashion-inspired commercials—is, of course, deliberately transgressive and more than a little tongue-in-cheek. But the worldview it represents—that shaping yourself, through both muscular discipline and aesthetic creativity, is the highest calling imaginable—is not limited to Equinox or even to the wider boutique wellness culture. Rather, the idea that we are self-makers is encoded into almost every aspect of Western contemporary life. We not only can but should customize and create and curate every facet of our lives to reflect our inner truth. We are all in thrall to the seductive myth that we are supposed to become our best selves.


In the economic sphere, we valorize self-made men and women. Entrepreneurs like Apple founder Steve Jobs and media mogul Oprah Winfrey rose from humble or deprived backgrounds to become billionaires or celebrities. These figures—our culture tells us—took control of their destinies through some combination of skill and good old-fashioned grit. Refusing to accept the circumstances into which they were born, they decided for themselves the lives they would lead. The narrative of the man (or woman) who pulls themselves up by their bootstraps, and who therefore deserves the fortune and fame they achieve, is a foundational part of the capitalist American dream. This myth, in turn, has shaped how Americans—and those across the globe whose ideologies are shaped by American cultural hegemony—think about, and legislate, our wider economic system.


But the fantasy of self-creation is also integral to our wider culture. We live, after all, in a social-media-saturated era where more and more of our most notable celebrities are “influencers.” They present not only their work but their meticulously curated personal lives for public consumption and private profit. Even those of us who aren’t necessarily looking to land a brand partnership or to post sponsored content on our Instagram pages are likely to have encountered the need to create or cultivate our “personal brands.” More and more of us work to ensure that our social media presence reflects the way we want others to see us, whether we’re using it for professional reasons, personal ones, or a mix of the two.


Our cultural moment—in the contemporary English-speaking world, at least—is one in which we are increasingly called to be self-creators: people who yearn not just to make ourselves a gift to the world but to make ourselves, period.


Our economic, cultural, and personal lives are suffused with the notion that we can and should transform ourselves into modern-day deities, simultaneously living works of art to be admired by others and ingeniously productive economic machines. If we have ultimate control over own lives, after all, why not use this to our advantage?


At the core of this collective project of self-creation lies one vital assumption. We can find it everywhere from Equinox’s clarion call to become divine narcissists to the now-ubiquitous life coaches and personal growth classes that claim they can help us self-actualize or “become who we really are.”


That assumption? That who we are—deep down, at our most fundamental level—is who we most want to be. Our desires, our longings, our yearning to become or to acquire or to be seen a certain way, these are the truest and most honest parts of ourselves. Where and how we were born, the names, expectations, and assumptions laid upon us by our parents, our communities, and our society at large? All these are at best incidental to who we really are, at worst actively inimical to our personal development. It is only by looking inward—by investigating, cultivating, and curating our inner selves—that we can understand our fundamental purpose in this life and achieve the personal and professional goals we believe we were meant to achieve.


Taken to its logical conclusion, this assumption means that we are most real when we present ourselves to the world as the people we most want to become. Our honest selves are the ones we choose and create. We can no longer tell where reality ends and fantasy begins. Or, as one of history’s most famous self-creators, the writer and consummate dandy Oscar Wilde, notoriously put it: “Give [a man] a mask, and he will tell you the truth from another point of view.”3


From this perspective, self-making isn’t just an act of creativity, or even of industry. It’s also an act of self-expression: of showing the world who we truly are by making the world see us as who we want to be. Self-creation, in other words, is where artificiality and authenticity meet.


The story of Self-Made is the story of how we got here.
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It is the story of some of modern history’s most famous and eccentric self-makers: from Renaissance geniuses and Civil War abolitionists to Gilded Age capitalists and Warhol’s Factory girls. These luminaries didn’t just transcend their origins or circumstances; they also charted a new path for others to do the same. But the history of self-making was also written by some of the modern era’s most notorious charlatans: unscrupulous self-help gurus, con artists, and purveyors of what circus impresario P. T. Barnum called “humbug.” These charismatic upstarts understood one of self-making’s most fundamental principles: that self-invention was as much about shaping people’s perceptions of you as it was about changing anything about yourself.


Self-Made is also the story of how the social upheavals and technological transformations of the early modern period helped usher in two parallel narratives of what self-making looked like. In one—largely European—narrative, self-making was something available to a very particular, very special kind of person. A natural “aristocrat,” which is to say not necessarily someone of high birth but rather of graceful wit or bulging muscles or artistic creativity, could use his innate ability to determine his own life to set himself above the common bourgeois herd. In another—predominately American—story, self-making was something anyone could do, so long as they put in sufficient amounts of grit and elbow grease. Conversely, if they failed to do so, that meant they were lacking on an existential as well as pragmatic level. These two narratives, more similar than they might at first glance appear, converged in the twentieth century, with the rise of Hollywood and a new image of what mass-market stardom—simultaneously innate and self-taught—could look like.
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As we shall see, both of these narratives ultimately come from the same place: a radical, modern reimagining of the nature of reality, humans’ place in it, and, even more significantly, of who or what “created” humanity to begin with. Our faith in the creative and even magical power of the self-fashioning self goes hand in hand with the decline in belief in an older model of reality: a God-created and God-ordered universe in which we all have specific, preordained parts to play—from peasants to bishops to kings—based on the roles into which we are born.


