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From the 15th to 18th centuries, the outlook and institutions of the Middles Ages disintegrated, and modern forms emerged. On the economic level, commerce and industry expanded, and capitalism replaced the medieval forms of economic organization. On the political level, government grew stronger at the expense of feudalism. On the religious level, Christianity fragmented. On the social level, the middle class was playing a more important role. On the cultural level, the clergy lost its monopoly on learning, and a secular view was given in literature and the arts. Theology surrendered to science. Reason asserted its independence. Renaissance-Rebirth. It is used to refer to the attempt to recover and apply the Greco-Roman learning and standards. The Renaissance is both a cultural movement and period. It was born in northern Italy and spread to the rest of Europe. It ran from 1350-1600. In the 14th and 15th centuries, the Renaissance broke out of Italy and into Europe, which was still in the Late Middle Ages. Medievalists view the Renaissance as an extension of the Middle Ages, not as a sudden break. A distinguishing feature of the Renaissance, the revival of classical learning, had already emerged in the High Middle Ages and is known as the Twelfth Century Awakening. The Renaissance owes much to the studies that flourished in the Italian universities of Padua and Bologna before 1300. Renaissance artists and writers looked back on the Middle Ages as the “Dark Ages” that followed the grandeur of Greece and Rome, and believed that they were experiencing a cultural rebirth. They were fascinated by Greco-Roman culture, and sought to imitate classical style and to capture the secular spirit of antiquity. In the process, they broke with medieval forms. They valued the full development of human talent. This outlook represents a new trend in European civilization. The Renaissance was an age of transition, that saw what the medieval outlook rejected, the revival of classical culture, and the emergence of modern attitudes. The city-states of northern Italy that spawned the Renaissance were urban centers, where the elite had wealth, freedom, and cultural inclination. In Italy, moreover, reminders of ancient Rome’s grandeur were everywhere. During the Middle Ages, the northern Italian city-states had been absorbed into the Holy Roman Empire. They continued to owe allegiance to the German emperor during the early Renaissance, but the empire’s vitality was weakened by wars with the papacy. Its weakening and the papacy’s allowed northern Italy to develop as autonomous political entities. The city-states that developed resembled those in ancient Greece. Among them were Rome, Milan, Florence, Venice… They were different from Europe in two respects. 1. They developed into commercial and banking centers that had monopolized the Mediterranean trade. 2. The predominance of business meant that the feudal nobility played a lesser role in government than they did elsewhere. By the end of the 12th century, the city-states ceased to be dominated by the feudal nobility or aristocracy. The aristocracy and the rich merchants held power, and when their alliances broke down, the two groups struggled for power. The interests of the smaller merchants and artisans in the towns also had to be catered to. If not, they rioted and rebelled, as they did in 1378, during the revolt of the Ciompi in Florence. The city-states were unstable politically, which came from two sources. 1. The internal conflict between merchants and nobles, and 2. The rivalry between the city-states. However, they managed to keep the papacy and the Holy Roman Empire at bay. But the price was that they had to seek their own solutions to their problems. The political experimentation can be divided into two periods: the first (1300-1450) marked by the defense of republicanism, and the second (1450-1550) by the triumph of despotism. By the end of the 12th century, they had a fairly uniform pattern of republican self-government, built around the office of a chief magistrate. He ruled with the advice of two councils-a public one and a secret one. His powers were restricted; his term of office restricted to six months, he could be removed from government or punished at the end. The city-states also devised important theories to defend their liberty. With the emperor, they argued that their feudal subjection to his authority must be radically adjusted to fit the reality that they were self-governing. With the papacy, they contended that Christ had denied political jurisdiction to the clergy, pope included. During the 14th and early 15th centuries, the republican institutions toppled in favor of despotism. Three conditions were responsible for this. 1. Class was between rich merchants and nobles caused one to seek a resolution by turning to one-man rule. 2. The economic disasters, famine, and disease encouraged the drift toward despotism. 