
Session 1:  Documents
• Please read the documents in this PowerPoint in preparation for the first session.  

(Unlike your college days, there are no penalties for failing to do all your 
reading—except perhaps some limits to understanding as all of the documents 
will be referred to in the lecture).

• Be sure to read the definition of Renaissance (the first slide) as it is the foundation 
or “thesis” of the course.  A chart following gives an overview of the five major 
city-states then existing and comments on the level of Renaissance activity in 
each.

• The excerpts from Vasari, Michelet, Burckhardt, and Burke relate to the 
historiography of the Renaissance.  Ghiberti is a primary source relating to 
Vasari’s comments.

• On some documents, brackets in the margins indicate particularly relevant 
passages.

• In the event you find the print too small, remember that on a PowerPoint you can 
enlarge using the symbols at the bottom of the slide. 



A French word meaning “rebirth,” Renaissance refers 

to a period of intellectual, cultural, and artistic 

flowering that occurred in Italy between about 1350 

and 1530, reaching its zenith in Florence in the 

1460s to mid-1490s. The “rebirth” (Rinascimento in 

Italian) referred to the revival of classical Greco-

Roman culture and values, but it occurred with a 

decidedly Christian tone.  The major values of 

humanism and individualism, derived from Greek 

and Roman literature, art, and philosophy, 

epitomized Italian Renaissance culture and world-

view.  Other values marking this period were 

secularism (more emphasis on this world than the 

afterlife), materialism (accumulation of wealth and 

goods), civic humanism (devotion to one’s city-

state), naturalism (the appreciation of nature and the 

desire to reproduce it realistically), and “virtù” (the 

requirement that one develop all of one’s talents to 

the fullest).



City-stateFlorence Venice Milan Rome Naples

POLITICAL oligarchic oligarchic hereditary duchy Papal rule herditary monarchy

republic republic (military coup by (monarch Spanish)

(rich citizens) (rich citizens) condottiere Sforza)

representative representative no representation no representation no representation

legislature-- legislature

signoria various councils

no named executive Doge--elected despotism despotism with arbitrary rule

(de’Medici family (dictatorship) supportive power of

rules from behind the religion

scenes)

ECONOMIC   trade, banking long-distance trade; arms/armor church finance agriculture

BASE production of wool shipping; boat building;  production and and agriculture (form of manorial org.)

production of glass trade

LEVEL OF very high very high medium limited very limited

URBAN- a number of a number of a few important few large urban Naples the only large

IZATION subject cities in the subject cities in the urban centers centers in area urban center on mainland

area area

The Renaissance flourished earliest, from native roots, and reached its fullest expression in Florence and Venice.  It was later and more dependent on outside 

influences (and individuals) in Milan and Rome.  It was least fully experienced in Naples.



Giorgio Vasari, Lives of the Most Illustrious Painters, Sculptors, and Architects













“An immense event had taken place. The world was changed. Not a 

European state, even the most immobile, was not launched in a whole 

new movement […].

Rare and singular phenomenon! France backward in everything (except 

one point, the material of war), France was less advanced in the arts of 

peace than in the fourteenth century. Italy, on the contrary, deeply 

matured by its very sufferings, its factions, its revolutions, was already 

in the middle of the sixteenth century, even beyond, by its prophets 

(Vinci and Michelangelo). This barbarism thoughtlessly strikes one 

morning against this high civilization; it is the clash of two worlds, but 

much more, of two ages that seemed so far apart; shock and spark; and 

from that spark, the pillar of fire called the Renaissance. "

Translation of excerpt from Michelet on PowerPoint



Jacob Burckhardt, The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy

In the Middle Ages both sides of human consciousness-that which was turned within as that 
which was turned without-lay dreaming or half awake beneath a common veil. The veil was 
woven of faith, illusion, and childish prepossession, through which the world and history were 
seen clad in strange hues. Man was conscious of himself only as a member of a race, people, 
party, family, or corporation--only through some general category. In Italy this veil first 
melted into air; an objective treatment and consideration of the state and of all the things of 
this world became possible. The subjective side at the same time asserted itself with 
corresponding emphasis; man became a spiritual individual, and recognised himself as such. 
In the same way the Greek had once distinguished himself from the barbarian, and the 
Arabian had felt himself an individual at a time when other Asiatics knew themselves only as 
members of a race....

In far earlier times we can here and there detect a development of free personality which in 
Northern Europe either did not occur at all, or could not display itself in the same manner 
But at the close of the thirteenth century Italy began to swarm with individuality; the charm 
laid upon human personality was dissolved; and a thousand figures meet us each in its own 
special shape and dress. Dante's great poem would have been impossible in any other country 
of Europe, if only for the reason that they all still lay un der the spell of race. For Italy the 
august poet, through the wealth of individuality which he set forth, was the most national 
herald of his time. But this unfolding of the treasures of human nature in literature and art-:-
this many-sided representation and criticism will be discussed in separate chapters; here we 
have to deal only with the psychological fact itself. This fact appears in the most decisive and 
unmistakable form. The Italians of the fourteenth century knew little of false modesty or of 
hypocrisy in any shape; not one of them was afraid of singularity, of being arid seeming unlike 
his neighbours



The Myth of 

the Renaissance 

Peter Burke 

 
Jacob Burckhardt defined the period in terms of two concepts, 'individualism' and 

'modernity'. 'In the Middle Ages', according to Burckhardt, 'human consciousness ... lay 

dreaming or half awake beneath a common veil    Man was conscious of himself only 

as a member of a race, people, party, family, or corporation--only through some general 

category.' In Renaissance Italy, however, 'this veil first melted into air  man became a 

spiritual individual, and recognised himself as such'. Renaissance meant modernity. The 

Italian was, Burckhardt wrote, 'the first-born among the sons of modern Europe'. The 

fourteenth-centmy poet Petrarch was 'one of the first truly modern men'. The great re 

newal of art and ideas began in Italy, and at a later stage the new attitudes and the new 

artistic forms spread to the rest of Europe. 

This idea of the Renaissance is a myth. . . . 

Burckhardt's mistake was to accept the scholars and artists of the period at their own 

valuation, to take this story of rebirth at its face value and to elaborate it into a book. To the 

old formulae of the restoration of the arts and the revival of classical antiquity, he added 

new ones such as individualism, realism, and modernity.... 

This nineteenth-century myth of the Renaissance is still taken seriously by many peo 

ple. Television companies and organisers of package tours still make money out of it. 

However, professional historians have become dissatisfied with this version of the Re 

naissance, even if they continue to find the period and the movement attractive. The 

point is that the grand edifice erected by '.Burckhardt and his contemporaries has not 

stood the test of time. More exactly, it has been undermined by the researches of the 

medievalists in particular. Their arguments depend on innumerable points of detail, but 

they are of two main kinds. 

In the first place, there are arguments to the effect that so-called 'Renaissance men' 

were really rather medieval. They were more traditional in their behaviour, assumptions 

and ideals than we tend to think-and also more traditional than they saw themselves. 

Hindsight suggests that even Petrarch, 'one of the first truly modern men', according to 

Burckhardt, had many attitudes in common with the centuries he described as 'dark'.... 

In the second place, the medievalists have accumulated arguments to the effect that 

the Renaissance was not such a singular event as Burckhardt and his contemporaries 

once thought and that the term should really be used in the plural. There were various 

'renascences' in the Middle Ages, notably in the twelfth century and in the age of Charle 

magne. In both cases there was a combination of literary and artistic achievements with 

a revival of interest in classical learning, and in both cases contemporaries described 

their age as one of restoration, rebirth or 'renovation'. 