The philosopher Charles Taylor famously characterized this intellectual transition as a shift into a secular age. We have moved away from spiritual belief and enchantment and toward (perceived) rationality. We have entered an era of what he calls “expressive individualism,” or the sense that our internal image of ourselves has become a kind of compass for who we really are. And I agree with Taylor’s ultimate diagnosis that expressive individualism dominates how we think about ourselves in modern life. But I disagree that this shift represents a move from a religious worldview to a secular one.


Rather, I believe we have not so much done away with a belief in the divine as we have relocated it. We have turned our backs on the idea of a creator-God, out there, and instead placed God within us—more specifically, within the numinous force of our own desires. Our obsession with self-creation is also an obsession with the idea that we have the power that we once believed God did: to remake ourselves and our realities, not in the image of God but in that of our own desires.


This sense that there might be something magical, even divine, about our hunger to become our best, wealthiest, or most successful selves is not a new one. Even the most atheistic accounts of human existence, like those of Friedrich Nietzsche, make room for something special, something distinct, even something enchanted in the human will. Yet plenty of other accounts—like the New Thought spiritual movement that animated and legitimized so much of Gilded Age capitalism with the idea that thinking hard enough could bring you wealth or riches—treated human desire as not just a powerful force but an explicitly supernatural one. It was a way in which human beings connected with a fundamental energy in the universe, one directed toward our own personal happiness and fulfillment. In each version of the narrative, however, our human desires—to strive, to seek, to have, to be—double as the animating power: that against which our material and social reality is judged.


In this way, we might say, we have become gods, no less than Equinox’s Narcissus. And, as the guilt-tripping, get-off-the-sofa-and-into-the-gym subtext of Equinox’s advertisement suggests, self-creation has become something that all of us are not just encouraged but required to do. All of us have inherited the narrative that we must shape our own path and place in this life and that where and how we were born should not determine who and what we will become. But we have inherited, too, this idea’s dark underbelly: if we do not manage to determine our own destiny, it means that we have failed in one of the most fundamental ways possible. We have failed at what it means to be human in the first place.
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From one perspective, this story of human self-divinization is an empowering tale of progress and liberation from tyranny and superstition. It is the story of the brave philosophes of the European Enlightenment who dared to stand up to the abuses and the excesses of the Catholic Church and corrupt French monarchy. It is the story of the rise of liberal democracy in Europe and the founding of the United States on the ideal that all of us have a right to liberty and the pursuit of happiness. It is the story of the American dream—espoused by figures like Frederick Douglass and Benjamin Franklin—that with enough hard work and a bit of grit anyone from any race or class could become a self-made man. It is the story, too, of the liberation of other marginalized people, particularly of the queer writers and artists, from Oscar Wilde to Warhol muse Jackie Curtis, who found in the promise of artistic self-creation relief and reprieve from a world that all too often deemed them unnatural.


This narrative is true, at least in part. Certainly, many of the writers, artists, and thinkers profiled in this book have made heroic efforts toward making a better and more equal world.


But it is also true that this new idea of self-creation has, as often as not, been used by its proponents to divide those who had the “right” to shape their identities (generally speaking, white, middle-class men who sought an upper-class life) from those who did not (minorities, women, the genuinely poor).


In Europe, where what I call the “aristocratic” strain of the self-making myth took hold, the power to self-create was largely understood as something innate. Special people—the dandies and possessors of bon ton, or grace—were born with it, but most of the ordinary rabble did not possess it. This strain found its zenith in the personality cults of twentieth-century protofascist and fascist leaders like Gabriele D’Annunzio and Benito Mussolini, who peddled the fantasy of superhuman specialness to a population all too willing to treat their neighbors as subhuman. In America, where the “democratic” strain of the myth took hold, self-creation soon became a handy way to discount the poor and suffering for simply not working hard enough.


In both cases, the promise of self-making functioned less as a straightforward path to liberation than as a means of preserving the status quo. It helped to legitimize the uncomfortable truth that, even as society was changing to allow some people to define their own lives, others were relegated to the status of psychic underclass: incapable of self-making due to either innate inferiority or else plain moral laziness. It will not be lost on the reader that the majority (though by no means all) of the prophets and paradigms of self-making featured in this book—at least until the twentieth century—are white and male.






[image: Section break]








Ultimately, our history of self-creation is not an inspiring tale of unremitting progress. But I do not think it is a tragic narrative about cultural decline and the dangers of modernity, such as we have seen in the accounts of recent cultural critics from Philip Rieff to Carl Trueman. Rather, Self-Made is an account of how we began to think of ourselves as divine beings in an increasingly disenchanted world and about the consequences—political, economic, and social—of that thinking. These consequences have both liberated us from some forms of tyranny and placed us into the shackles of others. It is a story, in other words, about human beings doing what we have always done: trying to solve the mystery of how to live as beings both dazzlingly powerful and terrifyingly vulnerable, thrust without our consent into a world whose purpose and meaning we may never be able to truly know.


“What a piece of work is a man!” Shakespeare’s Hamlet mused, sometime around 1600. “How noble in reason! How infinite in faculty! … In action how like an angel! In apprehension how like a god!” And, at the same time, he is nothing but a “quintessence of dust.”


