Meaning and Characteristics of
the Itqlian Repaissanco

> T et 2

Rengiscance means “rebirth.” Many people who lived in Jraly
between 1350 and 1550 believed that they had witnessed a
rebirth of antiquity or Greco-Roman civilization, marking a
mwagg.Toman.thethonundwsoywlbmaltheend
of the Roman Empire and their own era constituted a maddle
period (the “Middle Ages”), characterized by darkness
because of its lack of Classical culture. Historians of the nine-
teenth century Jater used similar terminology to describe this
petsod in Iraly. The Swiss historian and ast critic Jacob Burck-
hards (YAK-ub BOORK-hart) created the modem concept
of the Renaissance in his celebrated book The Civilization of
the Renaissance in Jealy, published in 1860. He portrayed ltaly
in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries as the birthplace of
the modern wosld (the ltalians were “the fintborn among the
sons of modern Europe”) and saw the revival of antiquity,
the “perfecting of the individual,” and sccularism (“worldl-
ness of the Ttalians™) as its distinguishing features. Burckhardt
exaggerated the individuality and secularism of the Renais-
sance and failed to recognize the depths of its religious sent
ment: nevertheless, he established the framework for all
modern interpretations of the period. Although contemportary

wholars do not belicve that the Renaissance represents a sud-
den or dramace waliacal break with the Middle Ages, s
Burckhardt argued—there was, after all, much continuity in
economic, political, and soclal life—the Renaissance can sull
be viewed as a distinct period of European histary that mani-
fiested itself first in lraly and then spread to the rest of Europe.
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ities foe the enjoyment of worldly things (see the box an p. 134).
Above all, the Renaissance was an age of recovery from
the calamitous fourteenth century, a time for the slow process
of recuperating from the effects of the Black Death, political
disorder, and economic recession, This recovery was accom:
pnmdbyam&ncmayohhecuhmofchdd antiquity.
aware of their own historical past, ltalian intellec-

culture of the ancient Mediterranean world. This revival of
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teristic of the [talian Renaissance. As the fifteenth-century
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worth and a realization of Individual potentiality created a
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These general features of the Ralian Renaissance were not
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were the product of an elite, rather than a mass, movement.
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and artistic accomplishments of the period were most visible.

The Making of Renaissance
Society

After the severe economic reversals and social upheavals of
the fourteemh century, the European cconomiy gradually
recovered as the volume of manufacturing and trade
Increased,
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Economic Recovery EXPANSION OF TRADE As early as the thirteenth century,
By the fourteenth century, ltalian merchants were carryingon number of North German coastal towns had formed a co
a flourishing commerce throughout the Mediterrancan and  mercial and military association known as the Hansl €
had also expanded their lines of trade north along the Atlantic - Hanseatic Leagae. By 1500, more than eighty cities belonge
seaboard. The great galleys of the Venetian Flanders Feer o the League, which had established setdements and oo
maintained 2 direct sea route from Venice to England and the  mercial bases in many ities in England and northern E
Netherlands, where ltalian merchants came into contact with  including the chief 1owns of Denmark, Norway, and Swed€
the increasingly powerful Hanseatic League of merchants. Foulmosttwohundmdremdm}imhndnmnnopdy
Hard hit by the plague, the Italians lost their commercial pre- northern European trade in timber, fish, grain. metals, ho!
eminence while the Hanseatic League continued to prosper. and wines. Its southern outlet m Flanders, the pore oty |
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Libeck and the Hanseatic League. The Hanseatic League or Hansa was an economsc apd militery
afance af nocthem Buropran trading cities thar cszablished a monopaly on trade from the Baltic 1o the
Noeth Sea. The city af Libeck in northern Germany played & nujor role In the founding of the Hanseatsc
League and became known as the "Queen of the Hansa ™ This colared woedcut by Michael Wohlgemus in
Hartrann Schedel’s Chronicle of the World presents a panomamic view of this peosperdus German city

Bruges, became the economic crossroads of Europe in the
fourteenth century, serving s the meeting place between
Hanseatic merchants and the Flanders Fleer of Venice. In the
fifteenth century, however, silting of the port caused Bruges
to enter a stow decline. So did the Harseatic League, which
was increasingly unable to compete with the developing
brger territorial states,

Overall, trade recovered dramatically from the economic
contraction of the fourteenth century. The Italians and espe-
cally the Venetians, despite new restrictive pressures on their
eastern Mediterranean rade from the Ottoman Turks (see
"The Ottoman Turks and the End of the Byzantine Empire”
later in this chapter), continued to maintain a wealthy com
mercial empire. Not until the sixteenth century, when transat-
lantic discoveries gave new importance 1o the states along the
ocean, did the petty Ialian city-states begin to suffer from the
competitive advantages of the ever-growing and more power-
ful national territorial states

