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Introduction

The Theme

This book is a history of the culture of the Italian Renaissance in 
a period (roughly 1400–1550) in which contemporaries claimed 
that art and literature was ‘reborn’. Paradoxical as it may seem, 

the Renaissance movement was a systematic attempt to go forward by 
going back – in other words, to break with medieval tradition by follow-
ing an older model, that of the ancient Greeks and Romans.

Hundreds if not thousands of studies have been devoted to this topic. 
The most famous of them remains The Civilization of the Renaissance 
in Italy (1860) by the great Swiss historian Jacob Burckhardt. Writing 
over a hundred and fifty years ago, Burckhardt viewed the Renaissance 
as a modern culture created by a modern society. Today, it looks rather 
more archaic. This shift in attitude is due in part to scholarly research 
on continuities between the Renaissance and the Middle Ages, but even 
more to changes in conceptions of the ‘modern’. Since 1860 the classical 
tradition has withered away, the tradition of representational art has 
been broken, and rural societies have become urban and industrial (if not 
post-industrial) on a scale that dwarfs fifteenth- and sixteenth-century 
cities and their handicrafts. Renaissance Italy now looks ‘underdevel-
oped’, in the sense that the majority of the population worked on the 
land, while many were illiterate and all of them were dependent on 
animate sources of power, especially horses and oxen. This perspective 
makes the many cultural innovations of the period even more remarkable 
than they seemed in Burckhardt’s time. To understand and explain these 
innovations, which came in the course of time to constitute a new tradi-
tion, is the aim of this book.

The perspective

The aim of the present study is to write not only a cultural history but 
also a social history of the Renaissance movement, and in particular to 
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examine the relation between culture and society.1 Neither of the key 
terms is easy to define. By ‘culture’ I mean essentially attitudes and values 
and their expressions and embodiments in artefacts (including texts) and 
practices (including performances). Culture is the realm of the imaginary 
and the symbolic, not distinct from everyday life but underlying it. As 
for ‘society’, the term is shorthand for economic, social and political 
structures, all of which reveal themselves in the social relationships char-
acteristic of a particular place and time.

The central argument of this book is that we cannot understand the 
culture of the Italians in this period if we look only at the conscious 
intentions of the individuals who produced the painting, sculpture, 
architecture, music, literature and philosophy that we continue to admire 
today. Understanding these individual intentions, so far as this remains 
possible after five hundred years – hampered as we now are not only by 
gaps in the evidence but also by the differences between our categories, 
assumptions and values and theirs – is certainly necessary, but it is not 
sufficient for the understanding of the movement in which these individu-
als participated.

There are several different reasons why this approach is not sufficient 
in itself. In the first place, the power of the patron limited the freedom 
of artists and writers. Although Botticelli, for instance, expressed his 
individuality so clearly in paint that it is not difficult to recognize certain 
works five hundred years later as by his hand, he was not an entirely 
free agent. As we shall see (p. 117), it is likely that the conception or 
‘programme’ for the Primavera, for example, was not the work of the 
artist himself. In the case of architects in particular, the constraints of 
space and money as well as the wishes of the patron were (and remain) 
apparent. Renaissance artists generally did more or less what they were 
told. The constraints on them are part of their history.

Yet it would be as much a caricature to portray a Botticelli forced to 
produce the Primavera against his will as it would be to describe the idea 
of its coming quite spontaneously into his head one morning. Romantic 
notions of the spontaneous expression of individuality were not available 
to him. The role of painter that he played was the one defined by (or, 
at any rate, in) his own culture. Even outstanding individuals such as 
Leonardo and Michelangelo were submerged in their culture and shared, 
for the most part at least, the assumptions or mentalities or worldviews 
current in their environment (a topic discussed in detail in chapter 8). 
Even when individuals succeeded, as did Machiavelli and Michelangelo 
for example, in modifying the political or the artistic language of their 
time, their success was due not only to their own gifts but also to the 

1 Williams, Culture and Society.
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needs of their contemporaries, who accepted innovations only when they 
felt them to be appropriate. As the French historian Lucien Febvre used 
to say, it is not possible to think all thoughts at all times.

Febvre’s colleague Fernand Braudel went even further and asserted 
that we are all ‘imprisoned’ by our mentalities. However, there are socie-
ties, and Renaissance Italy was one of them, where alternative definitions 
of the artist’s role – and of much else – are available. This pluralism may 
well have been a precondition for the other achievements of the period. 
In any case, Braudel’s metaphor of a prison is misleading. Without social 
experiences and cultural traditions (most obviously, languages) it would 
be impossible to think or imagine anything at all.

The problem for us in the twenty-first century is that the Renaissance 
has become, almost as much as the Middle Ages, an alien or, at the 
least, a ‘half-alien’ culture.2 The artists and writers studied in this book 
are becoming increasingly remote from us – or we from them. The 
Renaissance used to be studied as part of a ‘grand narrative’ of the rise of 
modern Western civilization, a triumphalist and elitist story that implic-
itly denigrated the achievements of other social groups and other cul-
tures.3 Now that this narrative is largely rejected, along with the courses 
on ‘Western Civilization’ that were once customary in North American 
universities, the importance of studying the Renaissance has been called 
into question. On the other hand, Italian high culture of the fifteenth and 
sixteenth centuries has lost little if any of its appeal. Indeed, that appeal 
now extends well beyond Europe and the Americas. The Birth of Venus, 
the Mona Lisa and the frescoes by Michelangelo in the Sistine Chapel 
have never been so well known or so widely admired as they are in our 
age of global tourism and of the proliferation of images on television and 
the Internet.