More than four hundred years later, we’re still wrestling with Hamlet’s contradictions, asking ourselves what it means to be our “true self” anyway.


Self-Made is the story of one of our still imperfect answers.

















– one –



“STAND UP FOR BASTARDS”


    On April 8, 1528, a worshipper stole a sacred relic from a Nuremberg corpse. The act was not an uncommon one. All throughout medieval Europe, devotees had often gone to extreme lengths to secure the bones or other body parts of favored saints. There had been the twelfth-century British bishop who had allegedly bitten off a piece of Mary Magdalene’s hand while genuflecting before it on a visit to a French monastery. A French monk, three centuries earlier, had spent a full decade undercover at a rival monastery to secure the skull of Sainte-Foy.


But the luscious, S-shaped lock of golden hair one mourner surreptitiously sliced that April belonged not to any saint, or even to anyone particularly holy. Rather, it belonged to the notorious painter, printmaker, and devastatingly good-looking bon vivant Albrecht Dürer.


By the time of his death, Dürer had become one of the most famous artists of the European Renaissance. And his funeral proceedings were worthy of the celebrity he had become. Within three days of Dürer’s death, his body was exhumed, allowing his many admirers to cast a wax death mask of the alluring face one contemporary had lauded as “remarkable in build and stature and not unworthy of the noble mind it contained.”1 The lock of hair—cut by an anonymous mourner—was ultimately delivered into the hands of Dürer’s friend and sometime rival Hans Baldung, who held on to it until his death.


The writers, too, were honing their elegies. German humanist poet Helius Eobanus Hessus had started work on a series of funerary poems, declaiming of the late painter that “all who will be famous in your art will mourn / this is the honor that they owe you.”2 Admirers began to make and disseminate copies of the unremarkable family history that Dürer—like many members of Nuremberg’s merchant class—had composed. And Dürer’s close friend (and possible lover) Willibald Pirckheimer composed an epitaph for the grave: “Whatever was mortal of Albrecht Dürer,” he wrote, “is covered by this tomb.”


What wasn’t mortal about Dürer, though, was the image he projected. Dürer didn’t just have an astounding talent for painting and printmaking. He also possessed an extraordinary knack for self-promotion. Alongside his myriad saints and expertly rendered Madonnas, Dürer made a habit of painting, and promoting, himself.


In medieval Europe, such self-aggrandizement would have been unthinkable. Medieval artists were traditionally anonymous. They were craftsmen, often working in collective guilds, whose output—the stonemasonry above a (church) door, the stained glass of a (church) window, the images of saints on (church) wall frescoes—was designed to reflect not individual glory but rather the majesty of the earth’s true creator: God. Credit for one’s work was superfluous at best, suspiciously prideful at worst. One early “copyright” case from 1249, in which two competing Dominican friars claimed authorship of a popular theological tract, was settled by stripping both authors’ names and publishing the text anonymously.3 Self-portraits were exceedingly rare. At most, an artist might depict himself as a humble worshipper in the background of a religious scene. Then Dürer came along.


Dürer’s self-portraits—he produced thirteen, a mixture of paintings, drawings, and prints—are masterpieces of self-veneration, luxuriating in the beauty, and the glory, of his own finely rendered image. In each, Dürer appears in elegant, even aristocratic raiment (never mind that he was born a middle-class goldsmith’s son). In each, he lingers with every careful brushstroke on the delicate shape of those spiraling curls, an aesthetic so central to Dürer’s public persona that contemporaries joked that he might be too busy to take commissions because of the amount of time he spent on his hair.4 Even when Dürer depicted himself in the background of religious scenes, he called attention to his presence, taking the then-unprecedented step of adding to the scene a cartellino, a little sign, to make sure the viewer knew exactly who he was.


Dürer didn’t merely present himself as an aristocrat, however. Rather, he evoked something even more ambitious: a god. Drawing on the iconography of religious art in which he had been steeped, Dürer created self-portraits that depicted himself as, essentially, Jesus Christ. For example, in Self-Portrait at the Age of Twenty-Eight (1500), Dürer reveals himself not in profile but facing straight on, a pose traditionally reserved for God the Son. His hair, golden in other portraits, is here rendered a dark hazelnut to match a then popular (if forged) “eyewitness” account of Jesus’s own coloring.5 Dürer’s index finger and thumb are raised, as Jesus’s would traditionally have been. But while Jesus’s fingers often spelled out the letters ICXC, an acronym for Jesus Christ, Dürer’s seem to be spelling out his initials, AD, as his own substitute cartellino. Those same initials appear alongside the painting’s date to the left of the head, making a distinct visual pun: “1500 AD.” Anno Domini, the year of our Lord, is also the year of Albrecht Dürer, coming into his own.


Dürer’s “AD” wasn’t just his signature, however. It also became his professional calling card, an early attempt at what we might today call personal branding. Dürer used his initials to sign not only his paintings but also, more importantly, the prints he designed. He cautioned would-be plagiarists against claiming credit for his work: “Beware, you envious thieves of the labors and ingenuity of others; keep your thoughtless hands from this work of art.”6 Unlike other printmakers at the time, Dürer eventually took the extra step of purchasing his own printing press, giving him creative control over the whole operation and allowing him to share his work far more widely than ever before.


