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Introduction 

Before starting the discussion about the essential characteristics of the 

Renaissance, its historical status and development, and its importance, one should define 

his/her main premises in this research. A clarification of the terminology and a limitation 

of the research field are necessary for achieving more precise and accurate conclusions. 

 The Renaissance is sometimes referred as “a cultural programme”. Therefore, one 

of the key terms that should be defined before talking about the Renaissance itself is the 

notion of “culture”.   

 First, a culture is always a limited construction. It is not “natural” and it is always 

in a way restricted. Second, it is self-reflective, self-representative and creates a self-

image. The culture is connected with a community, able to interpret itself.  

 All these features are represented and included in Clifford Geertz definition of 

culture, which will be used as a starting point and as a tool in the following research on 

the Renaissance itself. According to Geertz “culture is the ensemble of stories we tell 

ourselves”. From now on this definition should be borne in mind when the hypothesis 

about “the renaissance as a cultural programme” is discussed. 

  So far, one of the key notions for the establishment of the premises of this 

research was clarified. The next step of the present sequence of journals would be then to 

present the problematic notion of the Renaissance and its different dimensions: 

definitions, chronology, geography, and so on.  
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October 2
nd

, 2007 

 

The Renaissance – Dimensions (chronology, geography, basic trends). 15-16
th

 

century self-awareness – “An age of gold” 

Texts: Loys le Roy, The Excellence of this Age 

           Giorgio Vasari, Barbarism, Antiquity, Rebirth 

 

I. The Renaissance – Dimensions (chronology, geography, basic trends) 

   A general description of the Renaissance always includes terms such as 

humanism, rebirth, revival, intellectual and cultural movement, and so on. Also, there are 

some basic characteristics that are always mentioned: the Renaissance shows a strong 

interest towards the knowledge from the Antiquity; therefore once again the studying of 

Greek becomes important, especially in Italy where many Byzantine scholars move to, 

after the fall of Constantinople (1453). Many times the Renaissance is associated with the 

beginning of the modern history. Other important features of the époque are the technical 

developments, the discoveries, the changes within the philosophical, religious and art 

perspective. Although many scholars accept this collection of main characteristics as 

appropriate and accurate, still there isn’t a universally valid definition of the Renaissance. 

There are important debates about its status: is it a separate époque or it’s just a smooth 

transition between the Middle Ages and the Modern time; is it just a cultural programme 

within the late medieval period; does it have its own distinctive and independent identity, 

and so on.  

 The geographical description of the period is quite clear though. It started from 

Italy and dispersed in the territories of Burgundy, Flanders, Netherlands, France, 

Germany, East-Central Europe, Spain, Portugal, England, Scandinavia, etc.  

 Nevertheless, scholars disagree about the chronology of the Renaissance. The 

common opinion points the period between 14
th

 C and 16
th

 C, but still some speak about 
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“proto-Renaissances”, such as the Carolingian Renaissance (8
th

 C), the 12
th

 century 

Renaissance, the Italian proto-Renaissance (13
th

 C), and so on. There are even different 

historiographical approaches towards the understanding of this époque and they will be 

discussed in the next journal of the sequence.  

II. 15-16
th

 century self-awareness – “An age of gold” 

The Renaissance contemporaries also attempted to understand what kind of an époque 

they are living in. Their descriptions and commentaries present an implicit view about the 

period.  

a) Loys le Roy, The Excellence of this Age, 1575 

Le Roy manages to construct a kind of a catalogue of Renaissance’s most important 

features. In the beginning of his text he tries to distinguish the Renaissance 

geographically ad temporally. Therefore he compares first the East and the West, 

referring to them respectively as to represented by people of the “arms” and people of the 

“letters”. To illustrate this comparison he uses two historical figures, Tamerlane and 

Petrarch. Tamerlane represents the military power; on the other hand, Petrarch embodies 

two of the main characteristics of the Renaissance: he is the first major humanist and the 

first major vernacular poet.  

The temporally comparison is between the Renaissance and the Antiquity. 

Renaissance is rediscovery of the Antiquity. The Greek language becomes important, 

because part of the humanistic programme is the translation of the classical knowledge to 

the national languages.  

