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THE PROBLEM OF THE RENAISSANCE

The word “Renaissance” has long carried overtones of glamor’, such as have been
associated with no other period in European history. To the average reader it evokes a
brilliantly colored picture of an age when all life was a work of art, an age of versatile
supermen, of cultured princes and condottieri®, of classical scholars, and divinely
gifted painters and sculptors, “the age of the discovery of the world and of man.”The
component elements of this picture have been selected from the age itself, but the picture
as a whole is the legacy left by the creative genius of Jakob Burckhardt’. For more than a
generation, however, scholarly critics have been attacking Burckhardt’s conception of the
Renaissance from the most varied points of view, so that, though it remains a commonly
recognized historical period, there is no longer any general agreement as to its character,
its causes, or even its geographical and chronological limits. It has become, in fact, the
most intractable problem child of historiography*.

The study of the Renaissance here presented is intended as an essay in interpretation
rather than a narrative of events. The civilization of any age presents a bewildering
confusion of varied and often conflicting characteristics. It is one of the most important
duties of the historian to select and arrange these characteristics so that they form part of
a reasonably intelligible picture, for, until that task has been performed, history remains a
meaningless chaos, without form and void. The historian will, of course, endeavor above all
things to make his presentation of the period conform as closely as possible to reality®. Yet,
in the end, it must appear as seen through his eyes, from his point of view, and interpreted
through the medium of his understanding. And, since history is in this sense created by
the historian, and he, in turn, is the product of his age and environment, history varies
from generation to generation and must be constantly reinterpreted. That does not mean
that history written in the past is not of great value. It is, indeed, indispensable to the
student, for each portrayal of an age illuminates it from a different angle and calls attention
to essential factors which might easily be overlooked in the disorganized confusion of the
original sources®. It may be well, therefore, to begin our study by noting briefly the various

1 overtones of glamor 75k /1 it AL (5 % .
2 condottieri n. JE{H% ¥ 9.
3 Jakob Burckhardt fe#-4fi « Afi sE W45 (1818—1897) , Fii+: [ ¥4, FA (GLZENmMMEAR L) .
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points of view from which the Renaissance has been presented in the past.

The idea that there was a great revival or rebirth of literature and the arts,
after a thousand years of cultural sterility’, in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries
originated with the Italian writers of the Renaissance themselves. Finding the feudal and
ecclesiastical” literature and Gothic art” of the Middle Ages uncongenial® to their taste,
they turned for inspiration to the civilization of Roman and Greek antiquity, and as their
reverence for classical culture grew, it strengthened their contempt for the unclassical
forms of medieval art and letters. Thus, from the beginning, the double conception of
medieval darkness and subsequent cultural rebirth was colored by the acceptance of
classical standards. Thanks to the predominance of the classics in European education,
this attitude continued to exert a powerful influence on the interpretation of cultural
history for centuries, the “revival of antiquity” being generally accepted as the essential
mark of differentiation between the culture of the Renaissance and that of the Middle
Ages, as well as the most valid justification of the former’s claim to superiority. The
prejudice of the classicists was also reenforced and provided with a broader intellectual
basis by the Rationalists of the eighteenth century. In his penetrating Essai sur les moeurs’
(17565, Voltaire® presented the Middle Ages as a dark era of priestly tyranny, in contrast
to which the age of the “renaissance des lettres™ shone with the bright light of liberated
reason”. It was much in this spirit that Hallam® and Michelet'’ later characterized the
Renaissance, and echoes of their thought still ring through more recent histories. But if
the classical and rationalist'' interpretations exercised a wide and lasting influence, they
were not left unopposed. A reaction began with the Romanticism of the late eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries. The romantic writers turned a more sympathetic eye on
the Middle Ages. They discovered the vigor of early Germanic' culture, the grandeur
of Gothic art, and the sentimental appeal of medieval piety and chivalry'’. On the other
hand, they were shocked by the cold rationalism and pagan'* immorality they saw in the
Renaissance, and regarded it with a sort of fascinated horror.

