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SERIES PREFACE


Most history textbooks now aim to provide the student with interpretation, and many also cover the historiography of a topic. Some include a selection of sources.

So far, however, there have been few attempts to combine all the skills needed by the history student. Interpretation is usually found within an overall narrative framework and it is often difficult to separate out the two for essay purposes. Where sources are included, there is rarely any guidance as to how to answer the questions on them.

The Questions and Analysis series is therefore based on the belief that another approach should be added to those which already exist. It has two main aims.

The first is to separate narrative from interpretation so that the latter is no longer diluted by the former. Most chapters start with a background narrative section containing essential information. This material is then used in a section focusing on analysis through a specific question. The main purpose of this is to help to tighten up essay technique.

The second aim is to provide a comprehensive range of sources for each of the issues covered. The questions are of the type which appear on examination papers, and some have worked answers to demonstrate the techniques required.

The chapters may be approached in different ways. The background narratives can be read first to provide an overall perspective, followed by the analyses and then the sources. The alternative method is to work through all the components of each chapter before going on to the next.
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INTRODUCTION


In the study of ‘early modern’ history, there is an assumption made that students will know about the Renaissance, even if they are not intending to answer specific examination questions about it. The term is frequently used as an adjective, or linked with other topics of the period: Renaissance government, Renaissance literature, Renaissance science and so on; students are presumed to understand the various implications of the word used as this kind of shorthand. As with many periods and issues of history, views and interpretations established in the nineteenth century are subject to detailed revision.

The problem with the Renaissance is that it is seldom a topic of study in schools before the sixth form. Thus, while many people use the word, there is very little certainty about precisely what it means or to what period it refers. The term is most commonly used when discussing fine art, and it is in this sense that most of us are familiar with it. Yet revisionist historians argue that art was its least important aspect, and the one which was least discussed by contemporaries. The emphasis on art dates back only to the mid-nineteenth century and the writings of Jacob Burckhardt, and we should instead focus on the development of humanism and the classical studies of the universities. The assumption that Florence was pre-eminent is similarly Burckhardtian, since, it is argued, the scholars of the Renaissance were based in Rome, and in the other universities. On the other hand, the names most clearly associated with the Renaissance remain those of artists, and indeed, artists from Florence.

A similar issue arises when the dates of the Renaissance are considered: the most generally accepted period is that of the fifteenth century; but any attempt to consider particular aspects of the Renaissance leads immediately to a ‘stretching’ of this time scale. The earliest writings in the vernacular in Italy date from the thirteenth century, and the earliest artists to whom the adjective ‘Renaissance’ is applied are also thirteenth-century figures. The great artists of the Renaissance were active until the late sixteenth century. As far as literature is concerned, the ‘English Renaissance’ was only just reaching its peak as the seventeenth century began. The science of the Renaissance, and in particular the developments in astronomy, also takes the focus on to the end of the sixteenth century. Thus the period of the Renaissance appears to stretch with every reference, until it comprises the thirteenth to the seventeenth century.

The purpose of this book is to attempt to put into context what students may already know about the Renaissance. Reading revisionist history on any topic is more difficult if the reader does not know what the ideas are that they are rejecting. It is for this reason that this book begins with the dates of the Renaissnace, and with art, and looks at the supposed dominance of the Italian city states: the traditional view of the Renaissance. Further chapters then consider the other topics to which the term Renaissance is often attached.

It is hoped that students of early modern history, who find the term ‘Renaissance’ cropping up in their other reading, can use the various chapters of this book to consider whether it is an apt link to make. What were the links between Renaissance and Reformation? Is it possible to identify distinctly ‘Renaissance’ ideas about government? What significant scientific changes are associated with the Renaissance?











1  
THE BEGINNING OF THE RENAISSANCE

BACKGROUND NARRATIVE


Major changes took place in many aspects of intellectual life in Europe during the fourteenth, fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. These changes, ranging from technology and astronomy to art and music, share the name the ‘Renaissance’ because they have been described as a rebirth of concepts and values from classical times as well as the development of new ideas. Although the term was not used till the mid-nineteenth century, Italian contemporaries talked about a ‘rinascita’ and were consciously proud that they were renewing the culture of their classical ancestors. Historians debate and discuss the significance, the scope, the dating and even the existence of the Renaissance; nevertheless, the word is constantly used as a reference, as an adjective and as a definition of the period. It is therefore important to discuss when the movement began, and for how long it lasted.

