Western Civilization: A Concise History

Chapter 3: The Renaissance: Political and
Social Setting

The Renaissance was the “rebirth” of culture, art, and learning that took place in the
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, starting in Italy and spreading to various other parts of western
Europe. It produced a number of artists, scientists, and thinkers who are still household names
today: Michelangelo, Leonardo Da Vinci, Donatello, Botticelli, and others. The Renaissance is
justly famous for its innovations in art and learning, and even though some of its thinkers were
somewhat conceited and off-base in dismissing the prior thousand years or so as being nothing
but the “dark ages,” it is still the case that the Renaissance was enormously fruitful in terms of
intellectual production and creation.

“The” Renaissance lasted from about 1300 — 1500. It "ended" in the early sixteenth
century in that its northern Italian heartland declined in economic importance and the pace of
change and progress in the arts and learning slowed, but in a very real sense the Renaissance
never truly ended - its innovations and advances had already spread across much of Europe,
and even though Italy itself lost its prominence, the patterns that began in Italy continued
elsewhere.

The timing of the Renaissance coincided with some of the crises of the Middle Ages
described in the last chapter. The overlap in dates is explained by the fact that most of Europe
remained resolutely “medieval”’ during the Renaissance’s heyday in Italy: the ways of life, forms
of technology, and political structure of the middle ages did not suddenly change with the
flowering of the Renaissance, not least because it took so long for the innovations of the
Renaissance to spread beyond Italy. Likewise, in Italy itself, the lives of most people (especially
outside of the major cities) were all but identical in 1500 to what they would have been centuries

earlier.
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Background

Simply put, the background of the Renaissance was the prosperity of northern Italy. Italy
did not face a major, ongoing series of wars like the Hundred Years’ War in France. It was hit
hard by the plague, but no more so than most of the other regions of Europe. One unexpected
“benefit” to Italy was actually the Babylonian Captivity and Great Western Schism: because the
popes’ authority was so limited, the Italian cities found it easy to operate with little papal
interference, and powerful Italian families often intervened directly in the election of popes when
it suited their interests. Likewise, the other powers of Europe either could not or had no interest
in troubling Italy: England and France were at war, the Holy Roman Empire was weak and
fragmented, and Spain was not united until the late Renaissance period. In short, the crises of
the Middle Ages actually benefited Italy, because they were centered elsewhere.

In this relatively stable social and political environment, Italy also enjoyed an advantage
over much of the rest of Europe: it was far more urbanized. Because of its location as a
crossroads between east and west, Italian cities were larger and more abundant than were
cities in other kingdoms and regions of Europe, with the concomitant economic prosperity and
sophistication associated with urban life. By 1300, northern Italy boasted twenty-three
city-states with populations of 20,000 or more, each of which would have constituted an
enormous metropolis by medieval standards.

Italian cities, clustered in the north, represented about 10% of Italy’s overall population.
While that means that 90% of the population was either rural or lived in small towns, there was
still a far greater concentration of urban dwellers in Italy than anywhere else in Europe. Among
those cities were also several that boasted populations of over 100,000 by the fifteenth century,
including Florence and Milan, which served as centers of banking, trade, and craftsmanship.
Italian cities had large numbers of very productive craft guilds and workshops producing luxury

goods that were highly desirable all over Europe.

Economics

Italy lay at the center of the incredibly lucrative trade between Europe and the Middle
East, a status determined both by its geography and the role Italians had played in transporting
goods and people during the crusading period. Along with the trade itself, it was in Italy that key
mercantile practices emerged for the first time in Europe. From the Arab world, Italian

merchants learned about and ultimately adopted a number of commercial practices and
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techniques that helped them (ltalians) stay at the forefront of the European economy as a
whole.

