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Preface

The purpose of this anthology is to unite the study of Western art history with the understanding of Western social and cultural history. Painting, sculpture, architecture, and other forms of the visual arts are, like literary documents, primary sources that reveal the thoughts and abilities of individuals and that record the fundamental concerns of their age and culture. Works of art and written documents are related in this volume in order to demonstrate to the undergraduate student how the visual and literary records of Western intellectual history illuminate each other. Studied together, they enlarge our knowledge of our past and present and enrich our understanding of the creative and intellectual life of the West.

Most textbooks in art history have emphasized the stylistic development of the visual arts. Examples of art have been analyzed primarily in terms of formal qualities such as line, color, light, space, and composition. The twentieth-century stress on the aesthetic qualities of art works and the enjoyments derived from them has frequently resulted in a lessened emphasis on the social purposes art has served in the past and that it continues to serve in the present. Until the nineteenth century, few works of art were created exclusively to be appreciated for their beauty. Most either depicted a subject or narrated a story to serve broader purposes: to convey the spiritual convictions of an age, to commemorate a historical event, to further the ambitions of an individual, or sometimes—though more rarely—to give shape to the personal vision of the artist. Even the works of nineteenth-century and twentieth-century artists, while often created in independent studios and as expressions of individual beliefs, respond to widely held cultural mores, spiritual aspirations, and political viewpoints. The artistic tradition of the Western world is undeniably a strong testimony to the personal capacities of individual artists and artisans, but it is also the vivid record of the hopes, dreams, convictions, and desires that all men and women have shared. This book seeks to demonstrate that, although subjects and styles in Western painting, sculpture, and architecture have undergone radical transformations, the human impulses and emotions that art expresses have remained the same.

In this volume, source documents and readings have been selected to cover the period of Western history from the early Renaissance through the twentieth century. These selections have been drawn from many areas of intellectual and social history, including religion, philosophy, literature, science, economics, and law. They are intended to reveal the relationship between works of art and the most important ethical, social, political, and religious issues of the various periods of Western history. Each selection has been chosen to correspond to a specific work of art illustrated in H. W. Janson’s History of Art1 and Horst de la Croix and Richard G. Tansey’s Gardner’s Art Through the Ages.2 Each selection is prefaced by a brief essay which discusses the reading in terms of its subject and theme, its source and usage, and its relevance to the study of a specific work of art. The essays are designed to introduce the student to social, political, economic, and aesthetic issues in as direct and accessible a way as possible. Thus the essays avoid discussion of secondary sources and modern questions of interpretation. Unfamiliar names and terms have been explained in footnotes to the text. A bibliography of sources for additional study has also been included.

This anthology is intended primarily as a supplementary text for courses in the history of Western art. But as a collection of primary sources which relates works of art to the important themes in Western social and cultural history, it should also prove useful in courses in Western civilization and the humanities.

1 H. W. Janson, History of Art, 4th ed., revised and expanded by Anthony F. Janson (New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1991). Cited in the text as Janson.

2 H. de la Croix and R. G. Tansey, Gardner’s Art Through the Ages, 9th ed. (San Diego: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1990). Cited in the text as Gardner.




I
Italian Renaissance Art of the Early Fifteenth Century



1. Donatello, David, 1430

Gardner, p. 591, ill. 16:12; Janson, p. 453, ill. 586

Leonardo Bruni, The Laudatio of the City of Florence: “Why Florence Is to Be Admired,” 1403–4



Italian city-states of the fifteenth century were flourishing centers of art, literature, commerce, and science. Supported by profits earned in the mercantile sphere, Italian scholars, writers, and artists led their European contemporaries in the recovery and interpretation, indeed the reliving, of antiquity. The belief that Greece and Rome had been imbued by eternally valid and permanently correct principles fostered the deliberate and conscious revival of antiquity that is called the Renaissance.

Florence claimed preeminence for itself among the Italian city-states. Florentines compared their city with Athens in fifth-century-B.C. Greece and with Rome in the Mediterranean world. However, Florentine independence was threatened during the late fourteenth and early fifteenth century by Milan, a nearby city-state. Giangaleazzo Visconti, the ambitious lord of Pavia, had gained control of Milan and had embarked upon an aggressive plan of territorial expansion. In the face of the seemingly inexorable advance of Milanese armies, Florence offered determined military resistance. To stiffen the resolve of the populace, Florentine leaders also conducted a propaganda battle. The conflict was cast as a struggle between “tyranny” and “liberty,” and Giangaleazzo was accused of aspiring to be the monarch of Italy.

The immediate danger to Florence was averted in 1402 by Giangaleazzo’s fortuitous death during a plague epidemic. In the early 1420s, however, Florence was again threatened by Milan. Although the Milanese campaign was brilliantly conducted, Florence was able to halt the Milanese armies and to maintain her independent status.

Florentines of the fifteenth century derived considerable pride and self-confidence from their willingness to make a brave stand against the more powerful state of Milan. They credited their almost miraculous salvation in 1402 not to the expeditious removal of Giangaleazzo from the scene by a fatal illness, but rather to the moral and civic virtues that they claimed were uniquely evident in the Florentine state.

Florentine pride is evident in the writings of Leonardo Bruni (1369–1444). A politician, historian, and humanist, Bruni held high posts in papal circles and in the Florentine church. In the early years of his career (c. 1403–4), Bruni wrote The Laudatio of the City of Florence. The Laudatio is the most vigorous and most complete expression of the new complex of politico-historical ideas that arose during the struggle against Giangaleazzo. Bruni, an ardent admirer of the Greco-Roman world, claimed that Florentine citizens were ennobled by their supposed descent from the ancient Roman people. He extolled the patriotism and the love of liberty that he argued had been inherited from ancient Rome and that had inspired the Florentine people in the defense of their city-state against Milan. Finally, he praised Florence as the savior of Italian liberty. A selection from the Laudatio, “Why Florence Is to Be Admired,” is presented here.

Florentine pride is also apparent in the sculpture of Donatello (c. 1386–1466). Donatello depicted the ideals of Florentine liberty through his representations of David, in marble (1408) and in bronze (1430). David, the Old Testament hero who defeated the powerful enemy Goliath, was seen by Florentines as a symbol of their own successful struggles against Milan.


Leonardo Bruni, The Laudatio of the City of Florence1

Why Florence Is to Be Admired

But as this city is to be admired for its foreign policy, so it is for its internal organization and institutions. Nowhere else is there such order, such elegance, such symmetry. For just as there is a proportion among strings which, when they have been tightened, produces a harmony from the different pitches, than which there is nothing sweeter or more agreeable to the ear; so all the parts of this prudent city are so tempered that the resulting whole commonwealth fits together in a way that brings pleasure to the mind and eyes of men for its harmony. There is nothing in it that is out of order, nothing that is ill-proportioned, nothing that is out of tune, nothing that is uncertain. Everything has its place, and this is not only fixed, but correct in relation to the others. Offices, magistracies, courts and ranks are all separate. But they are separated in such a way that they are in harmony with the whole commonwealth, as tribunes were with respect to the general.