3. The city-states had come to rely on mercenary troops. The leaders of those troops simply seized power during emergencies. Florence held out longest against despotism, developing arguments and theories for liberty. But by the middle of the 15th century, even they were giving way before the Medici. They installed themselves in power in the 1430’s with Cosimo de’ Medici’s return from exile. His grandson, Lorenzo the Magnificent completed the destruction of republican constitution in 1480, when he managed to set up a government staffed by his own supporters. They one city-state where republicanism survived until Napoleon was Venice. Protected from Italy by lagoons, Venice controlled a lucrative seagoing trade and a maritime empire stretching along the Adriatic sea. Venetian commercial successes were matched by political ones. Venice managed to govern itself without a major upheaval. Its chief executive offices, the Council of Ten, were elective, but after 1297, both these offices were narrowly restricted to old patrician families. Venice was an aristocratic republic. The government worked because the ruling elite was able to instill a sense of public duty that passed on. The city-states were also constantly warring with each other. By the middle of the 15th century, six major powers emerged. Naples, Sicily, the Papal States, Florence, Venice, and Milan. In 1454, these powers concluded the Peace of Lodi. They were peaceful until the French Charles VIII invaded northern Italy in 1494. The peace endured because of diplomacy. Establishing embassies, sending and analyzing intelligence reports, consulting and negotiating, and forming alliances all developed during this period. Later, European governments formed alliances so that no single group of allied states could dominate the continent. The new way of life paralleled developments in relations among them. Prosperous merchants played a leading role in the life of the city. The feudal system decayed in favor of ambition and individual achievement. The feudal chivalric code was not destroyed, but transformed. The new oligarchies could not justify their power in the old way, through heredity. They had to function within the unstable climate of the city-states. So, they fell back on the idea of honor and developed codes, which differed from the medieval ones. First came a depreciation of birth as a basis of merit, with a corresponding emphasis on effort, talent, and genius. Honor was no longer defined in military terms, it was expanded to include the civic and courtly virtues of the worthy citizen and courtier, and the artistic achievement of the artisans. The new code remained elitist and aristocratic. The new oligarchs were all the more anxious to adopt the old views. The newly rich aped the feudal aristocracy even as they accommodated the old code. Renaissance society was highly unstable. City life altered relations between the sexes. Older men married younger women, who would bring up her children in a single-parent house if the father died. The large number of single, rich, and leisured adults explains why Renaissance cities were notorious for sodomy, and prostitution. Such behavior was encouraged by the anonymity of large cities. Upper-class women enjoyed greater freedom than they had since the fall of Rome. If they were married, they had the income to pursue pleasure in the form of clothes, and romance. If a rich husband died with a young wife, she had no financial reasons to remarry. Members of the upper class became patrons of the arts. Urban patricians had become dominant in Florence and Milan. Unable to claim power by birth, they looked to culture to provide justification. For the rich, art could serve a political function; it could manifest power. It could serve as a focus of civic pride and patriotism. Art became a desirable investment. Insecure rulers competed for art and artists to bolster their egos. The popes invested in art as well. Having lost the battle for dominion in Europe, the papacy concentrated on increasing its dominion in Italy by consolidating and expanding the Papal States. The popes heaped wealth on artists. The popes became the most lavish patrons of all, as the works of Michelangelo and Raphael testify. The result of this patronage was an explosion of creativity. Patrician rivalry produced a scramble for honor. This fostered the desire to be memorialized in a painting. Secularism-Renaissance society was marked by the growing secular outlook. People moved away from the medieval concept of salvation. Religion increasingly had to compete with worldly concerns. The challenge and pleasure of living well in this world seemed more exciting than the promise of heaven. Individualism-was another hallmark of Renaissance society. Urban life released people of wealth and talent from the old constraints. The urban elite sought to assert themselves. They strove to win fame and glory. This ideal was explicitly elitist. Individualism became deeply embedded in the Western soul and was expressed by artists. 