For example, Italian accountants adopted double-entry bookkeeping (accounts payable
and accounts receivable) and Italian merchants invented the commenda, a way of spreading out
the risk associated with business ventures among several partners - an early form of insurance
for expensive and risky business ventures. Italian banks had agents all over Europe, which
provided reliable credit and bills of exchange, allowing merchants to travel around the entire
Mediterranean region to trade without having to literally cart chests full of coins to pay for new
wares.

One other noteworthy innovation first employed in Europe by lItalians was the use of
Arabic numerals instead of Roman numerals, since the former are so much easier to work with
(e.g. imagine trying to do complicated multiplication or division using Roman numerals like
"CLXVIII multiplied by XXXVIII," meaning "168 multiplied by 38" in Arabic numerals...it was
simply far easier to introduce errors in calculation using the former). Overall, Italian merchants,
borrowing from their Arab and Turkish trading partners, pioneered efforts to rationalize and
systematize business itself in order to make it more predictable and reliable.

Benefiting from the fragmentation of the church during the era of the Babylonian
Captivity and the Great Western Schism, Italian bankers also came to charge interest on loans,
becoming the first Christians to defy the church’s ban on “usury” in an ongoing, regular fashion.
The stigma associated with usury remained, but bankers (including the Medici family that came
to completely dominate Florentine politics in the fifteenth century) became so wealthy that social
and religious stigma alone was not enough to prevent the spread of the practice. This actually
led to more anti-Semitism in Europe, since the one social role played by Jews that Christians
had grudgingly tolerated - money-lending - was increasingly usurped by Christians.

Much of the prosperity of northern Italy was based on the trade ties (not just mercantile
practices) Italy maintained with the Middle East, which by the fourteenth century meant both the
remains of the Byzantine Empire in Constantinople as well as the Ottoman Turkish empire, the
rising power in the east. From the Turks, Italians (especially the great mercantile empire
controlled by Venice) bought precious cargo like spices, silks, porcelain, and coffee, in return for
European woolens, crafts, and bullion. The Italians were also the go-between linking Asia and
Europe, by way of the Middle East.

The ltalian city-states were sites of manufacturing as well. Raw wool from England and
Spain made its way to Italy to be processed into cloth, and Italian workshops produced luxury

goods sought after everywhere else in Europe. Italian luxury goods were superior to those
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produced in the rest of Europe, and soon even ltalian weapons were better-made. Italian farms
were prosperous and, by the Renaissance period, produced a significant and ongoing surplus,
feeding the growing cities themselves.

One result of the prosperity generated by Italian mercantile success was the rise of a
culture of conspicuous consumption. Both members of the nobility and rich non-nobles spent
lavishly to display their wealth and their culture and learning. All of the famous Renaissance
thinkers and artists were patronized by the rich, which was how the artists and scholars were
able to concentrate on their work. In turn, patrons expected “their” artists to serve as symbols of
cultural achievement that reflected well on the patron. The fluorescence of Renaissance art and
learning was a consequence of that very specific use of wealth: mercantile and banking riches

translated into social and political status through art, architecture, and scholarship.

Political Setting

Even though the western Roman Empire had fallen apart by 476 CE, the great cities of
Italy survived in better shape than Roman cities elsewhere in the empire. Likewise, the feudal
system had never taken as hold as strongly in ltaly — there were lords and vassals, but
especially in the cities there was a large and strong independent class of artisans and
merchants who balked at subservience before lords, especially lords who did not live in the
cities. Thus, by 1200, most Italian cities were politically independent of lords and came to
dominate their respective hinterlands, serving as lords to “vassal” towns and villages for miles
around.

