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CHAPTER SUMMARY 

Beginning in Italy, the Renaissance (or “rebirth”) was an era that rediscovered the culture of ancient Greece and Rome.  It was also a time of recovery from the fourteenth century.   The Renaissance had a more secular and individualistic ethos than medieval society. It might best be seen as evolutionary in its urban and commercial continuity from the High Middle Ages.  In the North Sea, the Hanseatic League competed with merchants from the Mediterranean, where the Venetians had a commercial empire. In Florence, profits from the woolen industry were invested in banking.  


The aristocracy remained the ruling class, its ideals explicated in Castiglione’s The Book of the Courtier.  Peasants were still the vast majority, but serfdom and manorialism were dying out.  The inhabitants of towns and cities formed an important minority, with merchants and bankers at the apex and the unskilled workers, the unemployed, and slaves at the bottom. The father or husband as a dictator dominated the extended family, and marriages were arranged for social and economic advantage. Wives were much younger than their husbands, with their primary function being to bear children; the mortality rate in childbirth and for infants and young children remained high. 


Italy was dominated by five major states: the duchy of Milan, Florence and Venice, the Papal States, and the kingdom of Naples. There were also other city-states that were centers of culture and where women played vital roles. At the end of the fifteenth century, Spain and France invaded the divided peninsula. The concept of the new statecraft was exemplified in Niccolo Machiavelli’s (d. 1527), The Prince, which describes the methods of gaining and holding political power: moral concerns are irrelevant, for the ends justify the means. 


There was an increased emphasis upon the human instead of the divine. Among the influential humanists was Petrarch (d.1374) in his advocacy of classical Latin writers. Civic humanism posited that the ideal citizen was not only an intellectual but also a patriot, actively serving the state, and humanist education was to produce individuals of virtue and wisdom. The printing press was perfected, multiplying the availability of books.  In art, the aim was to imitate nature by the use of realistic perspective. Masaccio (d.1428), Donatello (d.1466) and Michelangelo (d.1564) made Florence a locus of the arts. The High Renaissance of Michelangelo, Leonardo da Vinci (d.1519) and Raphael (d.1520) combined natural realism with Platonic idealism. The artisan might become a great artist, and thus transform his social and economic status.


It was the era of the “new monarchies.”  In France, Louis XI (d.1483), the Spider, established a centralized state. England’s Henry VII (d.1509) limited the private armies of the aristocracy, raised taxes, and left a more powerful monarchy.  In Spain, Isabella (d.1504) and Ferdinand (d.1516) created a professional army and enforced religious uniformity by the conversion and expulsion of Jews and Moslems, all to aid in creating a unified state.  The Holy Roman Empire remained weak, but the Habsburg emperors created a strong state of their own through numerous marriages.  The were no “new monarchies” in eastern Europe, but Russia’s Ivan III (d.1505) ended Mongol control.  Lastly, in 1453 the Ottoman Turks captured Constantinople. 


The church was besieged by problems.  John Wycliffe (d.1384) and Jan Hus (d.1415) condemned the papacy for corruption, its temporal concerns, and demanded the Bible in the vernacular (the local language). The popes reflected their era, and their secular involvements overshadowed their spiritual responsibilities.  Some preferred war and politics to prayer and piety, and others ignored their vows of celibacy, ambitiously advancing their families over the needs of the faithful.  Most were great patrons of the arts, but religious concerns ranked behind the pleasures of this life.

SUGGESTED TOPICS

1. The Development of Printing and Its Impact on the Development of Western Civilization

a) While Gutenberg certainly deserves his place in history, his accomplishment was not without precedents and predecessors.  A century before Gutenberg Buddhist monks in Chosan (Korea) were producing religious texts using metal, movable type.  Gutenberg’s apparatus for printing was more efficient, but he did not invent movable type.  Nevertheless, the birth of the printing press was a monumental event in Western Civ.

b) One of the most important influences was the proliferation of printed books.  Previously only the wealthiest individuals or monasteries could afford to have a book copied by hand.  With the printing press, books could be mass produced (for their time period) and allow the diffusion of knowledge and ideas through books.  This contributed directly to the Renaissance, and later to the Enlightenment as philosophy, science, and other subjects could be distributed to a larger audience.

