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INTRODUCTION

Perhaps no period in history has occasioned more dis
cussion as to its exact nature, its causes, origins, char
acteristics, and effects than has the Renaissance. Since 
the Renaissance itself, writers of all nationalities have 
been trying to determine when it began, why it occurred, 
who were the men most responsible for it, what its relation 
was to previous and to succeeding eras, what connections it 
had with other contemporary movements, and what results it 
produced, in short, its defining characteristics, but no 
one theory has met with anything approaching acceptance.
And yet, despite the diversit3r of opinions, all writers 
are agreed that something vitally significant happened in 
the course of history in the .fourteenth, fifteenth, and 
sixteenth centuries, and that this "something,” because 
of its obvious importance, must be defined, no me, t ter how 
difficult the task. A consideration of the attempts to 
arrive at an understanding of this phenomenon ought there
fore to be of some value because a vantage point is thereby 
afforded from which the different approaches may be studied. 
As different writers are attracted to the Renaissance, they 
tend to emphasize one aspect of it at the expense of the 
others, or to disregard certain features in an effort to 
substantiate a theory designed to cover the Renaissance 
as a whole. An historical survej* of the attempts to ac-
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count for the Renaissance ought to throw light on how the 
idea of the Renaissance came into existence, how it grew, 
and how it changed in scope and character.

It is my intention to trace the history of the various 
explanations of the Renaissance from the Renaissance itself 
to the year 1830 as they are found in the works of English 
writers primarily. My concern is not with advancing yet 
another theory of the Renaissance but in collecting and 
arranging already existing theories in a comprehensive 
and orderly survey so that their development may be clear
ly seen and examined. My purpose is to record as many 
theories as I am able to find and to record without bias 
or preference for any one theory. Starting with the ideas 
of the humanists from Petrarch to Bacon, I trace the de
velopment of the idea of the Renaissance in England to the 
second generation of writers in the nineteenth century.
Of course, the choice of Petrarch as a terminus a_ quo is 
in itself a kind of theory of the Renaissance, but a be
ginning must be made somewhere, and, despite the modern 
tendency to push the Renaissance deeper into the preceding- 
period or to minimize it altogether, the norm which is 
accepted, even if the critics accept it only to criticise 
it, is the period falling- within the fourteenth to six
teenth centuries. The work of the writers in England from 
Ha 11am on the subject of the idea of the Renaissance is of 
such a scope and importance that it is entitled to separate



consideration. Literature I take to mean more than merely 
belles lettres, to include historical works on all subjects, 
travel books, biography, and treatises on scientific sub
jects.

So far as I have been able to determine, there is at 
present no dissertation covering the Renaissance problem in 
the manner which I suggest. With the exception of Profes
sor Ferguson’s "Humanist Views of the Renaissance,11 EHR.
XLV (1939), 1-38, which has a narrower scope both in pur
pose and period than that proposed here, what studies there 
are along these lines are not directly concerned with the 
aims just stated here. For example, Professor Jacob’s 
"Changing Views of the Renaissance," History. XVI (1931), 
214-39, and Professor Bainton's "Changing Ideas and Ideals 
in the Sixteenth Century," JMH. VIII (1936), 417-43, are 
really theories of the Renaissance themselves. Or they 
are very brief accounts of the history of the idea of the 
Renaissance, concerned usually with some aspect of nine
teenth century contributions to the theory- of the Renais
sance, such as Professor Fife's "The Renaissance in a 
Changing World," GR, IX (1934), 7~3-95. Perhaps these 
studies are a combination of the above two trends as ie 
exemplified by Professor Bush’s first chapter in his The 
Renalsaance and English Humanism. German scholarship on 
the subject is marked by its controversial tone and the 
studies are usually in the nature of attacks on previous



theories and defenses of new ones. Despot te the hope ex
pressed by Daniel Heinsius that:

An age will, without doubt, arrive, in which an 
unbiassed judgment will be formed of our times; 
which will scrutinize our writings without par
tiality, which will attribute all that weight to 
truth, which now attaches to personal influence.

ours is certainly not the age which meets his specifica
tions. Since the publication of Burckhardt's study, the 
awareness of the Renaissance problem as such has been 
greatly increased, and attempts to account for the Ren
aissance, to provide a theory to explain it, as
distinguished from attempts at writing a history of it, 
which in the main was the aim of the scholars previous 
to Burckhardt, well nigh def3>- enumeration, let alone an
alysis.3 Indeed, a goodly proportion of the studies

1̂  Daniel Heinsius, letter to de Thou, September 6, 1615, 
cited in John Collinson, The Life of Thuanus, with some Account o f _ his_ Writings, a nd a Tran a la tion o f t  he"' Prefap.e 
to his History "(London, 18077, p. 243“.“
2 Following are a number of studies in which either the 
Renaissance problem is discussed or theories of it criticized or both:
Kane-Ankwicz, "Neue Literatur zur G-eschichte des Humanismus 

und der Renaissance," Mittelungen d. Institute ftlr Oster- 
-QeaphichtsforscTrunj", XXXVIII TT^2077~50S-30 .-------- --- , "Weue Literatur zur Geschicbte des Huiaanismus

und der Renaissance, " Jahresbericht ftir Deutsche Geschicht 
VIII (1932), 705-30: IX-X “( 1933^3T57~ 510-16; X T T 1935-367 , 407-11.

Poland H. Bainton, "Changing Ideas and Ideals in the Six
teenth Century," JMH, VIII (1936), 417-43.

Hans Baron, "Franciscan Poverty and Civic Wealth in the Rise 
of Humanistic Thought," Speculum, XIII (1938), 1-37.

---------- "Literaturbericht. Renaissance in It&lien,"Arohiv far Kulturgeschichte. XVII (1937), 236-56; XXI 
(1930), 97-128, 315-39, 340-56.
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Pierre Bizelli, "La place de la Renaissance dans I'histoire de la civilisation," RLC, XIV (1934), 353-83.
Karl Borinski, Die Weltwiedergeburtsidee in den Neuren 

Zelten• Der Streit urn die Renaissance und die Entsteh- 
ungsgeschichte der Historischen Beziehungsbegriffe 
Renaissance und Mittelalter, Sitzungsberichte der 
Bayerischen Akademie der Wiasenschaften, Mtlnchen^ 1919.

Karl Brandi*7 Das Werden der Renaissance. Gfittingen, 1910. 
________.. and Fritz Friedrich, "Renaissance und Reforma

tion. Literaturbericht," Vergangenheit und Gegenwart.
XVI (1S36), 89-96; XVIII ^1928 )7 99-114;~lOTIl7l937),54-64; XXVIII (1938), 317-33; XXIX (1939), 317-32.

Walter Brecht, "Neue Literatur zum Italienischen Humanismus," 
Deutsche Viertel.jahrsschrif Literaturwissenschaft 
und Geistesgeschichte. VI 1/1928'), 767-SOl 

A. Buck"j "Das Problem der Italienischen Renaissance in der
Neusten Forschung," Italienische Kulturberichte, II (1939). 179-213.

Konrad Burdach, "Die Seelischen und Geistigen quellen der 
Renaissancebewegung," Historische Zeitschrift. CXLIX(1934), 477-521. “

, Reformation, Renaissance, Humanismus. Berlin. 
1918. " ~ ~ * ' “

  _________ , Wissenschaftsgeschichtlich.e ffindrticke Eines
Alten G e r ma n i s t e n~~Ber 1 in~ 1930 .

George L. Burr, "Anent the Middle Ages," AER, XVIII (1912-13), 710-36.
Conrad Bursian, Gesohichte der Classischen Philologie in 

Deutschland von den Anfangen bis zur Gegenwart, Munich,1883. -
Douglas Bush, The Renaissance and English Humanism. Univer- IB 

sity of Toronto PresV, 1~93§~. ”Hardin Craig, The Enchanted Glass, the Elizabethan Mind in 
Literature f Oxford Univer si ty Press, 1936.

H. W. Eppelsheimer, "Das Renaissance-Problem, " DVLG, XI 
(1933), 477-500. A

Nathan Edelman, "The Early Uses of Medium Aevum. Moyen Age. 
Middle Ages," Romanic Review, XXIX C1938), 3-25; XXX 
(1S3S), 337-30. ~

Wallace K. Ferguson, "Humanist Views of the Renaissance,"
AHR, XLV (1939), 1-28.Robert H. Fife, "The Renaissance in a Changing World,"
Germanic Review. IX (1934), 73-95.Philipp Funk7~"Literaturbericht. Gesohichte der Geistigen 
Kultur. Renaissance," AK, XI (1913), 376-88.

Emile Gebhardt, "La Renaissance Italienne et la philosophie
de I'histoire," Revue des Deux Mondes, CLXXX (1585), 342-79. 

Ludwig Geiger, "Neue Schriften zur Gesohichte des Humanismus, 
HZ, XXXIII (1875), 49-125.^    , "Neue Schriften zur Gesohichte des Humanismus,"
Ziitschrift ftir Vergleich. Literatur-Geschichte und 
Renaissance-Literatur, II T 1888-39), 456-82; III “(ISRO), 
348-60, 388-404,“469-90.
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Ludwig Geiger, "Neue Schriften zur Gesohichte des Humanismus," 
Viertel.iahrssohrift fttr Kultur und Literatur der Renais- 
sances, I 1188 677351-96; II 1188^7, 117-407

-_______ , Renaissance und Humanismus in Italien undDeutsohland, Berlin, 1882.
Walter Goetz, "Mittelalter und Renaissance," HZ, XCVIII 

(1907), 30-54.
George Gordon, Medium Aevum and the Middle Ages, S.P.E. Tract #19, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1935.
Rudolf Gunther, "Zur Geistes- und Kuntsgeschichte der Renais

sance, " Theologische Rundschau. I (1S29), 403-32.
Henri Hauser, La Modern! tdT du XVIe Sidele. Paris, 1930.
J. Huizinga, "Problem der Renaissance," Ttalien. I (1938). 337-45, 391-404, 444-59.
E . F. Jacob, "Changing Views of the Renaissance." History.XVI (1931), 314-29.
 ____ , "The Fifteenth Century: Some Recent Interpre

tations, " Bulletin of the John Rylands Library. XIV 
(1930), 386-409.

Paul Joachimsen, "Aus der Entwicklung des Italienischen 
Humanismus," HZ, CXXI (1930),189-233.

________________, "Der Humanismus und die Entwicklung des
Deutschen Geistes," DVLC-. VIII (1930), 419-80.

  , "Renaissance, Humanismus, und Reformation,"
Zeltwende. I (1935), 403-25.

_____     , "Renaissance und Reformation. Literatur-
bericht," VG, II (1913), 57-69; III (1913), 181-92; IV 
(1915), 183-89; IX (1919), 113-18; X (1920), 113; XII 
(1933), 217-23; XIV (1924), 327-38.

 .______ ____"Vom Mittelalter zur Reformation," Histor-
ische Viertel.jahrschrift. XX (1930), 436-70.Rudolf Kaufmann7 Des Renaissancebegriff in der Deutschen 
KuntagesohichtBschreibung. Basel, 1932.Otto Kluge, "Das Renaissaneeprobiem und Sein Jtlngster 
LGsungsversuch,« Neuphilologieche Monatsschrift, XII
(1935), 134-40.

Godefroit J. F. Kurth, Ou1 est-ce que le Moyen Age, Paris,1909. ' I
Paul Lehmann, Vom Mittelalter und von der Lateir.ifcchen 

Philolpgie dea Mittelalter8, Milne hen, 19 24,Alfred von Martin, "Das Problem der Renaissancekultur,"
Studien Zu Coluccio Salutati, (Leipzig, 1916), 1-17.Norman E. Nelson, "Individualism as a Criterion of the 
Renaissance," JEGP, XXXII (1933), 316-34.Carl Neumann, "Byzantinische Kultur und Renaissance Kultur,"
HZ, XCI (1903), 215-32.

._________   , "Ende des Mittelalters?" DVLG, XII (1934),
134-717

Johan Nordstrfim, Moyen Age et Renais sancje, Paris, 1933.
L. Philiport, "Essai sur le mot et~la notion d*human!sme,"

Revue de Synthase, IX (19 35), 102-16, 203-13.
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listed are criticisms of modern theories in which the main 
concern is methodological rather than historical, so that 
in recent times attention has been shifted from primary to 
secondary materials, with the result that speculation rather 
than evidence has received the greater stress. Professor

Adolf Philippi, Der Begriff der Renaissance Paten zu Seiner Geaohichte, Leipzig, ISIS.
Jean Plattard, "1 Restitution des bonnes lettres* et ■Ren

aissance1," in Melanges offerts par ses amis et ses 
el&vea & M. Gustave Lanson X'Par'is7 1927”), 128-31.

W. Rehm, Das Werden des RenaissancebiIdes in der Deutschen 
Diohtung vom Rationalisraus bis zum Real 1 smus, Mftnchen,

_________ "Der Renaissaneekult urn 1900 und Seine Uberwindung,
Zeltachrift fdr Deutsche Philologie. LIV (1929), 296-328.

H. Reisch, "Neuere Renaiesanceliteratur," Literarischer
Handweiser Zunachst far Alle Katholiker Deutscher~Zunge, 
XLVIin[l9097, 337-82, 61C-13, ‘639-337Hans Rupprich, "Deutsche Literatur im Zeitalter des Human
ismus und im Reformation Ein Bericht," DVLG, XVII (1939), 83-113.

Fritz Schalk, "Die Humanismus- und Renaisaanceforschung in 
Frankreich," Romanische Forsohungen, LI (1937), 319-41.

Franco Simone, "La Conscienza della Rinasoita negli Umanisti, 
La Rinaacita. II (1939), 338-71; III (1940), 163-86.

Rudolf Stadelmann, "Zum Problem der Renaissance," Neue
Jahrbflcher fttr Wissense haft und Jusrenbildung, X ~(1934), ■49-63.

Fritz Strich, "Renaissance und Reformation," DVLG, I (1933), 582-613,
Ernst Troeltsch, "Renaissance und Reformation," HZ, CX 

(1913), 518-56.
A. S, Turberville, '"Changing Views of the Renaissance," 

History. XVI (1932), 289-97.
Lucie Varga, "Moyen Age et Renaissance," Revue de Synthese, 

VII (1934), 129-337
Georg Voigt, Die Wiederbelebung des C las alec hen Alt ert hums 

Oder das Erste Jahrhundert 'des''HuLTanlamua, ed. Max 
Lehnerdt, 2 vole., Berlin, 1893.

Werner Weisbach, "Renaissance als Stilbegriff dem Andenken 
Jakob Burckhardts," HZ (CXX (1919), 250-80.G. Weise, "Der Dopnelte Begriff der Renaissance," DVLG,
XI (1933), 501-29.

P. Wernle, Renai ssanc e und .Refo_rmati_cn, Berlin, 1913,
Rudolf Wolkan, "TTbe'r den Ursprung des Humanismus, " Ze.it-

achrift fdr die Osterreichi sc hen Gymna3ien, LXVII (T^IG), 341-63 7 “



Ferguson has neatly described the situation:
The conceptions held by the humanists of the course 
of antiquit}', through what has since been called the 
Middle Ages, to their own time have a double signi
ficance. In themselves, they are an important aspect 
of Renaissance thought, and they had also a not in
considerable role in shaping the historical ideas of 
later writers. Yet it is difficult to discover from 
secondary works what the humanists actually had to 
say on this interesting subject. There has been much 
loose generalization from occasional obiter dieta. 
Those modern scholars who have sought the origins of 
the Renaissance begriff or of the concept of the Mid
dle Ages in the writings of the humanists have limited
their research almost entirely to the use of words.
implying rebirth or the idea pf a medium aevum. This 
is notably true of Konrad Burdach and Karl Borinski, 
who have furnished the most exhaustive investigation 
into the origins of the word and the idea of rebirth 
in this period. They have, indeed, made valuable 
contributions to our knowledge of the pagan and 
Christian origins and early history of religious, 
political, and chilia3tic conceptions of rebirth 
and reformation. But Borinski is more interested 
in the symbolical and philosophical expression of 
ideas of rebirth of the world than in the historical 
ideas of the. Renaissance writers. Burdach, too, has 
paid little attention to the historical works of the 
humanists, and his argument suffers from a tendency 
to press every obscure reference to rebirth, reforma
tion, or regeneration into the service of his thesis 
that the Renaissance was essentially the conscious 
rebirth of the human soul, an innerliche Bewegung 
rising from the subjective religious emotion of the 
later Middle Ages and re-enforced by a growing con
sciousness of Italian national rebirth in the age 
of Dante, Petrarch, and Cola da Rienzi.3

What Professor Ferguson says of the student3 of the Italian 
humanists applies with eiual force to those who have con
sidered the Renaissance problem as a whole, so that, as 
far as secondary material is concerned, there is room for

3 Wallace K. Ferguson, "Humanist Views of the Renai3sane~,n 
£HR, XLV (1939), 3.



-9-

a dissertation which has as its object the recording of 
theories of the Renaissance in an impartial and systematic 
manner.