First, every consideration is given to providing that justice shall be held sacred in the city, for without that, no city can exist or deserve the name; secondly, that there is liberty, without which this people never thought life was worth living. Toward these two ideals together, as toward a kind of ensign and haven, all the institutions and legislative acts of this republic are directed.

It is for the sake of justice that the magistracies were established, and endowed with sovereign authority and the power to punish criminals, and above all so that they may see to it that no one’s power in the city will be above the law. Accordingly all private citizens, as persons of lesser rank, are enjoined to obey the magistrates and to honor their symbols of office. But lest those defenders of the law, who have been put into positions of the highest authority, should get the idea that what had been offered them was an opportunity to tyrannize over the citizens rather than to protect them, and not a measure of freedom should be lost as a result of their persecution of others, many precautions have been taken….

Coming as it does from such an origin, this magistracy possesses enormous authority in the city. For it has been given the position of a sentinel and guardian, as it were, to see to it that the commonwealth shall not deviate from the course followed by our ancestors, and that the government of the commonwealth should not fall into the hands of men of opposing sentiments. Thus the function performed by the censors in Rome,2 by the council of the Areopagus in Athens,3 and by the ephors in Sparta4 is performed in Florence by the captains of the party. In other words, it is from among these citizens who love the republic that the leaders are chosen to serve as guardians of the republic.

So excellent and caring is the government of this city under these magistracies that one may say that there never was a household with better discipline under the watchful paterfamilias.5 Accordingly no one here can suffer injury, nor does anyone lose his property involuntarily. The courts and magistracies are always ready to hear cases; the courtroom and the supreme court are open. There is the freest opportunity in this city to file a complaint against persons of any rank, but under laws that are prudent and salutary and always accessible to afford relief. There is no place on earth in which justice is fairer for all. For nowhere does such liberty flourish, nor such a balanced relationship between greater and lesser….

There are in this city the most talented men, who easily surpass the limits of other men in whatever they do. Whether they follow the military profession, or devote themselves to the task of governing the commonwealth, or to certain studies or to the pursuit of knowledge, or to commerce—in everything they undertake and in every activity they far surpass all other mortals, nor do they yield first place in any field to any other nation. They are patient in the labor, ready to meet danger, ambitious for glory, strong in counsel, industrious, generous, elegant, pleasant, affable, and above all, urbane.







2. Lorenzo Ghiberti, Jacob and Esau (Isaac and His Sons), 1425–52

Gardner, p. 590, ill. 6:11; Janson, p. 452, ill. 583

Gregorio Dati, History of Florence: “The Feast Day of Saint John the Baptist,” 1385

Anonymous, Letter of a Florentine Citizen: “Christ Possessed Nothing,” 1389



In the early fifteenth century, European culture underwent a process of revitalization that later generations have labeled as the beginning of the modern age. However, the aim of Renaissance Italians was neither to effect a revolutionary break with the past nor to shape a new, more secular society. Rather, their aim was to infuse the religious beliefs and moral values of their contemporary world with the philosophical principles, intellectual advances, and artistic accomplishments of the idealized ancient world. In Florence, the church was one of the most venerable institutions of public and personal life. The vitality of Florentine spirituality is evidenced by the popularity of cult ceremonies, the uninterrupted flow of bequests to monasteries and charitable foundations and the outbursts of religious fervor.

The inseparability of civic pride and religious devotion among Florentine citizens is illustrated by the creation of two sets of bronze doors for the Cathedral Baptistery. Lorenzo Ghiberti (1378–1455) received the commission for the doors now installed at the northern entrance of the Baptistery as a result of his victory in a competition sponsored by a Florentine civic guild1 in 1401. These doors, which were begun 1404 and completed 1424, consisted of twenty-eight panels. Twenty panels illustrate scenes in the life of Christ; four panels depict the four Evangelists; and four panels depict the Church Fathers.2 In 1425, Ghiberti also received a commission for a second set of doors, which were installed at the eastern entrance of the Baptistery in 1425. These doors, which were begun in 1430 and completed in 1447, illustrate ten episodes of the Old Testament.

The Baptistery, which is located at the western entrance of the cathedral, is dedicated to John the Baptist, patron saint of Florence. The eastern entrance was the portal through which the most solemn religious processions, such as those that occurred on the feast day of St. John the Baptist, would pass. In this procession, members of religious orders and professional associations would march together to display religious and civic solidarity. Among the members of these groups were the most prominent and respected citizens of Florence. A history of Florence was written in the late thirteenth century by Gregorio Dati. In his book, Dati describes the procession honoring John the Baptist as it occurred in the year 1385. Later processions in the fifteenth century were very similar. A selection from the History of Florence, “The Feast Day of Saint John the Baptist,” is presented here.

The church represented a conservative, but vital force in the affairs of Florence and other city-states. Offering security and stability in an often volatile urban setting, it also resisted religious change and guarded against heretics and groups outside the establishment. The Inquisition was vigorous in its suppression of heretical doctrines, and in Florence one of the most vigorously persecuted groups was the Fraticelli.

The Fraticelli were an extreme offshoot of the Franciscan monastic order. Soon after the death of Saint Francis (c. 1182–1226), the Franciscan order was split by internal dissension. One group, called the Spirituals, stood for the literal observance of the rule and testament of Francis and the renunciation of some aspects of papal authority. They preached the advent of an age of the Holy Spirit, which was to be preceded by the coming of the anti-Christ. They upheld the evangelical doctrine of poverty. Urging the faithful, including church officials, who often enjoyed a luxurious lifestyle, to renounce possessions and to embrace poverty, they set a precedent for others by refusing to own any property themselves.

Because of their extreme views on poverty, as well as other aspects of their theological doctrines, the Spirituals were condemned by the church in 1283 and quickly became victims of the Inquisition.

Documents preserved in the historical archives of Florence record actions taken against the Fraticelli. One such document, Letter of a Florentine Citizen, describes the execution of a member of the Fraticelli sect in 1389. A selection from the letter, “Christ Possessed Nothing,” is presented here.


Gregorio Dati, History of Florence3

The Feast Day of Saint John the Baptist

When springtime comes and the whole world rejoices, every Florentine begins to think about organizing a magnificent celebration on the feast day of St. John the Baptist [June 24].… For two months in advance, everyone is planning marriage feasts or other celebrations in honor of the day.… Everyone is filled with gaiety; there are dances and concerts and contests and tournaments and other joyous activities. Up to the eve of the holiday, no one thinks about anything else.

Early on the morning of the day before the holiday, each guild has a display outside of its shops of its fine wares, its ornaments and jewels.… Then at the third hour, there is a solemn procession of clerics, priests, monks, and friars, and there are so many [religious] orders, and so many relics of saints, that the procession seems endless. [It is a manifestation] of great devotion, on account of the marvelous richness of the adornments… and clothing of gold and silk with embroidered figures. There are many confraternities4 of men who assemble at the place where their meetings are held, dressed as angels, and with musical instruments of every kind and marvelous singing. They stage the most beautiful representations of the saints and of those relics in whose honor they perform. They leave from S. Maria de Fiore [the cathedral of Florence] and march through the city and then return.