c) Religiously the printing press also had a profound impact.  Because of the scarcity of books the need for literacy was restricted to the clergy and court scribes.  Religious reformers like Wycliffe argued that such a monopoly on the word of God was counterintuitive to the purpose of books like the Bible.  As the supply of books increased, so too did the demand for being able to own and read them.  Many of the major religious reformers, including Luther, translated the Bible into their local language so that more individuals could read the Bible for themselves.  This was actually a central part of Luther’s 95 Theses – that scripture was the absolute authority on doctrine, not a clergyman, and that because salvation was an individual matter the scriptures needed to be available to more people.  The impact of the printing press in religion alone is enough to secure Gutenberg’s place.  The Catholic Church’s Index of Forbidden Books is an example of the church’s realization of the power of the printed word.  As printing and literacy increased, so too did censorship.
d) Secular knowledge, however, also owes a great debt to printing.  When the Enlightenment began challenging religious dogma books became such a source of new ideas that black-market books became a thriving business in countries like France that were less-than-tolerant toward texts that challenged established doctrine.  Still, printing allowed books on mathematics like Newton’s Principia Mathematica, on philosophy like Decartes’s Discourse on Method, and on political theory like Hobbes’s Leviathan or Rousseau’s Social Contract to read wider readership and make the Enlightenment an international event unlike the Renaissance which was largely centered in the Italian peninsula.
2. The Role of Women in the Renaissance: Was Rebirth and Humanism Only for Men?

a) Naturally this topic must begin with Joan Kelly’s 1977 publication, “Did Women have a Renaissance?”  Considering that she earned her PhD from Columbia in the mid-sixties it should come as no surprise that her conclusion was a resounding “no!” and that women’s position in society actually declined continually through the Middle Ages and Renaissance, not to reverse direction until the mid 19th century.  Naturally, given what was happening in American history and feminism it is necessary to take her article with a grain of salt, but she had raised an important question, and while her conclusion was heavily influenced by the historical context of its creation the question itself has continued to draw researchers and scholars 

b) Due to the patriarchal society present throughout Europe it’s no surprise that the majority of major figures in the Renaissance were men, however, that does not mean that women were completely excluded from making contributions and experiencing changes in their own lives.  The area in which women had the greatest contribution was as patrons and producers of the arts.  For wealthy women the two most likely places she would end up were an arranged marriage or a nunnery.  In both cases, women helped the creation of art.  As wealthy wives, women could patronize budding artists through commissions, and both nuns and wealthy wives produced embroidery, which while not as famous as Renaissance paintings still contributed to the art of the period.  The wealthy wives also patronized tailors to produce their elaborate and expensive gowns, creating pieces of art that normally aren’t considered as much.  Middle class women in northern Europe may have experienced a very small change in routine as they began helping to run family shops and businesses.  Poor women experienced little change, if any.

c) One area where women saw change was in education, granted, this applies primarily to the elite classes, but a change is a change.  The Renaissance and humanism fostered a desire to learn for learnings sake, and because it was how one became cultivated, refined, and mature.  Castiglione argued the same in The Courtier. True, their reading lists were more or less assigned by their husbands or tutors, but the very fact that men were encouraging women to become literate was a change from the past.  Previously only nuns would have learned to read, and that only for Bible study.
d) Isabelle d’Este is an example of a “Renaissance Woman.”  In addition to collecting a vast library, d’Este also learned to play many instruments, and her correspondence with friends and family were frequent enough to serve as a history of her life and times.  Artemisia Gentilischi was a skilled painter whose life was made the subject of a feature film, Artemisia, in 1997 in Italy.  In politics, Catherine de Medici and Queen Elizabeth became influential women.  Elizabeth’s reign signaled the beginning of England’s rise to becoming one of the wealthiest and most powerful empires in history.  Catherine de Medici is more infamous than famous, being responsible for the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre in France, but her ties to powerful and noble families in Europe, as well as her ties to the papacy (she was Clement VII’s niece), meant that she was not an idle onlooker during the Renaissance.

3. The Art of the Renaissance 

4. Were the New Monarchs Really New?

5. The Church and the Renaissance

6. The Renaissance, Humanism, and New Paradigms of Education

7. The Renaissance: the End of the Middle Ages or the Beginning of the Modern World?

a) There was a long debate in German history about whether the Nazi Party was traditional or modern, conservative or liberal.  The debate went on for years until two scholars asked, “Why does it have to be one or the other? Couldn’t it be both?” and then published a book proving just that.  Regarding the Renaissance, couldn’t it be both an end and a beginning?  A transitionary period that laid the foundation for much more dramatic changes in European thought and society?  Before the Renaissance was the Middle Ages, after was the Reformation and Enlightenment.  The former was an age dominated by scholasticism, scholar-monks, church dogma, the preeminence of faith over reason, and the view of humans as insignificant and sinful, while the latter was an age of science, secularism, a near complete dismissal of faith as applicable outside church service, and the embracing of logic, observation, and empirical evidence as the way to gain knowledge of the natural world.  Such a dramatic shift could not occur over the course of several years, or even decades.  The Renaissance was thus a bridge between Middle Ages and Early Modern, and therefore the end of the former and beginning of the latter.