From design to implementation to dissemination, Dürer was in complete control of how he presented himself and his work to his audience. And that audience, furthermore, wasn’t just God or even the clergy and worshippers of a specific church paying for his pieces. Rather, Dürer knew he had the opportunity to command the attention of the whole world. When, in 1507, a patron pressured Dürer to speed up work on a time-consuming Nuremberg altarpiece, his reply was dismissively curt: “Who would want to see it?”7


Albrecht Dürer has been hailed as many things: one of the Renaissance’s finest artists, the inventor of the selfie, the world’s first celebrity self-promoter. But what he truly pioneered, in his life and his work—and the two were never easily separable—was a new and ambitious vision of the self. That is, at least, for selves that resembled Albrecht Dürer. Dürer recognized, as few earlier artists had done, the potential for conscious self-creation, the place where creative self-expression and pursuit of profit might meet. Dürer didn’t just make art; he transformed himself into a work of art. He forged a personality that sustained and advertised his work, even as his work—constantly emblazoned with his trademark—advertised the man. Dürer-the-artist, Dürer-the-portrait, and Dürer-the-advertiser all mutually reinforced one another.


But Dürer recognized something else, too. To create yourself, to fashion your personality and your public image and your economic destiny—and Dürer never doubted that these were all inextricably linked—was to adopt a kind of godliness, to displace a God-centered view of the universe with one that saw the individual, and particularly the creative individual, as divine. Whatever magic, whatever enchantment existed in the world—whether it came from God or nature or some nebulously defined being in between—it was up to the cunning genius to harness it and make it serve his purpose.
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It would be easy to conclude—and no doubt he would want us to—that Dürer was a singular genius in this regard, that he and his knack for personal branding had sprung up, fully formed, in fifteenth-century Nuremberg to rock the Renaissance world. The truth, however, is a little bit more complicated. Dürer’s talent for self-invention—and his understanding of himself as a divine self-inventor—was inextricable from the changing society in which he lived.


Dürer was, after all, a Renaissance man in the most literal sense of the term. He was an artist working in a thriving mercantile city at a time when thriving mercantile cities all over Western Europe were rethinking—at least for certain relatively fortunate classes of people (that perpetual caveat)—what society might look like and what new kinds of people might forge paths to success and splendor in it. Throughout the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries all over the European continent, artists, philosophers, scholars, and poets were wrestling with profound cultural, social, and economic changes.


Most of these changes will be so familiar to graduates of any elementary school European history curriculum as to border on narrative cliché: Johannes Gutenberg’s invention of the printing press in the 1450s and the subsequent widespread proliferation of literacy; the rise of trade and craftsmanship and the re-centering of European cultural life from church-adjacent farmland to newly prosperous cities; the burgeoning development of an urban, middle, mercantile class and the social mobility that went with it; the renewal of interest (by people other than monks, at least) in Greco-Roman thought and with it the optimistic worldview traditionally called “humanistic,” as theology and philosophy alike turned away from the profound suspicion of worldly attainment that marked so much of medieval thought. Hoarily familiar (and in some cases overly simplistic) though these narratives may be, they nevertheless are helpful to contextualize Dürer as a man of his time. More important, they illustrate why and how our history of self-making starts here, with a single question, one that not just Dürer but a whole host of Renaissance artists, philosophers, poets, and statesmen were wrestling with together, a question that would come to revolutionize, and perhaps even define, the modern world.


The question? How do we understand, let alone explain, men like Dürer? Or, more broadly, how can we make sense of men (and it was usually men) who seem not to fit into society’s rigid existing hierarchies? How do we, as a society account for the self-made man: the man whose destiny came not from birth or blood, but rather from some mysterious, and perhaps even magical, quality within himself?


In an era of unprecedented social mobility, this question was particularly relevant. All through Europe’s flourishing city-states, particularly on the Italian peninsula (here, the German Dürer was something of an outlier), there could be found men who, if not quite as flamboyant as Dürer, were nevertheless using their creative and intellectual talents to transcend the social strata into which they had been born. They were peasants turned craftsmen, or else craftsmen whose skill had propelled them into even higher social spheres, perhaps even into the company of royalty or popes. Leonardo da Vinci—the illegitimate son of a notary and a peasant—found himself patrons among the dukes of Milan and king of France. Goldsmith’s son Dürer produced commissions for Holy Roman emperor Maximilian I. Plenty of Renaissance Italy’s most prominent artists—da Vinci, of course, but also architect Leon Battista Alberti and painter Filippo Lippi—were bastards: men with no legal parent and thus no clearly defined social place.


And it wasn’t just artists either. Clever would-be scholars like Poggio Bracciolini—born virtually penniless as an apothecary’s son—could show up in Florence with five silver soldi in their pockets and be “discovered” by wealthy patrons in need of librarians or court scholars, working their way up through secretarial ranks to become wealthy and well-connected in their own right. By the time of Bracciolini’s death in 1459, he had become one of Florence’s wealthiest men, having married, at the age of fifty-six, an eighteen-year-old heiress.