Then, after midday, when the heat has abated before sunset, all of the citizens assemble under [the banner of] their district, of which there are sixteen. Each goes in the procession in turn, the first, then the second, and so on with one district following the other, and in each group the citizens march two by two, with the oldest and most distinguished at the head, and proceeding down to the young men in rich garments. They march to the church of. St. John [the Baptistery] to offer, one by one, a wax candle weighing one pound.… The walls along the streets through which they pass are all decorated and there are… benches on which are seated young ladies and girls dressed in silk and adorned with jewels, pearls, and precious stones. This procession continues until sunset, and after each citizen has made his offering, he returns home with his wife to prepare for the next morning.

Whoever goes to the Piazza della Signoria on the morning of St. John’s day witnesses a magnificent and triumphant sight, which the mind can scarcely grasp. Around the great piazza are a hundred towers which appear to be made of gold. Some were brought on carts and others by porters.… [These towers] are made of wood, paper, and wax [and decorated] with gold, colored paints, and with figures.… Next to the rostrum of the palace [of the Signoria] are standards … which belong to the most important towns which are subject to the Commune: Pisa, Arezzo, Pistoia, Volterra, Cortona, Lucignano….




Anonymous, Letter of a Florentine Citizen5

Christ Possessed Nothing

Now everything which I here describe, I who write both saw or heard. Fra Michele, having come into the courtyard, waited attentively to hear the condemnation. And the vicar [general of the bishop] spoke: “The bishop and the Inquisitor have sent me here to tell you that if you wish to return to the Holy Church and renounce your errors, then do so, in order that the people may see that the church is merciful.” And Fra Michele replied, “I believe in the poor crucified Christ, and I believe that Christ, showing the way to perfection, possessed nothing.”… Having read his confession, the judge turned his back upon Fra Michele… and the guards seized him and with great force pushed him outside of the gate of the judge’s palace. He remained there alone, surrounded by scoundrels, appearing in truth as one of the martyrs. And there was such a great crowd that one could scarcely see. And the throng increased in size, shouting: “You don’t want to die!” And Fra Michele replied, “I will die for Christ.” And the crowd answered: “Oh! You aren’t dying for Christ! You don’t believe in God!” And Fra Michele replied: “I believe in God, in the Virgin Mary, and in the Holy Church!” And someone said to him, “You wretch! The devil is pushing you from behind!”

And when he arrived at the gate near the place of execution, one of the faithful began to cry, “Remain firm, martyr of Christ, for soon you will receive the crown.”6… And at the place of execution, there was a great turmoil and the crowd urged him to repent and save himself and he refused.… And the guards pushed the crowd back and formed a circle of horsemen around the pyre so that no one could enter. I myself did not enter but climbed upon the riverbank to see, but I was unable to hear.… And he was bound to the stake… and the crowd begged him to recant, except one of the faithful, who comforted him.… And they set fire to the wood… and Fra Michele began to recite the Te Deum.7… And when he had said, “In your hands, O Lord, I commend my spirit,” the fire burned the cords which bound him and he fell dead … to the earth.







3. Masaccio, The Tribute Money, Brancacci Chapel; Santa Maria del Carmine, Florence, c. 1427

Gardner, p. 599, ill. 16:27; Janson, p. 460, ill. 602

Domenico Giugni to Francesco Datini, Letter: “Everyone Pays His Proper Share,” 1401

The Medici Bank Ledger: “Florentine Banking Practices,” 1423–40

Contract of Partnership: “A Profitable Company,” 1434



Florence, one of the most prosperous cities in fifteenth-century Europe, was a pioneer in the development of merchant banking, international finance, and industry. Florentine businesses were organized as long-term family partnerships, with permanent branches in foreign cities. Florentine merchants dealt in a wide variety of products, including wine and food supplies, cloth, weapons, and metals. The profits that accumulated from these manufacturing and export businesses allowed the merchants to accumulate capital, and this capital, in turn, permitted Florentine merchants to open banking firms. By offering high rates of interest, merchant bankers were able to attract deposits from other clients. Banking firms could then reinvest their increased capital in the same industries owned by their partners, or they could lend their capital to other individuals at higher rates of interest.

In addition to acquiring vast sums of capital, Florentine banks developed ways to facilitate and protect trade. Because they held accounts in all the principal European currencies and because they maintained offices in many cities, Florentine banks were able to transfer money from one place to another without the dangerous practice of carrying cash between cities.

The growth in Florentine mercantile banking industries was paralleled by the development of textile industries. Florentine merchants were able to obtain high-quality wool from England, Scotland, France, Spain, and North Africa, instead of having to rely on the lesser-quality Italian wool. Moreover, Florentine entrepreneurs developed a refinishing industry that improved the final surface texture and the visual appearance of woven cloth. Exported for large profits, woolen cloth produced in Florence commanded the highest prices in the markets, fairs, and bazaars of three continents. At home, the woolen industry provided employment for thousands of workers.

The props that supported the Florentine economy—that is, the mercantile banking empire and the cloth industry—were shaken frequently in the fifteenth century. Prosperity was threatened by the efforts of Giangaleazzo, lord of Pavia, to impose an economic stranglehold on Florence. Even the unexpected death of Giangaleazzo, in 1402, did not spare Florence from warfare with the other Italian city-states and from the need to levy heavy taxes upon its citizenry. The negative effect was felt in every sphere of economic activity. The establishment of peace in 1413 resulted in a period of unparalleled prosperity, remembered by succeeding generations of merchant bankers as a golden age.

Three fifteenth-century documents illustrate different aspects of the economic life of Florence. The first document is a letter written in 1401 by a Florentine merchant, Domenico Giugni, to a friend in Bologna. In this letter, Giugni makes a patriotic appeal to his correspondent to assist the threatened city of Florence by returning and by paying his taxes. A selection from this letter, “Everyone Pays His Proper Share,” is presented here.

The second document is a ledger of the Medici bank, one of the most prominent merchant banking firms in Florence. The ledger illustrates the utility of the bill of exchange, a document assigning to a payee money owed to the payer in some other, often distant, place. Invented by Florentine banks, the bill of exchange rendered the actual and cumbersome transfer of cash currency unnecessary. A selection from this ledger (1423–40), “Florentine Banking Practices,” is presented here.

The third document is a contract of partnership among junior branches of the Medici family firm. The contract established a shop for the sale of wool cloth. It stipulated that the trading company would be valid for three years and that, during this time, the profit and loss would be shared in proportion to the original investment. A selection from the Contract of Partnership (1434), “A Profitable Company,” is presented here.