It was with this background of classical, rationalist and romantic traditions, qualified’
by Hegelian' philosophy and his own esthetic revolt against the utilitarian standards of
the mid-nineteenth century, that Burckhardt constructed his masterly synthesis of The
Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy (1860). Here the Italian Renaissance appeared for the
first time as a distinct epoch in cultural history, with every aspect of its civilization fitted

1 sterility n. YH, K4S

ecclesiastical a. #£ M.

Gothic art B4R ER, RFIHAHTHEARRAM, TEERART L, FARERMNRT. 14 LB, ki
uncongenial a. BEAE .

Essai sur les moeurs (iR RRY o
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into place as part of a unified concept. It was now no mere revival of letters or art, but
a general awakening or rebirth of human intellect and personality, the beginning of the
modern world. In estimating the origins of this phenomenon, Burckhardt made a brilliant
analysis of the influence of the Italian cities and of Italy’s unique social and political
organization; but he found the essential motive forces in the revival of antiquity and “its
union with the genius of the Italian people.” He insisted throughout on the rational and
esthetic attitude of the Italians of that age, which made every part of their life a work
of conscious art. For the rest, his picture of the Renaissance leaves a vivid impression of
rampant individualism, creative energy and moral chaos, with the supernatural sanctions'
and Christian traditions of the Middle Ages giving way to something more like the
ancient pre-Christian ways of thought.

The rounded completeness’ of Burckhardt’s synthesis made an irresistible impression.
Renaissance historiography during the following generation was devoted almost
exclusively to amplifying and illustrating his interpretation, often enough without the
qualifications” which the master himself had been careful to make. And the Renaissance
in the northern countries was interpreted, in the light of his conception of the Italian
Renaissance, as resulting directly from the migration of Italian culture and classicism
across the Alps.

Toward the end of the nineteenth century, however, a reaction set in’, somewhat
reminiscent of the Romantic reaction of a century earlier. In 1885, Henry Thode called
attention to the influence of the Franciscan’ religious revival on the art of the early
Renaissance, and less than a decade later Paul Sabatier’s life of St. Francis' aroused an
enthusiastic interest in the early Franciscans. From this arose a new interpretation of
the Renaissance, which found the origins of its creative spirit and individualism in the
religious mysticism” of the later Middle Ages. This was the first serious challenge to
Burckhardt’'s emphasis on the rational and classical elements in Renaissance civilization.
Other interpretations soon followed, minimizing the importance of both the “Italian
genius” and the revival of antiquity. Patriotic scholars from the North began to insist
on the spontaneous development of their own national cultures without dependence on
Italy. A group of German historians, in particular, claimed all that was creative in the
Renaissance as the natural outgrowth of the Germanic culture of the Middle Ages.

Meanwhile, increasingly intensive research in medieval history tended to modify
still further the Burckhardtian conception of the strong contrast between medieval and
Renaissance civilization. Closer examination of the Middle Ages led to the discovery
of the “Renaissance of the Twelfth Century” and to the realization that many of the
characteristics of the Renaissance were already in existence in the preceding period.

supernatural sanctions # 1A 112954 J) (50 I 8RR .
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Conversely, Huizinga' and others called attention to the continuation of much that was
medieval through the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. From this double approach has
grown a healthy emphasis on the continuity of development from the one period to the
other, though it has left the chronological limits of the Renaissance vague in the extreme®
and has destroyed much of the integrity that Burckhardt gave it. Finally, there has been
of late’ a growing tendency to stress the importance of economic and social changes, and
to find in them a clue to the other changes in the culture of the age.

It is this last tendency that suggests what seems to be the most satisfactory
interpretation of the Renaissance. None of the other interpretations mentioned above
furnish an adequate explanation of the fundamental changes in European civilization
which occurred at the end of the Middle Ages, nor do they provide a sufficiently inclusive
characterization of Renaissance culture. Too often, cultural historians have considered
only the literary, artistic, philosophical or religious manifestations of the Renaissance,
treating each as though it had an independent existence; while the political and economic
historians have usually been content to leave these to the specialist. An adequate synthesis
must include not only the intellectual and esthetic elements of Renaissance civilization
but also the economic, social and political, and the former can best be understood by
approaching them from a study of changing economic conditions in their interrelation
with social and political institutions.