For many, the key developments of the Renaissance are those in the field of fine arts. Such people define the Renaissance as beginning with Giotto di Bondone (?1266–1337) whose frescoes— for example, in Padua—display the light, colour and realism associated with the whole Renaissance movement. Until recently, Giotto was also thought to have created the frescoes in the Upper Church at Assisi. Modern scholarship now suggests that these are the work of an anonymous contemporary: the Master of the St Francis Legend; nevertheless, the works certainly demonstrate the same early Renaissance attributes. Others consider that the key artistic development was linear or mathematical perspective, as calculated and used by Filippo Brunelleschi (1377–1446) and by artists ever since.

Similarly, sculpture achieved a recognisably ‘Renaissance’ style of realism and deep feeling from Donatello (1386?–1466) onwards. The first clearly Renaissance architecture may be seen in Giotto’s campanile for Florence Cathedral, designed at the end of his life, and Brunelleschi’s classically inspired dome, completed in 1436. At the same time, the painters most famously associated with the Renaissance, and the works which are best known from the period, are those of the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. For example, Leonardo da Vinci’s Last Supper was painted in 1497, and his Mona Lisa in 1504. Michelangelo completed his first Pietà (now in St Peter’s, Rome) between 1498 and 1499 and painted the Sistine Chapel ceiling between 1508 and 1512; his creative work continued right up to his death in 1564. Thus, if we take the visual arts as the defining features of the Renaissance, we have a movement which developed from the early fourteenth to the mid-sixteenth century.

Extending the term ‘Renaissance’ to include key developments in literature and scholarship means these dates need to be extended further. The work of Dante Alighieri (1265–1321) may be said to be a mixture of Christian and classical philosophy and imagery. Dante’s views about the human and the divine were to be echoed by many writers after him, and therefore many historians would claim him as the first writer of the Italian Renaissance. At the other end of the period, however, there are serious arguments for including William Shakespeare (1564–1616) and his English contemporaries as Renaissance writers also. Their work explores and celebrates all aspects of human life, recognising that individuals can be masters of their own fate and can make their own decisions for good or evil. Although Shakespeare was said, according to Christopher Marlowe, to have had ‘little Latin and less Greek’, his source materials include classical stories as well as references to the latest events.

Music as a development of the Renaissance also requires an extension of the period beyond the fifteenth century. The Sforza family of Milan hired Josquin des Prez as court musician in 1473, though he soon moved to Rome. However, the name most associated with Renaissance music is that of Claudio Monteverdi (1567–1643), who developed both church and secular music to a high degree, writing both the first true operas and enduring masses, as well as his Vespers of the Blessed  Virgin (1610).

Science, too, developed over a lengthy period. The pioneering work in astronomy done by Nicolas Copernicus (1473–1543) was to be developed and extended by Johannes Kepler and Galileo Galilei well into the seventeenth century. At the same time, discoveries and conclusions reached in anatomy and physiology were to culminate in the publication of works such as William Harvey’s On the Motion of the  Heart and Blood in Animals (1628).
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Plate 1 The Last Supper(1495–7) wall painting by Leonardo da Vinci(1451–1519), Milan, Convent S.Maria delle Grazie, Refectory. Photo: AKG Photo  
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Plate 2 Pietá, (1498–9) Michelangelo Buonarroti (1475–1564), St Peter’s, Rome. The Vatican, photo: AKG




Historians, since the publication of Jacob Burckhardt’s The  Civilisation of the Renaissance in Italy (1860), have debated the precise definition, origins, dating and significance of the movement, and the two analyses in this chapter consider two aspects of this debate: whether the fifteenth century is the key moment of the start of the Renaissance; and whether it is appropriate to identify Florence, as Burckhardt did, as ‘the Cradle of the Renaissance’.



ANALYSIS (1): 

IS IT REASONABLE TO SAY THAT THE RENAISSANCE WAS A MOVEMENT OF THE FIFTEENTH AND SIXTEENTH CENTURIES?


The publication in 1927 of Charles Homer Haskins’s The Twelfth  Century Renaissance (1) began a debate on the unique nature of the Renaissance which has continued ever since. Haskins discussed the developments of the twelfth century which, he argued, were precisely those which had been used to identify the later fifteenth-century Renaissance: the extension of university education and the interest in and translation of Greek authors. By the end of the twelfth century, Euclid, Aristotle and Ptolemy were all available in Latin, and thus accessible to scholars. At the same time, Romanesque architecture reflected an interest in the building techniques of the classical period, while in the sphere of politics, sovereign states began to develop and to establish their own vernacular systems of government. Roman law became popular, particularly with rulers trying to reduce the power of the barons. Haskins makes the point that these new rulers were delighted to patronise both artists and writers who could enhance their status. Threats to the Church, from heretics such as the Cathars, who based their views in part on careful reading of the Bible, were also a feature, as they were to be of the fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Renaissance. Haskins also referred to economic changes, notably new developments, such as fulling mills, in the production of textiles, to support his view that there was more than one Renaissance.