The Tribute Money (c. 1427) is a mural painted by Masaccio (1401–1428) for the Brancacci Chapel, Santa Maria del Carmine, in Florence. The subject, a depiction of Saint Peter being directed by Jesus to pay a tax owed to Caesar, refers to an unavoidable feature of the Florentine economic system—that is, to the taxation system. The same year that Masaccio executed his mural, a new form of taxes was levied on the Florentine populace. This tax, called the catasto, required all citizens to make a declaration of possessions of every kind—gold, silver, jewels, houses, farms, rents, mortgages, animals, and capital employed in commerce. The declaration was subject to review by a tax commission, which corrected the figures and permitted deductions for debts, house rents, and family maintenance. The rest was regarded as interest-bearing capital and was taxed at an approximate rate of 10 percent. The Florentines deeply resented the catasto. Not only did they voice loud complaints over the size of the tax payments that were assessed by the city government, but they also attempted to claim large deductions based on the number of their children, expenses incurred in illnesses and medical treatments, and supposed business losses. Nonetheless, public compliance in making tax payments, which seemed to be blessed by Masaccio’s mural, was a goal vital to the civic and financial institutions of Florence.


Domenico Giugni to Francesco Datini, Letter1

Everyone Pays His Proper Share

You say that you do not intend … to return to Florence… because of the excessive tax burdens which have been imposed on you by the Commune,2 and because in your opinion, these will not be reduced. It is true that the Commune has been in disorder, but it is my feeling that at the present time order has been restored, and every day measures are taken to reduce expenditures and increase revenues.… Our city needs the equalization of the tax burden, so that everyone pays his proper share. I think that, with God’s grace, my colleagues… will do everything to achieve this, and I believe that they will succeed.… And considering that everyone is obligated to his country, and should never abandon it, particularly in time of adversity, I tell you that I am one of those who advises you not to forsake yours. If you do, you will be censured by God and by the world, because you do not have any valid reason. Those who level taxes say that they wished to treat you equitably, and I believe that they did so, and until you have evidence to the contrary, you should not complain.




The Medici Bank Ledger3

Florentine Banking Practices

Entry 71 (25 Feb., 1423). The Council of the city of Siena have acknowledged that they have received of Folco Adovardi dei Portinari of Florence, associate and commissary of Cosimo and Lorenzo dei Medici, 9616 gold florins,4 being paid in the name of Pope Martin V for the occupation of the castle and fortifications of the city of Spoleto.5

Entry 78 (31 May, 1424). Baldo Andrea Baldi of Piombino, unable to read or write, has appointed Gabriel and Benedict dei Borromei, merchants of Pisa, as his proxies, for the presentation to Andrea Bardi & Co., of Pisa of a bill of exchange for 100 florins, given to him by Cosimo and Lorenzo dei Medici.

Entry 95 (16 Nov., 1433). Nicolaus Lasozski, canon of Cracow [Poland], has made recognisance for the receipt of 37 florins in exchange from Albici dei Medici, for a payment made by the same Albici to the person of master John de Laironio, representative for Stanislas Pawlowski, bishop of Plonsk; and has promised to repay either him [Albici], or Cosimo and Lorenzo Medici & Co. in the court of Rome….

Entry 123 (31 August, 1438). The president and prelates representing the German nation at the Council of Basel have agreed that of the indulgence money of the diocese of Padua 2000 florins shall be paid to Messrs. Cosimo and Lorenzo dei Medici, in settlement of the loan which they had made to the Holy Council on the occasion of the bringing over of the Greeks.




Contract of Partnership6

A Profitable Company

Be it known to whomsoever shall see or read the present contract made the year and month mentioned above, that it is declared in the name of God and of profit, that Bernardo d’Antonio de’ Medici on the one part, and Giovenco d’Antonio de’ Medici on another part, and Giovenco di Giuliano [de’ Medici] on the other part, all three Florentine citizens and merchants, have made this present new Company under the Arte di Lana,7 in the Convento of San Martino,8 with this pact and condition and agreement that thus they make a partnership. That is:

In the first place, they are agreed that the capital of the said Company shall be, and must be, 4000 gold florins, and that this shall be contributed in cash within twelve months from now in this wise: the said Bernardo d’Antonio [shall put therein] 2200 florins; the said Giovenco d’Antonio [shall put therein] 1500 florins; and the above-said Giovenco di Giuliano shall put therein 300 for the said term of one year, as stated above, so that in all the sum [shall be] 4000 gold florins. Each one shall put in the above-said amount for the time mentioned, and whosoever shall fail to put in the stated sum within one year for the use of the said Company shall be obliged to make good to the said Company [with interest at] ten per cent of his account at the beginning of the year, according to what he has lacked.

And the said Giovenco di Giuliano promises his person and assistance and service and usefulness to the said Company and traffic under the Arte di Lana, and [he promises] to go to the looms and to other places generally at other times, always in whatever place is necessary, without other provision or salary. And the said Bernardo and Giovenco d’Antonio are not held to any such service in the said shop more than they give voluntarily during the said time. And if it pleases Giovenco d’Antonio to withdraw himself [from the firm] for any reason during the said time, that such absence is possible, providing that it appears to Bernardo d’Antonio and to Giovenco di Giuliano that it is possible; and that such salary [as he may receive] shall be paid into the said shop and company….

And they are agreed that the profit which our Lord God concedes through His mercy and grace will be divided in this manner: that is, that Bernardo d’Antonio shall draw on the basis of 1800 florins and Giovenco d’Antonio shall draw on the basis of 1300 florins, and Giovenco di Giuliano shall draw on the basis of 900 florins; and similarly during this time if any damage occurs, which God forbid, [each shall contribute on this basis]; and also each may draw out [his share] of their [joint] profits at any time, and at each withdrawal there shall be a balancing of accounts.







4. Michelozzo di Bartolommeo, Palazzo Medici, Florence, begun 1444
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Cosimo de’ Medici, Oration to the Signor y, “A Good and Honest Merchant,” 1433



The Medici family was linked for more than three hundred years with the history of Florence and central Italy. The Medici first appeared in Florentine records at the beginning of the thirteenth century. Despite suffering a severe economic reversal at the end of the fourteenth century, the family accumulated an enormous fortune in the successive decades through trade and banking. The necessity of protecting its fortune drew the family into an ever-increasing role in Florentine politics.

During the early fifteenth century, the Medici family was led by Cosimo de’ Medici (1389–1464), a man of shrewd intelligence. Because he wooed political support from the lower and middle classes, Cosimo was an object of suspicion to Rinaldo degli Albizzi (1370–1442), the ruler of Florence and a member of one of the oligarchic families which had traditionally controlled the city. Rinaldo’s popularity plummeted in 1433 when the war he had waged against the neighboring city of Lucca ended in humiliating defeat. Change in government appeared imminent, and Cosimo emerged as Rinaldo’s most formidable political adversary.

Rinaldo attempted to forestall his fall from political power and his rival’s ascendancy by putting Cosimo under arrest. The imprisoned Cosimo, fearing that he would be quietly poisoned, refused to eat the food brought to him in his cell. His jailer finally persuaded him to eat by oifering to share his meals with him. Meanwhile Cosimo’s fate—exile or execution—was debated by the Signory, an assembly of Florentine citizens chosen principally by Rinaldo. Rinaldo favored execution for Cosimo, but moderate members of the assembly argued for exile. Well-placed bribes by Cosimo resulted in a sentence consisting of a ten-year banishment from Florence.

