(Note: One text that has been useful here is The Renaissance in Europe, by Margaret King, Laurence King Publishing, London, 2003)

What was Italy like before Humanism?
· In medieval Europe, including Italy, most of the intellectuals were clerics (priests, monks etc) and the focus of their study was God and his universe. They were concerned with demonstration of spiritual truths. The medieval spiritual ideal was the vita contemplative (contemplative life) of the mystic or hermit whose mystical connection with the Divine would bring salvation to others.
· The intellectual activity of Medieval thinkers is known as Scholasticism as they were a product of the schools and universities of the time.
· Medieval Christianity sought to focus attention on the spiritual rather than the physical world as shown, for example, in writings such as the treatise of Pope Innocent III (ruled as Pope 1198-1216) De contemptu mundi (On Contempt for the World). Here he reiterated the weakness of the human body, the fragility of human existence, and the vices of the human spirit. The only real defence against such dangers was, the Church taught, a clear focus on God and the afterlife.

· Some classical writings were already studied. Translated by trained monks, they served as texts for teaching Latin. The medieval scholastic philosophers also had access to 13th century translations of Aristotle’s (384-322BC) speculations on the nature of the cosmos through physics, metaphysics and logic in their schools of theology. These provided the grounds for intellectual argument and medieval scholastic philosophers were able to reconcile Aristotelian thought with Christian beliefs.

· Access to classical texts was limited. They were largely held in monasteries and access to those not officially approved was limited by the clerics because pagan ideas were believed to be dangerous and heretical.

· But the seeds of Humanism were already stirring. From the late 1200s, Italian authors such as Dante Alighieri were drawing on classical sources (Dante’s guide through the Underworld in The Divine Comedy was the Roman poet Virgil.

· 14th century poet and scholar Francesco Petrarch (bArrezo1304-74), who believed the period between Classical Rome and his own day was a bleak wasteland, was an early humanist scholar. Turning away from the normal paths for a university graduate of law or medicine, he sought court patronage to collect Latin and Greek texts (which had been ‘lost’ or ignored since the fall of the Roman Empire. He also created new styles of literature based on classical sources writing letters in Latin to long-dead heroes of his from antiquity, Cicero and St Augustine, and to his fellow scholars eg Giovanni Boccaccio (bFlorence 1313-75). 

· Boccaccio wrote popular prose and verse romances but also defended the study of ancient literature and thought in his work ‘On the Genealogies of Pagan Gods’. Here he insisted that much could be learned from antiquity despite it being pagan. This was despite clerical intellectuals of his time believing that ideas from the pagan world were dangerous and heretical. 

· The Black Death of 1348 affected the production of art as it affected all aspects of life. So too, it disrupted developments in literature. Although Boccaccio and Petrarch survive the Black Death and keep writing there is little other movement until the 1390s when a new generation of scholars accelerate the development and the influence of Humanism. 


· The fifteenth century hosts the Renaissance – the ‘rebirth’ of the classical spirit through the words and thoughts of the classical world.

· The most popular view of the Renaissance sees Humanism as being the chief characteristic of Renaissance thought – therefore an enormous influence on its art as well as its values and ideals.
· A Humanist education was based on Latin and Greek literature. Their study focused on grammar (the Latin language learned through its literature), rhetoric (the art of speechmaking and of prose composition), history, poetry and moral philosophy (studia humanitatis ie studies of humanity) which are the basis of our modern ‘humanities’
· Humanist scholars sought out and translated ancient manuscripts in Latin, Greek and Hebrew. Such translations also gave them access to language and texts of the Greek philosophers Plato and Aristotle and Roman writers such as Cicero, Virgil and Quintilian offered access to their moral and philosophical values and beliefs. Like the ancients, they saw human beings as still existing in a universe guided by God, but as also possessing powerful capacities of body and spirit – capable of greatness.
· They reformulated the insights of medieval Christian scholars giving a new explanation of the nature of the human being, human society and the arts and sciences of civilisation. They were the sons (and sometimes daughters) of the wealthy and the powerful and of middle-level merchants and notaries.

· Through such studies there was a new evaluation of the human being and a new appreciation of the ‘dignity of man’. Among those holding such views were the Florentine ruler Lorenzo de’ Medici (1449-1492) and Michelangelo Buonarroti.
· The humanists were largely politically neutral and took positions of importance in signorial governments, republics and the Church. Others remained in the universities or sought work in the new printing presses established in the late 1460s.
· To obtain patronage for these tasks, humanists wrote poems and epics emphasising the importance of their work and praising the princely rulers. They would often be employed as tutors to the rulers’ children. From the 1440s, a humanist education which enabled the combining of chivalric ideals of honour and glory with examples of ancient statecraft and military strategy was customary for the children of Italy’s aristocracy. So too, the ethics of Ancient Rome and Greece provided a moral framework for their public and private lives.

· Through their study, a range of classical references and readings were known by that elite along with chivalric and Christian themes.
· The Fall of Constantinople in 1453 when it was overrun by the Ottoman sultan saw
Byzantium scholars among the immigrants who moved through Italy with their   manuscripts of the great Greek philosophers – Plato, Aristotle, Euclid , Ptolomy etc – these were known in Italy but only partially studied. These added a further impetus to the already flourishing Humanist movement.
· There was some concern about the appropriateness of such ‘pagan’ studies but generally an appreciation of pagan antiquity was not seen as antagonistic to Catholic values by the political and intellectual elite.
· Christian beliefs and rituals remained the dominant factor which affected the entire population, not just the élite. 
· 20th century scholars such as Jacob Burckhardt (1818-1897) note key and defining themes of humanist thought as being a stress on the idea of a dynamic self – a sharpened sense of individual dignity and a reinvention of society and state. The humanist outlook remained genuinely Christian.

· They point to artists beginning to see with new eyes, the relics of ancient Rome which were part of their everyday life and incorporating these ideas and values into the Christianised culture of their own age.
Humanism





In Art, Cavallini and the Pisano brothers were referencing classical art and Giotto developed this further in the first half of the Trecento. ‘And thus he (Giotto) returned to the light that art which had been buried for many centuries under the errors of those who had painted more to delight the eyes of the ignorant than the intellect of the wise’ (Boccaccio – The Decameron


 








Humanism in the 15th Century 