What do these changes imply? The conclusion that virtually sug-
gests itself at this point is that the Italian Renaissance should be studied 
from a perspective somewhat different from Burckhardt’s. It should be 
reframed – in other words, detached from the idea of modernity – and 
studied in a ‘decentred’ fashion.4 The rise of new forms of culture need 
not be presented in terms of progress, as if building in the ancient Roman 
style, for example, was obviously superior to building in the Gothic or 
in the traditional Chinese manner. Such assumptions are unnecessary to 
the understanding of the movement or the appreciation of individual or 
group achievements in the period.

2 Medcalf, ‘On reading books’.
3 Bouwsma, ‘The Renaissance and the drama’; Lyotard, Condition postmoderne.
4 Farago, Reframing the Renaissance; Warkentin and Podruchny, Decentring the 

Renaissance; Burke, ‘Decentering the Renaissance’; Starn, ‘Postmodern Renaissance?’.
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Another way of decentring the Renaissance might be to note that the 
movement coexisted and interacted with other movements and other 
cultures in a process of unending exchange (below, p. 00).

The Approach

The focus of this book is on a movement rather than the individuals 
who took part in it, although some of them, Michelangelo for example, 
never let us forget their individuality. Its concern will be not only with 
what linguists call the ‘message’, a particular act of communication (a 
poem, a building, a painting or a madrigal) but also with the ‘code’, the 
conventions or cultural rules that limit what can be said – but without 
which no message is possible. The central theme of this study is the break 
with one code, described at the time as ‘barbaric’, as ‘Gothic’ or as part 
of the ‘Middle Ages’ (a phrase coined by Renaissance humanists), and its 
replacement by another code, modelled more closely on ancient Greece 
and Rome but containing many new elements as well. The Florentines in 
particular developed in this period what may be called, with an element 
of paradox, a tradition of innovation.

The history of the arts at this time forms part of the general history 
of Italy in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries – the history not only 
of changing attitudes and values but also, as we shall see, of economic 
booms and slumps, of political crises and changes in the balance of 
power, as well as the less dramatic and more gradual transformations 
of the social structure that will be discussed in detail in chapter 9 below. 
That the arts are related to the history of their time is obvious enough. 
The problem lies in specifying that relationship. My aim in this book is 
to avoid the weaknesses of two earlier approaches to the Renaissance, 
discussed in more detail in chapter 2. The first is Geistesgeschichte and 
the second is historical materialism, otherwise known as Marxism.

Geistesgeschichte, literally the ‘history of spirit’, was an approach to 
history that identified a ‘spirit of the age’ (Zeitgeist) that expressed itself 
in every form of activity, including the arts and above all philosophy. 
Historians of this persuasion, among them Jacob Burckhardt, still the 
greatest historian of the Renaissance, and the Dutchman Johan Huizinga, 
begin with ideas rather than with everyday life, stress consensus at the 
expense of cultural and social conflict, and assume rather vague connec-
tions between different activities. Historical materialists, on the other 
hand, begin with their feet on the ground of everyday life, stress conflict 
at the expense of consensus, and tend to assume that culture, an expres-
sion of what they call ‘ideology’, is determined, directly or indirectly, by 
the economic and social ‘base’.

Despite my admiration on one side for Burckhardt and Huizinga 
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and on the other for certain Marxist scholars, from Walter Benjamin 
to Raymond Williams (whose Culture and Society inspired the original 
title of this study), this book attempts a third approach. It takes a middle 
position between Marxism and Geistesgeschichte in the sense that it is 
concerned with social influences on the arts, while viewing culture as 
much more than the expression of economic and social trends. This 
middle position is not unlike that of members of the French ‘Annales 
School’, notably Marc Bloch, Lucien Febvre and Fernand Braudel. My 
concern with the history of mentalities, in chapter 8, and with com-
parative history, in chapter 11, owes a good deal to their example. The 
discussion of the Netherlands, for instance, is an example of what Bloch 
called comparisons between neighbours, while that of culture and society 
in Japan illustrates his idea of distant comparisons.

My ideal in this book is an ‘open’ social history that explores connec-
tions between the arts and political, social and economic trends without 
assuming that the world of the imagination is determined by these trends 
or forces. When we try to explain the Florentine tradition of innova-
tion, for example, it is worth bearing in mind that Florence was one of 
Europe’s biggest cities, dominated by businessmen such as the Medici 
and fiercely competitive.

The open social history practised here makes use of the ideas of a 
number of social theorists, but without accepting any complete theoreti-
cal ‘package’. Emile Durkheim’s social explanations of self-consciousness 
and competition, for instance, Max Weber’s concepts of bureaucracy 
and secularization, Karl Mannheim’s concern with worldviews and 
generations, and more recently Pierre Bourdieu’s interest in social dis-
tinction and symbolic capital are all relevant to the history of the Italian 
Renaissance.

Also helpful in understanding the Renaissance, paradoxical as this 
might have seemed to Burckhardt, is the work of some social and cul-
tural anthropologists. If the culture of Renaissance Italy has become a 
half-alien culture, so that historians need both to acknowledge and to 
try to overcome cultural distance, they have something to learn from 
the so-called symbolic anthropologists, who try to place myths, rituals 
and symbols in their social setting. Hence, like other historians of the 
European old regime, such as Carlo Ginzburg in Cheese and Worms 
(1976) and Robert Darnton in The Great Cat Massacre (1984), I have 
drawn on the work of anthropologists from Edward Evans-Pritchard to 
the late Clifford Geertz. Anthropology is obviously relevant to the study 
of Renaissance magic and astrology, as a great, though long neglected, 
cultural historian, Aby Warburg, realized long ago. It has also proved 
useful for approaching the problem of the functions and uses of images. 
More generally, the example of anthropologists helps us to distance 