b) The most important step in this transformation was the humanism of the Renaissance.  By focusing on the individual, mortal being as a creature of beauty and potential was an extreme departure from the doctrine that human were conceived and born in sin.  With this more positive view of human existence and nature, exploration of human desire, thoughts, feelings, and potential opened the doors for a reevaluation of humans in the cosmos and in God’s designs.  Martin Luther later stressed the individual’s relationship with God as the only factor in salvation.  Renaissance painters and sculptors may have painted religious scenes, but their depiction of the human body hearkened back to Greece and Rome – eras where the human body was something to be celebrated, hence all the nudity.  Paintings and sculptures frequently depicted the human body au natural as a means of showing the wonder and beauty of the human form.  Muscles, pose, facial expression, all made the piece appear almost as if it were alive.
c) As mentioned above, art made great distinctions between “nude” and “naked.”  In the Middle Ages the only figures that could be depicted without clothing were Adam and Eve.  After partaking of the fruit in the garden, Adam and Eve saw their nakedness and therefore the lack of clothing was a symbol of open shame, of blatant and obvious sin before an ever-watching God.  In the Renaissance, “nude” meant without clothing, but without shame too.  To be “naked” still meant stripped of dignity and humanity.  Catching one’s spouse in infidelity was “uncovering their nakedness.”  But posing in the nude carried no shame because the reason for being disrobed was not due to sin, it was to admiring on of God’s creations.

d) This shift from seeing mortal man as insignificant and sinful to beautiful and filled with potential is the hallmark of the Renaissance and served as the first step toward a modern era where the potential of individuals becomes the foundation of society.  Democracy acknowledges the potential of the individual in political decision making.  Capitalism allows the individual to succeed or fail on their own merits in commerce and business, and toleration leaves each individual to their own religious paths.
MAP EXERCISES

1.  Renaissance Italy. MAP 12.1.  Because of historical proximity, what likely role did ancient Rome play in explaining why the Renaissance began in Italy?  If so, why not Greece?  Would the Renaissance have evolved in the same manner if Italy had been politically united, say under the Holy Roman Empire or the Papacy, rather than made up of several different and competitive states? How might the proximity of numerous states create or worsen tensions among Italian powers? (p. 339, in the section The Italian States in the Renaissance)

2. Europe in the Second Half of the Fifteenth Century. MAP 12.2.  What are the geographical and historical reasons why state building was most successful in England, France, and Spain, and less successful in Italy and the Holy Roman Empire? What identifiable threats would Italy and the Holy Roman Empire find troubling that would not be the concern of Western European kingdoms?  (p. 357, in the section The European State in the Renaissance)

3. The Iberian Peninsula. MAP 12.3.  What geographical and political changes resulted from the marriage of Isabella of Castile to Ferdinand of Aragon?  How might that union have affected Muslim power in Spain?  What role did Portugal’s geographical position play in its focus elsewhere than the Mediterranean in its quest for trade, wealth, and power? For Portugal, why was the Atlantic more important than the Mediterranean Sea? (p. 358, in the section The European State in the Renaissance)

4. The Ottoman Empire and Southeastern Europe. MAP 12.4.  Compare and contrast Byzantine territory in 1180 with its 1403 domains.  What factors might account for that decline?  Was Ottoman success against the Byzantines the result of Ottoman strengths or Byzantine weaknesses or both?  What geographical factors could explain why the West gave little support to the Byzantine Empire in the fifteenth century? (p. 360, in the section The European State in the Renaissance)

RELEVANT WEBSITES/RESOURCES
1. The Columbus Letter:

http://www.oshermaps.org/special-map-exhibits/columbus-letter   
Excellent site maintained by Osher Map Library at the University of Southern Maine showing 
1494 printed Basel Edition of Columbus' first letter detailing his discoveries in the New World.  
Fine online images of this Renaissance printer's masterwork with translations of all passages into 
English.  Excellent online source for the material history and culture of printing in the northern
European Renaissance.
2. Galleria degli Uffizi (Uffizi Museum, Florence, Italy): General Uffizi entrance site (in Italian):

http://www.uffizi.beniculturali.it/
Uffizi Museum guide (room by room) in English:
http://www.uffizi.beniculturali.it/index.php?en/1/home
One of the absolutely finest museum web sites in the world with superb room by room tours enabling webnauts to see and enlarge representative works from every major Italian painter and school of painting present in this exceptionally fine collection.  Site is highly recommended to illustrate and illuminate themes in this chapter and in subsequent chapters.