INDUSTRIES OLD AND NEW The economic depression of
the fourteenth century also affected pattemms of manufactus-
ing. The woolen industries of Flanders and the northem Il
ian cities had been particulady devastated. By the beginning
of the fificenth century, however, the Forentine woolen
industry had begun to recover, At the same time, the ltalian
Cities Degan to develop and expand luxury industries, espe-
cially silk, glassware, and handworked items in metal and pre-
Gous stones,

Other new industries, especially printing, mining, and met-
allurgy, began to nival the texle industry In Importance in
the fifteenth century. New machinery and techniques for dig:
gng deeper mines and for separating metals from ore and
Dutifying them were devised, and entrepreneurs gquickly

developed large mining operations to produce coppet, lron,
and silver. Especially valuable were the rich mineral deposits
in central Europe. Expanding iron production and new skills
in metalworking in tum contributed to the development of
firearms that were more effective than the crude weapons of
the fourteenth century.

BANKING AND THE MEDICI The cty of Florence regained
its preeminence in banking in the fifteenth century, due pri-
marily to the Medici (MED-ih-chee} family. The Medid had
expanded from cloth production into commerce, real estate,
and banking. In its best days (in the fifteenth century), the
House of Medici was the greatest bank in Burope, with
branches in Venice, Milan, Rome, Avignon, Bruges, London,
and Lyons, Morzover, the family had controlling interests in
industrial enterprises for wool, slk, and the mining of alum,
used in the dyeing of textiles. Except for 2 briel persod, the
Medici were also the principal bankers for the papacy, a posi-
tion that produced big profits and influence at the papal court.
Despite its great success in the early and middle part of the 6f-
teenth century, the Medici bank suffered a rather sudden
decline at the end of the century due to poor leadership and a
series of bad loans, especially uncollectible loans to rulers
In 1494, when the French expelled the Medici from Florence
and confiscated their property, the Medic financal edifice
collapsed,

Social Changes in the Renaissance

The Renaissance inherited its social structure from the Middle
Ages. Soctety remained fundamentally divided into three
estates: the First Estate, the clergy, whose preeminence was
grounded in the belief that people should be guided 1o
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spiritual ends; the Sccond Estate, the nobilicy, whose privi-
leges were based on the princrple that the nobles provided se-
curity and justice for sociery; and the Third Estate. which
consisted of the peasants and inhabitant of the towns and
cities, This secial order experienced certain adaparions in the
Renaissance, which we can see by examining the Second and
Third Bstates (the dergy will be examined in Chaprer 13},

THE NOBILITY Throughout much of Europe, the landholding
nobles faced declining real incomes during the greater part of
the foureenth and fifflesnth cenmaries. Mevertheless, many
membera of the old nobility survived, and new blood infused
their ranks. A reconsmruction of the aristocracy was well under
way by 1500. As a resule of this reconstruction, the nobles,
old and new, who constituted between 2 and 3 percent of the
population in most countses, managed to dominate soclety as
they had done in the Middle Ages, serving as military officers
and holding important political posts as well as advising the
king ln the sixtcenth century, members of the aristocracy
increasingly pursued education as the means to mainin their
role in government

By 1500, certain ideals came 1o be expected of the noble or
aristocrat. These ideals were best cxpressed in The Baok of the
Courtier by the ltalian Baldassare Castiglione (bal-duh-SAH-
ray ka-steel-YOH-nay) (1478-1529). First published in 1528,
Castiglione's work soon became popular throughout Europe
and remained a fundamental handbook fer European aristo-
crats for centuries.

In his book, Castiglione described the three basic anribures
of the perfect courtier. First, nobles should persieas fundamen-
pal parive endowments, such as impeccable charactes, grace,
talemts, and moble birth, The pedfoor courtier must ales cult-
vate certain achievements, Primarily, e should participate in
military and bodily exercises, because the principal profession
of a courtier was bearing arms But unlike the medieval
knight, wha had been required only to have military sill, the
Renaissance courtier was also expected o have a Classical
education and to adom his life with the arts by playing a mu-
gical imstrument, drawing, and painting. In Castiglione's
hands, the Renaissance ideal of the well-developed persomality
became a soclal ideal of the aristocracy. Finally, the aristocrac
was expected o follow a certain standard of conduct. Mables
were to make @ good impression; while remaining meodest,
they should net hide their accomplishments but show them
with grace.