The organization of the materials collected is the 
moat difficult problem to be solved in connection with 
the work, for it is here that distortion is most likely 
to occur. However, when a large enough amount of material 
is collected, it can be divided into well-defined clusters 
of ideas. In other words, it is not necessary to impose 
an arbitrary arrangement upon the materials, but rather 
it is possible to separate out ideas from each other and 
then to place them into a number of unit-ideas. This 
technique is best explained by the use of an example.
In analyzing the English writings in the period from 
1800 to 1830, I found that attempts to arrive at an under
standing of the Renaissance center around the problem of 
determining its constituent parts and its relationship 
to other contemporary movements. Seven topics seem 
constantly to recur in the discussion of the Renaissance 
and these are: (1) the revival of the fine arts, (2) the
revival of classical learning, (3) the new defence of 
the Elizabethans, (4) the Renaissance in its relation 
to the Middle Ages, (5) the Renaissance in its relation 
to the Reformation, (6) the influence of the rise of 
commerce, and (7) the Renaissance in its relation to 
the rise of modern science. These leading ideas have



-10-

from three to thirteen subsidiary ideas each. For ex
ample, under seven, the Renaissance in its relation to 
the rise of modern science, we find writers discussing 
such topics as the reinterpretation of nature in the 
light of the new experimental science, the revision of 
psychology, morals, and politics as a consequence of the 
introduction of hitherto unknown mores revealed by the 
discoveries, the changes brought about in the ways men 
think and do by the invention of gunpowder and the com
pass on the one hand and of the telescope and microscope 
on the other, and the contributions of Francis Bacon to 
the making of the new world outlook by "freeing the mind 
from the hold of monkish ignorance, " to use a frequently 
repeated phrase. In this way, it is possible to see the 
rise and decline of the ideas involved in the analysis 
of the Renaissance problem at any given time. For ex
ample, the theory that the Renaissance was caused by 
outstanding individuals which was held in the Renais
sance itself gradually declines in favor of the theory 
of technological improvements, especially printing, which 
in turn gives way to emphasis uj'son more abstract causes, 
such as the rise of individualism.

So far as the organization of the thesis is concerned, 
a simple chronological arrangement of four periods in the 
history of the idea of the Renaissance will be used. The
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first period runs from Petraroh to Bacon’s Of the Pro- 
ficiencle and Advanoetnent of Learning; (1605) and e^ual 
attention has been given to the continental and English 
sources. The second period extends from Bacon to Humphrey 
Hody’s De Graeci3 Illustribus (1743), the latter being the 
first English writer to devote a full study to- the period 
of the Renaissance. The writers from Hody to William 
Roscoe'a The Life of Lorenzo De1 Medici, Called the Mag
nificent (1795) will be considered in a third chapter, 
and the period from Roscoe to Henry Hallam’s Introduction 
to the Literature of Europe in the Fifteenth, Sixteenth, 
and Seventeenth Centuries (1837-39) will be given atten
tion in the fourth chapter.

To understand what this thesis proposes to do, it 
is important to recognize wh&t it does not intend to do. 
First, it is not in any way a theory of the Renaissance, 
Second, it is not a general cultural history. Third, it 
is not a history of the idea of progress, nor of the cyclic
al theory of history, nor of Bacon’e reputation, nor of 
any idea, no matter how important in other connections, 
which is subsidiary to my theme. Fourth, it is not a 
study in social psychology. Fifth, it does not select 
anjr theory or an}' combination of theories as the most 
acceptable explanation of the Renaissance. But the thesis 
does try to achieve the following end3. First, it intends 
"to record as objectively and as completely as possible



as many theories of the Renaissance as can be found within 
the limits set. Second, it proposes to organize the com
ponent ideas of the theories in such a way that their de
velopment and interconnections become clear. Third, it 
tries to trace the reputation of a decisive period as it 
is reflected in the minds of generations of writers who 
found the Renaissance provocative. Fourth, it shows how 
men try to deal with an idea by bringing to its definition 
increasing numbers of, and previously neglected, referents 
for it. The difficulty consists in the fact that the Ren
aissance as an event in history is gone and past recovery, 
the men who made it beyond recall, and even what they 
wrote the subject of endless and perhaps inconclusive 
interpretation and reinterpretation, so that it i3 hard 
enough to determine what they said, let alone to compre
hend and characterize the Renaissance as a whole. The 
Renaissance was to many of the writers who thought about 
it a kind of mirror in which they saw their own hopes 
and ambitions reflected, or rather a device by which, 
under the protective guise of research into the past, 
they could speak to their contemporaries; it became in 
their hands an oblique utopianism. In the la3t analysis, 
the history of the idea of the Renaissance is important, 
not so much for what it tells us about the Renaissance, 
but for what it tells us about how men think and what 
ideals they set for themselves.



CHAPTER I

THE IDEA OF THE RENAISSANCE FROM 
PETRARCH TO BACON

I. The Awareness of the Renaissance

Though Burckhardt was the first to bring into prom
inence the Renaissance problem, it was not until Burdaoh 
that an attempt 'was made to investigate what the writers 
of the Renaissance thought of it themselves. Burdach was 
followed by Borinski, Wolkan, Philippi, Plattard, Simone, 
and Ferguson, to mention but a few scholars who have oc
cupied themselves with this matter, but no systematic 
survey of the leading writers of the Renaissance has been 
made. As a matter of fact, for Burdach, Borinski, Wolkan, 
and, more recently, Simone, the investigation of what the 
Renaissance thought of itself was but secondary to their 
attempts to provide their own theories of the Renaissance, 
and, though they did recognize that the writers of the 
Renaissance were not unaware of the problem, they did not 
pursue the subject with the diligence it deserves. Phil
ippi has been interested in tracing through the origin 
and development of the idea of the renaissance of arts, 
but the greater portion of his work is devoted to post- 
Renaissance writers, and the number of Renaissance figures 
he considers is small. Plattard's article is more in the
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nature of a series of jottings for a larger and more 
systematic survey and is limited to a few French writers. 
Though Professor Ferguson's article is entitled "Humanist 
Views of the Renaissance," the only humanists treated are 
the Italian humanists, and more specifically, the Italian 
humanist historians. More important, in none of the stud
ies mentioned has the idea of the Renaissance in the Ren- 
aissance been considered in its complexity as a compre
hensive and widely held theory. It has not been suffi
ciently appreciated that the men of the Renaissance were 
quite acutely aware of the fact that they were participat
ing in activities which set them apart from the men of 
preceding centuries. They did not hesitate to name names 
or to fix dates or to ascribe causes; they were cognizant 
that in some manner their period was different, and they 
tried to account for the difference. In other words, the 
Renaissance problem was fixed in the Renaissance itself, 
and, as we shall see, many of the most important ideas 
which went to make up later theories of the Renaissance 
owe their origin to the very period which thej'- are intend
ed to explain. V

Petrarch recognized that he was living in a world 
between two worlds. The consciouaness of a Renaissance 
is not yet present, but there is certainly the awareness 
that his time is a transition period between the old and, 
if perhaps not the new, then at least the different. He
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writes: "...velut in oonfinio duorum populorum consti-
tutus, ac simul ante retroque in prospiciens."1 Some
time later, in his "Oratio Ad Fantinura Dandulum Praetorem
Patavii Pro Gymnasio Patavino," dated 1412, Gasparirio
Barsizza said:

Etsi maxime oportebat, Praetor optime, stante 
adhuo, & incolumi hac nostra Universitate, potius tae esse missum ad conservationem ejus, quam ad 
dignitatem pene extinctam restituendam venisse; 
tamen propter incredibilem, ao prope singularem, animi tui Sapientiain tantam spem, nostris rebus 
dies hodiernus attulit, ut ilia hoc tuo adventu 
nunc primum spi^itum resumere, & quasi reviviscere novis videatur.^

Barzizza goes on to describe the flourishing state of
the University and contrasts the zeal with which the
ancient authors are being studied with the lethargy which
marked the students but a few years before.

Evidence of how widespread and widely accepted was
the idea of a Renaissance is found in a letter of William
Herman to James Batt: ’’Atque vtinam aliquando tandem

%litterae reuiuiscant, mi Batte." Around the same time,
hut in another country, Lippo Brandolini writes:

...quod omnia quae apud veteres maxima et flor- 
entissima erant nunc labefacta et prope extincta

1 Petrarch, Rerum Memorandarugi, I, 398 cited in Jonn E ^  
Sandys, Harvard Lectures on.
ridge University Press, 1905), p. ^> n •
2 Gasparino Barzizza, Opera (Romae, 17^3), I> 18*
3 William Herman to James Batt, #3*,
Epistolarvm Des. Erasmi Rotero.dami, ed. Percy b. Alien 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1906), I, 134.



sint ita ut degenerare ab ae quottidie mundus 
et ad finem quodammodo properare videatur...4

Addressing the Mayors of Germany, Luther points out that
5"The world has changed, and things go differently," and 

Machiavelli quite casually refers to "...the great change 
which have been seen and are seen every day, beyond all

ghuman conjecture." The enthusiasm of Ulrich von Hutten 
is but typical of the men of the Renaissance who saw all 
about them signs of a new era in human history and were 
happy to be able to participate in the work. "0 seculum! 
wrote Hutten to Pirckheimer, "0 literael Iuvat vivere, 
etsi quiescere nondum iuvat, Bilibalde. Vigsnt studia, 
florent ingenia. Heus tu, accipe laqueum, barbaries,

7 rexilium prospice." And in France Etienne Do let was ex
pressing the same sentiments:

Lea lettres s'^panouissent avec splendeur, heureuse 
et brillante floraison, ^dont je m ’applaudis pour elles! Les Etudes litterairea sont cultive'es avec

4 L ipp o Brandolini, De Gomparatione Reipublicae et Regni, 
cited in Lynn Thorndike, Science and Thought' in the Fif- 
d^g.Hih_Centur y (Columbia University Prea~s7 . 24‘2 , n . 36.
5 Mart in Luther, Letter to the Mayors and Aldermen of All 
-Lftg Cities of Germany in Behalf of Christian Schools, ed.~ 
^rederick Eby, Early Protestant Educators the Educational

of Martin Luther, John Calvin, and Other Leaders(New York, 19317, p\ 71.
6 Cited by Arthur Burd, The Cambridge Modern History, edd. 
-J- W. Ward, C. W. Prothero, S . Leathe8~7New Yo rk, 1902 'I ,I, 310. '
7 Ulrich von Hutten to Pirckheimer, #90, October 25, 1515, 
-? iOdlji-ghs von Hutten Schriften, ed. Eduard BSckinsr (Leioz 185T), TT2VK------------
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des efforts si grands et si universels que, pour 
atteindre k la gloire des Anciens, une seule con
dition nous manque, je veux dire 1* antique libe.rte'’ 
des esprits, et la perspective de la louange au 
debut de la carriere des arts.... Ndanrnoins les 
vices de notre ^poque n ’ont pas relegud' si loin 
de 1*Europe le progrea intellectual qu’on ne re- 
contra sous tous les points des coeurs brdlants 
de ce noble armour. Ah! sans doute, elle a e'te 
sans tr£ve et sans merci, la lutte qui depuis un 
siecle se livrs a la barbarie, et souvent la vic- 
toire a chancele, grace aux forces prodigieuses 
dont disposaient les barbares. Mais,^enfin, le suces a couronnd' la phalange du progres.8
The few examples quoted show the prevalence of the 

recognition of a change in human affairs in the four
teenth, fifteenth, and sixteenth centuries. From Petrarch 
on, men of different nationalities and working in differ
ent fields, are all aware of a difference and they hasten 
to write to each other about it so that it can be dis
cussed. How they analyzed it, what limits they set to 
it, what causes they considered were responsible for it, 
what effects they thought it had, will be considered in 
the following sections.

8 Etienne Dolet, cited in Hubert Gilxou La^uerrell£ 
des Anciens & des Modernee en France (ha n c _iy14 j, .
31-32. Cf. Jean de Montreuil, Epistle II, ftlcclas 
Clamanges, Epistle XLVI, and Guillaume Tardix p «- 
to Eloquentiae Benedicendiqu_e_ Scien11ae Compen^iur^, _^o- 
ted in Franco Simone, op. ei_t •, pp • y , >Queau'a nreface to De Legibus^onn^iajrlbu •, q 
Jean Plattard, 0£. o^ T T p T  139, n. 4: " L i t t e r ; i l l j e  
quae... huaanae vocantur . . . veluti v
ur"; Joannes Gharrcn, preface to Adagip_rurLPes.*.. t- Hotterodaml. quoted in Karl Borinski, ojc. £i p. n. 4; Lilius Gregorius Gyralcus, DePoetisJOBjrcrum 
Temporum . ed. Karl Wotke (Berlin, 18S4), p. 44.



II. The Renaissance of the Fine Arts

It was immediately realized in the Renaissance that 
the events which made it up could not be encompassed by 
one generalized description. Therefore, different aspects 
were considered separately by different writers so that a 
kind of specialization is evident, though of course this 
development does not approach to anything like the modern 
situation. It is interesting to notice that in the pro
cess of breaking down the Renaiseance into simpler units 
the writers of the Renaissance in almost every case at
tempted to anchor these concepts to specific and real 
phenomena. Thus they centered their attention on events 
they could actually observe, changes in the style of 
painting, sculpture, and architecture, the recover of 
lost texts, the building of libraries, the revision of 
the curricula of universities, the effects of voyages to 
unknown lands and of new inventions. In other words, 
wherever possible, they tried to refer the Renaissance 
back to concrete occurrences, to events which happened 
either in the time of their immediate forerunners or in 
their own time and which in many cases they experienced 
at first hand by actual participation, or at least from 
reports of those who had played some rSle in the creations 
of the changes. It is this circumstance which accounte 
for the sense of immediacy which their writings exhibit



and for the range and complexity of their theories.
Changes in the style of the fine arts certainly come

under the category of observable phenomena and the writers
of the Renaissance were quick to detect and account for
them. As early as 1382 or thereabouts, Filippo Villani
undertook to describe the course of the art of painting
from the Greeks to hie own day:

A me debbe essere lecitc, secondo l'esserapio 
degli antichi scrittori, i quali ne'loro annali 
e tra gli uomini illustri Zeusi, Policleto, Cali, Fidia, Prassitele, Mirone, Appelle, Canone, Vol- 
ario ed altri hanno recitato, e Proma.teo pe'suoi ingegni e diligenza finsero avere del limo della 
terra create un uorno, con questo esempio i miei egregi dipintori fiorentini racccntare, i quali 
quell'arte somarrita e quasi spenta suscitarono: 
tra' quali il prime fu Giovanni chiarriato Cimabue, 
che l'antica pittura, e dal naturale gi&. quasi 
ccmarrita e vagante, oon arte e con ingegno ri- 
vocoj perocch& innanzi a questo la greca e latina 
pittura per molti eecoli avea erre,tc, come aperta- 
mente dimonstrano le figure nelle tavole e nelle 
ir.ura anticamente dipinte. Dopo lui fu Giotto di 
fama illustrissimo, non solo agli antichi pittori 
eguale, ma d'arte e d 1ingegno superiors. Questi 
restitui la pittura nella dignita antica, e in 
grandissimo nome, come apparisce in molte dipin- ture, rnassime nella porta della chiesa di san 
Piero di Roma, opera mirabile di moasaico, e con 
grandissima arte figurata.°

In this passage, a number of ideas about the histor2f of
painting which are frequently repeated and amplified by
succeeding writers are found for the first time. The
art of painting reached its height with the Greeks, then

9^Giaramaria Mazzuchelli, ed., Le Vite d*Uomini Illustri 
^kPll^^ine^ Scritte da Filippo Villani Firenze, "1847 >
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dec lined for man:/ years until Cimabue and later Giotto 
restored it to its natural st3''lej note too the praise of 
the Florentines. The natural style is taken to be the 
classical style and by implication the art of the Middle 
Ages is disregarded as being unnatural. The Renaissance 
in art is therefore a return to the natural mode of ex
pression, an idea which is later amplified by Luther and 
Da Vinci. Villani*s account is followed by Mattec Pal
mier! , Ghiberti, and Alberti, though Ghiberti was willing 
to ascribe some merit to the work of the Byzantines and 
Alberti attributed the change in the arts to his contem
poraries, Brunelleschi, Donatello, Ghiberti, Luca della 
Robbia, and others.^ In his account of the revival of 
ancient learning, Valla notes that not only painting but
11... Scalp endi, Fingendi, Architectandi, aut tandiu tanto- 
que opere degenerauerint, ac peno cum litteris ipsi 
demortuae fuerint, aut hoc tempore excitentur, ac reui- 
uiscant: tantueque turn bonorum opificum, turn bene littera-

l1torum prouetus efflorescat. tt Erasmus was well aware of 
a renaieeance in the fine arts. Writing to Cornelius 
Gerard, he has this to say:

10 Wallace K. Ferguson, op., ci t., pp. 23-23, 27. Filarte 
is especially strong against the Gothic style.
11 Lorenzo Valla, preface to Lavrentii Vallae Doctisaiml
Elegant!arum Lingruae Latinae Libri Sex (Venetiis*,"’ 1572*)^ p. 11. -----------------------
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At nuno, si vltra tercentum aut ducentos annos caelaturas, picturas, sculpturas, aedificia, 
fabrices et omnium denique officioriim monimenta 
inspicias, puto et admiraberis et ridebis nimiam 
artificum rusticitatem, cum nostro rursus aeuo 
nihil sit artis quod non opificum effinxerit 
inciustria. Haud aliter quoque priscis saeculis 
cum omnium artium, turn praecipue eloquentiae 
studia apprime flourisse constatj atque inde 
rursus barbarorurn increscenta pertinacia ita 
euanuisse vt ne vestigium reliquum videre fuer- 
it.12

Though he is writing a history of contemporary poetry,
Gyraldus takes time to point out tha.t not only was there
a change in the writing of poetry but similar changes
could be observed in the other arts:

Videtis enim nostram hanc aetatem non senio 
languidam atque defectam, ut ingrati quidi 
deflent, cum in omni poetica et dicendi arte 
viros excellentes protulisse turn in reliquis 
bonis artibus; nam, ut liberales rnittam, res 
militaris, architectonica, pictura, sculptura, 
reliquae nostro hoc tempore ita florent vigent- que, ut non mode aemulari antiquitatem dici 
possint nostri opifices, sed etiam multa anti- 
quis intentata effingere et conformare; quae 
quoniam nunc et hora et locus ut commemorem 
non permittunt et voe alias audivistis, in 
praesentia praetereo.13
Leaving’ aside Vasari for the moment, it is illumin

ating to see what a practicing architect had to say a.bout 
his intentions in reviving ancient art. For Palladio the

13 Erasmus, o£. oit., I, ICS. #33 to Cornelius Gerard, June, 1489?.
13 Lilius Gregcriue Gyraldus, ojd. cit.• * P * ’ dCj[’ fcfpasiano Da Bisticci: "In painting, sculp -
tecture we find art on its highest leve , ° f
from the works which have been wrought amc’ & £ * .v— -Vespasiano Memoirs L i v ^ o f _ t h ^ j n ^ i o ^ a M e | . o f
X Vt if Cehtury~~t r . William George ana Emil} Waters
York, 1936"), p. 14,
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Roman style was supreme in architecture: “...And because 
I ever was of Opinion, that the antient Romans did far 
excel all that have come after them, as in many other 
things so particularly in Buildinge. ..1,14 so that he bent 
hie efforts to turn contemporary taste away from the cru
dities of the Gothic style to an appreciation of the 
classical mode:

Thus Men, by degrees, will learn to lay aside the strange Abuses, the barbarous Inventions, the super
fluous Expences, and (what imports them more than 
all the rest) to avoid the various and continual 
Ruins which have happened in several Buildings.
I have moreover apply1d my self to this Undertak
ing with the greater Alacrity, because at this 
time I see abundance of others become studious 
of this Profession, many of whom are worthily and 
honourably mentioned in the Books of that rare 
Painter and Architect, George Vasari Aretino; which makes me hope that the way of Building will 
be reduced to general Utility, and very soon ar
rive to that pitch of Perfection, which, in all 
Arts, is so much desired. We appear to come very 
near it, in this part of Italy, seeing that not 
only in Venice (where all the Polite Arts do 
flourish, and which City alone affords an Ex
ample of the Grandeur and Magnificence of the 
Romans) there began to appear Fabricks of good 
Taste, since that most celebrated Carver and 
Architect, Giacomo Sansovino, first introduced 
the true manner, ..