3. Leonardo da Vinci 
http://legacy.mos.org/leonardo/ 
A top quality site presenting a vast amount of information on da Vinci’s accomplishments and life.
4. Plague and Public Health in Renaissance Europe:

http://www2.iath.virginia.edu/osheim/ 
Excellent site for development of public health and novel medical practices in Florence, Lucca, 
and Pisa after 1348.

5. WebMuseum, Paris:

http://www.ibiblio.org/louvre/paint/auth 
A superb arts site on the Web with hundreds of screens showing masterworks by a long list of painters.  Bulk of online collection is comprised of works from late medieval times, the Renaissance, Baroque eras and Ancient Regimes.  Site is thus an appropriate complement to this and later chapters.

6. The Gutenberg Bible:

http://www.hrc.utexas.edu/exhibitions/permanent/gutenbergbible/
(The first printed book in western civilization was the Bible.  Only a few copies still exist, one of which is held by the University of Texas at Austin.  The university has created an online exhibition about Gutenberg, the printing press, and his printed Bible)

7. Renaissance History Sourcebook:

http://legacy.fordham.edu/Halsall/sbook1x.asp
A collection of primary sources from the Renaissance era.  The selection of sources isn’t as broad as Fordham has for other periods, but many of the entries are links to complete texts instead of excerpts.
8. Tour: Renaissance Masterpieces:

https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/renaissance-tour
The National Gallery in London has prepared a virtual tour of five of the most important artists of Renaissance, allowing students to tour the gallery’s collection and see these artists works with accompanying commentary.
RELEVANT VIDEOS 
1. Political Theory – Niccolo Machiavelli:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AOXl0Ll_t9s&index=4&list=PLwxNMb28XmpeuwUhM0OT338_T5XTtJJok
Machiavelli’s The Prince is one of the most central, yet complex works of political theory in western civilization.  This short clip explains the basic premise of The Prince, and places it within its historical context.
2. History of Ideas - The Renaissance:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fI1OeMmwYjU&index=9&list=PLwxNMb28Xmpfv8ez3ItKS1Ti3T8o6f7Yy
Why should we bother studying art and architecture made centuries ago in Italy?  This clip explains why a study of the Renaissance has relevance to modern life.
3. The Renaissance: Was it a thing?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Vufba_ZcoR0&index=22&list=PLBDA2E52FB1EF80C9
This clip from Crash Course is not only an introduction to the standard narrative of the Renaissance, but questions whether the Renaissance was actually as revolutionary and different as it has been seen in the past.
4. Cengage Learning Western Civilization YouTube Channel:

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC7z4PXzzi9c8Yng-xKmVziA/featured
HISTORICAL SITES

1. Florence, Italy:
https://www.google.com/culturalinstitute/beta/streetview/historic-center-of-florence/tQGOmQ0ycwT86A
Florence was to the Renaissance what Wall Street is to modern banking and finance.  Walk around the Cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore and be sure to stop and admire Ghiberti’s Gates of Paradise – the door to the baptistery.  Florence is also where Michelangelo’s David is current exhibited.
2. The Sistine Chapel:

https://www.google.com/maps/@41.902836,12.4541749,3a,75y,223.25h,136.42t/data=!3m8!1e1!3m6!1s-2qxr57-VlLw%2FVlrE8l9WDhI%2FAAAAAAAAOZ4%2FzlWBuhi9mfEZH5WFqbJrXg6RV4ltqvHjQCLIB!2e4!3e11!6s%2F%2Flh3.googleusercontent.com%2F-2qxr57-VlLw%2FVlrE8l9WDhI%2FAAAAAAAAOZ4%2FzlWBuhi9mfEZH5WFqbJrXg6RV4ltqvHjQCLIB%2Fw203-h101-n-k-no%2F!7i8704!8i4352!6m1!1e1?hl=en
Arguably the most famous piece of Renaissance art, the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, and The Last Judgement on the far wall of the chapel, are among the most famous of Michelangelo’s work.
3. Venice, Italy:

https://www.google.com/culturalinstitute/beta/entity/m07_pf
Another “capitol” of the Renaissance, Venice was both the home and subject of numerous artists and their works.  From the link above students can visit the Grand Canal, St. Mark’s Square, and the Doge’s Palace.
Check out the Following Google Maps Found in MindTap:
Piero della Francesca, Duke and Duchess of Urbino
https://www.google.com/culturalinstitute/beta/streetview/7wFMxQJ2RPz78Q
Botticelli, Primavera
https://www.google.com/culturalinstitute/beta/streetview/yQER9P-WIU2k9A
Filippo Brunelleschi, Dome of the Duomo
https://www.google.com/culturalinstitute/beta/streetview/duomo-di-firenze/WQEtJqRKDIEr3w
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