It is, of course, impossible to find in economic conditions a directly traceable cause
or a sufficient explanation of all the intellectual and artistic, or even the social and
political phenomena of any age. There are too many other factors that must be taken
into consideration, such as the creative contribution of individual men of genius and
the qualifying effect” of religious, philosophical, literary and artistic traditions inherited
from the past. Moreover, there is a constant interplay"’ among the various elements of a
changing civilization, so that the development of economic life may itself be influenced
by intellectual preconceptions and by established political and social institutions.
Nevertheless, economic conditions, the way men make a living, form the necessary basis of
civilization. They determine in large part® the character and interests of the social classes
and set a limit to the variety of cultural forms possible at any given time’. Together
with the political and social organization of the age, they form the environment in which
writers, artists, preachers, and thinkers live, and they exercise an inescapable influence
upon their ideas and attitudes. And when there is a fundamental change in this necessary
basis of civilization, it is only reasonable to expect roughly corresponding changes in the
political, social and cultural superstructure, though the latter may be delayed and modified
by the force of tradition and custom.

1 Huizinga fif %05 (1872—1945) , fif 25K, FH CPHLHTEE) .
2 has left ... in the extreme f4EUS FSC AN GRE L) FERAL M A BOR
3 of late #T4E K.
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Such a change took place in Western Europe at the end of the early Middle Ages
with the revival of commerce and the growth of towns in the midst of what had been an
almost purely agrarian' economy. These dynamic forces gradually altered the foundations
of medieval society, though for more than two centuries the feudal and ecclesiastical
classes retained their dominant position, set the tone of* European culture, and maintained
the traditional framework of political and social life. By the beginning of the fourteenth
century, however, the economic change had begun to effect a radical alteration” in both
the political and social structure of the Western countries. But even then, the aftermath’
of corresponding intellectual change was beginning only in Italy. It did not appear in the
North till a century or more later. As a period in the history of European civilization, the
distinguishing characteristic of the Renaissance is to be found in this transformation of
culture, the result of the change from a natural economy to one based on money, from a
rural society to one in which the influential classes dwelt in cities and drew their wealth
directly or indirectly from trade. The Renaissance grew out of the Middle Ages and was
a period of gradual transition. But its most typical culture was that of the cities and
their people. From this point of view, it may be said that the Renaissance began when the
new urban and secular” elements in European culture began to weigh down the balance
against’ the feudal and ecclesiastical elements which had dominated the civilization of the

Middle Ages.

THE CONSERVATIVE ELEMENTS IN MEDIEVAL CIVILIZATION: FEUDAL-
ISM

The life of the High Middle Ages’, both temporal and spiritual, was set in the mould
provided by the two universal institutions of Western Christendom: feudalism and the
church. Save” in the towns, the forms of political, social and economic activity followed
the pattern of the former, while the ideas which inspired or rationalized all aspects of
life were shaped by the latter. These two institutions were inextricably interwoven’.
Feudal society was bound by unquestioning faith to the divinely ordained "’ church. On the
other hand, the church held vast accumulations of land, which bound it by political and
economic ties to the feudal system. Both feudalism and the church reached their highest
point of development in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, yet neither was the product
of that vigorous age. When Western Christendom awoke to new activity with the revival
of commerce in the eleventh century, both the feudal system and the church had already
acquired their major characteristics, though they were still capable of further growth.

agrarian a. RMk[¥.
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The church, indeed, displayed an enormous cultural vitality during the next two centuries,
and made great progress in its task of civilizing the western world. But its organization
and its social doctrines, like those of feudalism, were already hardening into conservatism.
The clergy, like the feudal nobility, had gained their dominating position and their
characteristic attitudes in an earlier and simpler society. Both tended to oppose any social
change that might imperil ' their position or the ideals for which they stood®.