This new class of men was not merely self-made in the colloquial sense—the one we most commonly use when we talk about a “self-made billionaire” or a “self-made entrepreneur” who has, despite the absence of family wealth or privilege, succeeded in becoming an economic success—although, in many cases, they did indeed do just that. They were also self-makers: people whose personal creative qualities seemed to give them license to mold not just the art (or poetry, or philosophy) they produced but also their public personality and, through it, their destiny. Self-making was always a double act, simultaneously the construction of a self to move through the world and a shaping of that self’s fortune.
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This rise of these self-made men wasn’t just a social question, however. It was also a theological one. Self-creation—as Dürer’s cheeky rendering of himself as Jesus rightly suggested—was a challenge to a deeply rooted religious view of the cosmos, steeped in centuries of medieval Christian thought. After all, was not the act of creation—of the natural world, of human beings, of their lives and destinies—the foundational prerogative of God himself?


Certainly, to the medieval Christian mind, God was not just the creator of the natural world but also the creator and sustainer of the social world. Indeed, the distinction would have been unthinkable. The natural world and the world of human life were considered to be one cohesive whole, in which each being had its God-given place and God-given role. Animal life, peasant life, the life of kings—all these echoed and reflected one another to God’s glory, sustained by the God-ordered natural law that bound all things together. The thirteenth-century philosopher-saint Thomas Aquinas, for example, characterized human government and artistic production alike as merely an instantiation of the natural principle that “the power of a secondary mover flows from the power of the first mover.” The “plan of government is derived by secondary governors from the governor in chief,” while “the plan of what is to be done in a state flows from the king’s command to his inferior administrators.” He wrote that the act of craftsmanship “flows from the chief craftsman to the under-craftsmen, who work with their hands,” for “all laws, insofar as they partake of right reason, are derived from the eternal law.”8


What that meant, practically speaking, is that God had also determined the shape of human life, including rank, blood, and station. Medieval life and law, by and large, treated human beings not as isolated individuals but as members of the family, the class, the community, and the land into which they had been born. Self-making, of any kind, would have been a nonsensical proposition to the medieval mind. Human beings had already been made, fearfully and wonderfully, by their creator, as part of a holistic and complex unity, working toward a divine purpose that transcended anything an individual human could understand. A man could no more create himself than he could create a frog, a flower, or a tree.
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How, then, to account for the self-made man, a figure who seemed to not just shatter societal expectations but overthrow the law of nature itself? Over the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, Renaissance discourse about the self-made man—the artist, the scholar, and the lowborn upstart alike—began to coalesce around an answer, one that preserved the vision of a God-ordered universe and yet made room within it for a special kind of person. This individual could at once leapfrog the social order and yet remain safely within the consoling paradigm of a society God had determined. Different writers and thinkers used slightly different terminology to describe such a person—the “true noble,” the “maker of virtue”—but the one in most common use today, and the most apt for our purposes, is the genius.


Genius, as it was used in the Renaissance by figures from Petrarch to Boccaccio to Erasmus, already denoted two vital qualities of the self-made man the term sought to define and explain. First, the word itself suggested that such a person’s power had a divine or supernatural origin. The Latin word genius originally referred to a guardian that might attend or inhabit a human being. A person possessing genius wasn’t just intelligent or talented, in other words. Rather, they were touched by something far greater.


Second, genius suggested a connection to the faculty of creative thought, that very ingenium, or ingenuity, that Dürer was so anxious to defend. Whatever made the genius a genius—whatever power animated a Dürer or a da Vinci or a Poggio Bracciolini—it had something to do with, specifically, the human power to reflect, or imitate, that divine faculty of creation.9


How could Renaissance society incorporate such a novel, forceful figure? The answer was a specific rhetorical move that gave the genius a determined place in society, not as a self-made self exactly, but as a special scion of God, someone who could claim a higher and purer lineage than that provided by their earthly father. Those who transcended the social order had to be understood as a coherent part of, rather than a transgression against, a world in which God had ordered all people and all things.


The apocryphal stories of Renaissance genius—whether told by self-declared geniuses themselves or by their hagiographic biographers—tend to follow a similar pattern. Geniuses were coded, metaphorically and rhetorically, as the contemporary equivalent of Greco-Roman demigods: mythological figures like Hercules or Achilles conceived by a liaison between a god and a mortal woman. They belonged, in other words, to a higher aristocracy.


The genius might have a humble father—or, indeed, in the cases of so many Renaissance genius bastards, no legal father at all—but his “real” father, morally and spiritually speaking, had to be understood as divine. The genius’s social mobility, therefore, like that of the fairy-tale peasant who discovers he is secretly a prince stolen away from the castle of birth, rested upon the assumption that he had already been marked out by God’s transcendent authority. His success was not because he had transcended or transgressed against societal order but simply because he was acting according to his superior nature and being recognized as a result.


The genius as demigod became a common rhetorical trope in Renaissance life. The Mantuan painter Andrea Mantegna, most famous for his depictions of life at the court of Gonzaga, often referred to himself in Latin as “Aeneas”—another famous demigod and hero of the Aeneid. In one memorial portrait of Dürer, the Danish artist Melchior Lorck added a caption lauding the artist as “one whom Minerva [Roman goddess of wisdom] brought forth from her own bosom.”10 And, in a rare Christianized example of the trope, the Nuremberg sculptor Adam Kraft was apparently so fond of promoting himself as a kind of second Adam—the biblical one, that is—that in order to please him, his steadfast wife started referring to herself as Eve.11 Though the idea of a “second Adam” had traditionally been one used to describe Jesus Christ, Kraft—like Dürer—hinted that the Renaissance genius might well deserve to appropriate such a title.


