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The most characteristic movement of the Renaissance was humanism, an educational and cultural program based on Greco-Roman society. This attitude differed with the medieval outlook, who had tried to fit classical learning into a Christian world-view. Renaissance humanists didn’t lower the classics to Christian requirement, rather, they valued it for its own graceful style and its insights into human nature. From the classics, humanists expected to learn much that could not be provided by medieval writing, like how to live well in the world, and to perform civic duties. The classics to them were a guide to the good and active life. In contrast to Scholastic philosophers who used Greek philosophy to prove Christianity, humanists used classical learning to nourish their new interest in a worldly life. Renaissance humanists restored to circulation every Roman work that could be found, and cultivated the study of Greek in order to read Greece’s ancient works. However, humanism was not un-Christian. In dealing with religious questions, they did not challenge Christian belief or question the bible’s validity. They did attack scholastic philosophy for its arguments and preoccupation with trivial questions. They stressed a purer form of Christianity, based on the Bible. The fathers of humanism were Petrarch and Boccaccio. They and their followers carried the recovery of classics by making an attempt to discover the roots of medieval Italian rhetoric. Petrarch did not master Greek, but he encouraged his students to do so, and advanced humanist learning. He was drawn to Cicero, the orator. Petrarch said that education should not consist only of knowledge, but learning how to communicate one’s knowledge and how to use it for the public good. Therefore, education should be philosophy and rhetoric, wisdom with eloquence. Petrarch helped make Ciceronian values dominant among the humanists, and schools were set up to teach the Ciceronian ideal. Implicit in the humanist educational ideal was a transformation of the medieval view of men and women. Instead of trying to achieve excellence being wrong and sinful, the humanists recalled the Greek concept of arete, and made achievement possible through the individual. Moreover, because the humanists could pursue this goal, it was their duty to pursue it as the end of life. This pursuit required tremendous energy and skill. People were deemed capable of excellence in every category, and were bound to make the effort. This emphasis on human creativeness was one of the most characteristic and influential doctrines of the Renaissance. Giovanni Pico della Mirandola said that through his own exertions, man can come to understand nature. One of the new images of man was the magus, or the magician. The vision of mastery of nature inspired Bacon, Newton, and Boyle, until the early 18th century. A major psychological force of the Scientific Revolution, this vision stemmed from the philosophy of humanists. The attack on scholastics was implicit in humanism also. Scholasticism failed because it was restricted to Latin, and also because it did not provide useful knowledge. The humanist emphasis on the uses of knowledge offered an additional stimulus to science and art. The humanists were so hostile to scholastic and medieval things that they reversed the view of history. The humanists stressed the importance of human actions as opposed to the unfolding of God’s will. The humanists adopted the cyclical view, that history alternated between times of darkness and light. On the basis of this cyclical view, the humanists invented the Middle Ages as a gulf of darkness between the ancient world and their own. We owe them the periodization of history. They also felt they might surpass Greece and Rome. The emphasis on historical scholarship yielded a method of inquiry that could undermine traditional loyalties and institutions. Lorenzo Valla proved that the Donation of Constantine, which gave the Pope control of the western part of the Roman Empire was a forgery. The humanist appreciated the moral significance of work. For him, glory and fame was the reward for effort. The humanist pursuit of praise became something of a Renaissance cult. Petrarchan humanism was not meant for the elite. It was a civic idea: to educate and inform citizens so they could contribute to the common good to the greatest extent. Humanism was put in the service of republican values and the republican cause, and the mixture of the two is known as civic humanism. This developed best in the Florentine republic. By the 2nd half of the 15th century, the civic ideal was being replaced with the one of princely ideal. This borrowed much from humanism, even though it was directed toward the nobility. However, there were differences. The aim of princely rule was no longer liberty but security and peace. The best means to do this was not with a republic but a monarchy. The Book of the Courtier written in the 1510’s by Baldassare Castiglione promoted the notion that the ideal ruler should be universally talented. This ideal held sway until the 17th century, when it gave way before a new idea of virtue and virtuosity. One book went above the class of the other works. The Prince, written in 1513 by the Florentine Machiavelli offered a critique of the humanist ideal of princely rule and made some contributions to political theory. Machiavelli may be called the first modern political thinker. To him, the humanist ideal was naïve in its insistence on that prince’s virtues and eloquence to the exclusion of other considerations. Machiavelli argued that politics requires the rational deployment of force as well as the exercise of virtue. He wrote The Prince as a plea. Since 1494, Italy had fallen to France and Spain. He said the Italians should unite behind a leader whose first act would be to disband the mercenaries and form a citizen’s army, worthy of the Roman past and capable of repelling the invasion. The prince had to be both wily and virtuous. Machiavelli scandalized Christian Europe. The prince must know how to make his actions appear virtuous, whether they are or not. He argued that a ruler must cultivate a reputation for virtue rather than virtue itself. Machiavelli arrived at the truth: that politics being what it is, the road to success lies in dissimulation. He broke with both medieval and humanist thought. He was a secularist who tried to explain the state without going to Christian teachings. He rejected the view that the state is God’s creation. For him, religion was merely a useful tool in the struggle for success. The most graphic image of the Renaissance is conveyed through its art, architecture, sculpture, and painting. Renaissance examples of all of these reflect a style that stressed balance and harmony. These values were achieved through a revolutionary conceptualization of spatial relations. It also reflects to an extent the values of humanism, a return to classical models in architecture., and the rendering of the nude figure in sculpture. Medieval art sought to represent spiritual aspiration, this world was nothing like the perfect eternal world. Renaissance art expresses spiritual aspiration, but it said that this world is the place where things go on, becoming more realistic. By the 14th and 15th centuries, Gothic art evolved into International Style, characterized by careful drawing. Renaissance art represents a revolt against this late Gothic trend. The revolt produced discoveries which served as the foundation of Western art. The Florentines played a leading role in the transformation. Early Renaissance artists were dedicated to representing things as they are, or what they seem to be. Renaissance admiration for ancient art meant that for the first time since the fall of Rome artists studied anatomy; they learned to draw the human form by having models pose for them. Late Renaissance art had to reconcile perspective with composition, and they searched for harmony. The chief interest of later 15th century painting lay in how artists tackled this problem. Sandro Botticelli strove for a solution. He painted the Birth of Venus. This painting is an expression of the Renaissance desire to recover the lost wisdom of the ancients. He succeeded in rendering a harmonious pattern, but at the cost of sacrificing solidity and anatomical correctness. New approaches to this problem were developed by Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519), Micelangelo Buonarroti (1475-1564), and Raphael Santi (1483-1520). Leonardo was a scientist and engineer, as well as an artist. He was expert at fortifications and gunnery, an inventor, an anatomist, and a naturalist. He brought this close observation of nature to his paintings and combined it with psychological insight. The Mona Lisa is an example of an artistic invention of Leonardo’s. He left the outlines of the face a little vague and shadowy; this freed it of any wooden quality and thus made it more lifelike and mysterious. Michelangelo’s creation of harmony derived from a mastery of anatomy and drawing. He was a sculptor of the highest genius, whose approach to art was visionary and poetic. He thought of sculpting as releasing the form from the rock. Raphael was the complete master of design in painting. His balanced compositions sacrificed nothing to perspective. Rather, perspective becomes just another tool. Renaissance painting came late to Venice, but when it arrived in the late 15th century, it produced a tradition of sustained inventiveness whose keynote was the handling of color. 