Feudalism was not a planned or centrally coordinated system. It had arisen during
the ninth century from a multitude of personal bargains®, inspired by individual necessity
or greed. Its immediate political cause was the collapse of effective central government
with the dissolution of the Carolingian Empire®. Hampered by the primitive economic
conditions of the age, the Carolingian rulers proved unable to carry out the duties of
government or to guarantee protection to their people after the Scandinavian Vikings®
and the wild Magyar® horsemen had begun to ravage every part of Western Europe. As
a result, men sought protection from private lords on whatever terms were offered, while
the lords seized the political and judicial powers that fell from the hands of the helpless
rulers. The political and social structures of feudalism thus became almost identical, both
composed of the same personal relations. Both rested, moreover, on the same economic
base, the tenure of land’.

The origins of many particular institutions in the feudal system may be traced far
back into the Germanic or Roman past. These, together with the immediate political
events, all played their part in the formation of feudalism. But a more general and
fundamental cause for its whole evolution is to be found in the unique economic condition
of Europe from the ninth to the eleventh centuries. By the ninth century, or possibly
earlier, Western Europe had sunk back® into a purely agricultural economy. At the
beginning of the eighth century the Moslem? conquests had cut it off from all effective
commerical contact with the Mediterranean, which had hitherto been the focal center
of European trade. Shortly after, the raids of the Northmen'® blocked the western and
northern coasts. The Frankish Empire'’, which included almost all that was left.of
Catholic Christian Europe, was thus left land-locked . The effect of this, as Pirenne'
points out, was that “the interruption of commerce brought about the disappearance
of the merchants, and urban life, which had been maintained by them, collapsed at the
same time.” The practical disappearance of trade and town life left the agricultural
communities without outside markets, thus forcing the great estates into a position of
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isolated independence. From the ninth to the eleventh century, there was little exchange of
goods save on a local scale, and hence little need for money. A natural economy of barter
and exchange of services largely replaced the money economy inherited from the ancient
world. Meanwhile, the rural isolation of society was further intensified by the lack of
adequate means of communication and by the appalling dangers and difficulties of travel.

Natural economy and poor communications do not necessarily lead to political
disintegration’, but they do put almost insuperable® obstacles in the way of central
government. When the wealth of a country can neither be exchanged for money
nor shipped without great difficulty, the income of the central government must be
exceedingly limited, and what income there is cannot be effectively mobilized to meet
governmental expenses. Under such circumstances, the natural solution was for the state
to pay for military, judicial and administrative services by grants of land, or to concede’
practical rights of sovereign jurisdiction to those whose possession of land enabled them
to exercise authority over the people living upon it. The function of government and land
tenure thus became identified, and both tended, through custom, to become hereditary*
and to be regarded as inalienable” private possessions.

Further, since land was the only productive form of wealth, all classes were forced
to depend upon it, directly or indirectly, for their living, and their status in society was
determined by their relation to it. The peasant worked his lord’s land and paid a part of
his own crop in return for protection and the use of the land granted to him. The lord, in
turn, held his land from a higher lord and gave military and other services in return for
it. Thus, from the servile® peasant to the great noble, land was the essential factor in the
complex of personal relations that alone held society together.

From every point of view, then, feudalism was adapted to the purely agricultural
economy in which it had taken shape. And long after money economy had been
reintroduced by the revival of commerce, it still retained the characteristics impressed
upon it by the economic conditions of its origin. In the era of social, political and
economic change following the growth of money economy, feudalism and the feudal
classes became conservative forces, dragged along unwillingly or unwittingly” by more
active agents of change. The nobles, who had everything to lose by any change in the
social or political system, were almost instinctively conservative. Even the peasants, who
had less to lose, were suspicious of any alteration in the immemorial® custom that formed
the framework of their lives. And this conservatism was not limited solely to the sphere
of practical affairs. It extended into the world of ideas, or at least into so much of that
terra incognita® as the feudal classes ever cared to explore. The seed of new ideas found
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