What was the purpose of these courtly standards? Casti-
glione wroe:

I think that the aim of the perfect Courticr, which we have
not spoken af up 10 now, & so 1o win foe himself, by nneans
of the accamplishments ascribed o him by these gentemen,
the favor and mind of the prince whom he serves thar he may
e able to rell him, and always will cell bim, the truth abour
everything he needs to know, withour fear or risk of dispheas-
ing hisms: amd thar when he sees the mind of his prince mclined
to 2 wrong action; he may dare to oppose him . .. 5o as wo dis-
suade him of every ewtl intent and bring him to the pah of

wvirtue
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 seale; beneath therm were the slaves, especially in the [laliﬂﬂ

The aim of the perfect noble, then, was to serve his prince
an effeciive s boveat way. Hoblos would sdhere to thegg
principles for hundreds of years while they continued 1o de,.
inate Buropean life sodally and poliucally

PEASANTS AND TOWNSPEOPLE Peasants meade up the over.
whelming mass of the Third Estate and continued 1o constigg,
85 m 90 percent of the Buropean population, except in th
highly urbanized areas ol noethem laly and Flanders. The
mnt nedceable trend produced by the coconomic crisis of th
fourteenth century was the decline of the manorial system ang
the comtinuing elmdnaton of serfdom. This process had g).
ready begun in the rwelfth century when the farroduction of 4
money economy made possible the converson of servile laboe
dues into rents paid in money, alhough they also continued 1o
be paid in kind or labor. The contraction of the peasantry afier
the Black Desth simply accelerared this process, since lords
found it conwenient to deal with the peasants by granting free-
dom and accepting rents. The lords” lands were then tilled by
hired workers or rented out. By the end of the fifteemih cen.
tury, serfdom was declining in western Europe, and more and
more peasants were becoming legally free.

The remainder of the Third Esate centered around the
inhabitants of wwns and cltics, originally the merchams and
artizans who formed the bourgeoisie. The Renaissance town o
ciry of the fifteenth century acrually was home to a rultitude
af wwmpeople widely separated soclally and economically,

Ar the top of urban society were the pamricians, whose
wealth from caphtalistic enterprises in trade, industry, and
banking enabled them to dominate their urban communities
economically, soclally, and politically. Below them were the
pemy burphers—the shopkecpers, artisans, guildmasters. and
guild members, who were largely concerned with providing
goods and services for local consumption, Below these two
groups were the propertyless workers eamning pitiful wages
and the unempboyed, living squalid and miserable lives; these
people construred 30 to &) pescent of the population living in
cities. [n many places in Burope in the lae fourteenth and G
teenth centuries, urban poverty increased dramatically. One
rich merchant of Florence wrote;

Thase thas are lazy and indelent in 2 way that does harm ™
the ciry, and who can offer no just peason for their condition,
should either he forced to work ar expelled from the Cone
mune, The ciry would thas mid itself of that most hasmfil gams
of the poorest dass,, . If the lowest onler of soclery earn
enough food 1o keep ther going from day to day, then they
have enaugh.®

Bur even this large group was not at the botom of the
cites,

SLAVERY IN THE RENAISSANCE Agricultural slavery existed
in the Early Middle Ages bur had declined for economic red
sons and been replaced by serfdom by the ninth century:
Although some domestic slaves remained, slavery in Bart
pean society had largely disappeared by the eleventh centur®




It reappeared first in Spain, where both Chnstans and Mus-
ims used captured prisoners as slaves during the lengthy
feconguista, In the second half of the fourteenth century, the
shortage of workers after the Black Death led [talians 1o intro-
duce slavery on a fairly large scale,

In the ltalian cities, slaves were used as skilled workers,
making handerafied goods for their masters, or as household
workers. Girls served as nursemasds and boys ax playmates,
Fiammetta Adiman wrote 10 ber husband in 146%: "1 must
remind you that when Alfonso Is weaned we ought to get a bt
tle slave-girl to look after him, oe else one of the black boys to
keep him company. ¢ Most slaves, though, were females,
many of them young girks. In Florence, wealthy merchants
might own two or three slaves. Often men of the household
100k slaves & concubines, which sometimes led 10 the birth of
legitimaee children. In 1392, the wealthy merchant Francesco
Darini fathered an ilegitimate daugheer by Lucia, his twenty-year-
old slave. His wife, Margherita, who was unable to bear any
children, reluctantly agreed to raise the girl as their own
daughter. Many illegitimate children were not as fortunare.