Some time later, in dedicating his edition of Leon Bap-
tista Alberti’s Of Statues. Cosimo Bartoli was able to
amplify Palladio’s remarks and to indicate the progress

14 Andrea Palladio, The Architecture of A . Palladio, ed. 
Giacomo Leoni (London, 17 2'l)," I, ~Blr,
15 Ibid.. I, Blv.



which had been made:
...Leon Baptista, who in a time wherein little 
or nothing of Sculpture was known (all good Arts 
and Sciences being then in a manner annihilated 
and wholly extinct throughout Italy, by Reason 
of the many inundations of Barbarians) imploy'd 
the utmost of his Abilities to open an easy and 
secure way for our Youth.... No wonder therefore, 
if from that time forward such wonderful Progress 
has been made in this Art, as has brought it to 
that Perfection wherein it is seen flourishing 
at his Day: So as in this Age of ours, we have 
no need to envy those so much admired Statues of 
the most celebrated Sculptors of the Antient 
Romans, when we shall well consider what has 
been perform'd by our Countryman Donato. and 
not many years since the Divine Michael Angelo 
Buonaroti; as after him, by Baccio Bandlnelll 
Benue nut o Cellini, and lastly, by your Se If. ̂-6

Finally, there is the opinion of Da Vinci to the effect
that the revival of the a rts was due to a return to na
ture led by Giotto. "The painter,” advises Da Vinci:

will produce pictures of little merit if he takes
the works of others as his standard; but if he
will apply himself to learn from the objects of nature he will produce good results. This we 
see was the case with the painters who came 
after the time of the Romans, for they contin
ually imitated each other, and from age to age 
their art steadily declined.

After these came Giotto the Florentine, and he,— reared in mountain solitudes, inhabited 
onljr by goats and such like beasts— turning 
Btraight from nature to his art, began to draw 
on the rocks the movements of the goats which 
he was tending, and so began to draw the figures 
of all the animals which were to be found in the 
country, in such a way that after much study he 
not only surpassed the masters of his own time but all those of many preceeding centuries.
After him art again declined, because all were 
imitating paintings already done; and so for

16 Cosimo Bartoli, "To the most Excellent Architect, and 
Sculptor Bar to lomeo Amman t i , " Leon Bap t is ta Albert i_'s 
Treatise Of Statues, tr. John Evelyn (London, 1733")* p.
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centuries it continued to decline until such time 
as Tommaso the Florentine, nicknamed Masaccio, 
showed toy the perfection of his work how those 
who took as their standard anything other than 
nature, the supreme guide of all the masters, were wearying themselves in vain.l?
From the evidence cited, it will be evident that when

Vasari carne to write his Lives, a considerable body of 
opinion on the history of the arts was available to him. 
The main outlines of the story had been pretty well fixed; 
what was needed was amplification and codification of the 
ideas held by his predecessors and contemporaries. This 
Vasari undertook to do in a work which has aince become 
basic to any consideration of the Renaissance. Vasari 
has sometimes been mistakenly considered to have been 
the first to have introduced the concept of Renaissance 
into modern historiography, but of course by the tirne he 
wrote the idea had become a commonplace; his value lies 
in the classical statement he gave of the Renaissance
idea of the revival of the fine arts. It is likewise
unfair to charge Vasari with the neglect of the art of 
the Middle Ag*es which was so long in waiting for proper 
understanding and appreciation; in this Vasari thought

1? Leonardo De Vinci, Leonardo Da Vinci*s Note-Books, ed, 
Edward McCurdy (New York, 192377 PP • 164-65. Some time between 1508-18. For other ascriptions of the revival of 
s-rt to Giotto, see Aeneas Sylvius: "...post Jottum surrex-
ere pictorum manus," as cited in Rudolf WolkanA "Uber den Ur sprung' dee. Human i emus, " Zeitschrift ftlr die Osterreich- 
igohen Gymnasien. LXVII (1916) ” and Poliziano1 s epi-
taph "on Giotto cited by Giammaria Mazzuchelli, op. cit. .P. 124,
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as his contemporaries did, and- besides, as we shall see, 
his disdain of the art between the fall of Rome and the 
Renaissance is not so absolute and altogether devoid of 
appreciation as is commonly held.

Vasari’s work is permeated with the desire to account 
as completely as possible for the excellence of the art 
which he saw on all sides and which it seemed to him set 
off his age from preceding eras and gave it an outstand
ing place in the history of culture. In his dedication 
to Cosimo De' Medici, he writes:

...I have thought that this labour which I have 
undertaken— of writing the lives, describing the works, and setting forth the various relations 
of those who, when art had become extinct, first 
revived, and then gradually conducted her to that 
degree of beauty and majesty wherein we now see 
her, would not be other than pleasing to yourExcellency.18

To set the revival of arts in its proper historical set
ting, Vasari felt it necessary to trace the course of the 
arts from their decline to their present state. Even at 
the time of Constantine, the art of sculpture had already 
begun its decline, though the barbarians had not 3̂ et be
gun their ravages which destroyed the humanities for so 
long. But with the inroads of the barbarians, the situa
tion was desperate indeed:

But as fortune, when she has raised either persons 
or things to the summit of her wheel, very fre-

18 Giorgio Vasari, Lives of the Most Eminent. Painters, 
Sculptors, and Architects’ tr. Mrs’'. Jonathan*" Foster" 
(London, 1850*)7 l7“l.
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quently casts them to the lowest point, whether 
in repentance, or for her sport, so it chanced 
that, after these things, the barbarous nations 
of the world arose, in divers places, in rebel
lion against the Romans; whence there ensued, in 
no long time, not onl3' the decline of that great 
empire, but the utter ruin of the whole, and more 
especially of Rome herself, when all the best artists, sculptors, painters, and architects, 
were in like manner totally ruined, being sub
merged and buried, together with the arts them
selves, beneath the miserable slaughters and 
ruins of that much renowned city.... Every virtue, 
nay, all true men, had departed together;"laws, 
name, customs, the very language, all were lost; 
and amidst these calamities, all acting together, 
and each effecting its own share of the mischief, 
every exalted mind had sunk in the general degra
dation, every noble spirit become debased.-1'®

And to top all this were the effects produced by the 
Christian religion. Vasari is unique in his denuncia
tion of Christianity as an earl3T impediment; even when 
the reformers attack the culture of the Middle Ages, they 
very carefully point out that their opposition is to the 
Church and not to Christianity, but Vasari does not make 
this distinction:

But infinitely more ruinous than all other 
enemies to the arts above named, was the fer
vent zeal of the new Christian religion, which, 
a.fter long and sanguinar^r combats, had finally overcome and annihilated the ancient creeds of 
the pagan world, by the frequency of miracles 
exhibited, and by the earnest sincerity of the means adopted; and ardently devoted, with all 
diligence, to the extirpation of error, nay, to the removal of even the slightest temptation to 
heresy, it not onl3r destroyed all the wondrous 
statues, paintings, sculptures, mosaics, and 
other ornaments of the false pagan deities, but

19 Ibid.. I, 30-3 1 .
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at the same time extinguished the very memory, 
in casting down the honours, of numberless ex
cellent ancients, to whom statues and other 
monuments had been erected, in public places, 
for their virtues, by the most virtuous times of antiquity.20

But, perhaps through the operation of the same wheel of 
fortune which threw it down., art began slowly to rise 
again; there arose men who "...impelled by nature, and 
refined, to a certain degree, by the air they breathed,... 
set themselves to work., not according to the rules of 
art, which they no longer possessed, but each according 
to the quality of his own talent." From these rude 
beginnings— and note that to Vasari a return to nature 
could produce nothing worthwhile without rules— there 
developed the Gothic style which had to do until better 
artists appeared who returned to the purer style of the 
antique. In 1013 some progress has been made, for in 
the rebuilding of the church of San Miniato sul Monte 
an attempt had been made to imitate "...the fine propor
tions and pure taste of the antique..." of the ancient 
church of San Giovanni in Florence. Painting, he sâ rs, 
likewise slowly began to regain life as is evidenced by 
the mosaics of San Miniato. At the same time, the rem
nants of the old Greek artiste, as Vasari calls the

30 Ibid.. I, 21-33. 
21 Ibid.. I, 33.
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Byzantines, taught the Italians what they could, though 
this was little and crude enough* This condition ob
tained until about 1350 when "...Heaven, moved to pity 
by the noble spirits which the Tuscan soil was producing 
every day, restored them to their primitive condition..." 
by calling their attention to the ancient ruins all abotit 
them so that they could now base their art on the rules 
of the ancients. Thus, by a happy combination of the 
urging of nature, the quality of the Tuscan air, and the 
providence of Heaven, the arts were on the way to their 
restoration to the ancient splendor. Then followed Cima- 
bue, Gaddo Gaddi, and Giotto, of whom the latter restored 
art to the path which is the true one, the imitation of 
the ancient models. What these models are and what qual
ities they possess, Vasari indicates:

The Laocoon namely, the Hercules, the mighty Torso of the Belvedere, with the Venus, the 
Cleopatra, the Apollo, and many others, in 
which softness and power are alike visible, which display roundnesa and fulness justly 
restrained, and which reproducing the most 
perfect beauty of nature, with attitudes and 
movements wholly free from distortion, but 
turning or bending gracefully in certain parts, 
exhibit everywhere the flexibility and ease of nature, with the most attractive grace.33

Finally, with Da Vinci begins the thirl manner which Vasari
designates the modern. So far as architecture is concerned,
it is Brunelleschi who first recovered the measures and

22 Ifria., II, 36C•
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proportions of the antique, though Andrea Pisano was a 
notable forerunner.

To Vasari, the Renaissance was a long drawn and con
tinual process which started deep in the Middle Ages and 
reached its culmination in hia own time. There are three 
steps in the development of the revival of the fine arts 
and Vasari himself summarises their characteristics:

To avoid a too minute inquiry, I adopt the division 
into three parts, or periods— if we so please to 
call them— from the revival of the arts, down to 
the present century, and in each of these there 
will be found a very obvious difference. In the 
first, and moat ancient, of these periods, we have seen that the three formative arts were very far 
from their perfection; and that, if it must be 
admitted that they had much in them that was good, 
yet this was accompanied by so much of imperfection, 
that those times certainly merit no great 3hare of 
commendation. Yet, on the other hand, as it was 
by them that the commencement was.made; as it was 
they who originated the method, and taught the 
way to a better path, which was afterwards fol
lowed, so, if it were but for this, we are bound 
to say nothing of them but what is good— nay, we 
must even accord to them a somewhat larger amount 
of glory than they might have the right to demand, 
were their works to be judged rigidly by the strict rules of art.

In the second period, all productions were, ob
viously, much ameliorated; richer invention was 
displayed, with more correct drawing, a better 
manner, improved execution, and more careful fin
ish. The arts were, in a measure, delivered from 
that rust of old age, and that coarse disproportion, 
which the rudeness of the previous uncultivated 
period had left still clinging to them. But who 
will venture to affirm that there could yet be 
found an artist perfect at all points? or one who had arrived at that position, in respect of inven
tion, design, and colour, to which we have attained 
in the present day? Is there anjr one who has been 
able so carefully to manage the shadows of his 
figures, that the lights remain only on the parts 
in relief? or who has, in like manner, effected



those perforations, and secured those delicate 
results in sculpture, which are exhibited by the 
statues and rilfevi of our own day? The credit 
of having effected this is certainly due to the 
third period only; respecting which it appears 
to me that we may safely affirm the arts*to have 
effected all that it is permitted to the imita
tion of nature to perform, and to have reached 
such a point, that we have now more cause for 
apprehension lest they should again sink into 
depression, than ground for hops that they will 
ever attain to a higher degree of perfection.

Reflecting attentively within myself on all 
these things, I conclude that it is the peculiar 
nature, and distinctive characteristic of these arts, that, rising from mean beginnings, they 
should proceed to elevate themselves, by grad
ual effort, and should fina.113  ̂attain to the 
summit of perfection; and I am confirmed in 
this opinion by the perception of an almost similar mode of progression in others of the liberal arts.33

If we accept Vasari’s premises as to what constitutes 
good art, his account of the history of art is not un
intelligible nor as prejudiced as has been supposed. 
Vasari held with his contemporaries the opinion that 
good art was classical art and that classical art was 
natural art. Therefore, any deviation from this norm 
was aesthetically bad. In point of fact, Vasari is a 
judicial and not an historical critic. Having made 
up his mind as to what constitutes value in art, he 
proceeds to look for expressions of that value in the 
past. It is this approach which leads him into the

33 Ibid., I, 302-03. Cf. ibid., I, 32-33 for another 
expression of the circular theory of history; also the 
passage cited supra, p. 36.



-31-

exaltation of ancient and Renaissance art at the expense 
of the art of the Middle Ages, and what defects critics 
have found in Vasari must be attributed in part at least 
to the defects of the method employed.

Vasari’s work stands as the most effective summary 
of the Renaissance theory of the revival of the fine 
arts. It is no part of my purpose to criticize the va
lidity of the theories considered; I am interested only 
in stating them as I find them. On the subject of the 
revival of the fine arts, the Renaissance believed that 
it was the equal to if not the superior of the ancients. 
It paid respect to the work of the forerunners in what 
it considered the proper style. Florence was thought 
to. be the center of the revival and Cimabue, Giotto, 
and Brunelleschi the individuals most responsible for 
it. The extent of the awareness of the revival of the 
fine arts is widespread, while the revival itself is 
taken as a fact. Finally, it is important to note that 
whenever the revival is considered an attempt is made 
to point to specific examples exhibiting the character
istics of the change being described.

III. The Revival of Ancient Learning

Interested as were the writers of the Renaissance in 
the course of the revival of the fine arts, their main 
attention was centered on the revival of ancient learn



-33-

ing. Their zeal for the discovery of the writings of the 
ancients knew no limits, nor was the enthusiasm they showed 
for the works of the Greek and Roman authors ever quenched. 
Each new discovery of an ancient manuscript was greeted 

■ with cries of joy and the pride they took in their slowly 
hut steadily growing libraries of ancient texts was bound
less. They eagerly communicated to each other the latest 
developments in the restoration of the lost texts and the 
bulk of their voluminous correspondence was concerned with 
the discovery, examination, interpretation, and editing 
of the classics. Those who were thought the pioneers in 
the revival of learning were held in the highest respect, 
as were the early teachers of Greek. The humanists were 
engaged in a friendly rivalry to uncover lost documents 
and a constant pressure was felt to seize the banner of 
learning from Italy and to plant it in one’3 native soil.
For the most part, the Italians were respected as the 
innovators in the new learning but this did not deter 
the humanists of other countries from attempting to 
wrest the palm from Italy. Though the urge to make 
one’s own country supreme in learning and the envy of 
the others was a nationalistic impulse, nevertheless 
the zeal for learning was international and the fruits 
of scholarship were shared by all as soon as they were 
made known. As a result of this cosmopolitan activity,
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the course of the revival of ancient learning was followed
and recorded by writers of all nationalities as soon as it
became evident that the revival was a phenomenon of great
cultural significance. The recognition of the importance
of the revival of learning was almost immediate so that
the keen awareness of what they were doing is noteworthy
in the humanists from Petrarch on.

