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AN UNEDUCATED HUMAN BEING
IS A TREE WITHOUT FRUIT

This proverbial phrase is famously known from a manuscript of Giovanni
Boccaccio, who transcribed it on the last folio of his autograph copy of the
Bucolicum Carmen, written between 1367 and 1368 (now Firenze, Biblio-
teca Riccardiana, MS 1232).

According to Oskar Hecker, the scholar who discovered the transcription,
the phrase was written in the Greek language but in Latin script as follows:
Antropos agramatos fylon acarpon, standing for &vOpwomog dypdpportoc
ovtov dkapmov. Hekker was unable to identify its source (“wo dieser Spruch
herstammt, habe ich nicht ergriinden kénnen”), but he pointed to a similar
thought in the Decameron, where (VI, 9) it is said that uomini idioti e non
litterati are peggio che uomini morti (“idiotic and illiterate men” are “worse
than dead men™)".

The phrase has recently received new attention. Giuseppe De Gregorio,
who examined the manuscript afresh, transcribed the words slightly
differently, An{r}loppos agramatos fylon acarpo, and offered a corrected
interpretation, &vOponog dypaupatog Evrov dxapmov’. He compared it with
an adage mentioned later in the work of Lucius Vitruvius Roscius, published
in 1536 in Bologna: bene usurpant Graeci vetus illud adagium, &vOpwmog
aypaupotog EdAov dxoapmov €oti, idest homo illitteratus infructuosa est
arbor (“The Greeks well use that old adage, an uneducated human being is a
tree without fruit”). De Gregorio then associated it with the modern Greek
proverb @&vBpomog dypappatog Evio(v) dmeiéknto(v) (“an uneducated
human being is an unplaned wood”). In the latest contribution on the matter,
Augusto Guida has shown that the same phrase occurs somewhat earlier in
the writings of the humanists Francesco Filelfo (1398-1481) and Agostino
Dati (1420-1478)°.

The question about the origins of the phrase therefore remains unsettled.
The object of this contribution is to make known the fact that a version of
the phrase was in circulation before Boccaccio.
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The famous Syrian scholar Hunayn ibn Ishaq (d. 873) is usually regarded
as the author of a work titled the Kitab adab al-falasifa (“Book of the
Sayings of the Philosophers”), a gnomological collection of wise dicta. This
work survives in a few Arabic manuscripts, as well as in various Spanish and
Hebrew translations, and the text of the work differs between them®”.

One of these Hebrew translations, by the celebrated scholar-poet Yehuda
Alharizi (1170-1235), survives in Paris ms. 896. An edition of the Hebrew
text has been published without translation (Sefer Miisré haf-filosofim, Lune-
ville 1807). Now, one of the sayings of the philosophers in this particular
manuscript, attributed to the wise man Lugman, reads as follows (p. 19):
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“The mind without education is like a tree without fruit, the mind with
education like a tree with fruit™.

This is self-evidently the same saying as the one written down by
Boccaccio, the minor variant being “mind” for “human being”. The word
sékhel (75v) can be translated in different ways, not only as “mind”, but also
as “brains”, “intelligence”, “intellect”, and so on. A different translation of
this line is only available in A. Pichard, Le livre d’Hénoch sur I’amitié, Paris
1838, 86, where it is interpreted in this way: “L’esprit sans instruction est
comme un arbre sans fruit, tandis que l’esprit réuni a l’instruction est
semblable a un arbre fruitier”.

Clearly then a version of this proverbial phrase was in circulation before
Boccaccio, and in languages other than Greek. One can only guess at the
processes of transmission by which it came to be written in Boccaccio’s pen.
This example can therefore serve as an illustration of the vast and sometimes
unexpected textual transmission of sayings of this kind, and as a reminder
that it can be profitable to look for evidence beyond Greek and Latin texts.
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