Narratives about the precocious childhoods of perceived geniuses were also often preposterously embellished, heightening the sense that these figures’ overwhelming talent was supernatural in nature. Just as the infant Hercules famously slew snakes while still in his cradle, the painter Leonardo da Vinci was said by biographer (and noted exaggerator) Giorgio Vasari to have so overwhelmed his mentor, Andrea del Verrocchio, with the force of his talent that the older man gave up painting entirely. (Vasari also tells a similar story about Michelangelo and his mentor.) Lorenzo Ghiberti’s fifteenth-century biography of the thirteenth-century lowborn painter Giotto di Bondone follows a similar narrative: an older painter, Cimabue, is so impressed by the young farm boy’s drawing of a sheep on a slab of stone that he whisks the boy away at once to serve as his apprentice. Central to each narrative is the notion that the genius’s power is totally innate and entirely unteachable. Indeed, human mentors who try to teach these boys skills are usually shown up by the force of their pupil’s naive power. Genius must come from something outside, and beyond, human endeavor.


Now, writers of these accounts did not literally believe in liaisons between the Greco-Roman gods and human beings, or indeed in the existence of Greco-Roman gods at all. We are still, after all, discussing an era strictly defined by a Christian worldview. But the Christianity of the Renaissance was a rather different, and perhaps more fluid, one than the medieval worldview that preceded it. The more explicitly theological language of God as creator was often used side by side with metaphorical language depicting either Nature or Fortune—mysterious and impersonal forces—as a goddess, one who imparts her will directly by imbuing geniuses with some of her power.


Renaissance geniuses were a little bit like Renaissance bastards, liminal figures of mysterious parentage who could not be easily slotted into an existing social system. In England, one of Shakespeare’s most magnetic villains, King Lear’s illegitimate upstart Edmund, made the parallels explicit. He excoriates the “plague of custom” that condemns him to inferiority to his legitimate brother, declaiming that “thou, Nature, art my goddess.” He concludes: “Stand up for bastards.”12 The language (metaphorical or otherwise) of divine origin solved some of the problem of the genius. By understanding geniuses as analogous to aristocrats, Renaissance thinkers were able to incorporate these seemingly anomalous figures into a world still governed by divine law.
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A major feature of Renaissance debates and dialogues—one that reflected just how fraught the question was at the time—was the relationship of what we might call traditional aristocracy to that new aristocracy of genius. As the Renaissance scholar Albert Rabil Jr. points out in his extremely worthwhile book on the theme, the question of true nobility became a mainstay of humanist dialogues; throughout the fifteenth century, at least eleven treatises were published on that point, each one featuring heated debate between proponents of the older model of nobility and of this new one. In Buonaccorso da Montemagno’s 1429 “Dialogue on True Nobility,” for example, the lowborn advocate for genius argues that “the proper seat of nobility is in the mind, which nature, that empress of all things, bestows on birth on all mortals in equal measure, not on the basis of the legacy derived from their ancestors, but on the basis of that high rank that is peculiar to divinity.”13 Nobility, he insists, “does not come from family but from innate virtue.” His own “desire for knowledge was infused in me … by nature, so that nothing seemed more worthy of my talent than pursuit of the knowledge of the good.”14 Montemagno leaves the question open—the dialogue ends before it is formally decided—but it’s the flashy upstart who gets the last word. A contemporary poem on the topic, by Carlo Marsuppini, celebrates those “well-born noble though they eat off earthenware / and belong to an unknown family.”15


We find similar imagery in another treatise by the lowborn Greek bishop Leonard of Chios, himself a self-made man. For the characters in Leonard’s dialogue, the ideal man is born “with wisdom as his mother and free will as his father,” possessed of the nobility that “arises from the root of virtue as though its strength had sprung from innate principles of nature.”16 Commenting on the Greek philosopher Aristotle’s argument that desirable qualities for happiness include “good birth,” Leonard’s interlocutor insists that Aristotle could not possibly have been referring to aristocratic lineage but “rather moral birth, because the former involves corruption of blood, the latter the most graceful character.”17


Notable in each of these texts is the delicate balance the authors must strike between affirming the status quo—a world largely defined by aristocracies of birth—and accounting for this new class of people finding their place in it. The language of “true nobility” and the imagery of the demigod serve a useful double purpose. Geniuses have the capacity to make themselves precisely because they have been chosen by God to do so. They are a special few, a favored few, and their self-authorship is limited and proscribed by divine will.


Even more ambitious and explicit about the superiority of the aristocracy of genius was the 1440 dialogue “On True Nobility,” written by Poggio Bracciolini, the Florentine arriviste we encountered earlier. Bracciolini uses “virtue” to describe the quality we’ve elsewhere discussed as genius, but it is clear from his context that virtue does not simply mean a capacity for right moral action. Rather, Bracciolini treats it as something innate and embedded in the personality of the “true noble,” regardless of the circumstances of his birth. “Virtue,” Bracciolini writes, “must be grasped by a kind of divine power and favor and by the hidden movement of fate, and cannot be gained by parental instruction.”18 Human parents, in other words, are of little use when it comes to this divine inheritance. As Bracciolini insists, “Children do not inherit either vices or virtues from their parents; the author and maker of virtue and nobility is the person himself.”19