As early as 1395 Coluceio Salutati was aware of the
revival of letters:

emerserunt parumper nostro seculo studia litter- arum;... emerserunt et ista luraina florentina; 
ut sumrauui vulgaris eloquent ie dec us et nulli 
scientia vel ingenio comparandum qui no3tris 
temporibus floruit, aut etiam cuipiam antiquor
um, Dantem Aliigherium, pretermittam; Petrarca 
scilicet et Cocaccius, quorum opera cuncta, ni 
fallor, posteritas celebrabit: qui tamsn quantum 
ab illis priscis differant facultate dicendi 
nuramum arbitror qui rects indicate valeat ig- norare

Boccaccio had earlier spoken of his sumptuous edition of 
Homer as well as his other Greek authors who, as he say3, 
after many centuries had been recalled to Etruria. Some 
time after Boccaccio wrote, Palmieri in his treatise 
Della Vita Civile makes the assertion that the liberal 
studies had been neglected for eight hundred year3 and 
goes on to attribute their revival to his friend Leonardo 
Bruni, though this is to be taken as a gesture of friend-

24 Coluccio Salutati, "A Bartolommeo Oliari Cardinal Pado — 
vano," #9, August 1, 1395, in Epistolario di Coluccio 
Salutat i. ed. Francesco No vat i (Rome, 15 9677" •
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ship since the consensus of opinion, as will be seen, was
inclined to honor Petrarch as the father of the revival
of classical learning.

Bruni himself is more modest for he gives the credit
of initiating the new studies to Chrysoloraa and Petrarch
In his Rerum Suo Tempore Gestarurn Commentarius he speaks
with respect of the part played by Chrvsoloras in bringin;
about a knowledge and appreciation of Greek:

Litterae quoque per huius belli intercapedines 
mirabile quantum per Itali am increvsre, accedente tun primum cognitione litterarum graecarum, quae 
septingentis iam anni3 apud nostros homines de- 
sierant esse in usu. Retulit autem graecam dis- 
cipli-nam ad nos Chrysoloraa Bisantius, vir do mi nobiles ac litterarum graecarum peritiseimus.
Hie, obsessa a Turcis patria, Ventias mari dela- 
tus primo, mox audita eius fama, invitatus benigne 
ac postulatus et salario publico affectue, Flor- entiam venit, sui copiam iuvenibus exhibiturus.

Ego per id tempus Juri Civilii operam dabam, 
non rudis tamen ceterorum studiorum. Nam et 
natura flagrabam disciplinarum amore et dialect- 
icis ac rhetoribus non segnem operam impenderam. 
Itaque in adventu Chrysolorae ancepts equidem 
factus sum, cum et studium Juris deserere flagi- 
tiosium ducerem et tantam occasionem litterarum 
graecarum edi3cendarum praemittere scelus quodarn- 
modo arbitrarsr, saepiusque ipse ad me iuvenile motu inquiebam: Tu cum tibi lieeat Homerum et 
Platonem et Demosthenem ceterosque poetas ac 
philosophos et oratores, de quibus tanta ac tarn 
mirabllia circumferuntur, intueri atque una col- 
loqui, ac eorutn mirabili disciplina imbui, te ip sum deseres atque destitues? Tu occasionem hanc divinitus tibi oblatam praetermittes? 
Septingenti3 iam annis nemo per Italiam graecas 
litteras tenuit; et tamen doctrinas omnes ab 
illis esse confitemur. Questa igitur vel cog- 
nitionem utilitas vel ad famain accessio vel ad 
voluptatem oumulatio tibi ex linguae huius cognitione proveniet? Juri3 quidem Civilis doctores passim complurinie sunt; nec te deiiciet un quam
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disc endi facultas. Hie autem unus solusque litter
arum graecarum Doctor, si el conspectu se amperet 
a quo postmodum ediscas nemo reperietur. His tan
dem rationibus expugnatus, Chrysolorae me tradidi, 
tanto discendi ardors, ut quae per diem vigilana percepissem, ea noctu quoque dorrniens agitarem.25

This lovely autobiographical passage give3 a good insight
into the minds of the young men of the time who suddenly
found themselves on the threshold of a new world. Earlier

i

a young man of talent entered the church or one of the 
professions; now the whole field of humane learning was 
opened up and it was no longer necessary to follow the 
traditional path. Bruni indicates the nature of the 
choice, but in point of fact there was no question of 
choice for him; the glorious opportunity to study Homer, 
Plato, and Demosthenes was too good to miss and so he 
threw over his career as a lawyer. In his life of Pe
trarch, Bruni elaborates on the history of the revival 
of learning. After Rome had fallen because of the loss 
of liberty under the tyrant emperor3, and the destruction 
of letters had come about, the barbarous Goths overran 
Italy and destroyed all the remnants of culture. But 
little by little the Italians regained their liberty 
and with it letters began to revive:

Francesco Petrarca fu il primo il quale ebbe tanta grazia d'ingegno, che riconobbe e rivoco

25 Leonardo Bruni Aretino, Rerum Suo Tempore Gestarum
Cpmmentarius, ed. Carmine Di Pierro in Rerum Italic arum
Scriptores. ed. L. A. Muratori, edd. Giosue Carducci,
Vittorio Fiorini, and Pietro Fedele (Castello, 1936),XIX, part 3, 431-33.



in luce l’antica leggiadria dello stilo perduto 
e spento, e posto che in lui perfetto non fusse, 
pur da vide ed aperse la via a questa perfez- 
ione, ritrovando l’opere di Tullio e quelle 
gustando ed intendendo adattandosi quanto pote 
e seppe a quella elegantissima e perfettissima 
facondia: e per certo fece assai, solo a diraon- strare la via a quelli che dopo lui avevano aseguire.26

At about the same time that Bruni was writing, the
officials of Oxford University were sending letters full
of high praise to the Duke of Gloucester for his.gifts
of books. "Patricino vestro,11 they wrote, "Grace, que
multis jam seculis littere sepulte fuerant, revixere.
Nunc Grecos philosophos, bene vivendi rnagistros, Platon-
eaa, Aristotelem, cetero3 quoque non superficie tenus,
et intute uti per priores translaciones, sed intus et

3 7in profundo Jj^atiniql cervendi copia datur." In a 
later letter Duke Humphrey is told that many new volumes

36 Leonardo Bruni Aretino, "Vita di Dante e del V. ^ r^ l * v± notizia del Boccaccio," in Autobi ogr|jb£e VitaL de Haggle. 
Scrittori Italian!, ed. Angelo SolertiJlMilan ^1?]' Pfor 
Apparently Bruni »s modesty was con.ined to .k* wagBre- *according to Vespasiano, he thought that he a o - ■ _sponsible for the revival, "...it was firmly y
men of learning," writes Vespasiano, o£. cit*> P» x'l-ue "that Friar Ambrogio and Messer Lionar^c had x ,
Latin tongue which had been dead and buried - x - wri+~r 
and years, or more. At that time there ^as no ^ PP-'-rarch who could approach the friar and Lionarao;. aI n ^ b Eut"
did much to revive Latin he never approached i Tiorv-'rdo of the attitude of the two men was quite difier^ , of Latin. Arezzo always held himself to be the sole --
2? "153. To the Duke of Gloucester " 1441, in |pAetq.la^
AcaderniaejOxon., ed. Henry Anstey (Oxford: Clarendon Pi-»3, 
18937, '17 303.
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are now appearing which are dedicated to him, eloquent
testimony that many sharp-witted and eager young men are
pursuing the new studies which his gifts of books have

3 8just brought to light. And over in France Guillaume 
Fichet was somewhat pathetically contrasting the present 
flourishing state of learning with the sad condition which 
had obtained in his youth. Writing to Robert Gaguin, he 
says:

Magna me uoluptas capit eruditissime Roberte, quum 
musas, & omnes eloquentiae partes (quas por aetas 
ignorauit) in hac urbe florere conspicio. Nam ut me primum adolescentibus annis, boico ex agro 
luteciam contuli (iudque Aristoteleae disciplinae 
causa) mirabar fane oratorem, aut poetam phoenice 
rariorern lutecia tota inuienire. Nemo Ciceronem 
(uti plerique nunc faciunt) noctna uersabat maum. 
uersabat diurna. Nemo carmen singebat legitimum, nemo ficturn ab alio, caesuris nouerat librare 
fuis. desuefacta figdem a latinitate schola pari- 
siensig, ad sermonis rusticitatem, omnis pens 
deciderat. At lapillo longe meliore dies nostri 
numerant. quippe quibus di, deaeque omnes (ut 
poete loquunt) benedicem di artes, indies magis 
magisque aspirant..., De studior humanitatis 
restitutone loquor. Quibus (qtu ipse coniectura 
capio) magnum lumen nouor librarior genus attulit. 
quos nra memoria (sicut qdam equus troianus) quo- 
quouerso effudit germania.2^

Allowing for the evident bias against scholasticism and
for the exaggerated enthusiasm for the new learning,
Fichet’s picture gives an.interesting insight into the
minds of the humanists. To them there was a real and

38 "175. To the Duke of Gloucester," 1445, ibid., I, 245.
39 Guillaume Fichet, Epitre Adressee a Robert Gaguin le
ler Janvier 1473. Reproduction H^liographique (Paris, 
1889), PP. 1-3.
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appreciable change which could be measured in terms of 
books and scholarship which had come about, as in Fichet*s 
case, within their own life time.

In a more polished manner, Lorenzo Valla traced the 
course of the revival of learning. For many centuries, 
he writes, no one spoke in the Latin tongue, nor were 
the works of the great Latin writers read. Then in our 
time, the knowledge of true Latinity was recovered and 
with it came a revival of all the arts, "...aut hoc tem
pore excitentur, ac reuiuiscant tantoque turn bonorum 
opificum, turn bene litteratorum prouetus efflorescat.
Verum enimuero quo magis superiora tempora infelicia 
fuere, quibus homo nemo inuentus est eruditus, eo plus 
his nostris gratulandam est, in quibus (si paulo amplius 
annitamur) confido propediem linguam Romanum uirere plus

30quam urbem, & cum ea disciplinas omneis iri restitutem.11 
Finally, Vespasiano sums up the attitude of the men of 
the fifteenth century in his penetrating Memoirs. For 
a thousand years, he says, no writers were found in Flor
ence until the time of Dante, Petrarch, Boccaccio, Coluccio

30 Lorenzo Valla, on. cit., p. 11. Cf. Bartolommeo Sacchi,
In Vitas Summorum Pontificum ad Si stum IV. Ponti fioem
Maximum, tr . Sir "Pau 1 Ryeant ~in ~A Literary Source-book 
of the Italian Renaissance, ed . Merrick Whi tcomb T P h i 1a- 
delphia, 18 98^ p. 63; Guillaume Tariif, Eloquentiae Benedicendi que Scientiae Compendium as cited by Francc 
Simone, oiT.^cit. , p. 854; Giorgio Merula to Politian as
cited in William Rcscoe, The Life cf Lorenzo De1 Medicj.
(London, 1835), II, 75, n. a........
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Salutati, and Luigi Marsigli. But, important as were these
men in the revival of learning,- and Vespasiano singles out
the first three named for special commendation,- it is:

the present age which has produced many.distinguished 
men in all the faculties, as will appear to posterity 
if a record be kept of them,*.. In this age all the 
seven liberal arts have been fruitful in men of dis
tinction, not only in Latin, but also in Hebrew and 
Greek; men most learned and. eloquent and equal to the 
best of any age. In painting, sculpture and archi
tecture we find art on its highest level, as we may 
see from the works which have been wrought amongst us.31
When we enter the sixteenth century, the volume of com

ment on the revival of ancient learning increases, A note 
of even greater assurance of the significance of the revival 
enters the work of the writers of the sixteenth century, so 
much so, that it is almost taken for granted. Yet the wonder 
of it never* ceases, the men never fail to respond with a 
thrill of delight every time it is mentioned, and it would a 
seem that each writer had to discover for himself the sense 
of privilege in being able to participate in the revival 
and to communicate his feelings of joy to those who had 
already preceded him in the work so that the fellowship of 
scholars could be increased and at the same time be more 
closely knit together or to exhort those who had not yet 
taken part to speed up their labors. Thus Iohannis a 
Trittenham writes to his brother:

31 Vespasiano De Bisticci, op . cit., p. 14; cf. pp. 356,442-43.
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Inop i am librorum vetere allegare potuerunt, nos 
vero potius in opes copia fecit, quoniam irnpres- 
soria nostris diebus arte apud Moguntiacum inuenta, 
hodieque per orbe vniuersum dilatata, tot veterum 
atque nouorum volumina doctorum venuint in lucem, 
vt aere iam modico doctus quilibet esse possit.
Neque deeent hodie bonorum praeoeptores, studiorum, 
sed ubique terrarum abundant in omni varietate 
disoiplinae, non solum in latina, sed in Graeca 
lingua slmul atque Hebraica. Haec sunt vere aurea 
tempora, in quibus bonarum literarum studia multis 
annis neglecta reflor ue runt

Johann Reuchlin speaks of the revival of good letters which 
had been buried for many centuries but which are happily 
brought to light in our era. ^ In a later letter to Leo X, 
he very graciously lists the learned Italians who, in his 
opinion, were responsible for the revival and pays a com
pliment to the city of Florence:

Ad id provinciae diligenter accivit undequaque 
doctissimos et veterum autorum peritissimos 
viros quibus cum rerum scientia etiam satis 
esset eloquentia, Demetrium Chalcondylen,
Marsilium Ficinum, Georgium Vespucium, Christ- 
ophorum Landinum, Valorem, Angelum Politanum,
Joannem Picum Mirandulae comitem, caeterosque 
orbis eruditissimos, quibus antiquorum solertia 
et arcana vetustas malignitate oasuum obliterata 
in lucem rediret.... Florentia illo aevo nihil 
erat floridius, in qua renascerentur optimarum 
artium quae ante cecidere omnia, nihil remansit 
intactum de linguis et literis, quo non exer- 
cerentur nobilissimi Florentini

33 Iohannis a Trittenham, to Jacobus Tritemius, 1506, in 
Iohannis Trithemii ..-Opera. Historica (Francofurti, 1601), 
p . 505. ---------------
33 Johann Reuchlin, #101 to Leonhard Widemann, October, 
1508, in Johann Reuchlins Briefwechsel, ed. Ludwig Geiger 
(Tubingen, 187 5), p. 104.
34 Johann Reuchlin, #338 to Leo X, March, 1517, ibid., 
pp. 368-69.
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And, of course, Erasmus was well aware of the revival of
ancient learning and was constantly on the lookout for
any hindrances to its progress* As we shall see later,
it was his fear that the Reformers were opposed to the
humanistic studies which was in part responsible for his
decision to break completely from the Reformation. Yet
Melanchthon keenly followed the progress of the revival
and wrote in praise of it:

Sed postquam Florentinorum beneficio honestae 
artes reviviscere coepere, magna utilitas inde 
ad omnes gentea derivata est, multorum ubique 
excitata sunt ingenia ad optimarum rerum studium*
Nam et Latinos homines Graecorum aemulatio ad 
patriam linguam instaurandam, quae paene funditus 
conlapsa erat, exstimulavit. In urbibus leges 
publicae emendatae sunt, denique expurgata religio, 
quae iacebat ante monachorum somniis abruta et 
oppressa* Qua de re quamquam variant hominum 
iudicia, tamen ego sic existimo bonos viros 
rectius pervidere vim naturamque religionis 
hoc tempore firmiora solacia conscientiae tenere, 
quam fuerunt ilia, quae paulo ante monachi tradi- 
derunt. Non dubium est igitur, quin praeclare 
Florentia de omnibus gentibus merita est, quae 
litteras velut e naufragio in portum recepitconservavitque.35
There is an amusing letter from Gargantua to his son 

Pantagruel in which he contrasts the state of learning 
when he went to school with the condition which now ob
tains in the scholarly world:

35 Philippis Melanchthon, "In Laudem Novae Scholae," in 
Declamationss. (1526), ed. Karl Hartfelder (Berlin, 1891), 
I, 53-54, Of. Faber Stapulensis, Oommentarii Initlatorli 
in iv Evang. Praefatio. as cited in Documents illustrative 
of the Continental Reformation, ed. Beverford J. Kidd 
(.Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1911), p. 545, n. 1.



That Time was darksome and savouring of the Misery 
and Calamity wrought by the Goths, who had entirely 
destroyed all good Literature; but by Divine Good
ness, its own Light and Dignity had been in my 
Lifetime restored to Letters, and I see such Amend
ment therein, that at present I should hardly be 
admitted into the first Class of the little Grammar- 
boys, although in my  youthful Days I was reputed, 
not without Reason, as the most learned of that 
Age**»*But now all Methods of Teaching are restored; the 
Study of the Languages renewed— Greek (without which 
it is a Disgrace for a man to style himself a Schol
ar), Hebrew, Chaldean, Latin; Impressions of Books 
most elegant and correct are in use through Print
ing, which has been invented in my time by Divine 
Inspiration, as on the other side, Artillery has 
been invented by Devilish Suggestion.

