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The Renaissance spread to the rest of Europe in the late 15th and the 16th centuries. As it migrated, it adopted itself to unknown conditions in Italy, such as monarchical state and the strength of lay piety. In England, France, and Spain, Renaissance culture tended to be anti-republican as it was under Francis I in France and Elizabeth I in England. In Germany and the Rhineland, a vital tradition of lay piety was present in the Low Countries. The Brothers of the Common Life way a lay movement emphasizing education and piety. Intensely Christian and anticlerical, the people in such movements found in Renaissance culture tools for sharpening their wits against the clergy, to restore it to its purity. Thus, northern humanists were devoted to ancient learning. But nothing in northern humanism compares to the paganizing trend associated with the Italian Renaissance. The northerners were interested in the problem of the ancient church, and of what constituted original Christianity. Everywhere, two factors operated to accelerate the spread of the Renaissance after 1450: growing prosperity and the printing press. Prosperity, brought on by peace and the decline of famine and plague led to the founding of schools. The sons of merchants and gentlemen were sent there to receive a humanistic education from Italy. The purpose of such education was to prepare men for a career and acceptance in the higher social spheres. Printing, which was invented in the middle of the 15th century, quickened the spread of the Renaissance. Printing was learned in the Late Middle Ages through the Muslims from the Chinese. About 1445, Johann Gutenberg invented movable metal type to replace cumbersome wooden blocks. It was possible to reuse the separate pieces of type, as long as the metal in which they were cast did not wear down, simply by arranging them in the desired order. This invention made more books and ideas more quickly available, cheaper, and it made literacy easier to achieve. Printing provided a surer basis for scholarship and prevented the further corruption of texts through hand copying. By giving all scholars the same text, it made progress in critical scholarship and science faster and more reliable. Humanism outside Italy was less concerned with the revival of classical values than with reform through a program of Christian humanism stressing human capacity for knowledge and goodness. The Christian humanists cultivated the new arts of rhetoric and history, as well as the classical languages. But the ultimate purpose of these pursuits was more religious than it had been in Italy. Erasmus made Renaissance humanism an international movement. He was educated in the Netherlands by the Brethren of the Common Life, one of the most advanced religious movements of the age. Erasmus traveled throughout Europe as a humanist educator and biblical scholar. He trusted the power of words and used his pen to attack scholastic theology and clerical abuses and to promote his philosophy of Christ. His weapon was satire, and his Praise of Folly and Colloquies won him a reputation of acid wit vented at the expense of conventional religion. He argued that religion doesn’t depend on dogma or clerical power. Rather, it is revealed in the Bible and is directly accessible to all people. Nor is religion opposed to nature. Rather, people are naturally capable of both doing the good as set out in the Bible. A perfect harmony between human nature and religion allows to humanity to attain, if not perfection, then the next best thing, peace and happiness. This was drowned out by the storms of the Reformation, and the weight he gave to natural capacities could not hold its own before the renewed emphasis on sinfulness and dogmatic theology. He was caught in the middle and condemned by both sides; for him, the Reformation was a tragedy. He worked for peace and was treated to a spectacle of war. His ideals survived these horrors, and whenever thinkers sought toleration and rational religion, they looked back to Erasmus. German and French humanists pursued Christian aims. They used humanist scholarship to satirize and vilify medieval scholasticism and to build a purer Christianity. These northern humanists had great faith in the power of words. The discovery of accurate biblical texts would lead to the Protestant reform. French thinkers carried the humanist legacy in more radical directions. Michel de Montaigne and Fracois Rabelais thought and wrote in reaction to the religious wars resulting from the Reformation. Montaigne advanced a skepticism in which he maintained that one can know little or nothing with certainty. His skepticism also included tolerance. An individual was not fully responsible for their beliefs since they were the product of frail reason. Thus people should not be punished for their beliefs, and the only ones who deserved to be were the dogmatists in religion because their certainty flew in the face of the fact that reason cannot be relied on, especially in matters of religion. Rabelais asserted the goodness of the individual and the right to be free rather than being bound down by fear of a vengeful God. His book, is the greatest French work of its kind and probably the greatest in any literature. In Spain, the church hierarchy had such a tight grip during the late 15th and early 16th centuries that it monopolized humanist learning and exploited it for its own purposes, so there was no room for a dissenting humanist voice. The mastermind behind this was Cardinal Francisco Jimenez de Cisneros (1436-1517). He founded a university for the instruction of the clergy and sponsored and published the Complutensian Polyglot Bible. Jimenez sought to enlighten the clergy through a return to the pure sources of religion. Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra (1547-1616) produced Don Quixote, in which he satirized medieval ideas like knighthood and chivalry. Christian humanism in England was developed by secular men and its objectives were opposed to authority and tradition. Italian humanists came to England during the 15th century for jobs, and Englishmen studied in Italy. The most influential English humanist was Sir Thomas More (1478-1535), who studied at Oxford. His impact arose from both his writing and his career as a lawyer. He became a member of the Parliament. His most famous book is Utopia. Many humanists had attacked private wealth as the source of pride, greed, and cruelty, but More went further. He argued that an acquisitive society is by nature both unjust and unprosperous. More accused those who took the view of lacking the imagination to conceive of a truly just society. In Utopia, he set out to make up for this by inventing an ideal society. When Henry VIII broke with the Roman Catholic church, More couldn’t reconcile his conscience with the king’s rejection of papal supremacy. In 1535, he was executed for refusing to swear an oath acknowledging the king’s ecclesiastical supremacy. Shakespeare (1564-1616) gave expression to conventional Renaissance values: honor, heroism, and the struggle against fate and fortune. His greatest plays explore a common theme: all men are able only with the greatest difficulty to overcome their human weaknesses. What fascinated him was the contradiction between the Renaissance image of nobility, and man’s capacity for evil. The Renaissance marks the birth of modernity. Central to this birth is a bold new view of human nature: individuals in all endeavors are free of a given destiny imposed by religion. Set free from theology, they are seen to be the products and the shapers of history. Within Italy, the merchants were at least as important as the church and the nobility. The city-states were almost completely independent, so they were left free to invent new forms of government, in which merchant-oligarchs, humanists, and condottieri played a more important part than priests and nobles. However, this newness produced disorder and Condottieri grabbed power, and republics gave way to despotism. Commercial wealth produced Renaissance art and humanism. Talented individuals returned to classical antiquity, which entailed a rejection of the Middle Ages because the ancients had the same worldly concerns as the humanists, the scholastics did not. In the very act of looking back, the humanists differentiated themselves from the past. They were in this sense the first modern historians. In the works of Renaissance thinkers and artists, the world was depicted without reference to a supernatural realm. Closely associated with this secular element was a new realism that beckoned toward the modern outlook. This realism also manifests in art. Renaissance humanism exuded a confidence in able people to understand and change the world. In place of Christian resignation grew a willingness to confront life directly and a belief that able human beings can succeed against great odds. Both prince and painter were motivated in part by the desire to display their talents and to satisfy their ambitions. Such striving was rewarded and encouraged by the larger society of rich patrons. Gone was the Christian emphasis on the virtue of self denial and the sin of pride. The Renaissance placed the highest value on self-expression and fostered an atmosphere in which talent was allowed to flourish. The Renaissance image of the world was only available to the elite. Nevertheless, it set an example of what people might achieve. In many fields, it set the cultural standards of the modern age. 