Instead of kings and vassals, power was in the hands of the popoli grossi, literally
meaning the “fat people,” but here meaning simply the rich, noble and non-noble alike. About
5% of the population in the richest cities were among them. The culture of the popoli grossi was
rife with flattery and politicking, since so much depended on personal connections. Since noble
titles meant less, more depended on one’s family reputation. The most important thing to the
social elite was honor. Any perceived insult had to be met with retaliation, meaning there was a
great deal of bloodshed between powerful families - Shakespeare's famous play Romeo and
Juliet was set in Renaissance Italy, featuring rival elite families locked in a blood feud over
honor. There was no such thing as a police force, after all, just the guards of the rich and
powerful and, usually, a city guard that answered to the city council. The latter was often
controlled by powerful families on those councils, however, so both law enforcement and

personal vendettas were generally carried out by private mercenaries.
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Another aspect of the identify of the popoli grossi was that, despite their penchant for
feuds, they required a peaceful political setting on a large scale in order for their commercial
interests to prosper. Thus, they were often hesitant to embark on large-scale war in Italy itself.
Likewise, the focus on education and culture that translated directly into the creation of
Renaissance art and scholarship was tied to the identity of the popoli grossi as people of peace:
elsewhere in Europe noble identity was still very much associated with war, whereas the popoli
grossi of Italy wanted to show off both their mastery of arms and their mastery of thought (along
with their good taste).

Portrait of a young Cosimo de Medici, who would become the de facto ruler of Florence in the
fifteenth century. He is depicted holding a book and wearing a sword: symbols of his learning

and his authority.

The central irony of the prosperity of the Renaissance was that even in northern Italy, the
vast majority of the population benefited only indirectly or not at all. While the lot of Italian
peasants was not significantly worse than that of peasants elsewhere, poor townsfolk had to
endure heavy taxes on basic foodstuffs that made it especially miserable to be poor in one of
the richest places in Europe at the time. A significant percentage of the population of cities were
“paupers,” the indigent and homeless who tried to scrape by as laborers or sought charity from
the church. Cities were especially vulnerable to epidemics as well, adding to the misery of
urban life for the poor.

53



Western Civilization: A Concise History

The Great City-States of the Renaissance

In the fourteenth and the first half of the fifteenth centuries, the city-states of northern
Italy were aggressive rivals; most of the formerly-independent cities were swallowed up by the
most powerful among them. However, as the power of the French monarchy grew in the west
and the Ottoman Turks became an active threat in the east, the most powerful cities signed a
treaty, the Peace of Lodi, in 1454 which committed each city to the defense of the existing
political order. For the next forty years, Italy avoided major conflicts, a period that coincided with
the height of the Renaissance.

The great city-states of this period were Milan, Venice, and Florence. Milan was the
archetypal despot-controlled city-state, reaching its height under the Visconti family from 1277 —
1447. Milan controlled considerable trade from Italy to the north. Its wealth was dwarfed,

however, by that of Venice.

Venice

Venice was ruled by a merchant council headed by an elected official, the Doge. Its
Mediterranean empire generated so much wealth that Venice minted more gold currency than
did England and France combined — its gold coins (ducats) were always exactly the same
weight and purity and were accepted across the Mediterranean as a result. Its government had
representation for all of the moneyed classes, but no one represented the more than half of the
city’s population that consisted of the urban poor.

The source of Venice's prosperity was its control of the spice trade. It is difficult to
overstate the value of spices during the middle ages and Renaissance - Europeans had a
limitless hunger for spices (note that the theory that spices were desirable because they masked
the taste of rotten meat is patently false; medieval and Renaissance-era Europeans did not eat
spoiled foods). Unlike other luxury goods that could be produced in Europe itself, spices could
only be grown in the tropical and subtropical regions of Asia, meaning their transportation to
European markets required voyages of many thousands of miles, vastly driving up costs.

The European terminus of much of that trade was Venice. In about 1300 40% of all
ships bearing spices offloaded in Venice, and by 1500 it was up to 60%. The prices
commanded by spices ensured that Venetian merchants could achieve incredible wealth. For
example, nutmeg (grown in Indonesia, halfway around the world from Italy) was worth a full
60,000% of its original price once it reached Europe. Likewise, spices like pepper, cloves, and

cinnamon could only be imported rather than grown in Europe itself, and Venice controlled the
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majority of that hugely lucrative trade. Spices were, in so many words, worth far more than their
weight in gold.