More recent historians have dismissed the significance of the fifteenth-century Renaissance on the grounds of its limited impact on the population as a whole. Developments are seldom as sudden, or as radical, as at first appears, and changes can be seen as emerging from and merging into one another. Sir Ernest Gombrich, (2) for example, regards it as little more than a change in fashion: after the ornate, complex and symbol-laden art and architecture of the high Gothic period, simplicity, realism and naturalism were to be the ‘new look’ of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.

Burckhardt’s perception of the individualism of the artists and intellectuals involved in the Italian Renaissance has also been questioned, as revisionist historians emphasise their reliance on their patrons: when writers described a golden age, with freedom and intellectual excitement for all, they were simply enhancing the social and political position of their patrons. Artists did what their patrons told them to, rather than choosing their own subjects and their own styles, and thus could be seen as retainers in the same way as the followers of the great magnates of bastard feudalism in the North. (3) This is not to suggest that the artists were involved in street violence: the great families also retained unskilled ‘bravi’ for ‘protection’. These historians make the point that artisans obeying instructions have existed in all periods of history, and therefore there is little that is unique about developments in the fifteenth century.

The Italian Renaissance nevertheless continues to be discussed, assumed to exist and written about. As Alison Brown concludes, ‘Despite the onslaught of medievalists, modernists and comparative historians, the Renaissance refuses to disappear or lose its relevance. It was a midwife to revolution and also a coherent and wide-ranging movement in its own right.’ (4) Evelyn Welch regards ‘the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries as both periods of tremendous transition and as ones of remarkable continuity’. (5)

What, then, are the criteria which allow historians to continue to accept the significance of the Renaissance period? First of all, contemporary writers claimed, more than at any other period, that they were living through a golden age, and that the Medium Aevum, or Middle Ages, which separated the great age of the classics from the modern world were now over. They talked about classical learning being reborn, while at the same time describing their world as new and revolutionary. These two centuries saw the recovery of virtually every great classical text which had been lost after the end of the Roman Empire, as well as the adoption of the vernacular for all types of writing other than the most formal government documents. Even the Catholic Church, determined to maintain Latin as the medium of worship, accepted the inevitability of translations of the Bible.

It was during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries that the use of perspective developed from an experimental technique into a normal part of every artist’s education. It is possible that the need for it arose from the developments in architecture: the new, open buildings meant that paintings could be seen from much farther away than when among the columns and arches of Gothic cathedrals, and thus linear perspective became a necessity. No-one comparing paintings of the Renaissance, such as da Vinci’s Virgin of the Rocks, with late medieval paintings such as the Wilton Diptych (both of which are in the National Gallery, London) can doubt that a revolution had occurred in art.

The beginnings of modern physics and astronomy can be seen in the later part of the fifteenth century, as Copernicus argued for a heliocentric explanation of the movement of the planets: this was the first stage in the processes of reasoning which were to culminate with Newton’s explanation of gravity 200 years later.

Thinking and education now focused much more upon this world than upon the next. Books about actual and ideal government, schooling and manners were published in Italy, France, England and Germany. Curiosity about the world may have been one of the reasons why voyages of exploration were undertaken at this time over greater distances than at any earlier period.

It may, however, be the case that the most significant development of the Renaissance was not in the field of art, science or literature, but was rather a piece of technology. It has been powerfully argued (6) that the invention of printing with movable type was the single event which sets this Renaissance apart from other, earlier intellectual developments and rebirths. New inventions and ideas were rapidly disseminated across Europe; texts once printed were not subject to errors of copying which could obscure meaning; the comparative cheapness of printed books meant libraries were no longer the sole preserve of the highly educated élite. The invention of printing ensured that Luther had a larger following than John Huss and that Luther’s Reformation endured; that Columbus’s journeys were followed up by explorers of many different nations, much more than the travels of Marco Polo had been; and that the new techniques developed in Florence and Rome became known wherever artists were employed. But even if we accept this thesis, the fact remains that it was during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries that printing began and developed: the decade between the establishment by Aldus Manutius of his press in 1490 in Venice and the end of the century saw three thousand titles printed in Venice, two thousand in Rome and over a thousand in Milan.

