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UNIT 5 From Medieval to Early Modern Europe

CHAPTER =13+

THE RENAISSANCE AND THE
REFORMATION

1350 — 1600

A NEW VIEW OF THE WORLD

A renewed interest in the human capacity to control the world characterized the
period known as the Renaissance. The selections that follow show how this new
view of the world affected the cultural, political, and even religious attitudes of

western Europe.

READING 37

THE IDEAL OF PERFECTION

The Renaissance ideal of the “universal man” influ-
enced the well-to-do and upper classes of western
Europe. These people had the resources needed to
cultivate their minds and perfect their bodies. For
guidance and direction, many consulted Castig-
lione’s The Courtier, the sixteenth-century handbook
that gave instruction on how to develop a well-

rounded personality. An excerpt from this popular
Renaissance work follows.

| would have our courtier sometimes take part in
quiet and peaceful exercises. If he is to escape envy
and appear agreeable to everyone, the courtier
should join others in what they are doing. Yet he must
use good judgment to see that he never appears
foolish. And in whatever he does or says, let him do it
with grace.

| would have the courtier know literature, in particu-
lar those studies known as the humanities. He should
be able to speak not only Latin but Greek as well. Let
him read and know the Roman and Greek poets,
orators, and historians. Let him be proficient in
writing verse and prose, particularly in our own lan-
guage. Even if he does not become perfect in the art
of writing verse and prose, he should still practice it
so that he will at least be able to judge the work of
others.

My lords, you must know that | am not content with
the courtier unless he is also a musician. Besides
being able to read and understand music, he must be
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able to play the different instruments. Music is the
best relaxation or medicine for a troubled man. More-
over, it is a most becoming and praiseworthy pastime
during leisure hours, especially in the court, where it
relieves the boredom and pleases the ladies.

Our courtier should know how to draw and paint. Do
not be surprised that | believe the courtier should
know this art, which today seems to be practiced only
by artisans and not by gentlemen. | remember having
read that the ancients, especially in Greece, had the
boys of noble birth study painting in school. They
believed it was an honorable and necessary thing and
it was recognized as the first of the liberal arts. At the
same time they forbade slaves to practice art. Among
the Romans, too, it was held in highest honor.

— Adapted from: Baldassare Castiglione. The Book of the
Courtier, trans. Leonard E. Opdycke. New York: Charles
Scribner’'s Sons, 1903, as adapted for Edwin Fenton.

The Shaping of Western Society. New York: Holt, Rine-
hart and Winston, 1974.

1. According to Castiglione, what things must one
do to become a well-rounded personality?

2. How does Castiglione's advice reflect the cultural
and intellectual developments of his time?

3. Do you know any famous person today whom you
feel is the ideal person? What personal characteris-

tics in your opinion make this man or woman worthy
of admiration?
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MACHIAVELLI'S ADVICE TO RULERS

Niccolo Machiavelli held several administrative and
diplomatic posts in the city-state of Florence. From
his government positions, Machiavelli observed that
people needed to be dominated by a strong leader. In
1513 he wrote a book based on his observations. In it
Machiavelli advised rulers how to win and hold power.
His theory of rule influenced the behavior of Renais-
sance kings. These monarchs set a model for the
absolute rulers of the seventeenth and eighteenth

centuries. A selection from Machiavelli's The Prince
follows.

Here the question arises: whether it is better to be
loved than feared or feared than loved. The answer is
that it would be desirable to be both but, since that is
difficult, it is much safer to be feared than to be
loved, if one must choose. For all men in general this
observation may be made: they are ungrateful, fickle,
and deceitful, eager to avoid dangers, and avid for
gain, and while you are useful to them they are all
with you, offering you their blood, their property,
their lives, and their sons so long as danger is remote,
but when it approaches they turn on you. Any prince,
trusting only in their words and having no other
preparations made, will fall to ruin, for friendships
that are bought at a price and not by greatness and
nobility of soul are paid for indeed, but they are not
owned and cannot be called upon in time of need.
Men have less hesitation in offending a man who is
loved than one who is feared, for love is held by a
bond of obligation which, as men are wicked, is
broken whenever personal advantage suggests it, but
fear is accompanied by the dread of punishment,
which never relaxes.

— Adapted from: Niccolo Machiavelli. The Prince, trans.
and ed. Thomas G. Bergin. New York: Appleton-
Century-Crofts, 1947.

1. What did Machiavelli consider the most impor-
tant trait of a successful ruler?

2. What was Machiavelli’s view of human nature?

3. Do you think this was the kind of ruler needed in
Europe at this time? Why or why not?

4. Would you favor modern leaders adopting Ma-
chiavelli's advice? Why or why not?
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MARTIN LUTHER AND SECULAR AUTHORITY
Years before Martin Luther posted his Ninety-Five
Theses, the Church had been the subject of much
criticism. Many Catholics questioned its use of power
and its growing worldliness. After his break with the
Church, Luther attacked its secular, or worldly, au-

thority many times. The following excerpt was taken
from one of his works, written in 1523.

... To such an one we must say, it is indeed true that
Christians, so far as they themselves are concerned,
are subject to neither law nor sword and need nei-
ther; but first take heed and fill the world with real
Christians before ruling it in a Christian and evangeli-
cal manner. This you will never accomplish; for the
world and the masses are and always will be unchris-
tian, although they are all baptized and are nominally
Christian. Christians, however, are few and far be-
tween, as the saying is. Therefore it is out of the
question that there should be a common Christian
government over the whole world, nay even over one
land or company of people, since the wicked always
outnumber the good. Hence a man who would ven-
ture to govern an entire country or the world with the
Gospel would be like a shepherd who should place in
one fold wolves, lions, eagles, and sheep together
and let them freely mingle with one another and say,
Help yourselves, and be good and peaceful among
yourselves; the fold is open, there is plenty of food;
have no fear of dogs and clubs. The sheep, forsooth,
would keep the peace and would allow themselves to
be fed and governed in peace, but they would not live

long; nor would any beast keep from molesting an-
other.

For this reason these two kingdoms must be sharply
distinguished, and both be permitted to remain; the
one to produce piety, the other to bring about exter-
nal peace and prevent evil deeds; neither is sufficient
in the world without the other. For no one can be-
come pious before God by means of the secular
government, without Christ's spiritual rule. Hence
Christ's rule does not extend over all, but Christians
are always in the minority and are in the midst of non-
Christians. Where there is only secular rule or law,
there, of necessity, is sheer hypocrisy, though the
commandments be God’s very own. Without the Holy
Spirit in the heart no one becomes really pious, he
may do as fine works as he will. Where, on the other
hand, the spiritual government rules alone over land
and people, there evil is given free rein and the door
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is opened for every kind of knavery; for the natural
world cannot receive or comprehend spiritual things.

— Adapted from: John Dillenberger, ed. Martin Luther:
Selections from His Writings. New York: Anchor Books,
1961.

1. According to Luther, what role should the Church
play in society?

2. Why does Luther think a secular government is
necessary? What ‘‘knavery’ do you think he was
referring to in the last sentence of this selection?

3. How does Luther's view of what the role of govern-

ment and the Church should be compare to what
existed during medieval times?

4. Doyou think Martin Luther's view on the relation-
ship of Church and State could be applied to today’s
world? Explain your answer.

REVIEWING READINGS 37-39

1. What view of the world is portrayed by these
sixteenth-century selections?

2. What movements in recent years have caused
changes in people's life-styles or attitudes? What
evidence is there to show that changes did occur?
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