Based on that wealth, Venice was the first place to create true banks (named after the
desks, banchi, where people met to exchange or borrow money in Venice). Furthermore,
innovations like the letter of credit were necessitated by Venice’s remoteness from many of its
trade partners; it was too risky to travel with chests full of gold, so Venetian banks were the first
to work with letters of credit between branches. A letter of credit could be issued from one bank
branch at a certain amount, redeemable only by the account owner. That individual could then
travel to any city with a Venetian bank branch and redeem the letter of credit, which could then
be spent on trade goods.

In addition, because Venice needed a peaceful trade network for its continuing
prosperity, it was the first power in Europe to rely heavily on formal diplomacy in its relations
with neighboring states. By the late 1400s practically every royal court in Europe and North
Africa had a Venetian ambassador in residence. The overall result was that Venice spearheaded
many of the practices and patterns that later spread across northern Italy and, ultimately, to the
rest of Europe: the political power of merchants, advanced banking and mercantile practices,

and a sophisticated international diplomatic network.

Florence and Rome

Florence was a republic with longstanding traditions of civic governance. Citizens voted
on laws and served in official posts for set terms, with powerful families dominating the system.
By 1434 the real power was in the hand of the Medici family, who controlled the city government
(the Signoria) and patronized the arts. Rising from obscurity from a resolutely non-noble
background, the Medici eventually became the official bankers to the papacy, acquiring vast
wealth as a result. The Medici spent huge sums on the city itself, funding the creation of
churches, orphanages, municipal buildings, and the completion of the great dome of the city’s
cathedral, at the time the largest freestanding dome in Europe. They also patronized most of
the most famous Renaissance artists (at the time as well as in the present), including Donatello,
Leonardo da Vinci, and Michelangelo.

Florence benefited from a strong culture of education, with Florentines priding
themselves not just on wealth, but knowledge and refinement. By the fifteenth century there
were 8,000 children in both church and civic schools out of a population of 100,000. Florentines
boasted that even their laborers could quote the great poet, and native of Florence, Dante

Alighieri (author of The Divine Comedy). At the height of Medici, and Florentine, power in the
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second half of the fifteenth century, Florence was unquestionably the leading city in all of ltaly in
terms of art and scholarship. That central position diminished by about 1500 as foreign
invasions undermined Florentine independence.

The city of Rome, however, remained firmly in papal control despite the decline in
independence of the other major Italian cities, having become a major Renaissance city after
the end of the Great Western Schism. The popes re-asserted their control of the Papal States
in central Italy, in some cases (like those of Julius Il, r. 1503 — 1513) personally taking to the
battlefield to lead troops against the armies of both foreign invaders and rival Italians. The
popes usually proved effective at secular rule, but their spiritual leadership was undermined by
their tendency to live like kings rather than priests; the most notorious, Alexander VI (r. 1492 —
1503), sponsored his children (the infamous Borgia family) in their attempts to seize territory all
across northern ltaly. Thus, even when “good popes” came along occasionally, the overall
pattern was that the popes did fairly little to reinforce the spiritual authority they had already lost
because of the Great Western Schism

Regardless of their moral failings, the popes restored Rome to importance as a city after
it had fallen to a population of fewer than 25,000 during the Babylonian Captivity. Under the
so-called "Renaissance popes," the Vatican itself became the gloriously decorated spectacle
that it is today. Julius Il paid Michelangelo to paint the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel in Rome,
and many of the other famous works of Renaissance artists stud the walls and facades of
Vatican buildings. In short, popes after the end of the Great Western Schism were often much
more focused on behaving like members of the popoli grossi, fighting for power and honor and
patronizing great works of art and architecture, rather than worrying about the spiritual authority

of the church to laypeople.