All the World is full of knowing Folk, of most 
learned Preceptors, of most extensive Libraries, 
so that I am of Opinion that neither in the time 
of Plato nor Cicero nor Papinian was there ever 
such Conveniency for Study as is seen at this time. 
Nor must any hereafter adventure himself in Public 
or in any Company, who shall not have been well 
polished in the Workshop of Minerva. I do see 
Robbers, Hangmen, Freebooters, Grooms, of the 
present Age more learned than the Doctors and 
Preachers of my Time.36

The delicious irony in the last part of the passage re
veals a sense of humor rather lacking in the work of the 
other humanists. Though they experienced joy in their 
study of the ancient texts, it was a serious work and 
they took themselves seriously. Even their expressions 
of happiness have a formal air in keeping with the dignity 
of their profession. Thus Bud^ writes:

36 Rabelais, "How Pantagruel, being at Paris, Received a 
Letter from his Father Gargantua, and the Copy Thereof," 
Rabelais the Five Books and Minor Writings together with 
Letters and Documents Illustrating: his Life, t r . W . F . 
Smith (London, 1893), I, 3467



Graecarum uero literarum studium luculenter & 
passim apud nostros efflorescere, quod annos 
ego complureis sine aemulo deperieram (qui quidem 
certe quoque modo innotuerit) gaudio triumphabam. 
Iuuabat enim audire explosam non paucorum hominum 
disiectamque coitionem, faoinorosam & capitalem 
qui literarum claritati denuo recens exortae. 
tenebras offundere cimmerias obstinauerant.37

Vives gives a slightly different twist to the standard 
account of the revival of ancient learning. He begins 
in the conventional manner by attributing the revival to 
Petrarch who opened the closed libraries and shook the 
dust from off the works of the greatest writers. For 
this reason, Latin owes him a debt of gratitude, though 
to be sure, he is not as pure a Latinist as one could 
hope for, but this is owing to the squalor of the times; 
Boccaccio, he adds, is not to be compared to his master. 
Then, Vives goes on to say, there was a long silence until 
we reach the time of our grandfathers. In other words, 
Vives divides the era of the revival into two parts, the 
imperfect beginnings made by Petrarch, followed by an 
interval of almost two hundred years, and the more per
fect Latinity of the present*33

There is an Interesting passage in John Palsgrave’s 
dedication of The Comedy of Acolastus to Henry VIII. Shall

37 Guillaume Bude, Librorum de Philologia Praefatio ad 
Henricvm Avrelcensem. & Carolum Anerlismensa. Regis Filios 
Tigris, 1533)', p. 78!-------  ----  ----------
3S Juan Luis Vives, "De Tradendis Disciplines,” (1531), 
Opera Omni a. (Valentine Edetanorum, 1785), VI, 340.
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I, he asks, be unable to do what Fullonius the Hollander 
was able to do, namely, make so fine a work as this be
cause he was able to read the pure Latin authors who had 
been restored after the decay of the Latin tongue by the 
Goths, Vandals, and Longobardes, "...iii most barbarous 
nations, vtterly corrupted?” No, he resolves to learn 
how to read Latin well, and not only that, but to put the 
Latin into his native tongue, so that there may be made 
"...suche an establyshed mariage betwene the two tonges, 
as may be vnto such of your graces subiectes, as shall 
succede hereafter, not only stedy, agreed vpon, and per
manent, but also an incredible furtheraunce to atteyn

39the pure latinitie by." A more learned account of the
revival of ancient learning is given by Thomas Campion:

Learning first flourished in Greece; from thence 
it was deriued vnto the Romaines. both diligent 
obseruers of the number and quantity of sillables, 
not in their verses only but likewise in their 
prose. Learning, after the declining of the 
Romaine Empire and the pollution of their lang
uage through the conquest of the Barbarians» lay 
most pitifully deformed till the time of Erasmus. 
Rewoline. Sir Thomas More, and other learned men 
of thatage, who brought the Latine toong again 
to light, redeeming it with much labour out of 
the hands of the illiterate Monks and Friers: as 
a scoffing booke, entituled Epistolae obscurorum 
virorum, may sufficiently testifie.45

39 John Palsgrave, "To the Moste Excellent Prince... Henry 
the .viii.," in Prefaces Dedications Epistles Selected 
from Early English Books l54o-17~oi"l ed. William C. Hazlitt 
(London, 1874), p. 10.
40 Thomas Campion, "On English Verse," (1602), in Elizabethan 
Critical Essavs. ed. George G. Smith (Oxford: Clarendon Press



The criticism of the monk3 which Campion makes is no
isolated statement and in a later section we shall see
the extent of the attack on the monks of the Middle Ages.

Even that apostle of progress, the greatest defender
of the moderns in the Renaissance, Louis Le Roy, felt
compelled to acknowledge that the moderns owed muoh to
the revival of ancient learning. After republican Rome
had been changed into a monarchy, he writes, and as a
consequence manners were corrupted, Latin itself was:

also changed and corrupted, losing his natural 
grace, & goodnes vnder the Emperours. Then the 
Empire being translated from Rome to Constantin
ople, many strange nations comming into Italy, 
altered the tongue, so that men left speaking 
it, & it remained in books only: which were not 
red, nor vnderstood, by the space of eight hund
red yeres; some of them lost, others eaten by 
worms, and deuoured by age: til such time as 
some Greeks and Italians, did by study make 
these two auncient tongues to reuiue when they 
were almost dead: by copying out, publishing, 
and correcting the bookes that remained in some 
libraries, such as had bin preserued from the 
rage of those barbarous nations; which hath so 
happely succeded, that the said tongues haue 
recouered great light, with the arts written 
in them; which we see restored with them; and 
many inuentions added to antiquitie as shalbe 
declared hereafter.41

1904), II, 329. Cf. Richard Mulcaster, The Educational 
Writings of Richard Mulcaster. (1533-1611V. ed. James 
Uliphant (Glasgow, 1903), p. 182.
41 Louis Le Roy, Of the Interchangeable Covrse. or Variety 
of Things in the Whole World: and the Concvrrence of Armes 
and Learning, through the First and Famousest Nations; from 
the Beginning of Ciuilitv. and Memory of Man. to this Pres
ent. Moreover. Whether It Be True or No. That There Can Be 
Nothing Savd. Which Hath Not Bin Said Heretofore: and That
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The last remark is typical of Le Roy; he could not let 
slip an opportunity to praise the moderns even when he 
was speaking of the revival of the ancients. In a later 
passage he neatly turns the revival to the advantage of 
the moderns:

As the Tartarians, Turkes, Mammelucs, and Sophians, 
have gotten into the East by their valiancy the 
glorie of Armes, So haue we in these partes towards 
the West recouered within these two hundred yeares, 
the excellency of Learning:: and set vp the studies 
of the sciences, after they had long time remained 
in a manner extinguished. Wherin by the industrious 
perseuerance, of diuers learned men, the matter hath 
had such good successe, that at this day our age may 
compare with the most learned that euer were. For 
now we see the tongues restored; and not onely the 
deeds and writings of the auncients brought to 
light; but also many other goodly things newly in- 
uented. Sithence this time Grammar, Poesie, History, 
Rhetorick, and Logick haue bin beautified with in
numerable expositions, adnotations, corrections, 
and translations. The Mathematicks were neuer 
better knowen; nor Astrology, Cosmography, and 
Nauigation better understood. Naturall Philosophy 
and Physicke, were not in greater perfection among 
the auncient Greekes, and Arabians; then they are 
at this present. The military armes, and instru
ments, were neuer soe foroeable, and impetuous as 
they are now: nor the dexterity so great in the vse 
of them. The arts of painting, grauing, cutting, 
caruing, and building are almost brought to their 
perfection. And men haue so much laboured in 
knowledge of Law, and eloquence; that it is not 
possible, to doe more. The art of Politicke 
gouernment comprehending, and ruling them all 
(which seemed as it were laide aside) hath lately 
receiued great light. Moreouer Theology or Diuinity 
the worthiest of al, which was much obscured by the

We Ought by Our Owne Inuentions to Augment the Doctrine of 
the Auncients: not Contenting: Ourselues with Translations. 
Expositions, Corrections, and Abridgments of their Writings, 
tr. Robert Ashley (London, 1594), p. 35r. ”
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sophisters, hath bin very much lightened by the 
knowledge of the Greeke and Hebrew; and the 
aunoient Doctors of the church, which lay in 
obscurity in the libraries haue likewise bein 
brought to light: Vnto which worke the Art of 
Printing hath bin a great helpe; and made the 
encrease thereof much easier. Seeing then that 
by the course of things, and succession of time 
we are come to this age, we wil henceforth con
sider it not by the particular excellencies of 
countries; but by the memorable things done or 
happened, during this space of time, throughout 
Europe, Asia, Africke, and the New-Found lands, 
in the East, West, North, and South: and by 
such graces, as it hath pleased God to imparte, 
to speciall parsons, in this season, throughout 
the seuerall countries of the habitable earth.

And as we haue marked thother ages by  some 
famous warriour, and notable power that hath 
bin in euery mutation; so it seemeth that the 
meruailes of this age ought to begin in the 
great and inuincible TAMBERLAN, who affrighted 
the world with the terrors of his name, about 
the yere of Christ 1400,43

It is evident that Le Roy has here worked out a compre
hensive theory of the Renaissance. He makes the revival 
of learning part of a larger process which has taken 
place in all the civilized countries of the world and 
in many different disciplines. Not only has the narrow 
field of philology been revived and brought to a flour
ishing state, but the arts and sciences also show a 
brilliance never seen before. Moreover, had it not 
been for the revival of languages, a reformation in 
religion could not have come about, but even the know
ledge of the old languages which brought to light the

42 Louis Le Roy, ibid., pp. 107r-107v.
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writings of the fathers and made possible a critical ap
proach to the Testaments would not have been so far reach
ing in its consequences if it had not been for the modern 
invention of printing. In short, the Renaissance is seen 
to be all of a single piece, an all inclusive movement 
composed of many currents of ideas and activities which 
brought about a distinctive era in human history. Implicit 
in Le R o y ’s statement is the idea of progress and we shall 
see in a later section the importance of this idea to the 
theory of the Renaissance in the Renaissance.

The revival of ancient learning is celebrated in 
poetry. M. Antoniue Flaininius has written a poetical 
summary of the course of the revival:

Farnesi pater omnium leporum 
Hos tibi lepidissimos poetas 
Dono, tempora quos tulere. nostra,
Fortunata nimis, nimis beata 
Nostra tempora, quae suos Catullos 
Tibullos, & Horatios, suosque 
Marones genuere. quis putasset,
Post tot saecula tarn tenebricosa,
Et tot Ausoniae graues ruinas 
Tanta lumina tempore vno in vna 
Tam breui regione Transpadana 
Oriri potulsse? quae vel ipsa 
Sola, barbarie queant fugata 
Suum reddere litteris Latinis 
Splendorem, vetermque dignitatem,
Saluete o decus, o perennis aeui 
Nostri gloria candidi poetae,
Quos nouem in tenero suo sorores,
Nutruiere finu, suoque digna 
Choro Captalio loqui dedere.43

43 M. Antonius Flaminius, "Ad Alexandrvm Farnesivm Card.," 
M. Antonii Flaminli Carminvon Liber Seoundua Epistolas
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That the writers of the Renaissance had a deep interest 
in the revival of classical learning there can be no doubt. 
From the middle of the fourteenth century to the end of the 
sixteenth, we find a steady stream of comment by the human- 
ists of all countries. The course of the revival was traced, 
its most important initiators given praise, its importance 
discussed over and over again with never failing enthusiasm. 
The interesting point is that there is rather substantial 
agreement on the main facts of the story. The revival took 
place in the time of Petrarch or a little later and Petrarch 
was generally considered responsible for it. For the most 
part, no distinction is made between Greek and Roman authors; 
it was enough that the ancients had been brought to light.
As a matter of fact, the revival is seen largely in terms 
of a restoration of pure Latinity, rather than in the re
covery of Greek and Hebrew, though both receive their share 
of attention. It is noticeable that there is very little 
theorizing about the spirit of ancient culture; the ancients 
are considered a good in themselves and therefore no need 
is felt to justify the time and labor spent in studying 
them. With the exception of Le Roy, the writers of the

Oontinens in Carmina Q.vinqye Illvstrivm Poetarvm (Florence, 
-L503), pp. 183-83. Of. Angelo Politiano. "Oratio in Expo
sitions Homerii," Opervum (Lugduni, 1546), III, 53-60; 
Baldassare Castiglione, The Book of the Courtier.«.Pone 
into English by Sir Thomas Hoby Anno 1561, ed. W. E.
Drayton Henderson (London, 1928), pp / 54-55•
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Renaissance look backward to a past era in which letters 
flourished. At the most, they think that they have created 
a period perhaps equal to that of the ancients;but it is 
the rare exception who thinks that the moderns have gone 
beyond the ancients in pursuit of the humane studies. It 
should be pointed out, however, that this attitude is char
acteristic of the humanists; there was another group of 
men who thought in other terms and who preached the doc
trine of the superiority of the moderns not on the basis 
of polite letters but because of the advances made by 
science. In any case, it seems natural for the humanists 
to think in terms of what they themselves were doing.
Their aim was to recover as many of the lost texts as 
they could find, to edit them carefully, and to appre
ciate their choice language. As to the use they made of 
the ideas in the writings they studied, that of course 
is another matter which does not concern us here. But 
it is important to recognize that there is no conscious 
attempt to study the ancients for ideas, though this is 
not to say that the need for new ideas may not have been 
a strong impulse which stimulated the revival of the 
ancients. The point I am making is that there seems to 
be no self-conscious effort along those lines exhibited 
hy the humanists in the books cited above. In the pas
sages quoted, the emphasis is on the philological as 
distinct from the ideological aspect of the ancient
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documents. The revival of ancient learning seemed to 
slake a great thirst and the writers of the Renaissance 
took great gulps without paying much attention to such 
differences as those between different eras in the hist
ory of Greek culture or between Greek and Latin culture. 
Nor did they stop to argue why it was a good thing that 
the ancient texts should be restored; the mere fact that 
what had been lost for so many centuries, as they thought, 
should now be brought to life was enough to absorb their 
entire energies. In short, the revival of ancient learn
ing was exactly what its name implies: the finding of 
what was once lost, and the time for critical appreciation 
was not yet.due. The ancients were often praised not 
because of any special qualities they were thought to 
possess but simply because they were the ancients. Work
ing from such premises, it was enough that the writers 
of the Renaissance should devote their efforts to the 
recovery and editing of the works of ancient learning.

IV. Renaissance Datings of the Renaissance

One of the most striking features of the Renaissance 
theory of the Renaissance is the assurance with which 
dates were set for it. It would seem that there was no 
hesitation in ascribing a terminus a quo by the writers 
of the Renaissance themselves. If we take the following
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remarks of Coluccio Salutati as indicating that the
Renaissance was about to take place or was just in the
process of starting, we shall have a convenient place
to begin a list of Renaissance datings:

I rejoice not so much in the honour I received
from your notice, as for the interests of lit
erature, At a time when the study of the Greek
language is nearly lost, and the minds of men
are wholly ingrossed by ambition, voluptuous
ness, or avarice, you appear as the messengers 
of Divinity, bearing the torch of knowledge in 
the midst of our darkness• 44-

Following is a list, chronological^ arranged, of Ren
aissance datings of the Renaissance:
Coluccio Salutati: "emerserunt parumper nostro seculo 

studia litterarum,n pp. cit. . Ill, 84. 1395,
Coluccio Salutati: .nec in aliquo videmus nostri

temporis tantarum totque rerum esse noticiam, quot 
et quantarum fuisse decrevimus in antiquis. floruit 
proculdubio seculum illud priscum ornni studio liter- 
arum et adeo in eloquentia valuit, quod non potuerit 
imitatrix quanvie et studiosa posteritas illem 
dicendi maiestatem et culmen eloquentie conservare," 
pp. ci_t., III, 79-80. 1395.

Gasparino Barzizza: "...tamen propter incredibilem, ac 
prope singularem animi tui Sapientiam tantam spem 
nostris rebus dies hodiernus attulit, ut ilia hoc 
tuo adventu nunc primum spiritum resumere, & quasi 
reviviscere nobis videatur," op. cit., I, 18. 1412.

Matteo Palmier!: "...the neglect of letters and all lib
eral studies had lasted for eight hundred years...," 
Wallace K. Ferguson, op. c i t .. pp. 23-23. c. 1440.

Leonardo Bruni Aretino: "Chrysoloras Byzantius, vir magnus 
quidem ac prope singularis, disciplinam Graecarum 
litterarum in Italiam retullit, quarum cognitio,

44 Coluccio Salutati to Demetrius Cydonius, cited in 
William Roscoe, pp. c i t .. II, 57.
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quae quidem liberaliter erudita foret, eeptingentos 
iam annos nulla nostros apud homines habebatur,"
Brunis Humanlstisch-Philospphisohe Sohriften. ed.
Hans Baron, cited by Wallace K. Ferguson, op. cit., 
p. 32, n. 64. c. 1440.

Leonardo Bruni Aretino: "Litterae quoque per huius belli
intercapedines mirabile quantum per Italiam increvere, 
accedente tunc primum cognitione litterarum graecarum, 
quae septingentia iam annis apud nostros homines 
desierant esse in usu, n oj>. c i t .. p. 431. c. 1440.

Officials of Oxford University: "Patrocinio vestro Grece, 
que multis jam seculis littere sepulte fuerant, re- 
vixere. Nunc Grecos p h i l o s o p h o s " op. cit., I,
203. 1441.

Officials of Oxford University: "Hie enim prisca Greci 
Latinique sermonis majestas, quarn incuria, hominum 
infinitis pene seculis obscueravit, patrocinio 
vestro in lucem traducta reflorescit," op. cit.,
I, 345. 1445.

Ghiberti: "...then followed six hundred years devoid of 
all art until the Byzantines introduced the awkward 
maniera Greca; finally came the revival of natural 
painting with the masterful work of Cimabue and 
Giotto...," Wallace K. Ferguson, 0£. c it., p. 37. 
a. 1455.

Lorenzo Valla: "Cvm saepe mecum nostrorum maiorum res
gestas, aliquorumque uel regum, uel populorum con- 
sidero, uidentur mihi non modo ditionis nostri 
homines, uerum etiam lingua apagatione oaeteris 
omnibus antcelluisse, " oj£. c i t .. p. 8. a. 1457.