When Rinaldo was forced to relinquish power in 1434, a newly formed city government recalled Cosimo to Florence. Cosimo, later to be called pater patriae, the father of his country, became virtual lord of Florence until his death thirty years later. In internal affairs, Cosimo brought stability and increased prosperity for Florentine citizens; in foreign affairs, Cosimo’s first priority was to secure the safety of the city.

Cosimo’s sense of patriotism emerges in the text of a speech he delivered to the assembly of Florentine citizens in 1433 after the sentence of exile had been pronounced. In the speech, Cosimo presents himself as an obedient law-abiding and honorable man who suffers from governmental injustice. A selection from the Oration to the Signory, “A Good and Honest Merchant,” is presented here.

Interested in culture as well as politics, Cosimo spent vast sums on the arts and on public works. Among the many artists patronized by Cosimo was Michelozzo (1396–1472). In addition to erecting private villas for Cosimo in the countryside surrounding Florence, Michelozzo was the original architect of the Medici palace, the Palazzo Medici (begun 1444), in the center of the city.

Despite his wealth and power, Cosimo was spared neither the cruel private losses nor the gradual impairment of health that are the common human lot. One son, Giovanni, died without offspring in 1463; the only other son, Piero, was afflicted with poor health. To leave behind a large and prosperous family was the outstanding ambition of every Florentine citizen—an ambition Cosimo was unable to realize for himself. After Giovanni’s death, the now-bedridden Cosimo had himself carried through the empty rooms of the palace designed for him by Michelozzo. He was heard to mutter sorrowfully, “Too large a house for so small a family.”1


Cosimo de’ Medici, Oration to the Signory2

A Good and Honest Merchant

If I thought that this my misfortune and terrible ruin might serve to bring peace to this blessed people, not only would exile be acceptable, but I should even welcome death, if I were sure that my descendants, O Signori, might pride themselves of my having been the cause of the wished-for union of your Republic. As you have decided that I am to go to Padua, I declare that I am content to go, and to stay wherever you command, not only in the Trevisian State,3 but should you send me to live amongst the Arabs, or any other people alien to our customs, I would go most willingly; and if your Lordships command me to discover the origin of the ill, as a beloved son is bound to obey his father’s wishes and a good servant the orders of his master, so would I obey you for the peace of your people. One thing I beg of you, O Signori, that seeing you intend to preserve my life, you take care that it should not be taken by wicked citizens, and thus you be put to shame. I do not so much fear the pain of death as the abominable infamy of undeserved assassination, for a violent death is the manifest sign and outcome of a bad life, and I have not led the life of a villain, but of an honest and good merchant. Even if I have not been faultless, I have always tried to merit the love of good men, because my actions were good….

Every trouble will be easy to bear as long as I know my adversity will bring peace and happiness to the city. I know, and this is no small comfort to me, that I never permitted wrong to be done to any one. I never frequented the Palace4 save when I was summoned; I never roused hatred of the Republic amongst your subalterns,5 because I never ill-treated them; I always declined to be nominated an official, which is often prejudicial to the body and hurtful to the soul; with no small pride I affirm that none can say my ill-behaviour ever caused a city to rebel or to be taken from you….

Never have I been found wanting when the Commune could be enlarged, and although I am exiled, I shall ever be ready at the call of this people. In conclusion, O Signori, I pray God to keep you in his grace and in happiness in this fortunate Republic, and to give me patience to bear my unhappy life.







5. Donatello, Saint George, 1415–17
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Franco Sacchetti, from “A Woolworker Goes Jousting,” in Three Hundred Tales: “Go Thou and Beat Wool,” c. 1400



Until the fifteenth century Florentine patrician society had avoided wasteful expenditures and extravagance. But during the fifteenth century the restraints imposed by egalitarianism were loosened, and wealthy Florentine families indulged in ostentatious displays of luxury. In addition to constructing palatial residences, well-to-do Florentines expended large sums of money on family events, such as weddings and funerals, and in lavish public entertainments.

One of the most popular entertainments was the jousting tournament. Introduced to Florence in the last quarter of the fourteenth century by visiting nobles, the jousting tournaments became increasingly popular in the fifteenth century. It was the custom for foreign knights to joust with young men from patrician families whose ancestors had been defenders of Florence. The tournaments, which were held in the square in front of Santa Croce, attracted large throngs of spectators. Combatants, dressed in the family colors and mounted upon expensive horses, entered the arena in order to fight for the glory of their ancestors and to flaunt their prowess and their riches.

Jousting is one of the many subjects described by the Florentine storyteller Franco Sacchetti (c. 1330–1401). Sacchetti, who came from nobility and whose wife was a member of the wealthy Strozzi family, served the Florentine republic as an ambassador and a magistrate. In addition, he wrote a collection of stories, known as Three Hundred Tales, which focus on urban, middle-class Italian life. A faithful and witty chronicler of the daily happenings in Florence and neighboring villages, Sacchetti interweaves the descriptions of his characters with kindly satire and with a strict sense of moral propriety.

One story by Sacchetti, “A Woolworker Goes Jousting,” deals with the newly popularized entertainment of jousting, which was also called tilting. A woolworker, Agnolo di Ser1 Gherardo, nurses pretensions above his social class and beyond the capacity of his advancing age. Although he is seventy years old, he decides to enter a jousting tournament. His horse, a scrawny animal more used to hard labor than elegant diversion, proves uncooperative during the tournament. Much to the amusement of the spectators, it kicks and plunges until Agnolo is thrown to the ground. The bruised Agnolo is helped home, where his wife, believing that he has been beaten, initially treats him with sympathy. Her attitude quickly changes to indignation, however, when she learns the truth. The sensible woman becomes the mouthpiece for the moral that Sacchetti draws. A selection from the story, “Go Thou and Beat Wool,” is presented here.

Christian legends as well as contemporary literature added luster to the sport of jousting. The sculptor Donatello (1386–1466) carved a life-size representation of St. George (1415–17) for the Or San Michele in Florence. Below George’s feet is a relief illustrating the saint mounted like a knight on horseback. By driving his lance into the dragon with the same technique used by jousters in tournaments, George slays his foe and rescues the maiden.


Franco Sacchetti, from “A Woolworker Goes Jousting,” in Three Hundred Tales2

Go Thou and Beat Wool

His wife came running to the door and began to weep, as though he had been dead, crying:

“Alas, my husband! who hath hurt thee?… Who hath beaten thee thus?” for his body was all mottled, as though of marble, so sorely had he been shaken.

When at last Agnolo had regained his breath, he said: “My wife, I went with a company to Peretola,3 and it was agreed that each one should tilt; and 1. that I might not be behind the others, and remembering my past days at Cerretomaggio,4 desired to tilt also. And if the horse, which was restive and knocked me about as thou seest, had been a good horse, I should have obtained the greatest honor that any man could have, who hath not carried a lance this many years past.”