Staves for the Italian market were obtained primarily from
the eastern Mediterranean and the Black Sea“region and
included Tartars, Russians, Albanians, and Dalmatians. There
were also slaves from Africa, either Moors or Ethiopians, and
Muslims from Spain, Because of the lucrative nature of the
slave tade, [talian merchants became involved in the trans-
portation of slaves, Between 1414 and 1423, ten thousand
slaves were sold on the Venetian market.

By the end of the fifteenth century, slavery had declined dra-
matscally in the ltalian cities, Many slaves had been freed by
their owners for humanitarian reasons, and the magor source of
slaves dried up as the Black Sca slave markets were closed to
[talinn traders after the Turks conquered the Byzantine Emipire.
Moreover, a general feeling had arisen that slaves—the
“domestic enemy,” as they were called—were dangerous and
not werth the effort, By the sixteenth century, slaves were in
evidence only at princely courts, where they were kept as curi-
osities; this was especially true of black slaves.

In the ffteenth cenmtury, the Portuguese had imported
increasing numbers of African slaves for southern European
markets. It has been estimated that berween 1444 and 1505,
some 140,000 slaves were shipped from Africa, The presence
of blacks in European socicty was not eatirely new. Saint
Maurice, a Christian martyr of the fourth century, was por-
trayed by medieval armsts as a black knight and became the
center of a popular cult in the twelfth and thireenth centu-
ries. The number of blacks in Europe was small, however,
until their importation as slaves,

The Family in Renaissance Italy

The family played an important rofe in Renaissance ltaly (see
Images of Everyday Life on p. 338). Family meant, first of all,
the extended household of parents, children, and servants (if
the family was wealthy) and could also include grandparents,
widowed mothers, and even unmarnied sisters. Families that
were redated and bore the same sumame often lived near cach

other and might dominate an entize urban district. Old family
names—Strozz (STRAWT-see), Rucellai (roo-CHELL-eye),
Medici—conferred great starus and prestige. The family bond
was a source of great secusity in a dangerous and violent
world, and its importance belps explain the vendetta in the
Jtalian Renaissance. A crime comnitted by one family mem-
ber fell on the entire family, ensuring that retaliation by the
offended family would be a bloody affair involving farge num-

bets of people.

MARRIAGE To maintain the family, parents gave careful
attention to arranging marriages, often to sirengthen business
or family ties. Detals were worked our well in advance,
sometimes when children were only two or three years old,
and reinforced by 2 legally binding marriage contract {see the
box on p. 339), The important aspect of the contract was the
amount of the dowry, money presented by the wife's family
to the husband upon marriage. The dowry could Invoive
large sums and was expected of all families. The size of the
dowry was an indication of whether the bride was moving
upward or downward in socety. With a large dowry, a
daughter could marry a man of higher social status, thereby
enabling her family to move up in sodety; if the daughter
married & man of Jower social states, however, her dowry
would be smaller because the reputasion of her family would
raise the states of her hushand's family.

The father-husband was the center of the halian family.
He gave it his name., was responsible for it in all legal matters,
managed all finances (his wife had no sharc in his wealth),
and made the crucial decisions that determined his children’s
lives. A father's authority over his children was absolute until
he died or formally freed his children. In Renaissance laly,
children did not dbecome adults on reaching a certain age;
adulthood came only when the father went before a judge
and formally emancipated them. The age of emancipation var-
ted from carly teens to late twenties,

CHILDREN The wife managed the houschold, a position that
gave women a certain degree of autonomy in their daily lives.
Women of the upper and middle classes, however, were
expected 1o remain at home, under the supervision of dheir fa
ther or husband. Moreover, most wives knew that their pn-
mary function was to bear chikiren. Upper-class wives were
frequently pregrant, Alessandra Strozzi of Florence, for exam-
ple, who had been muartied at the age of sixteen, bore eight chil
dien in wen years. Poor women did not conceive at the same
rate because they nursed their own babies. Wealthy women
gave thelr infants out to wet purses, which enabled them t©
become pregrant more quickly after the birth of a child

For women i the Renaissance, childbirth was a fearful
occasion. Not anly was it painful, but it could be deadly; as
many as 10 percent of mothers died in childbirth. in his mem-
oirs, the Florentine merchant Gregorio Dati recalled that
three of his four wives had died in childbirth. His third wife,
after bearing eleven children in fifteen years, “died in child-
hirth after lengthy suffening, which she bore with remarkable
strength and patence.”® Nor did the tragedies end with
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childbirth. Surviving mothers ofien faced the death of theswr
children. In Florence in the fificenth century, for example,
almost 50 percent of the children born 1o merchant families
died before the age of twenty. Given these mortality rates,
many upper-class families sought to have as many children as
possible 1o ensure that there would be a surviving male heir
to the family fortune, This concern is evident in the Floren-
tine humanist Leon Battista Alberti’s treatise On the Family,
where one of the characters remarks, “How many families do
we see today in decadence and ruin! .. Of all these families
not only the magnificence and greatess but the very men,
not only the men but the very names are shrunk away and
gone. Their memory ... is wiped out and obliterared.””