In this, Bracciolini goes even further than his contemporaries, pointing to a question that will continue to underpin the entire history of self-creation. Is the self-made man merely lucky, blessed, chosen by either a personal God or impersonal nature to make his fortunate way in an otherwise orderly world? Or is he, as Bracciolini’s language suggests, the author of his selfhood, someone whose free choice, will, desire, and effort all work together to create his identity and destiny? Is the self-made man like a Hercules or an Aeneas, a demigod child under the paternal authority of a stronger deity? Or is he like the Christ of Dürer’s infamous self-portrait, fully, splendidly, and dangerously divine of his own accord? Does he have a preternatural, even magical, ability to achieve the economic and artistic goals God has preordained for him, or does his magic lie in his ability to choose his goals himself?
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By and large, Renaissance authors dealing with the twin questions of self-creation and genius tended toward the former, more conservative approach. The genius is a special kind of person, to be sure, but he is a rare case: an accounted-for exception to the general rules that govern the social order.


But one Renaissance humanist, Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, went much further, taking an ambitious approach to the project of self-creation that would prefigure much later, and more explicitly ambitious, models of self-making. A thoroughly unorthodox figure, Pico blended his Christian humanism with Jewish kabbalah, Arab philosophy, Classical learning, and a healthy dab of the occult. Pico didn’t just argue that human beings were capable of self-invention, or even that self-invention was a morally desirable thing. Rather, in his “Oration on the Dignity of Man,” composed as an introduction to a longer philosophical lecture, Pico argues that self-creation—the active, willed imitation of God—is precisely the quality that makes us human. The ability to determine who we are and to decide our own place in the divine cosmos is God’s gift to us.


Pico makes his case by retelling the creation story of the book of Genesis. As in the Bible, God creates various elements of the world in order. But in this version, the act of creation is so taxing that God, in essence, uses up his mental “seeds.” So, he decides to create a singular creature without any kind of seeds, and thus without any kind of inheritance or obligation. He makes man. In Pico’s telling, God, in creating Adam, is essentially making another god to take over. “Adam,” God announces, “you have been given no fixed place, no form of your own, so that you may have and possess, according to your will and your inclination, whatever place, whatever form, and whatever functions you choose. Divine law assigns to all other creatures a fixed nature. But you, constrained by no laws, by your own free will, in whose hands I have placed you, will determine your own nature.”20


Pico’s “Oration” was never delivered. The longer project it was planned to precede—a full nine hundred theological theses he intended to present to his philosophical contemporaries—proved controversial. Seven theses were deemed outright heretical, six more of concern, and Pico promptly fled Rome for France. But the sentiments the “Oration” contains would have represented among the most striking and potentially transgressive visions of the self-made man in the Renaissance world. Pico wasn’t just allowing for true nobility, or moral birth, or other mechanisms within which to fit human will into a God-ordered system. He was saying that human beings should decide the system for themselves. And while that gift, in his telling, does indeed come from God, Pico suggests that God—who has, after all, used up all his energy creating the world—is no more powerful than we might ourselves become. In Pico, no less than in Dürer, the power to fashion ourselves holds within it the promise of dethroning God himself.


Pico and Dürer both anticipate one of the major tensions that will recur throughout this history of self-creation: the relationship between human self-creators and God, or at least our ideas about God. Already, this first flowering of ideas about modern self-creation coincides with a period in history marked by a growing suspicion of organized institutional religion and the idea of an authoritative creator-God. In the centuries to come, the idea of the self-creator as a kind of successful Lucifer—overthrowing God’s creative power and seizing the throne himself—will come to the forefront even as belief in such a God, and the political system predicated on that belief, recedes. Pico and Dürer are extreme among Renaissance theorists of genius, but their vision of the self-maker as a new god for an increasingly godless age will outlive them.
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But a second set of unresolved questions lurks at the margins of this narrative: questions about authenticity, truth, and performance. It’s all very well and good to say that some people are geniuses, chosen by God to have special fates that transcend their economic station. But how exactly do we tell who these geniuses really are and whether we might ourselves be one? Can it be ascertained from how they carry themselves, how they present themselves, how they behave in public? And, if so, can genius be imitated by those who wish to improve their station in life? And if genius can be so successfully imitated by those who are willing to fake it until they make it, then what is the difference between the divinely chosen self-maker and the arriviste who decides to dispense with God and nature altogether and simply choose himself?


From the Renaissance to the Regency era, from the stages of fin de siècle theaters to the trading floors of the American Gilded Age, whenever we find a cultural obsession with “divine” self-makers, we are likely to also see an equally fervent obsession with what we might today call the cult of self-help: manifestos and guides that purport to help ordinary people convince their peers that they belong to the ranks of the favored few.


But defining genius was only one piece of the puzzle. At the same time that many Renaissance writers were negotiating the genius’s precise social status, they were also working out a different question: how to make people think that you were a genius. Among the most notable handbooks to this kind of art is Baldassare Castiglione’s 1528 book The Courtier: a guide for those who wished to serve in aristocratic courts like Castiglione’s own duchy of Urbino. The book—an extended series of dialogues between characters who double as stand-ins for a variety of Renaissance views—features a number of debates, including several on the nature of true nobility and whether the virtuous and talented lowborn are as desirable as courtiers as the biological aristocrats. Yet one of the most significant passages in the book doesn’t deal with birth at all. Rather, it deals with another mysterious—and difficult to translate—quality, one Castiglione refers to as “sprezzatura,” often translated into English as “lightness” or “nonchalance.”