Print

In general, the Renaissance did not coincide with a great period of technological
advances. As with all of pre-modern history, the pace of technological change during the
Renaissance period was glacially slow by contemporary standards. There was one momentous
exception, however: the proliferation of the movable-type printing press. Not until the invention
of the typewriter in the late nineteenth century and the Internet in the late twentieth century
would comparable changes to the diffusion of information come about. Print vastly increased

the rate at which information could be shared, and in turn, it underwrote the rise in literacy of the
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early modern period. It moved the production of text in Europe away from a “scribal” tradition in
which educated people hand-copied important texts toward a system of mass-production.

In the centuries leading up to the Renaissance, of course, there had been some major
technological advances. The agricultural revolution of the high Middle Ages had been brought
about by technology (heavier plows, new harnesses, crop rotation, etc.). Likewise, changes in
warfare were increasingly tied to military technology: first the introduction of the stirrup, then
everything associated with a “gunpowder revolution” that began in earnest in the fifteenth
century (described in a subsequent chapter). Print, however, introduced a revolution in ideas.
By making the distribution of information fast and comparatively cheap, more people had access
to that information than ever before. Print was also an enormous leap forward in the long-term
view of human technology as a whole, since the scribal tradition had been in place since the
creation of writing itself.

The printing press works by coating a three-dimensional impression of an image or text
with ink, then pressing that ink onto paper. The concept had existed for centuries, first invented
in China and used also in Korea and parts of Central Asia, but there is no evidence that the
concept was transmitted from Asia to Europe (it might have, but there is simply no proof either
way). In the late 1440s, a German goldsmith named Johannes Gutenberg from the city of Meinz
struck on the idea of carving individual letters into small, movable blocks of wood (or casting
them in metal) that could be rearranged as necessary to create words. That innovation, known
as movable type, made it viable to print not just a single page of text, but to simply rearrange the
letters to print subsequent pages. With movable type, an entire book could be printed with clear,

readable letters, and at a fraction of the cost of hand-copying.
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A modern replica of a printing press of Gutenberg’s era.

Gutenberg himself pioneered the European version of the printing process. After
developing a working prototype, he created the first true printed book to reach a mass market,
namely a copy of the Latin Vulgate (the official version of the Bible used by the Church). Later
dubbed the “Gutenberg Bible,” it became available for purchase in 1455 and in turn became the
world’s first “best-seller.” One advantage it possessed over hand-written copies of the Bible that
quickly became apparent to church officials was that errors in the text were far less likely to be
introduced as compared to hand-copying. Likewise, once new presses were built in cities and
towns outside of Meinz, it became cheaper to purchase a printed Bible than one written in the
scribal tradition.

Printing spread quickly. Within about twenty years there were printing presses in all of
the major cities in Western and Southern Europe. Gutenberg personally trained apprentice
printers, who became highly sought-after in cities everywhere once the benefits of print became
apparent. By 1500, about fifty years after its invention, the printing press had already largely

replaced the scribal tradition in book production (there was a notable lengthy delay in its
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diffusion to Eastern Europe, especially Russia, however — it took until 1552 for a press to come
to Russia). Presses tended to be operate in large cities and smaller independent cities,
especially in the Holy Roman Empire. The free cities of the German lands and Italy were thus
as likely to host a press as were larger capital cities like Paris and Rome.

Gutenberg would go on to invent printed illustration in 1461, using carved blocks that
were sized to fit alongside movable type. Printed illustration became crucial to the diffusion of
information because literacy rates remained low overall; even when people could not read,
however, they could look at pamphlets and posters (called “broadsides”) with illustrations. Mere
decades after the invention of the press, cheap printed posters and pamphlets were
commonplace in the major cities and towns, often shared and read aloud in public gatherings
and taverns. Thus, even the illiterate enjoyed an increased access to information with print.