Guillaume Fichet: "De studior humanitatis restitutone
loquor. Quibus (^tu ipse coniectura caplo) magnum 
lumen nouor librario genus attulit. quos nfa mem- 
oria (sicut qdam equus troianus) quoquouerso effudit 
germania," op. c i t ., p. 3. 1473.

Bartolommeo Sacchi: "...the Greek and Latin tongues,
which had lain hid for six hundred years, at last 
regained their splendor...," ojd. cit.. p. 63. a. 1481.

Erasmusr "At nunc, si vltra tercentum aut ducentos annos
caelaturas, picturas, sculpturas, aedificia, fabricas 
et omnium denique officiorum monimenta inspicias, 
puto et admiraberis et ridebis nimiam artificum
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resticitatem, cum mostro rursus aeuo nihil sit artis 
quod non opificura effinxerit i n d u s t r i a o p .  o i t ..
I, 108. 1489?

Iohannis a Trittenham: "Hac nostra tempestate diuino quodam 
menere in rei llterariae remedium datus, omnes philo- 
sophiae partes & caliginosa quorundam aophistarum 
barbarie vendicauit," o£. cit. , p. 403. 1492.

Angelo Politiano: & uos hi estis F. v. quorum in
ciuitate Graeca omnis eruditio, iaapridem in ipsa 
Graecia extincta, sic reuixerit, atque effloruerit; 
ut & uestri iam homines Graecam publice literaturam 
profiteantur; & primae nobilitatis pueri, id quod 
mille retr6 annis in Italia contigit nunquam, ita 
sincere Attico sermone, ita facile, expediteque 
loquantur, ut non deletae iam Athenae, atque a 
Barbaris occipatae, sed ipsae sua sponte cum proprio 
auulsae solo, cumque omni (ut sic dixerim) sua 
supellectile, in Florentinam urbem immigrasse, 
eique se totas, penitusque infundisse uideantur," 
op. cit.. Ill, 59-60. a. 1494.

Vespasiano Da Bisticci: "In this age all the seven liberal 
arts have been fruitful in men of distinction, not 
only in Latin, but also in Hebrew and Greek;...,"
OP. c i t .. p. 14. a. 1498.

Vespasiano Da Bisticci: "...it was firmly held by all men 
of learning that Friar Ambrogio and Messer Lionardo 
had revived the Latin tongue which had been dead and 
buried for a thousand years or more," op. cit., p.
311. a. 1498.

Iohannis a Trittenham: "Inopiam librorum veteres allegare 
potuerunt, nos vero potuis in opes copia fecti, 
quoniam impressoria nostris diebus arte apud Mogun- 
tiacum inuenta, hodieque per orbem vniuersum dilatata, 
tot veterum atque nouorum volumina doctorum venuint 
in lucem, vt aere iam modico doctus quilibet esse 
possit," o^. cit.. p. 505. 1506.

Franpois Tissard: "Ajourd*hui s'ouvre le chemin par ou 
nous pourrons leur enlever cette palme.des mains.
A cette enterpris est promis un facile et prochain 
succbs, si vous voulez. Travaillons done de concert. 
Aidons-nous les uns les autres. Et ainsi, aprfes 
avoir parcouru les Elements du grec, chacun de vous, 
par son zble et son travail augmentera, pour ainsi 
dire, le Gymnase antique et l'Academie d'Athenes, 
si bien que les Italiens succomberont facilement
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dans les lettres grecques et latines, et les c^deront 
enfin aux Francais," Hubert Gillot, op. cit.. pp. 24- 
25. 1507. J ---

Johann Reuchlin: "Virorum omnium et integerrime et doctis- 
sime mirum in modum gratulor aetati huic nostrae, 
qua bonae literae quae diu intermortuae sepultaeque 
fuere, reviviscunt, et in lucem prodeunt: tibi vero 
vel quam maxime, quippe qui tam de bonis literis 
meritus sis, quam alius nostro aevo nemo," op. cit., 
p. 104. 1508. ---

Erasmus: "Sed tamen in praesentia pene libeat aliquantisper 
rejuvenescere non ob aliud nisi quod videam futurum 
ut propediem, auruem quoddam saeculum exoriatur," 
cited in H. Maynard Smith, Pre-Reformation England 
(London, 1938), p. 419, n. 3. 1517.

Erasmus: "Video, video prorsus seculum quoddam aureum 
exoriri, si principibus aliquammultis tuus iste 
incessat animus," ojo. cit., Ill, 588. 1519.

Faber Stapulensis: "Redeunte, inquam, Evangelii luce, quae 
sese tandem mundo rursum hac tempestate insinuat, qua 
plerique divina luce illustrati sunt: adeo ut praeter 
alia multa a tempore Constantini, quo primitiva ilia 
quae paulatim declinabat, desiit Ecclesia, non fuerit 
maior linguarum cognitio, non maior orbis detectio, 
non ad longinquiora terrarum spatia quam temporibus 
istis nominis Christi propagatio. Linguarum enim 
cognitio et maxime Latinae et Graecae postea
Hebraicarum litterarum studium a Iohanne Capnione 
excitatum est) circa tempora Constantinopoleos ab 
hostibus Christi expugnatae redire coepit: paucis 
Graecis, nimirum Bessarione, Theodore Gaxa, Georgio 
Trapezuntio, Emmanuele Chrysolora, iIliac in Italiam 
receptis, " op., c i t .. p. 545, n. 1. 1522.

Juan Luis Vives: "Hinc longo intervallo est descendendum 
ad proxima nostrae aetatis; Franciscus Petrarcha, 
ab hinc annos paullo plures ducentis, bibliothecas 
tamdiu clausas reseravit primus, et pulverem situmque 
e monimentis maximorum auctorum excussit;...," ojo* o l t ., 
VI, 340. 1531.

Franpois Rabelais: "Qui fit, Tiraquelle, doctissime, ut 
in hac tanta seculi nostri luce, quo disciplinas 
omneis meliores singulari quodam deorum munere post— 
liminio receptas videmus, passim inveniantur, quibus 
sic affectis esse contigit, ut e densa ilia gothici
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soils facem oculos attollere aut nolint, aut nequeant?" 
Oeuvres de Rabelais, ed. MM. Burgaud des Marets et 
Rathery (Paris, 1858), II, 583. 1532.

Guillaume Bud^: "Graecarum uero literarum studium luculenter 
& passim apud nostros efflorescere, quod annos ego 
complureis sine aemulo deperieram (qui quidem certe 
quoque modo innotuerit) gaudio triumphabam, " op. cit., 
p. 78. 1533. ---

Eetienne Dolet: nSed tamen antiquam uocum hue pertinentium
significationes, usumque demonstrem, literarum dignitati 
nostra aetate tam feleciter, atque eximie efflorscenti 
gratulabor:. . "  Commentarium Linguae Latinae. (Lvgovni, 
1536), I, 1156. 1536.

Andreas Vesalius: "But when medicine in the great blessed
ness of this age, which the gods will to entrust to 
the divine guidance of your royal power, had, together 
with all studies, begun to live again and to lift its 
head up from its utter darkness...," "The preface of 
Andreas Vesalius to his own books on the mechanism of 
the human body," tr. B. Farrington, Proc. Roy. Soo. 
of Med.. XXV (1933), 1361. 1543.

Lilius Gregorius Gyraldus: "Videtis enim nostram hanc
aetatem on senio languidam atque defectam, ut ingrati 
guidem deflent, cum in omni poetica et dicendi arte 
viros excellentes protulisse turn in reliquis bonis 
artibus; ...," op., c i t ., p. 10. 1545.

Henry Parker, Lord Morley: "...in processe aboute the yere 
of our lorde God a thousand foure hundrith, in the 
time of the floure and honour of prynces, kynge Ed- 
warde the thyrde of that name, holdynge by ryghte 
the septre of thys imperiall realme, as your Grace 
nowe dothe, there sprange in Italy three excellente 
clerkes. The fyrst was Dante,.... The next unto 
thys Dante was Frauncis Petrak,.... The last of 
thies three, most gratiouse sovereigne Lorde, was 
John Bocas of Certaldo," John Bocasses his Booke 
Intitlede in the Latyne Tunge De Praeclaris Mulieribus 
in Dante in English Literature from Chaucer to Cary, 
ed. Paget Toynbee (London, 1909), Tf 34-35. c. 1545.

Estienne Pasquier: "J*adjousteray encore a vostre discours, 
par maniere de rempliesage, que dedans la mesme 
centaine d'ann^es dont parlez, qui est I1an mil 
cinq cents, se trouverent, en matiere de sciences, 
trois grands homines (appellez les Innovateurs, ou 
Heretiques, si voulez) qui voulurent troubler
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I’anciennete," Oeuvres d ’Estlenne Pasquier (Amsterdam, 
1723), II, 6 0 5 . c. 1550.

M. Antonius Flaminius: "Farnesi pater omnium leporum/Hos 
tibi lepidissimos poetas/Donc, tempora quos tulere 
nostra,/Fortunata nimis, nimis beata/Nostra tempora,..., 
op. c it.. p. 183. 1553.

R. Braham: "Neuertheless, lykewyse as it hapned ye same 
Chaucer to lease us prayse of that tyme wherin he 
wrote, beyng then when in dede al good letters were 
almost aslepe, so farre was the grosenesse and bar- 
barousnesse of that age from the vnderstandinge of 
so deuyne a wryter, that, if it had not bene to this 
our time, wherin all kides of learnynge (thancked be 
god) haue as much floryshed as euer they did by any 
former dayes within this realme,...," Lydgatefs Troy- 
Book, in William C. Hazlitt, op> cit.. pp7 18-19. 1555.

F. Alvarez: "Car qui voudra consid^rer de prls, trouvera - 
que iamais un siecle pass^ ne fut si abondant en 
matieres dignes d ’Stre m a g n i f i e s  par ^crit, que 
celles qui depuis cinquante ane sont advenues dans 
notre Europe, ^ni plus necessaires d'etre transmises 
a la posterite par vrai ^criture, par de doctes et 
de v^ritables personnages," Historiale Description 
de l ’Ethiopie. cited in Geoffroy Atkinson, Les 
nouveaux horizons de la Renaissance Franqaise (Paris, 
1935), p. 363. 1558. *

Jacques Amyot: "...que ce grand roy Franqols vostre feu 
pere avoit heuresement fond^ et commenc^ de faire 
renaistre et florir en ce noble royaume des bonnes 
lettres,...," Les vies des hommes illustres Grecs 
et Romains Pericles et Fabius Maximus, ed. Louis 
Clement (Paris, 1906), c. 1558.

Francesco Guicciardini: "It is certain, that for above a 
thousand years back...Italy had at no time enjoy’d 
a State of such compleat Prosperity and Repose, as 
in the year 1490; and some Time befoe and after,"
The History of Italy from the Year 1490. to 1533.
Written in Italian by Francesco Guicciardini, a~
Nobleman of Florence, tr. Austin Parke Goddard 
TLondon, 17 53), I, 3. 1561.

Giovanni Michele Bruto: "Accedebat ad haec propensio in 
doctos homines quaedam singularis, quorum magno 
consensu, vni vindicata studia literarum a super- 
iorum teraporum barbarie, quae iam pridern liberales 
artes omnes inquinauerat, tribuebantur," Ioannis 
Michaelis Brvti Florentinae Historiae Llbri Qoto 
(Lvgdvni, 1563), p. 19. 1563.
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Louis Le Roy: "Car depuis cent ans; non seulement les choses qui etoient auparavant couvertes par les 
t^nbbres de 1*ignorance sont venues en Evidence, raais aussi plusiers autres choses ont et/ connues 
qui avoient ete entierement ignor/e3 des anciens:.,., 
Consideration sur l^istoire universelle. cited in 
Geoffroy Atkinson, 0£. cit.. p. 404. 1567.

Louis Le Roy: "...so it seemeth that the meruailes of this age might begin in the great and unuincibls 
TAMERLAN, who afrighted the world with the terrour 
of his name, about the yere of Christ 1400," op. cit.. p. 107v. 1577.

Louis Le Roy: "...and finallie in this age, in which we 
see almost all auncient, liberal, and Mechanical 
arts to be restored with the tongues: after that 
they had been lost almost twelue hundred yeares, 
and other new, inuented in their places," op. pit., p. 17v. 1577.

George Best: "By this discourse and Mappe, is to be seene, 
the valiante courages of men in this later age, 
within these .80. years, that haue so much enlarged 
the boundes of the Worlde, that now we haue twice 
and thrice so much scope for oure earthlie pere
grination, as we haue hadde in times past,...,"The Three Voyages of Martin Frobisher...from the 
Original 1578 Text of George Best, ed. Vilhjalmur 
Steffanson and Eloise Me Caski 11 [London, 1938),
I, 33. 1578.

Jean Bodin: "...Machiauellus, primus quidem, vt opinor, 
post annos mi lie cireiter ac ducentos, quam bar- baries omnia cumularat, de Republica scripsit, 
quae omnium ore circumferuntur:...," Methodus ad 
Facilem Historiarum Cognitionem (Lyons"j 1533), 
p. 150. 1583.

Nioodemus Frischlin: "Invenias quosdam, qui ignoro quo superstitionis genere fascinati, etiam nostra hac 
aestate, in tanta omnium rerum luce & veritate, ad fictitium Fortunae numen recurrunt:...," Opervm 
Poetioorvm Frlaohllne. Balingensis (Argentorati,
X598), p. 3r. 1598•

Giovanni Pierio Valeriano Bolzani: "Longe igitur miserius atque flebilius est, per universam etiam Europam 
aetate nostra bonas literas ita fatorum inclementia 
vexatas, ut nulla jam provincia sit, civitaa nulla,
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nullum oppidum, in quo quadragesiino abhinc anno non aliqua insignia calamltas in hoc hominum genus in— 
cuberit. Ita nostro aaeculo tempestas haec in 
optimos quosque effusa est, atque adeo non nostras 
tantum regiones, sed & universum terrarum orbem, 
omnisariae doctrinae luminibue orbavit," De Literatorvm Infelicitate Libri Duo (Amstelodami, 1S47}~, p. 11. 
a. 1599*
These forty-five representative passages from the 

writers of the Renaissance show a surprising unanimity.
For most of these writers, the revival of the ancients 
is taking place "in our time," and though our time may 
range from the middle of the fourteenth century to the 
end of the sixteenth, nevertheless it refers to a set of 
events in process of being. This is so because the events 
which are taken to constitute the Renaissance are always 
described in the same manner regardless of date. In 
other words, according to contemporaries, the Renaissance 
was in continuous existence for over two oenturies. And 
it is important to note that as soon as we take the turn 
into the seventeenth century, the Renaissance is spoken 
of as an event in the past, as we shall see in the next 
chapter, whereas in the passages considered here it is 
referred to as something which either happened in the 
previous generation at the most or within the author1s 
life time. Even when the beginning is set at Petrarch, 
one is made aware that Petrarch was merely the initiator 
and that the events he set in motion are taking place at 
the very time the author is writing. In short, there is
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a feeling of unity brought about by the possession of a 
common aim which knitted the writers of the Renaissance 
together and which made them see it as a continuous pro
cess lasting over two centuries.

V. The History of the Renaissance

As can be seen from the above citations, the history 
of the course of the revival of the fine arts and of ancient 
learning has had to be pieced together from the writings 
of many humanists of many lands and working over a long 
span of time to provide a full picture of the extent and 
quality of the discussion of the restoration of the human
ities. There were no full length studies of the Renais
sance because the concept of cultural history had not yet 
been developed sufficiently; for the mo3t part, history 
writing was primarily concerned with political and social 
events as distinct from cultural and ideological phenomena. 
This does not mean, however, that significant cultural 
factors were neglected; the body of discussion relative 
to the revival of the arts and learning is proof enough 
of that. What was lacking was a single work devoted 
solely to the consideration of the Renaissance. However, 
there were five writers who approach to something like a 
unified discussion of the cultural revival, though to be 
sure, their treatment of the subject is found in works
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whose primary object is something else. Nevertheless, 
because these passages are so comprehensive and since 
there is reason to suppose that later writers drew upon
them for information about the course of the revival,
they assume an importance out of proportion to their 
length.

Flavio Biondo sums up the course of the revival as
it had progressed to about the middle of the fifteenth
century. In a passage crammed with information which
later writers found useful, he writes:

Genuit etiam eodem tempore Ioannem grammaticum 
rhetoremque doctissimum, quern solitue dieere fuit 
Leonardus Aretinus omni in re sed potissime in 
hac una grauissimus locupletissimusque testis, 
fuisse primum a quo eloquentiae studia tantopere nunc florentia longo postliminio in Italiani 
fuerint reducta, digna certe cognitio, quae a 
nobis nunc illustranda Italia in medium adducant. 
Vident intelliguntque Latinae literas uero & suo cum sapore degustant, paucos ac prope nullos post 
doctorum ecclesiae Ambrosii Hieronymi & Augustini, 
quae & eadem inclinantis Romanorum imperij tempora 
fuerunt, aliquali cum elegantia suipsisse, nisi illis propinqui temporib. Beatus Gregorius ac 
uenerabilis Beda, & qui longo post tempore fuit 
beatus Bernardus, in predictorum numero sint ponendi. primus uero omnium Francisus Petrarcha 
magno uir ingenio maioreque diligintia & poesim & eloquentia excitare coepit, nec tamen is attigit 
Ciceroniane eloquentiae florem, quo multos in hoc 
seculo uidemus ornatos, in quo quidem nos librorum 
magisquam ingenij carentiam defectumque oulpamus: ipse emm & si epistolas Ciceronis Lentulo inscriptas 
Vercellis reperisse gloriatus est, tree Ciceronis de Oratore & Institutionum Oratoriarum Quintiliani 
libros non nise laceros mutilatosque uidit, ad 
cuius notitiam Oratoris maioris & Bruti de Orator- 
ibus Claris, item Cioeronis libri nulla tenus 
peruenerunt. Ioannes aunt Rauenna, Petrarcham 
senem puer nouit, nec dictos aliter que Petrarcha
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uidit libros, neque aliquid quod sciamus a se 
scriptum reliquit, & tamen suopte ingenio & 
quodam dei munere, sicut fuit solitus dioere 
Leonar&us, eum Petrum Paulumque Vergerium,
Omnebonum schola Patauinura, Robertum Ro b sum,
& Iacobum Angeli filium Florentinos, Poggiumque, 
Guarinum Veronessem, Victorinum Feltrensem, ac 
alioa qui minus proeecerunt auditores suos, si 
non qd plene nesoiebat docere potuit, in bonarum 
ut dicebat literarum amor era Ciceroni squs imita- 
tionem inflammabat. Interea Emanuel Chrysolora Constantinopolitanus uir doctrina & omni uirtute 
excellentissimis, q u m  se in Itaiiam contulisset 
partim Venetijs, partim Florentiae, partim in 
curia, quam secutus, est Romana praedictos pene 
omnes Ioannis Rauennatis auditores literas docuit

  Graecas: effectique eius doctrina paucis tam
continuata anriis, ut qui Graecas neGcirent literas Latinis uiderent indoctiores.