The period known as the Renaissance was unique. In its self-awareness, and the confidence and self-congratulation of those active in the fields of art, architecture and literature, it is certainly different from earlier periods of change. The artists of the period are among the best known of Western Europe, and their patrons recognised in a new way that they were promoting works of genius. Above all, the science and exploration of the period changed the perception of Western Europe about the shape of the universe and the world. In turn, printing ensured that the changes and developments were permanent.



Questions

1. What features of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries made major changes in intellectual life more likely to occur?

2. Why do you think that the word ‘Renaissance’ is more closely associated with the visual arts than with developments in other fields?



ANALYSIS (2): 

DID THE RENAISSANCE BEGIN IN FLORENCE?


The components for a successful intellectual movement were all to be found in Florence at the start of the fifteenth century; or it may be the case that historians have examined the features which made Florence exceptional, and calculated that these are the essential preconditions for the Renaissance.

There was considerable wealth: Florence, even after the Black Death of 1348–9, was a populous and prosperous city, of possibly 20,000 inhabitants. (Before the devastation of the plague, its population is estimated to have been 100,000. (7)) The citizens of Florence were active in manufacture, trade and commerce. Textile production was of a high standard, as was metalworking. Florence traded not just with its own hinterland, but over the Alps, and across the seas: near enough the coast for trade, it was safe from the depredations of pirates and corsairs, and Florentine merchants brought back the luxury goods available in the Middle East. The banking predominance of Florence had its base in the papal revenues, which had, over the years, come to be invested in Florence rather than in the volatile and dangerous city of Rome.

Although many of the wealthy citizens of Florence owned estates in the countryside of Tuscany, their surplus wealth was not swallowed up in the true country landholder’s obsession with procuring more land: instead, they were able to spend their fortunes on the agreeable luxuries of art and culture. It may be that the reduction in numbers effected by the Black Death left the survivors and their descendants both richer and more eager to enjoy life on earth while time remained to them. F.W.Kent and P.Simons (8) suggest that these wealthy citizens regarded the artists they patronised in much the same way as magnates in Northern Europe perceived their armies of retainers: that is, as an essential indication of their power and status. On the other hand, the work of these artists and architects bears little resemblance to the fighting in which the retainers of ‘bastard feudalism’ were so often involved. For the rich men of Florence seldom felt the need to ‘own’ their own fighting men, preferring rather to hire at need skilled mercenaries under contract or condotta. The leaders of these mercenary armies found them a source of revenue, rather than an expense. Indeed, condottiere such as Francesco Sforza of Milan used the income from their armies to patronise artists in their turn.

The citizens of Florence were proud of their political system, which they compared to those of the ancient Greek city states. Unlike the combined rule elsewhere of king, Church and nobility, in Florence the citizens ruled themselves, either indirectly, by electing the nine men of the Signoria, or by holding office themselves for the two-month term. Committees, appointed by lot, dealt with the various aspects of the administration. The government saw everyone as equal; no-one was above the law and all aspects of life were supposed to be regulated for the good of the whole community. It has been suggested (9) that this way of life became more valued as it came under threat, first in the wars against Milan (in the early fifteenth century) and later when a single family, the Medici, took over control of most of the councils and committees. Florentines looked back with nostalgia to the great days— as they saw them—of their freedom: Michelangelo’s statue of David  (completed 1504) was the result of a city commission to depict the strength and vigour of Florence. The city’s decline was the result in part of economic change and recession, with the loss of valuable markets and skills, and in part of over-ambitious and expensive foreign policies, such as the war to capture Pisa (1509). This decline meant that artists moved to find patronage in other cities.

During the second half of the fifteenth century, however, the family of the Medici established their authority over Florence, and employed artists to enhance their status and to demonstrate their commitment to the cultural life of the city. Lorenzo de’ Medici invested in art which would immortalise his family, but at the same time make the city of Florence famous. Once noted scholars and artists were associated with a particular city, they would act as magnets to draw others in. Once a great work of architecture, such as the dome of Florence Cathedral, had been constructed, it would be copied elsewhere, most notably in the design and construction of St Peter’s, Rome.

The dominance of Florence does not mean that there was no sign of the Renaissance elsewhere, both in Italy and in the rest of Europe.
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