The woman, who had much wisdom and was well acquainted with the follies of Agnolo, replied: “Hast thou, then, lost thy wits altogether, thou naughty old man! Cursed be the day when I was given unto thee for wife, for I wear out my arms working for thy children, whilst thou, a wicked old thing seventy years old, goest to the tilting. And what couldst thou do there, for of a surety thou weighest not ten ounces! And if thou art called Ser Benghi, art thou then a notary? Thou silly man, knowest thou not who thou art? And even if thou wert notary, how many notaries has thou ever seen at the tilting? Hast thou lost thy memory? Dost thou not remember that thou art but a woolworker and hast nothing save that which thou dost earn? Art thou mad? There now, lie down again, you poor thing! Of a certainty the children will run after thee in future and fling stones at thee!”

Then, in a faint voice, Agnolo said:

“Oh, wife! thou dost bid me lie down again; truly am I sorrowful that I am compelled to go to bed at all. But now I pray thee that thou hold thy tongue, if thou desirest not that I die outright.”

She replied, “It were better for thee to die than to live so greatly shamed!”

Said Agnolo: “And am I the first who hath met with misfortune in deeds of arms?”

“Now a plague on thee!” said his wife. “Go thou and beat wool as thou art wont to do, and leave arms to those who know how to use them!”

And the quarrel continued until it was night, and only then did they make peace together.

Agnolo never tilted again.

This woman was much wiser than her husband, for she knew her own condition in life and that of her husband, and he did not even know himself until his wife told him so much that was profitable for him to hear.







6. Fra Angelico, Annunciation, c. 1440–50
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Aeneas Silvius Piccolomini (Pius II), The Tale of Two Lovers: “Lucretia’s Beauty” and “Is All This Pleasure True?” 1444



Italian Renaissance literature of the fifteenth century combined contemporary preferences for romantic subjects with the classical ideals of eloquence and style. In the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries, three authors, Dante, Petrarch, and Boccaccio, had established the Italian language as a legitimate medium for serious literature. In the fifteenth century, however, Latin was unmistakably reestablished as the language of literature, taste, and refinement. The typical writers of this age shared in the enthusiastic and scholarly study of classical literature, in the undertaking of extensive philological and editorial labors on classical texts, and in the writing of Latin works of their own in classicizing form and style. Elegance in Latin became the quality most admired in all written and oral expression. Among professors, princes, and popes, eloquent Latin was prized as a valuable asset for securing personal advancement, for swaying popular opinion, and for ensuring a favorable public reputation.

One of the most polished Latinists of his generation was Pope Pius II. Aeneas Silvius Piccolomini (lived 1405–1464; pope 1458–64), later known as Pius II, was born near Siena. A highly talented and unscrupulously ambitious young man, Piccolomini went to Florence, where he studied Latin rhetoric. Piccolomini’s rise to prominence in the church was due in large degree to his mastery of Latin rhetorical style.

In his early years, Piccolomini indulged his love of Latin by composing a variety of literary inventions, including love poems, a witty immoral comedy called the Chrisis, and a society romance entitled The Tale of Two Lovers. The last of these, written in 1444, gained wide circulation, not only in its original Latin version but also in Italian, French, German, and English. The story is loosely based upon a love affair enjoyed by Piccolomini’s friend Gaspar Schlick, the German chancellor of Vienna. Set in Siena, the romance describes the illicit passion shared by Euryalus, a handsome member of the imperial German court, and Lucretia, the beautiful wife of the wealthy but undeserving Menelaus. In the tale, Euryalus’ amorous pursuit of Lucretia is met first with indignant refusals and then by passionate surrender. The ardor of the lovers’ secret meetings is fanned by the hazards posed by Lucretia’s increasingly suspicious husband. The affair is finally resolved by Euryalus’ decision to leave Siena with the German emperor and by Lucretia’s subsequent decision to abandon her home and husband and to enter a convent.

Two selections from The Tale of Two Lovers are presented here. The first selection, “Lucretia’s Beauty,” describes the Italian ideal of female beauty. The second selection, “Is All This Pleasure True?” describes a trick arranged by Euryalus on Menelaus to tryst with Lucretia. Euryalus has lent Menelaus his horse so that the husband can visit his country estates. As Euryalus sets out to visit Lucretia, he boasts to himself, “You will mount my horse, Menelaus, but I will mount your wife.”1

The ideal of beauty cherished by Piccolomini also appears in the paintings of the Florentine artist Fra Angelico (1387–1455). For Fra Angelico, however, beauty provided spiritual rather than physical fulfillment. Still, the elegance and delicacy of Fra Angelico’s Annunciation (c. 1440–50) leads the viewer to contemplate the beauty of the Virgin Mary, transformed by faith, in the same way that Piccolomini’s eloquent and detailed prose allows the reader to fully comprehend and appreciate Lucretia’s beauty.


Aeneas Silvius Piccolomini (Pius II), The Tale of Two Lovers2

Lucretia’s Beauty

And chief among [the Sienese women] shone the beauty of Lucretia. Above them all, shone the beauty of Lucretia. A young girl, barely twenty years of age, she came of the house of the Camilli, and was wife to Menelaus, a wealthy man, but quite unworthy that such a treasure should look after his home; deserving rather that his wife should deceive him or, as we say, give him horns.3

This lady was taller than the others. Her hair was long, the colour of beaten gold, and she wore it not hanging down her back, as maidens do, but bound up with gold and precious stones. Her lofty forehead, of good proportions, was without a wrinkle, and her arched eyebrows were dark and slender, with a due space between. Such was the splendour of her eyes that, like the sun, they dazzled all who looked on them; with such eyes she could kill whom she chose and when she would, restore the dead to life. Her nose was straight in contour, evenly dividing her rosy cheeks, while nothing could be sweeter, nothing more pleasant to see than those cheeks which, when she laughed, broke in a little dimple on either side. And all who saw those dimples longed to kiss them. A small and well-shaped mouth, coral lips made to be bitten, straight little teeth, that shone like crystal, and between them running to and fro, a tremulous tongue that uttered not speech, but sweetest harmonies. And how can I describe the beauty of her mind, the whiteness of her breast?




Aeneas Silvius Piccolomini (Pius II), The Tale of Two Lovers4

Is All This Pleasure True?

Speaking together thus, they went into her room, where they passed such a night as, I imagine, the two lovers spent, when Paris had carried off Helen in his tall ship;5 so sweet a night that both said Mars and Venus could not have been better together.6

“You are my Ganymede,7 my Hippolytus,8 my Diomedes,”9 said Lucretia.

“And you my Polyxena,”10 he replied, “my Aemilia,11 Venus herself.” And now he praised her mouth, now her cheeks, and now her eyes. And sometimes, raising the blanket, he gazed at those secret parts he had not seen before, and cried:

“I find more than I had expected. Thus must Diana have appeared to Actaeon when she bathed in the spring.12 Could anything be lovelier or whiter than your body? Now I am rewarded for all perils. What would I not suffer for your sake? Oh lovely bosom, most glorious breasts! Can it be that I touch you, possess you, hold you in my hands? Smooth limbs, sweet-scented body, are you really mine? Now it were well to die, with such a joy still fresh, before any misfortune could befall.