Then follows a long list in which the leading humanists
are named and the works of the ancient authors they edited
mentioned. Biondo continues:

Quo ex tot librorum ipsius eloquentiae somitum 
allato, nostris hominibus adiumento factum uidemus, ut maior meliorque ea guam Petrarcha habult dicendi 
copia in nostram peruenerit aetatem. nec paruum 
fuit cum adiimentum ad discendum eloquentiam, tuna 
etiam incitamentum Graecarum accessio literarum, 
quod qui eas didicere praeter doctrinam & ingentem 
historiarum exemplorumque copiam inde comparatam, 
conati sunt multa ex Graecis in Latinetem uertere, 
in quo usu aut assiduitate scribendi reddideriant 
quam habebant eloquentiam meliorem, aut qui nullam 
prius habebant, inde allquam effecerunt. Hinc 
serbuerunt diu magisque nunc ac magis seruent per Itaiiam gjrmnasia, plerique sunt ciuitatibus ludi, 
in quibus pulcvrrimum iucundimque est uidere dis- cipulos, ne dum post quam sunt dimissi, sed quosque 
etiam sub ipsa ferula declaniant & sribunt, prae- 
ceptores dicendi scribendiue elegantia superare.
Ex his autem quos Ioanni nostro Rauennati diximus 
fuisse discipulos duo aetate priores, Guarinus & 
Victorinus, hie Mantuae ille Venetijs, Veronae, 
Florentiae & demum Ferrariae infinitam pene turba & in his Ferrarienses Mantuanosque principes 
erudierunt. Georgius Trapezuntius publico Romae gymnasio Hispanos, Gallos, Germanosque multos,
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ut qui nonnulli aliquando sunt magni praestantesque uiri, simul cum Italicis oratoriae ac poetice auditores habet.45
I have quoted this passage at some length because it shows 
so clearly in what detail the events of the Renaissance 
were followed and recorded. Where similarity of language 
is as great as it is with the writers of the Renaissance, 
it is unsafe to look for sources, but I venture to suggest 
that writers on the revival of ancient learning after 
Biondo leaned heavily on his work. In his Historiarvm 
ab Inclinations Romanorum. Libri XXI. Biondo traces the 
course of letters from the fall of the Roman empire to 
the present when the glory of Rome is revived and all 
the arts flourish once more. He generously praises all 
the cities of Italy where learning now flourishes, but 
reserves his greatest praise for Rome.^®

Just as Biondo sums up the knowledge of the course 
of the revival in the middle of the fifteenth century, 
so does Estienne Dolet collect all the information avail
able by the middle of the sixteenth century. Almost an 
exact century separates Dolet from Biondo, so that in

45 Flavio Biondo, "Italia Illustrata, siue Lustrata, " 
Blondi Flavii Forliviensjs. De Roma Trivmphate.... Romae 
Instauratae.... De Origine.... Venetorum.... Italia 
Illustrata.... Historiarvm ab Inclinatio Ro. Imperio 
TBasle, 1559)", pp. 346-47. “
46 Flavio Biondo, "Historiarvm Blondi Forliviensis ab 
Inclinations Imperij Romanorum. Decadis Primae, Liber 
Tertiae," ibid., pp. 30-31.
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Do let 1s Commentarium Linguae Latinae we have a means of
checking on the question whether the Renaissance attitude
toward the revival of ancient learning had changed in the
course of its development or whether the main outlines of
the story remained constant and merely the details were
amplified and new information added. Under the heading
of "Literae," Dolet writes:

Verbis motus, & otij eo, qui supra positus est, 
ordine explicatis, nunc ad aliud, quod ab otio 
pendet, uelut tracti uenimus. Nimirum rem lit- eraram tractare incipimus otio plane adhaerentera,
& otio magnam, sine otio nullam. Sed tamen 
antequam uocum nuc pertinentium significationes, 
usumque demonstrem, literarum dignitati nostra 
aetate tam feliciter, atque exiraue efflorescenti 
gratulabor: quarum studia hoc tempore tantis 
omnium conatibus ubique coluntur, ut quo minus 
antiquorum gloriam consequamur, nihil desit 
praeter antiquam ingeniorum libertatem, & artium 
cum laude exercendarum facultatem. Deest quoque 
potentium erga doctos amor, deest liberal!tas, 
atque humanitas: deest ad ingenia excitanda, & 
acuendos studiorum labores Moecenatum fauor, 
deest eloquentiae ostendandae organum, Senatus aliquis Romanus, atque Reap, in quo propositus sit euus eloquentiae honos, & tributae quondam 
laudes, quae uel hebetes ad dicendum excitarent: 
bene natos, & ingenio felici praeditos magis, 
magisque, incenderet. Pro ijs ad artes amplex- 
andas inuitationibus nonnulloa saepe a studijs retardare solet artium apud multos contemptio, 
in uirtutis amatores risus, seredus sine ulla 
praemij spe, aut expectations studiorum labor, degenda sine honore' uita, subeundae multorum 
conturaeliae, toleranda Barbarorum tyranni3, 
atque insoletia, saepe in periculum, & extremum 
discrimen nonime literarum adducta salus, Quae 
tamen horum temporum uitia non ita longe ab 
Europas finibus uirtutem ablegarunt, ut uirtutis 
amore flagrantes multos ubique locorum non uideas. 
Atque tametsi diuturna, & aspera fuit abhinc centum annos Barbarie, & infantia colluctatio, 
dubiaque saepe ab nimias Barbarorura curis,



pot exit iamque uictoria, uicit tamen tandem uirtutis 
cohors. Aoie prima uiam ui secit, aditusque rupit Lavrentivs Valla aequalium suorum centurijs adiutus. 
Sed haec fuit tanquam leuis armaturae prima excursio 
eminus magis, quam cominus ad extremum actum est# 
Quamquam & uia ui facta & aditus rupti, non tamen 
satis Barbariei commota ab hoste cornua. Laurentij 
Vallae, & illius aequalium conatus in Barbariem a 
Barbaries ducibus iam pene fractos sustentauit sequens Angeli Politiani, Hermolai Barbari, Pici 
Mirandulae, Volaterani, Caelij Rhodigini, Sabellici, Criniti, Philelphi, Marsilij Ficini, & illorum 
illustrium uirorum aetas: quae in Barbariem se 
sensim colligentem, & uires recuperantem, quos 
modo recensuimus, imraisit, eloquentiae armis satis 
probe instructos & ad propulsandam Barbariem strenue 
animatos illos quidem. Attamen conatibus immortui 
uires Barbariae tantum certe impulerunt: non Bar- 
baros omnee ad internicionem fuderunt. Integrum 
ab ea pugna mansit dextrum Barbariei cornu, sinistro 
solum caeso• Ac ecce tibi belli literarij fulmina turn ex Italiae, turn ex Germaniae, Brittaniae, His- panie, Galliaeque partibus in Barbariem adhuc 
stantem ruunt, cristas adhuc iactantem, & osten- tantem quatiunt, concussam, & manus tandem dedentem in triumpham ducunt.4 '

Then follows a list of Italian, German, English, Spanish,
and French humanists, numbering over one hundred men. "Ex
Italia iampridem abijet," continues Dolet:

e Germania excessit, et Britannia eausit, ex 
Hispania erupit, e Gallia explosa, atque eiecta est. Oarent omnes Europae urbes tam horrendo 
prodigio. Coluntur, ut cum maxime, literae: efflorescunt artium omnium studia: omnes ad ueri, aequique cognitionem (quae tandiu iacuit) 
literarum praesidio euehuntur. Nunc se noscere 
mortales didicerunt: nunc in rerum omnium luce 
uersantur, qui antea tenebris obducti ad omnia 
misere caecutiebant. Nunc demuxn a brutis uere differre uidentur animo tarn diligenter artibus 
exculto, & sermonis (quo nos a beluis maxime distare & secerni uolunt) splendore tam accurate 
comparato. Literis igitur lure non gratuler? quae & suara pristinam gloriam recuperarunt, &

47 Estienne Dolet, Commentarium Linguae Latinae (Lvcovni, 1536), I, 1156-57.
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uitam horainum (quod literarum proprium est) tantis 
bonis tam cumulate beant? Extinguerentur modo quorundam Barbare. & sine disciplinis educatorum 
in literas, & literatos inuidia: expellerentur 
istae horninus pestes: quid turn quisquam ad huius 
aetatis felicitatem desideraret? At tandem con- 
senescet perditorum autoritas, &, quae hoc tempore 
recte, literateque instituitur iuuentus, cum lit
erarum dignitate crescet, literarum hostes de gradu 
deijciet, publica munera obibit. Regibus in con- 
silijs aderit, rebus gerendis praeficietur, recte 
omnia administrabit: literas, quibuscum creuerit, 
inter omnes uigere uolet, quae uitia uitanda monent, uirtutis amorem generant: quae uirtutis, iustitiae, 
requitati3que studiosos, atque obseruantes undique a Regibus ascicendos, Regibus habendos, & retinendos 
iubent: uitiosos homines, assentatores, adulatores, uoluptatum administros (quibus Regum aulae scatent) 
ut uenenum, sugiendos, arcendosque praecipiunt,48

Allowing for differences in temperament and bias, it does 
not seem to me that there is a great difference in the 
way Biondo and Dolet tell the story of the revival of 
ancient learning. It is true that Dolet does not mention 
Petrarch but he plunges into the center of humanistic 
activity immediately, without paying regard to the fore
runners. However, in the general outlines of the history, 
he is in agreement with Biondo but amplifies the work of 
the Italian historian and brings the tale up to date.

Louis Le Roy’s account of the history of the revival 
of ancient culture is a combination of the materials sup
plied by Biondo and Dolet, with an unacknowledged quotation 
from Vives as well. According to Le Roy, the restitution 
of tongues began in the reign of Tamberlain and was the

48 Estienne Dolet, ibid.. p. 1158.
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aooomplishment of Petrarch who was followed by John of 
Ravenna whose pupils and followers in the study of the 
Latin tongue included Bruni, Filelfus, Valla, Poggio, Da 
Feltra, and Biondo. Soon after oarne Chrysoloras who taught 
the students of John of Ravenna Greek which had been sup
posedly unknown in Italy for over seven hundred years.
Le Roy mentions the other learned Greeks who taught in 
Italy: Bessarion, Gemistus, Trapezuntiue, Gaza, Lascaris, 
Chalcondilus, and others. Not only did the Italians take 
advantage of the opportunity to study the long dead class
ical authors but Frenchmen, Dutchmen, Flemings, Englishmen, 
Scots, Poles, Hungarians, and Spaniards flocked to Italy 
to study the ancients. Then follows a long list of human
ists, warriors, philosophers, writers of Latin, poets, 
historians, civilians, physicians, mathematicians, paint
ers, sculptors, engravers, architects, antiquaries, and 
navigators of all nations who made the sixteenth century 
great; as uaual, Le Roy shifts from an account of the re
vival of the classical authors to praise modern times.^ 
Somewhat more specialized are the writings of Gyraldus 
and Scaliger for they treat of the revival of poetry. 
Gyraldus is not unaware of the flourishing state of poetry 
outside of Italy, though his main purpose is to oover the

49 Louis Le Roy, ojo. cit., pp. 108v-109v.
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poets of his time as thoroughly as he can. In addition 
to discussing the poets of Italy, he mentions in some 
detail French, German, and English poets.50 Scaliger 
attributes the revival in the writing of Latin poetry 
in the classical style to Petrarch and then goes on to 
consider the leading Italian poets who wrote in Latin.^ 

As we have seen, the writers of the Renaissance 
thought themselves engaged in work of great importance. 
Their enthusiasm for the revival of ancient letters 
knew no bounds, and they kept a close watch on its de
velopment. They thought that at last after so many 
years the profession of polite letters was restored to 
its former splendor and they were filled with profes
sional pride. Learning was no longer neglected and 
despised; on the contrary/-, its pursuit was considered 
one of the finest activities a man could engage in.
Truly, it was an age in which the scholar and man of 
letters could be happy. Unless we understand the atti
tude of the humanists toward the preceding ages, their 
adulation of their own age seems excessive. Since the 
fall of Rome, they believed, learning had been ignored 
and the men who practiced it scorned. Now there came a

50 Lilius Gregorius Gyraldus, op. cit., pp. 60-71.
51 Julius Caesar Scaliger, Poetlces Llbri Septem (n.p., 
1617), PP. 705-06.
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time when by comparison the lot of the secular scholar 
was vastly improved. He was respected, he was sometimes 
honored by being given an important position, he was 
even consulted by princes. For this reason we can under
stand why so many of the humanists referred to their own 
time as the golden age, "C’est a n ’en point douter un 
siecle d'or qui a rendu a la lumiere les sciences lib^rales 
presque enteintes: grammaire, po^sie, eloquence, peinture,
architecture, sculpture, musique. Et tout cela a Flor- 

53ence!" So Ficino expressed himself and he was followed
by many others. According to Vespasiano:

The city itself, and all those who had the Latin 
tongue, were under great obligations to him U ’oggio 
FiorentinqJ, to Messer Lionardo, and Fra Ambrogio, 
the first exponents of Latin, which had lain obscure and neglected by so many centuries. Thus Florence 
foungLi tself, in this golden age, full of learned men.5'"

Iohannis a Trittenham speaks of the golden age in which 
the study of good letters which for many years had been 
neglected is now revived and flourishing.^ In his study 
of Erasmus, Huizinga makes mention of Erasmus* repeated 
remarks about the present being the golden age:

53 Marsilio Ficino as cited by Johan Nordstrflm, Moyen Age
et Renaissance essai historiaue. tr. T. Hammar (Paris,

 —

53 Vespasiano De Bisticci, op. cit., p. 356.
54 Iohannis a Trittenham, op. cit., p. 505.



In this period [1515-19] Erasmus repeatedly reverts 
to the glad motif of a golden age, which is on the 
point of dawning. Perennial peace is before the 
door. The highest princes of the world, Francis I 
of France, Charles, King of Spain; Henry VIII of 
England, and the emperor MaximiIlian have insured 
peace by the strongest ties. Uprightness and 
Christian piety will flourish together with the 
revival of letters and the sciences. As at a given 
signal the mightiest minds conspire to restore a 
high standard of culture. We may congratulate the age, it will be a golden one.55

Of course, as we shall see later, Erasmus was to change
his tune, but hie letter to Wolsey is typical of the way
the humanists felt. The restoration of the fine arts and
the revival of classical learning made theirs the golden
age. It is an interesting commentary on their knowledge
of the classics that they did not compare themselves with
the Periclean age; that was left for later writers to do.

VI. Causes of the Renaissance: Individuals

Who, in the opinion of the writers of the Renaissance, 
was most responsible- for bringing about the revival of 
classical learning? Who were the painters and sculptors 
who brought about the return to the ancient style? These 
Questions seriously concerned the humanists and the answers 
"they gave have a double significance. In the first place, 
the attempt to ascribe causes of the Renaissance indicates

55 Johan Huizinga, Erasmus. tr. F. Hopman (New York, 1934), 
p. 136. Cf. Erasmus to Thomas Wolsey, #967, May IS, 151S, ££. cit., in, 588.
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that the need mas felt to explain in some rational manner 
cultural phenomena. It was not enough to attribute the 
revival of the arts and learning to divine providence, 
though as we shall see, this was done in some cases. In 
the attempt to ascribe the Renaissance to non-supernatural 
forces we can see a shift in the writing of history; human 
events are now being considered on the human plane. In 
the second place, to set the beginning of the revival with 
an individual is to date it, and this gives corroborating 
testimony to the opinion that the writers of the Renais
sance were aware that it happened in their own life time 
and therefore did not hesitate to date it.

Of the men who were considered most responsible for 
initiating the revival of ancient learning, Petrarch is 
by far the most frequently mentioned. Even during his 
own life time Boccaccio defended Petrarch against attacks: 
"For surely he exceeds human limits and far outstrips the 
power of man. Such praise I utter not of an ancient who 
died oenturies ago, rather of one who, please God, is 
alive and well; of one whom you, snarling monsters, if 
you trust not my words, may see with your own eyes, and 
seeing, believe."^® And soon after his death, Coluccio

56 Charles G. Osgood, ed., Boccaccio On Poetry Being the Preface and the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Books of Boccaccio's 
"Genealcgia Deorum Gentilium" in an English Version with 
Introductory Essay and Commentary (Princeton University 
^rese, 1930), p . 93.



