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 Disiderius Erasmus was a priest, theologian and humanist that embodied 

themes associated with the Renaissance including rhetoric, noble patronage, 

morals, social satire, and the use of conduct books as didactic tools. Other 16th 

century ideals such as religious reformation and imitation of classics are 

manifested in his celebrated translation of The New Testament into Latin and 

Greek. According to Erasmus, Christian formalism is an evil supported by 

society, his rejection of it is  perpetuated in the humanization of biblical parable 

in “The Education of a Christian Prince”. His  disillusionment with the clergy, 

justified with the belief that purity and piety could not be attained in the 

company of power and earthly riches, explain his  preference for personal 

devotion instead of rituals rendered meaningless by repetition. By elevating 

themselves in status within the social infrastructure and acting as the sole line of 

communication between God and the masses, the clergymen assumed the 

persona of an earthbound deity with every right to reap pecuniary benefit from 

their patrons’ empty acts of faith each mass.  

 Formalism, so intrinsic to religious observance when only an appointed 

man can read the sermon aloud to the patiently listening masses, is replaced by a 

one-on-one rhetorical interaction between a nobleman and his servant in both 

Erasmus’ and Don Juan Manuel’s parabolic texts. Not only is the lesson removed 

from the ritualized context of the church, it is given human meaning by relating 

the moral dilemma at hand to flawed human behavior rather than symbolic 

imagery such as lambs and burning bushes. The Christian church exemplifies 

decorum of dress, ceremonial use of props to imitate real events, and a single 

dominant voice dictating then waiting for a rehearsed group exclamation of 
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agreement. Erasmus, on the other hand, offers advice from the perspective of a 

lowly servant using the Aristolean art of persuasion and Cicero’s rhetorical tactic 

of winning people over, instructing them, then stirring their feelings. His 

statement that the ideal teacher should be of gentle disposition and 

unimpeachable morals applies  to himself, Jesus Christ, and Patronio of El Conde 

Lucanor. By comparing himself and Patronio to Jesus Christ in accordance to 

parable format, Erasmus is deconstructing the Medieval dichotomy between 

those in power and those without it. By taking on the role of the Messiah from a 

perspective of servitude he is making the statement that piety and power should 

be mutually exclusive, that each dilutes the other’s purity and compromises the 

intended lesson. “Anyone who looks closely at the inward nature and essence will 

find that nobody is further from true wisdom than those people with their grand 

titles, learned bonnets, splendid sashes and bejeweled rings, who profess to be 

wisdom’s peak” 

 Besides obvious content and format similarities, El Conde Lucanor and 

The Education of a Christian Prince exemplify the Medieval respect for the 

Classics. El Conde Lucanor mimics Aesop’s Fables as well as other ancient tales 

of Greek and Arabian origin. The example of “What Happened to the Crow, with 

the Fox” has undeniable similarities to a fable by the Greek Babrius while, 

Erasmus assigns readings for the Prince to complete at his leisure, a marked 

departure from the Priest reading the sermon aloud during mass, this  sharing of 

wisdom is composed of more “pagan” works of Greco-Roman authorships than 

the biblical proverbs that make up the rest of the list. Besides for the 

aforementioned Aristotle and Cicero, Erasmus suggests that the Prince read the 

King Solomon parable in which when given a chance to have any wish granted, 

the King chooses wisdom for all his people. This infers that wisdom is a greater 

gift than gold, and one harder to come by, making the already more pious servant 

figure of Patronio and Erasmus powerful and rich in knowledge. By sharing the 

power with his superior, each becomes more pious through sacrifice just as the 

Priests become more morally impure by hoarding wisdom and access to divinity. 
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 Various examples of El Conde Lucanor show the same subtle disrespect 

for the current authority and digression to older, simpler rules of morality. The 

story of “What happened to a good Man and his Son, leading a beast to market” 

deals with a father and son. The father uses a life experience to convey the 

message that internal faith should take precedence over beliefs imposed by 

others, regardless of age or other socially constructed determinants of authority 

such as political power or wealth. The example of “What happened to King 

Richard of England when he jumped into the sea to fight the Moors” relays the 

ideology that there are two paths: ephemeral vanity and false ideas of ownership 

or absolute piety gained through penance and servitude. The hermit and King 

share the same path despite economic and social disparity, supporting Erasmus’ 

moral: external appearances of wealth have little correlation to one’s inner wealth 

of wisdom. 

And a modern parable...

 There was once a princess with her lady in waiting who had reached 

marriageable age and had many admirers. She was so confused that she could 

not sleep for thinking of a particular gentleman with a wide smile and glittering 

white teeth. He spoke little and showed little interest in her ideals. There was also 

a man who had caught her attention with his  determination and interesting 

stories, but his  clothes  and face lacked the elegance of another. She did not know 

what to do. Her maid could see her troubles plainly on her anguished face and 

decided to tell a fairy tale to ease her conflicted mind and help her sleep.

 In a village near the mountains there lived a young man named Narcisso. 

He had a girlfriend since childhood but as he grew up he became more and more 

handsome with each year. All the village girls started doing all his chores and 

cooking foods so delicious that he often had to spend the afternoon sleeping by 

the river because he could not move. After a while, he was so used to such 

treatment that he became ungrateful and got to thinking he deserved something 
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more in life. His girlfriend of many years was not enough for someone of his 

look’s company so off he went to find his destiny. Before leaving he ate a rather 

large lunch that she had made and left without saying thank you. He stopped 

when he reached the river to drink fresh water running from the mountains. As 

he drank he saw something shining in the water, they looked like golden curls. 

He did not want to not look directly for fear of showing his excitement over 

finally finding someone beautiful enough to deserve his love. When sneaking a 

sidelong glance he saw her face moved in the opposite direction, how could she 

treat him so? Every time he moved she moved the opposite way, and this made 

him want to be with her more, much more than with his girlfriend who at the 

moment came running up. He knew he had to decide and jumped into the arms 

of his new lover. By the time his  childhood girlfriend reached the river he was 

frozen solid with his arms spread wide as if reaching out to something in the 

empty watery depths. 

 Moral: Not all that glitters is gold
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