“My darling, do I hold you, or is it a dream? Is all this pleasure true, or am I mad to think so? No, it is no dream, it is the very truth. Dear kisses, soft embraces, bites sweet as honey! No one was ever happier than I, no one more fortunate!”







7. Piero della Francesca, The Proving of the True Cross, San Francesco, Arezzo, c. 1455
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Nicholas of Cusa, On Learned Ignorance: “Mathematics and the Apprehension of Divine Truth,” 1440



The revived study of Greek and Roman philosophy led, in the Renaissance, to a renewed interest in mathematics. Greek thinkers had proposed that the universe was rationally ordered and that all natural phenomena followed a precise and unvarying plan. They had further posited that the mind is the supreme power and, therefore, that the pattern of nature can be rendered intelligible by the application of human reason to the problems of the universe. The Greek philosopher and mathematician Pythagoras (fl. c. 530 B.C.) and his followers were impressed by the fact that phenomena that are physically diverse exhibit identical mathematical properties. The moon and a child’s ball share the same shape and all other properties common to spheres. Similarly, a trash can and a cask for fine wine can have the same volume. It therefore seemed evident to the Pythagoreans that the universe is ordered by perfect mathematical laws and that divine reason is the organizer of nature.

The Pythagorean belief that the reality and intelligibility of the physical world could be comprehended only through mathematics was shared by two later Greek philosophers, Plato (c. 427–348 B.C.) and Aristotle (384–322 B.C.). Plato sought not only to understand nature through mathematics but also to transcend nature in order to comprehend the ideal, mathematically organized world that he believed to be the true reality. For Plato, the sensible, the impermanent, and the imperfect were to be replaced by the abstract, eternal, and perfect.

Impressed by the Greek mathematical view of nature, Renaissance artists, scholars, and theologians turned to mathematics as a means of expressing the properties and presence of God in the universe. Renaissance artists developed schemes of mathematical perspective as ways to define three-dimensional space on a two-dimensional surface. Their interest in perspective, however, derived not merely from a wish to reproduce visual phenomena in naturalistic terms but, more fundamentally, from a desire to penetrate the surface of reality and to understand its underlying truths. Thoroughly imbued with the doctrine that mathematics is the essence of the real world, Renaissance artists viewed the universe as rationally ordered and as geometrically explicable. Hence, like Greek philosophers, they believed that to penetrate to the underlying significance of the visual subject, they had to reorder appearance in terms of mathematical relationships.

One of the best mathematicians of the fifteenth century was the Italian painter Piero della Francesca (c. 1420–1492). During the same years that he gained fame as an artist, he wrote three treatises to show how the visible world could be reduced to mathematical order by the principles of perspective and solid geometry. In his writings, he comes close to identifying painting with perspective. In his art, such as the mural The Proving of the True Cross (c. 1455), he united the mathematical structure of perspective with a contemplative religious spirit.

The importance of mathematics is also evident in Renaissance philosophical and theological writing, such as that of Nicholas of Cusa (1401–1464). Born in Germany, Nicholas had attended universities at Heidelberg, Padua, and Rome, and had studied art, philosophy, law, the sciences, theology, and mathematics. Consecrated as bishop of the Italian diocese of Brixen, Nicholas became a leading church intellectual.

The importance of mathematics to Renaissance thought is demonstrated by Nicholas’s text On Learned Ignorance (1440). On Learned Ignorance draws upon Neoplatonic Christian thought—that is, the system of ideas that had been propounded by Plato and that had been revised by medieval church theologians. In this work, Nicholas begins with the Neoplatonic concept of God as an absolute and as an infinite unity. Because human thought is finite, humankind is separated from God by a vast chasm. But Nicholas argues that geometric symbols—particularly the triangle, circle, and sphere—are means of bridging the distance. A selection from On Learned Ignorance, “Mathematics and the Apprehension of Divine Truth,” is presented here.


Nicholas of Cusa, On Learned Ignorance1

Mathematics and the Apprehension of Divine Truth

All our wisest and most divine teachers agree that visible things are truly images of invisible things and that from created things the Creator can be knowably seen as in a mirror and a symbolism.… Proceeding on [the] pathway of [Pythagoras, the Platonists, and Aristotle], I concur with them and say that since the pathway for approaching divine matters is opened to us only through symbols, we can make quite suitable use of mathematical signs because of their incorruptible certainty.… But since from the preceding [points] it is evident that the unqualifiedly Maximum2 cannot be any of the things which we either know or conceive: when we set out to investigate the Maximum symbolically, we must leap beyond simple likeness. For since all mathematicals are finite and otherwise could not even be imagined: if we want to use finite things as a way for ascending to the unqualified Maximum, we must first consider finite mathematical figures together with their characteristics and relations. Next, [we must] apply these relations, in a transformed way, to corresponding infinite mathematical figures. Thirdly, [we must] thereafter in a still more highly transformed way, apply the relations of these infinite figures to the simple Infinite, which is altogether independent even of all figure. At this point our ignorance will be taught incomprehensibly how we are to think more correctly and truly about the Most High as we grope by means of a symbolism.

Operating in this way, then, and beginning under the guidance of the maximum Truth, I affirm what the holy men and the most exalted intellects who applied themselves to figures have stated in various ways. The most devoted Anselm3 compared the maximum Truth to infinite rectitude. (Let me, following him, have recourse to the figure of rectitude, which I picture as a straight line.) Others who are very talented compared, to the super-blessed Trinity, a triangle consisting of three equal right angles. Since, necessarily, such a triangle has infinite sides, as will be shown, it can be called an infinite triangle. (These men I will also follow.) Others who have attempted to befigure infinite oneness have spoken of God as an infinite circle. But those who considered the most actual existence of God affirmed that He is an infinite sphere, as it were. I will show that all of these [men] have rightly conceived of the Maximum and that the opinion of them all is a single opinion. … I maintain, therefore, that if there were an infinite line, it would be a straight line, a triangle, a circle, and a sphere. And likewise if there were an infinite sphere, it would be a circle, a triangle, and a line. And the same thing must be said about an infinite triangle and an infinite circle….

Secondly, I said that an infinite line is a maximum triangle, a maximum circle, and a [maximum] sphere.… Now that we have seen how it is that an infinite line is actually and infinitely all that which is in the possibility of a finite line, we likewise have a symbolism for seeing how it is that, in the case of the simple Maximum, this Maximum is actually and maximally all that which is in the possibility of Absolute Simplicity…. It follows, then, that an infinite line is the essence of a finite line. Similarly, the unqualifiedly Maximum is the Essence of all things.… Furthermore: Just as an infinite line, which is the essence of a finite line, is indivisible and hence immutable and eternal, so also the Essence of all things, viz., Blessed God, is eternal and immutable….

