
CHAPTER 10

The Earth’s fire

No falta fuego cuando es menester.
Juan Huarte de San Juan






In the final part of his The Examination of Men’s Wits, Juan Huarte de San Juan provides a set of advice allowing parents to engender children capable of engaging in the sciences and humanities. The Examination thus concludes with a reflection on reproduction, conferring upon the notion of ingenium its full magnitude as a force of engenderment, which is present in the operations of the body, the processes of reason, and the act of generating life. The Examination seeks to liberate all the forces of productivity in human nature by making them known. In this final section, Huarte endeavours to understand the work, knowledge, thought, customs and life of the body by means of a vision which is at once sexual and reproductive, as well as erotic and passionate.

In the 1594 sub-princeps edition, Huarte includes a meditation on fire in his section on the fecundity of the ingenia. He posits a paradoxical suggestion: fire is the heaviest of all the elements and its natural place is not above the air, on the concave side of the Moon, but rather at the Earth’s centre. To prove this, Huarte summons an argumentum a loco—an argument drawn from a place: according to him, the volcanic landscape of the city of Pozzuoli near Naples provides the strongest evidence of underground fire. What relevance does a reference to this landscape bear in a text on reproduction and sexuality?

The hypothesis underpinning this chapter is that Huarte employs the volcanic landscape as an emblem to structure and consolidate his ideas on ingenium as generative power[footnoteRef:1]. The chapter will begin by situating Huarte’s meditation in a scientific and cultural context in which cosmological questions and the debate on the role of the stars in medical thinking on reproduction took precedent. The reasons that led Huarte to employ the landscape of Pozzuoli as an argument will then be explored. Finally, the chapter will assess the significance of this volcanic emblem in Huarte’s understanding of ingenium. In a continuation of preceding chapters, particular attention will be paid to the presence of geographic culture in medical thought during the Renaissance. [1:  Juan Huarte de San Juan, Examen de ingenios, Madrid, Cátedra, 1989, p. 187, Chapter I of the 1594 edition.] 




Fecundity of the ingenium



The final section of the Examination may initially appear to be a treatise on eugenics intended to determine whether or not it is possible to extend the life of ingenium through procreation. In other words, can engenderment be controlled in such a way as to produce children born with a predisposition for science? Considering this possibility, Huarte suggests that “the manner in which parents are to engender wise children with the ingenium required for the humanities”[footnoteRef:2] should be reduced to art. According to Hélène Vérin, reduction to art, which was omnipresent in the field during that era, may be understood as the act of “guiding or bringing knowledge to the order of art, by means of writing and figuration”[footnoteRef:3]. With this aim in mind, Huarte first describes and classifies men and women according to their fertility signs.  [2:  Huarte presents this idea in the following terms: “reducir a arte perfecta la manera que se ha de tener para que  los  hombres  salgan  de  ingenio  muy  delicado  es  una  de  las  cosas  que  la  república más  ha menester”. Ibid., p. 607, Chapter XVII of the 1594 edition.]  [3:  Pascal Doubourg Galtigny and Hélène Vérin (eds.), Réduire en Art. La technologie de la Renaissance aux Lumières, Paris, Éditions de la Maison de sciences de l’homme, 2008, p.11. Indeed, reduction to art is a widely used expression among scholars, allowing the history of knowledge to be established from a perspective which is different or complementary to that of the historiographical paradigm of the ‘modern scientific revolution’.
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