After Le Roy has tried to define the geographical and temporal limits of his own 

époque, he starts listing some of the main characteristics of the time:  
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 The discoveries 

 The importance of the patronage 

 Inventions: printing, compass, cannon artillery 

He gives an account of the negative features as well: 

 Dispersion of epidemies, syphilis  

 Divisions in the religion: appearance of the Reformation churches 

 Inflation, excessive prizes, famine, consequent disappointment 

Finally, he gives his opinion on the future of this époque and it shows his understanding 

of the history as a cycle. Therefore, Le Roy expects another fall, corresponding of the fall 

of the Roman Empire in the Antiquity.  

b) Giorgio Vasari (1511-15747), Barbarism, Antiquity, Rebirth 

Vasari also tries to define the Renaissance by making a temporal distinction. Hi develops 

chronological scheme, which contains two main periods that precede the Renaissance: 

 Ancient period: the Antiquity 

 Old period: the Byzantine period that according to Vasari is useless.  

Then it comes to the Renaissance itself, whose goal is to rediscover the Ancient period 

and to repair the mistakes made during the Middle Ages. This “rediscovery of a period of 

time” shows that the historical time is no longer perceived as continuity, and therefore 

another notion of history is going to be used. For that reason some scholars claim that the 

modern perception of history was born during the Renaissance.  

Next: In the next journal, the historiography and the contemporary understanding of the Renaissance will 

be discussed.  
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October 16
th

, 2007 

 

From the Fall of the Roman Empire to the Expansion of the Medieval Cities in Italy. 

Discussion: Life, economy and politics in the Italian Renaissance cities.  

Texts: Benedetto Dei, The prosperity of Florence 

           Arnold von Harff, Venice, Mistress of the Seas 

 

The topic of this journal entry could be presented in different ways. One approach 

would be the historical one; most probably, this one is the more detailed and precise of 

all. Nevertheless, I am going to present here a rather restricted summary keeping into 

consideration the main aim of the journal - to discuss the factors that preconditioned the 

emerging of the Renaissance culture in Italy – and trying in the same time to focus on 

what had intrigued me most about this topic.  

In order to achieve complete understanding of the reasons for the development of 

the Italian Renaissance culture one should return to the fall of the Roman Empire and its 

consequences in the Apennine peninsula. Two are the main features of the “post-Roman” 

period: 

- desintegration  

- deurbanization and reduction of the city of Rome itself.  

These are accompanied by decreasing of urbanization and trade and stagnation of 

agriculture. The above-mentioned processes are active until 900 CE. The economy of this 

period is characterized by self-sufficiency; the political power gets more and more 

concentrated in the hands of bishops, and archbishops. The influence of the Pope also 

grows. At the same time, the monasteries become centers for preservation of the 

knowledge.  
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Italy demonstrates rather different pattern: around 1000 CE one can observe 

increasing urbanization of the region and more and more developing trade processes. 

Another specific feature of the Italian social landscape of this period is certain mobility as 

far as the structure of the society is concerned. Unlike the rest of Medieval Europe, 

Italian noble families started taking part in the production, moved to the cities and 

participated in their governship. Therefore, Italian cities developed in a unique way and 

started rising on the scene of Medieval Europe. Additional factors for this were the access 

to the sea they had, the production of silk and wool, the development of the bank system 

in the 12
th

 C, and the role of supplier for the Crusades that Italy played from the 11
th

 C 

onwards. Italy’s fortunate position and its control of all kinds of traffic (goods, people, 

money, and interests) made it reason for certain conflict and competition between the 

Papacy and the imperial power.  

Together with the rise of the cities, Italy developed a rather high political 

consciousness. Demonstration for that are the famous representations of the Good and the 

Bad Governments in Palazzo Pubblico in Siena. Altogether, the political, social, 

commercial and cultural background in Italy around 1200 led to another unique 

phenomenon – the appearance of the tyrants and the rise of the popolo.  

The popolo or the members of the guilds became very powerful economically, but 

still not politically, as they were not nobles. Still in Florence for example, they managed 

to establish some kind of a republic. Other republics were established in Venice, Siena, 

and Luca. Both republics and tyrant’s governship, also called signoria, had revolutionary 

nature. The tyrants were either representatives of noble families, or coming from the 
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popolo itself (from successful merchant families), or from the so-called condotieri or 

mercenaries.  

However, I have to specify that these two revolutionary forms of rulership were 

typical only for Northern Italy. Southern Italy experienced a different king of 

development. Naples and Sicily, for example, always had legitimate kings – from the 

Byzantine emperor to the Aragonian kings. They remained monarchies during the entire 

Renaissance and therefore they preserved certain “medieval” and much more feudal state.  

 

Next: In the next journal, we will discuss the Renaissance outside Italy and the role of the printing in 

constituting the Renaissance.  
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