Furthermore, a maximum line is just as much a triangle, a circle, and a sphere as it is a line; it is truly and incompositely all these, as was shown. Similarly, the unqualifiedly Maximum can be likened to the linear maximum, which we can call essence; it can be likened to the triangular maximum and can be called trinity; it can be likened to the circular maximum and can be called oneness; it can be likened to the spherical maximum and can be called actual existence. Therefore, the Maximum is actually one trine essence, although it is most true that the Maximum is these identically and most simply; the essence is not other than the trinity; and the trinity is not other than the oneness; and the actuality is not other than the oneness, the trinity, or the essence. Therefore, just as it is true that the Maximum exists and is one, so it is true that it is three in a way in which the truth of the trinity does not contradict the most simple oneness but is the oneness.… Therefore, join together antecedently, as I said, these things which seem to be opposites, and you will have not one thing and three things, or three things and one thing, but the Triune, or Unitrine.4 And this is Absolute Truth.







8. Leon Battista Alberti, Palazzo Rucellai, Florence, 1446–51

Gardner, p. 609, ill. 16:38; Janson, p. 469, ill. 613

Leon Battista Alberti, On the Family: “Virtù Has Its Own Reward” and “Conditions of Marriage,” 1441



Virtù was defined in the Renaissance as the personal ability of individuals to determine their own destinies through the exercise of reason. The concept of virtù was fundamental in Florentine humanists of the fifteenth century. During the struggle between Florence and Milan, Florentine leaders had viewed the contest as a struggle not only between freedom and tyranny but also between virtù and fortune. After the victory of their city-state, Florentine leaders exhorted the citizenry to be guided by virtù in order to chart the best course in both their personal and public lives and to overcome the chance occurrences of nature and the malevolent designs of others.

The intense interest of the humanists in the individual and society is manifested in numerous treatises that examine all facets of human life. One such treatise is On the Family (1441), written by Leon Battista Alberti (1404–1472). Alberti, the illegitimate son of a wealthy Florentine merchant, had studied law, mathematics, literature, and philosophy at the University of Bologna. A prolific author, Alberti wrote many books and pamphlets on widely diverse subjects. In On the Family, Alberti covers many topics, including the importance of the family for the cultivation of liberty. For Alberti, as for other humanists, virtù was an active rather than a static quality. It was not a possession that an individual can acquire once and for all. Instead it was a quality that had to be instilled in the individual from birth by careful and loving education from parents and that had to be maintained throughout adult life by constant struggle. The father was regarded as the chief agent in the child’s education in virtù, which ideally provided the opportunity for full development of the child’s intellectual, moral, civic, and physical capacities. The education of children was supposed to aim at the formation of individuals as citizens who would place themselves in the service of the collective good of the family and the state. Moreover, an education in virtù was intended to make individuals conscious of their humanity and, therefore, it was based upon the study of the classical tradition.

In On the Family, Alberti also discusses the criteria by which a man should choose his wife, and he describes the benefits of a happy marriage. In Florence, as in other Italian cities, the nuclear family, consisting of parents and children, averaged four persons. This was due largely to the late age at which men married. In Florence most men delayed marriage until their early thirties because of economic pressures, such as the need to establish a profession and the need to acquire a patrimony. In contrast, the common age for women to marry was fifteen. Late marriages for men limited the duration of the marital union, while high infant mortality rates further limited the number of children. The extended family, however, was large. Welded into a single economic and political unit, each member of the family was responsible for the welfare of all the other members. Two selections, “Virtù Has Its Own Reward” and “Conditions of Marriage,” are presented here.

After many years of studying architectural monuments in Rome and elsewhere, Alberti finally began to practice as an architect in 1444. Five years after he had written On the Family, Alberti was commissioned to design the family residence for the Rucellai, a wealthy Florentine mercantile family. The luxury and comfort of the Palazzo Rucellai (1446–51) reveals Alberti’s rejection of the medieval ideal of the life of solitude and withdrawal, asceticism and contemplation. It also reveals Alberti’s exaltation of the humanistic ideal of the life of virtù, a life that actively involved the individual in marriage, family life, and civic life, and that was rewarded not only by spiritual gifts but also by worldly goods.


Leon Battista Alberti, On the Family1

Virtù Has Its Own Reward

Lorenzo: My dear children, virtù has its own great reward: it makes itself praised perforce. See how they value you and how great they believe you will be. It will redound to your honor if you strive with all your deeds and skill to live up to their hopes. When virtù is praised, it is strengthened in those with good intellect…. A father’s duties do not consist solely in filling the granary and the cradle, as they say. The head of a family must be vigilant and observant above all. He must know all the family’s acquaintances, examine all customs both within and without the house, and correct and mend the evil ways of any member of the family with words of reason rather than anger. He must use a father’s authority rather than despotism, and counsel where it is of more value than commanding. He must be severe, firm, and stern when necessary, and he must always keep in mind the well-being, peace, and tranquillity of his entire family as the ultimate purpose of all his effort and counsels for the guidance of the family in virtù and honor. … He must strengthen the spirit of the young and prevent them from giving in to the blows of Fortune or remaining prostrate. He must never allow them to attempt any foolhardy or mad enterprise to avenge themselves or to carry out a youthful and unwise plan. He must not allow them to abandon the rudder of reason and the ways of wisdom when Fortune seems benign or neutral, and more so in stormy weather. He must foresee and prepare himself for the fog of envy, the clouds of hatred, and the thunderbolts of enmity on the part of his fellow citizens….

Envy disappears if one shows modesty rather than pomp; hatred is lessened if one is affable rather than haughty; enmity disappears if one arms himself with gentleness and charm rather than scorn and anger. The family elders must keep their eyes and minds open and give great thought to all these matters. They must be ready to foresee and learn everything. They must strive with great care and diligence to make the young members of the family always more honest, virtuous, and pleasing to our fellow citizens.

Let fathers know that virtuous children give much happiness and comfort to their father at any age and that the children’s virtù depends on the father’s solicitude. Sloth and inertia make a family uncouth and undignified; solicitous fathers render it noble and graceful. Greedy, lustful, unjust, and haughty men burden the family with infamy, misfortune, and wretchedness. Let good men know that no matter how gentle, continent, and refined they themselves may be, unless they are solicitous, diligent, and farsighted, and take steps to guide and mend the ways of the youths of the family, they too will go down to ruin if any part of the family succumbs….

I am one of those who would rather bequeath their children virtu than all the wealth in the world. … Be brave and courageous, for adversity is the proving ground of virtù. Is there any man who can gain as much praise and fame for his brave spirit, firm will, great intellect, zeal, and skill in favorable and peaceful circumstances, as he can in difficult times and adversity? So conquer Fortune with patience. Overcome men’s iniquity by persevering in virtù. Adapt yourselves to the times and to necessity with wisdom and prudence. Conform to the usages and customs of men of modesty, good breeding, and discretion. Above all, strive with all your intelligence, skill, zeal, and deeds first to be virtuous, then to appear so. Let nothing be dearer to you, do not desire anything before virtù.
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