Printing had various, and enormous, consequences. Information could be disseminated
far more quickly than ever before. Whereas with the scribal tradition, readers tended to hold
books in reverence, with the reader having to seek out the book, now books could go to readers.
In turn, there was a real incentive for all reasonably prosperous people to learn to read because
they now had access to meaningful texts at a relatively affordable price. While religious texts
dominated early print, both literary works and political commentaries followed. Overall, print led
to a revolutionary increase in the sheer volume of all kinds of written material: in the first fifty
years after the invention of the press, more books were printed than had been copied in Europe
by hand since the fall of Rome.

Not all writing shifted to print, however. A scribal tradition continued in the production of
official documents and luxury items. Likewise, personal correspondence and business
transactions remained hand-written; the legacy of good penmanship survived well into the
twentieth century, in part because it was not until the typewriter was invented in the nineteenth
century that printed documents could be produced ad hoc. Nevertheless, by the late fifteenth
century, whenever a text could be printed to serve a political purpose or to generate a profit, it
almost certainly would be.

There were other, unanticipated, issues that arose because of print. In the past, while
the church did its best to crack down on heresies, it was not necessary to impose any kind of
formal censorship. No written material could be mass-produced, so the only ideas that spread
quickly did so through word of mouth. Print made censorship both much more difficult and
much more important, since now anyone could print just about anything. As early as the 1460s,
print introduced disruptive ideas in the form of the next best-seller to follow the Bible itself, a

work that advocated the pursuit of salvation without reference to the church entitled The
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Imitation of Christ. The Church would eventually (in 1571) introduce an official Index of
Prohibited Books, but several works were already banned by the time the Index was created.
While there were other effects of print, one bears particular note: it began the process of
standardizing language itself. The long, slow shift from a vast panoply of vernacular dialects
across Europe to a set of accepted and official languages was impossible without print. Print
necessitated that standardization, so that people in different parts of “France” or “England” were
able to read the same works and understand their grammar and their meaning. For the first
time, the very concept of proper spelling emerged, and existing ideas about grammar began the

process of standardization as well.

Conclusion: Patronage

The most memorable, or at least iconic, effects of the Renaissance were artistic
(considered in the next chapter). To understand why the Renaissance brought about such a
remarkable explosion of art, it is crucial to grasp the nature of patronage. In patronage, a
member of the popoli grossi would pay an artist in advance for a work of art. That work of art
would be displayed publicly - most obviously in the case of architecture with the beautiful
churches, orphanages, and municipal buildings that spread across Italy during the Renaissance.
In turn, that art would attract political power and influence to the person or family who had paid
for it because of the honor associated with funding the best artists and being associated with
their work. While there was plenty of bloodshed between powerful Renaissance families, their
political competition as often took the form of an ongoing battle over who could commission the
best art and then "give" that art to their home city, rather than actual fighting in the streets.

Perhaps the most spectacular example of patronage in action was when Cosimo de
Medici, then the leader of the Medici family and its vast banking empire, threw a city-wide party
called the Council of Florence in 1439. The Council featured public lectures on Greek
philosophy, displays of art, and a huge church council that brought together representatives of
both the western Latin Church and the Eastern Orthodox church in a (doomed) attempt to heal
the schism that divided Christianity. The Catholic hierarchy also used the occasion to establish
the canonical and in a sense “final” version of the Christian Bible itself (in question were which
books ought to be included in the Old Testament). The entire affair was paid by Cosimo out of
his personal fortune - he even paid for the travel expenses of visiting dignitaries from places as
far away as India and Ethiopia. The Council clinched the Medici as the family of Florence for

the next generation, with Cosimo being described by a contemporary as a “king in all but name.”
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Art and learning benefited enormously from the wealth of northern Italy precisely
because the wealthy and powerful of northern Italy competed to pay for the best art and the
most innovative scholarship - without that form of cultural and political competition, it is doubtful

that many of the masterpieces of Renaissance art would have ever been created.

Image Citations (Creative Commons):

Cosimo de Medici - Public Domain

Printing Press - Graferocommons

61