SEXUAL NORMS Considermg that marriages were arranged,
marstal relationships ran the gamut from deep emotional attach-
ments to purely formal ties, The lack of emotional attachment in

aranged marages did encourage exwramarnital relationships,
especially among groups whose lifestyle offered specl tempta-
tions, Although sexual licerse for males was the norm for princes
and their courts, women were supposed 1o follow  different
guidelines. The first wife of Duke Filippo Maria Viscomti of Mi-
lan had an affair with the court musican and was excouted for it

The great age difference between husbands and wives in
lralian Renaissance martiage pattems also encouraged the
tendency to seck sexual outlets outside marnage. In Florence
in 1427-1428, the average difference was thirteen ycars.
Though fermales marvied between the ages of sixteen and
eighteen, factors of environment, wealth, and demographic
trends favored relatively late ages for the first martages of
males, who were usually i their thirties or even early forties.
The existence of large numbers of young, unmarried males
encouraged extramarital sex as well as prostitution, Prostitu-
tion was viewed a3 a necessary vice, since it could not be
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eliminated, it should be regulated. In Florence in 1415, the
city fathers established communal brothels:

Desiting to climinate a worse evil by means of a Jesser one, the
lond priors | bave decreed that the peors . may suthorize
the estabhishenent of two public brothels in the city of Florence,
in addation to the one which dready exists, .. [They are to be
located | m suitable phices or m places where the exercse of
such scardalous activity cam best be concealed, for the bonar af
the city and of those who live in the neighbochood in which
these prosttutes must sty to hire their bodies foc tucre.”

A prostitute in Florence was required to wear a waditional
garh of “gloves on her hands and a bell on her head ™

The Italian States in the
Renaissance -

FOCUS QUESTION: Horw did Machiaveli's works
(\) reflect the poliical realities of Rensissansce ltaly?

By the fifteenth century, five major powers dominated the
Italian peninsula: Milan, Venlce, Florence, the Papal States,
and Naples (see Map 12.1).

The Five Major States

Northern ltaly was divided berween the duchy of Milan and
the republic of Venice. After the death of the last Viscont
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“*\“'i L (@] Could the presence of several other

tuler of Milan in 1447, Francesco Sforza (frahn-CHESS kqp
SFORT-sah), one of the leading condottieri of the 1y,
(see Chapter 11), wmed on his Milancse employers, con.
quered the aty. and became its new duke. Both the Viscpng
and the Sforza rulers worked to create a highly centralizey
territorial state. They were especially successful in dcv;,,ng
systers of taxation that generated enormous revenues for m,_._.'
govemment The mariime republic of Venice remained inf»
extremely stable political entity governed by a small oligarely,
of merchant-aristocrats. Its commercal empire broughe i
enbrmous revenues and gave it the status of an intemation)
power. At the end of the fourteenth century, Venjcy
embarked on the conquest of a territorial state in northemy
Italy to protect its food supply and its overland trade royres
Although expansion on the mamnland made sense to the
Venetians, it frightened Milan and Florence, which worked 1g
curb what they perceived as the expansionary designs of the
Venetans.

!

REPUBLIC OF FLORENCE 'The republic of Florence domns.
nated the region of Tuscany. By the beginning of the fifteenth
century, Horénce was governed by a small merchant oligar.
chy that manipulated the apparently republican government
In 1434, Cosimo de’ Medic wok control of this oligarchy.
Although the wealthy Medici family mainwained republican
forms of government for appearances’ sake, it ran the govern-
ment from behind the scenes. Through lavish patronage and
careful courting of political aflies, Cosimo (1434-1464) and
later his grandson, Lorenzo the Magnificent (1469-1492), were

MAP 12.1 Renaissance Rtaly. aly in the
late founeenth century was a land of hve
major states and ramerous independent
city-states. increased prasperity and a
suppartive ntallactual climate halped
create the atmosphara for the middie and
vpper classes 1o "rediscovar” Greco-
Roman culture, Modern diplomacy wes

e powers within easy marching
distance make it more Mkely that s
ruter would recognize the

impartance of dipdomacy?