Sprezzatura, we learn, is one of the most important qualities a courtier can have. As Count Ludovico, one of Castiglione’s interlocutors, puts it, sprezzatura “conceal[s] design and show[s] that what is done and said is done without effort and almost without thought.”21 The figurative talents of a Giotto or an infant da Vinci may be obvious from the time they’re out of the cradle. For the rest of us, Castiglione suggests, it is necessary to simply give the impression that whatever we do is as easy for us as it would have been for one of life’s more favored few. Looking like you tried too hard was as unfashionable at Castiglione’s court as it would be today at a modern Fashion Week party, a surefire sign that you weren’t one of God’s noble bastards.


Ludovico goes on to be even more explicit about the conscious imitation of genius. “We may affirm that to be true art which does not appear to be art; nor to anything must we give greater care than to conceal art,” he insists, praising the example of “very excellent orators” who “strove to make everyone believe that they had no knowledge of letters, and … pretended that their orations were composed very simply, and as if springing rather from nature and truth rather than from study and art.”22 Lying—at least the delicately artful, little-white-lie kind—is integral to self-making. In order to become who we want to be, we first have to convince other people that we are what we are not.


The Courtier, therefore, represents the final strand woven into the tapestry of self-making: the development of a sense of the self as an artistic project to be presented to the outside world, as well as shaped from within. From an outside perspective, at least, how could anyone tell the authentic genius (the one God or nature chose) from the artificial one (the one who was just that good at public self-presentation)? Even at this early juncture, the figure of the successful, talented self-made man was dogged by its perpetual shadow: the canny self-presenter who managed to convince people he was who he wanted to be.


The Renaissance mythos of godlike nobility—that nature, or God, or fortune had adopted certain lucky figures as their own—went hand in hand with the more cynical promise that it was possible to just pretend that you were one of them. You might not be da Vinci—of whom Vasari breathlessly wrote that “whatever he turned his mind to, he made himself master of with ease”—but, by making things appear easy, you could give off that impression, at least for a while.23


The Courtier calls upon its would-be geniuses to pay active attention to the art of self-cultivation. Count Ludovico exhorts his listeners “to observe different men … [and] go about selecting this thing from one and that thing from another. And as the bee in the green meadows is ever wont to rob the flowers among the grass, so our Courtier must steal this grace from all who seem to possess it.”24 Sure, maybe genius itself cannot be learned or taught, but its outcome—earthly success—could, Castiglione suggests, be replicated through careful study, meticulous observation, and that most unfashionable of qualities: hard work.
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Castiglione’s handbook was wildly popular, and not just among actual courtiers. By 1600, the book had been reissued a staggering fifty-nine times in Italy and had also been translated into German, Latin, Spanish, French, English, and Polish.25 But it was not the only Renaissance handbook to suggest that dissembling—cultivating how others see you, regardless of the actual truth—might be necessary for success. In 1513, Florentine statesman Niccolò Machiavelli had published The Prince, a guidebook for rulers, inspired by his own experience of upheaval and division among the Medici family who had once been his patrons.


If The Courtier advocated the odd white lie—a concealment of effort here, a carefully calibrated gesture there—then The Prince espoused a code of straight-up mendacity. “One can make this generalization about men,” Machiavelli scoffed. “They are ungrateful, fickle, liars, and deceivers, they shun danger and are greedy for profit; while you treat them well, they are yours … but when you are in danger they turn against you.” A prince who wanted to remain in power had to be constantly presenting the right face to the world, inspiring alternatively awe, gratitude, and fear. His morality (or lack thereof) was irrelevant. What mattered was the part he was willing to play: sometimes a prince should “be a fox to discover the snares,” at other times “a lion to terrify the wolves.”26


We are a long way, here, from the vision of a cohesive and divinely arranged natural order as envisioned by Thomas Aquinas and other doctors of the medieval church. Nature, for Machiavelli, is brutal and meaningless. The prince’s role is to choose at will from among the varying beasts of the forest to find a temporary model for his maneuvers. The ideal quality of a prince, for Machiavelli, is not genius as such but rather what he calls virtù—a word he uses not to mean virtue in the moral sense but rather manly effectiveness (the term also suggests “virility”). A prince should bend fortune to his will.


Other Renaissance authors used feminine imagery to conceive of nature or fortune as a mother, the protective parent of the chosen genius. But for Machiavelli, it was the role of the man of virtù to take fortune by force, an act he describes using the violent metaphorical language of rape. “Fortune is a woman,” he insisted, “and if she is to be submissive it is necessary to beat and coerce her. Experience shows that she is more often subdued by men who do this than by those who act coldly. … Being a woman, she favors young men, because they are less circumspect and more ardent, and because they command her with greater audacity.”27


Machiavelli’s guidance, even more than Castiglione’s, perhaps even more than Pico’s, is a death knell for the worldview of divine order that our Renaissance thinkers sought to sustain. In the centuries to come, we will see a radical reimagining of the relationship between divine law, natural law, and the social order. No longer would the self-made man have to be fitted into an existing system. Instead, the system would be fitted to him.
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