Salutati wrote a long letter in which he listed Petrarch*s
accomplishments and declared that the whole world, and
even nature itself, bewailed the loss of so great a sohol- 

R*7ar and poet. In a later letter, Salutati again mentions
Petrarch*s services in reviving ancient learning, and also
singles out Dante and Boccaccio for praise.58 "Ed ebbe
tanta grazia d 1intelletto," writes Bruni of Petrarch:

che fui il primo che questi sublimi studi lungo 
tempo caduti ed ignorati revoco a luce di cogni- 
zione: i quali dapoi crescendo, montati sono nella 
presente altezza, della qual coso, accio che 
meglio s*intenda, facendomi addietro, con breve discorso raccontar voglio.59

Biondo attributes the origin of the revival of ancient 
learning to Petrarch, and in a brief epitome of the hist
ory of the revival of learning and of the fine arts Aeneas 
Sylvius says:

Videmus picturae ducentorum annorum nulla prorsus 
arte politas; ecripta illius aetatis rudia sunt, 
inepta, incompta: post Petrarcham emerserunt lit- erae; post Joeturn surrexere pictorum manusj utraque 
ad suramam jam videmus artem pervenisse

In his "Catalogvs Scriptorvm Ecclesiasticorvm, sive Illvs-
trivrn Virorvm," Iohannis a Trittenham has a place for

5? Coluccio Salutati, "A Roberto Guidi Conte di Battifolie," 
#15, August 16, 1374, 0£. cit.., I, 176-87.
58 Coluccio Salutati, "A Bartolommeo Oliari Cardinal Pado- 
vano,M #9, August 1, 1395, 0£. cit., III, 84.
59 Leonardo Bruni Aretino, ed. Angelo Solerti, ojd. cit.,P. 115.
60 Aeneas Sylvius, #119, cited in William Roecce, o£. cit., 
II, 175, n. a. Cf. Aeneas Sylvius' letter to Niklas von 
Wyle, July, 1453.



Petrarch and Bays of him:
Francisvs Petrarcha, natione Ethruscus, vir in 
diuinis scripturis eruditus, & in secularibus 
literis omnium sui temporis longe doctissimus, 
philosophus, rhetor, & poeta celebearimus, qui 
literas humanitatis post longa silentia mortuas 
(vt ita dixerim) ab inferis reuocauit ad superos, 
non minus sancta conuersatione quam scietia clarus emicuit.61

According to Vespasiano, it was Dante, Petra,rch, and 
Boccaccio who revived the Latin tongue which had been 
neglected for many centuries•

By the end of the fifteenth century, therefore, the 
tradition that Petrarch had been the first to bring about 
the revival of ancient learning, or Petrarch with Dante 
and Boccaccio, • was pretty well established. Despauterius, 
Vives, Parker, Le Roy, Castiglione, and Scaliger, to 
mention but a few writers of the sixteenth century, car
ried on the tradition and gave it even greater currency.
In a passage somewhat reminiscent of Le Roy, Samuel Dan
iel shows that the tradition had taken firm root in Eng
land:

And is it not a most apparent ignorance, both of 
the succession of learning in Europe and the gen- erall course of things, to say ‘that all lay 
pittifully deformed in those lacke-learning times 
from the declining of the Romane Empire till the 
light of the Latine tongue was reuiued by Rewcline, 
Erasmus, and Moore*? when for three hundred yeeres before them, about the comming downe of Tambur- 
laine into Europe. Franciecus Petrarcha (who then 
no doubt likewise found whom to imitate) shewed

61 Iohannis a Trittenham, o£. oit.. p. 322.
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all the best notions of learning, in that degree of excellencie both in Latine, Prose and Verse, 
and in the vulgare Italian, as all the wittes of 
posteritie haue not yet ouer-matched him in all 
kindes to this day: his great Volumes in Moral 
Philosophie shew his infinite reading and most 
happy power of disposition: his twelue Aeglogues, 
his Affrioa, containing Nine Bookes of the last 
Punioke warre, with his three bookes of Epistles 
in Latine verse shew all the transformations of 
wit and inuention that a Spirite naturally borne 
to the inheritance of Poetrie and iudiciall knowledge could expresse:.,. And with Petrarch 
liued his scholar Boccacius« and neere about the same time Iohannis Rauenensis. and from 
these, tanquam ex equo Troiano, [phades of 
Fichety seemes to haue issued all those famous Italian writers, Leonardus Aretinus. Laur
ent ius Valla, Poggius, Biondo. and many others.®^

Daniel is of course criticizing Campion but there is no 
guarantee that he knew Petrarch as well as he would have 
the reader believe, and the whole passage seems to be 
made up of unacknowledged quotations from Biondo, Flchet, 
Do let, and Le Roy,

When the notion that the revival of learning began 
after the fall of Constantinople in 1453 got into cir
culation I have been unable to determine, but this much 
is certain: it surely did not derive from the writers 
of the Renaissance. We have seen how Bruni respected 
the learned Chrysoloras who came to Italy as early as 
1393. A long succession of writers paid their respects

63 Samuel Daniel, "A Defense of Ryme against a Pamphlet 
Entituled: Obseruations in the Art of English Poesle 
Wherein is Demonstratiuely Proued, that Ryme is the 
Fittest Harmonie of Words that Comportes with Our Lang
uage," [JL6033 ed. George G. Smith, op. cit., II, 3S3-69.
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to Chrysoloras and his fellow countrymen for the services 
they rendered in restoring the study of the Greek tongue 
to ite former splendor. Filelfus, Stapulensis, Luther, 
Gyraldus, Politian, Dolet, Thevet, de Serres, and Daniel 
are but a few of the later writers to record the r&le 
played by the learned Greeks. The judgment of the six
teenth century in regard to Chrysoloras is well summed 
up by Thevet:

Mais vn particulier bien est prouenu a la Ghrestiente 
de ce furieux & turbulent siege, car durant iceluy 
Ian Paleologue depescha^Emanuel Chrysolore pour 
aller demander secours a to us les Princes de I1Europe a l’encontre du Turc, qui vouloit semparer de la 
Grece. A grand peine noatre Chrysolore fust arriue" en Italie, que nouuelles luy furent aport^es de la 
dessaicte de Baiazeth au mont de l’Estoile. Qui 
fust cause d ’y arrester ce Constantinopolitain, qui, ou pour la mort de lean l'Empereur qu'aucuns 
desent estre interuenufi pendant le siege, ou bien 
pour .le regret de veoir sa patrie si eouuent ex- 
pos£e aux courses de oes voleurs, ne voulust 
reprendre voile en Grece. Partant se mist a 
enseigner la langue Grecque premierement k Venise, 
apres a Florence, finalement k Pauie, ou le Due 
lean Galeas l'honora de plusieurs & grands presens. 
B'vne si rare & exquise plante, est sortie presquers 
vne infinite de iectons, les plus excellens qu'on 
puisse penser: & entre autre Frangois Philelphe 
de Tolede en Espaigne, (qui depuis print a femme 
la fille de son praecepteur, de laquelle il eust deux filz Marius & Cyrus) Ambroise moyne de 
Colchestre en Angleterre, Francois Barbare Venitien, 
Charles & Leonard Aretius, Paulas Destrocy & 
infinite de plusieurs bons esprits, qui depuis 
ont publie la lotlange de cest Emanuel par tout l'vnieurs. Quelques vns ont voulu subtiliser 
sur son nom, & ont diet que ce nom d*Emanuel luy 
estoit escheu par un secret, & diuin presage de 
al restauration, qu*il deuoit apporter des lettres 
Grecques en Italie, qui par l'espace de sept cents 
ans auoient derauere atter^es (par le negligence de plusiers, ou par la desbauche de ceux, qui deuoient



-76-

mettre la main la besoigne, & ne tenoient cont des bonnes sciences) dans les vielles masures 
d'oubly. De vouloir penetrer si auant au Cabinet 
celeste ie ne pourroie, bien scav-ie que l'ltalie 
doit a bon droict le refuter pour celuy, qui luy 
a remis la oognoissance. de la langue Grecque. Ce 
que Poge Florentin son disciple a bien reoogneu 
en l'Epitaphe (qu’icy i’ay infereO qu’il composa 
^Constance en l'honneur de son maistre, qui estant la all^ au concile general y mourust.Hie est Emanuel situs 

Sermonis decus Attici,
Qui, dura quaerere opem patriae 
Afflictae studeret, hue yt.
Res belle cedidit tuis 
Votis Italia, hie tibi 
Linguae restituit decus Atticae ante reconditae.
Res belle cecidit tuis 
Votis Emanuel, solo 
Consecutus in Italo 
Aeternum decus es, tibi 
Quale Graecia non dedit Bello perdita Graecia.63

Chrysoloras seems to have been regarded with the greatest
respect and affection, but the other learned Greeks were
not forgotten. The story of the scholarly refugees is an
interesting one in many respects. The Greeks found it
difficult to adjust themselves to the new surroundings;
some turned out to be less learned than they made out to
be, while others refused to learn Latin or Italian in
order to make their teaching easier. Yet it is a tribute
to the eagerness with which the Italians pursued the study

63 Andre Thevet, PovtraitjL. et_yjesdes
Greoz Latins Payens reoueilliz — =rEĝ T— pp 97v-medalies antiques, et modernes (Faris,158), pp* d d  7f5ir-~nf— j0aZ <̂a History of_Franoe, tr. hawaru
Grimestone (London, 1611), p. 380*
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of Greek that for the most part they glossed over the 
defects of the refugees and felt that in honoring them 
they were honoring the Greek language.

A number of other individuals were credited with 
bringing about the revival of ancient learning. Bruni 
is occasionally mentioned; Palmieri attributes the re
vival to hie friend and Vespasiano speaks of Bruni, Poggio, 
and Fra Ambrogio as the first exponents of Latin. In 
his article on "Literae" in his encyclopaedic Commentarium» 
Dolet considers Valla the first to have brought about 
the revival of ancient learning. In a passage which, 
as we have seen, Daniel criticized, Campion says:

Learning first flourished in Greece; from thence 
it was deriued unto the Romaines, both diligent 
obseruers of the number and quantity of sillables, not in their verses onl3'- but likewise in their 
prose. Learning, after the declining of the 
Romaine Empire and the pollution of their language through the conquest of the Barbarians, lay 
most pitifully deformed till the time of Erasmus, 
Rewcline, Sir Thomas More, and other learned men 
of that age, who brought the Latine toong again to light, redeeming it with much labour out of 
the hands of the illiterate Monks and Friers: as 
a scoffing book, entituled Euistolae obscurorum 
virorum. may sufficiently teetifie.64

In the opinion of Bodin, Machiavelli is the first since

64 Thomas Campion, "Obseruations in the Art of English Poesie. By Thomas Campion. Wherein it is Demonstratiuely 
Proued, and by Example Confirmed, that the English Toong 
^ill Receiue Eight Seuerall Kinds of Numbers, Proper to 
It Selfe, Which Are All in This Booke Set Forth, and 
Were Neuer Before This Time By Any Man Attempted," ed. 
George G. Smith, o£. oi_t., II, 339.
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the ancients to have written on political science.65 So
far as I have been able to determine, Guicciardini seems
to have been responsible for putting into circulation the
idea that Lorenzo De Medici brought about the Renaissance,
an idea which ultimately culminated in England in William
Roscoe's biography. "It is certain," writes Guicciardini:

that for above a thousand years back...Italy had 
at no time enjoy'd a State of such compleat Prosperity and Repose as in the year 1490; and some Time before and after.

The People too had taken Advantage of this 
Halcyon Season, and been busied in cultivating all their Lands, as well as Mountains as Vallies; 
and being under no Foreign Influence, but govern'd by their own Princes, Italy not only abounded with 
Inhabitants and Riches, but grew renownTd for the Grandeur and Magnificence of her Soverigns; for 
the Splendor of many noble and well-built Cities; for the Seat and Majesty of Religion; and for a 
Number of great Men, learned in all Arts and 
Sciences. She had also no small share of Military 
Glory, according to the Knowledge and Practice of Arms in those Days.

An happy Concurrence of Causes had preserv'd her in this flourishing Condition. Amongst the rest, 
common Fame ascribed no small share, to the Virtue 
and active Spirit of Lorenzo de Medici: A Citizen 
of such distinguished Merit in the State of Florence, 
that the Whole Affairs of that Republick were conducted, as he thought proper to advise or direct.
And it was, indeed, to the Prudence of her councils, 
the Happiness of her Situation, and her Opulency, that this Common-Wealth chiefly owed her Power and 
Influence; for the Extent of its Dominion was not 
great.66

65 Jean Bodin, Methodus ad Facilem Historiarum Cognitionem, 
(Lyons, 1583), p. 150.
66 Francesco Guicciardini, The History of Italy from the Year 1490, to 1533. Written in Italian by Francesco 
Guicciardini, a Nobleman of Florence. In Twenty Books. 
Translated into English by the Chevalier Austin Parke Goddard (London. 1753) T 3-4. “



As part of the nationalistic current which contributed 
to the formation of the Renaissance, it became the custom 
to attribute the revival of learning as it took place in 
each country to the king than reigning. This tendency 
will be considered later, but it is interesting to note 
that Le Roy has made a list of the "•..Princes that haue 
most holpen the restitution of arte3.» He mentions Al- 
phonsus King of Naples, Francis I of France, the kings 
of Castile and Portugal who were instrumental in bringing 
about the discoveries both in the east and west, and 
Cosirno and Lorenzo De Medici, whose libraries are es
pecially mentioned; Henry VIII is not mentioned nor are 
any of the German princes,67

Thus we see the existence of a considerable body of 
opinion that certain individuals were responsible for 
the revival of ancient learning. It is important to 
recognize that no attempt is made to suggest why these 
individuals felt compelled to do the work which so dis
tinguished them and at the same time distinguished their 
age from previous periods; as I have suggested above, 
the work of restoring the ancients was considered a good 
in itself and required no further justification. It 
does not seem to have occurred to the writers of the

6? Louis Le Roy, ojd. oit., p. 110v.
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Renaissanc© that the initiators of the movement were 
motivated by any other reasons than the recovery of the 

„ancient texts. As a matter of fact, they were marked 
out for special consideration precisely because they set 
up a current of activity which was cooperatively carried 
on; the task of bringing to light the long lost classics 
was essentially a joint scholarly enterprise and indi
vidual merit was recognized not because it set apart one 
scholar from the others but because it showed the height 
to which all attained and to which each in some measure 
had contributed. A reading of the letters of the human
ists will show that they regarded each new discovery and 
each new edition as a contribution to a common pursuit 
because in many cases the editor had discussed his prob
lems with innumerable fellow humanists so that in reality 
the completed work was a joint production. What indivi
dualism there was in the humanists was merged into a 
common effort toward the achievement of a common goal, 
the restitution of good letters.

VII. Causes of the Renaissance:
The Reaction against the Middle Ages

To understand the attitude of the men of the Ren
aissance toward the Middle Ages, we must first understand
what they were looking for in art and learning. So far
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as art ia concerned, they thought that a natural style was 
best and they defined the natural style in terms of the 
classic mode which, to them, represented grace, regularity, 
correctness, and repose. With these qualities as their 
standard of judgment, it ia no wonder that they could find 
no merit in what they called the Gothic style. In regard 
to learning, they sought for polish and elegance of diction, 
ease and wit in expression, and, at the same time they 
wished to avoid involved argument, subtle distinction, and 
obscure terminology in the statement of ideas. For all 
the confusion of contradictory systems in the work of the 
Florentine Platonists, the fact remains that their inten
tion was to synthesize the best features of many philoso
phies into a consistent whole and to reduce the disparate 
elements in them to an understandable simplicity. Though 
Paracelsus is half-scientist and half-quack, he is motiva
ted by the desire to embrace all the disciplines within 
one method and it is interesting to note that in the pre
face to each of his works he specifically states that he 
is demonstrating how the same approach is possible to 
different fields. Erasmus’ aim was to simplify religious 
beliefs into a short statement of faith which should ap
peal to the head and heart at the same time; for him, 
theological disputations were anathema for they destroyed 
the essential spirit of religion which was a simple, irn-



mediate apprehension of the divine will and goodness. By 
placing the responsibility for the choice between good 
and evil directly on the shoulders of the individual with
out the intervention of institutions, hierarchies, and 
specialists in religion, the reformers exhibited the uni
versal urge of the time to simplify, to get at the heart 
of things directly, to reduce all phenomena within a few 
generally accepted and universally valid laws. That they 
did not succeed is another matter, for what was lacking 
basically was the proper method of approach, but the es
sential thing is the urge to get away from oversubtlety 
and obscurity. With this ideological preconception in 
the back of their minds, the men of the Renaissance felt 
compelled to reject the Middle Ages which to them stood 
for exactly the opposite of what they were seeking.

In addition to this ideological factor, it is neces
sary to take into account the fact that the Middle Ages 
were identified with the Germanic tribes, the monks, and 
the Arabs and Turks. The first were held to have destroyed 
the culture of the ancients, the 3econd were thought to 
have deliberately refused to appreciate the merits of the 
classics, and the third were ever present threats to Eur
opean civilization at the very moment the humanists were 
writing. Each was considered a menace to humane letters 
and in the minds of the Renaissance writers the three
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gradually merged into the single concept of barbarians.
In examining the opinions of the humanists on this sub
ject, it is often difficult to separate Goth from monk 
from Turk; all are lumped together because they lived in 
the past ages, were unlike the ancients in every respect, 
and were enemies of culture. For this reason I have not 
tried to make a distinction between the three in the ar
rangement of the following materials, but I have tried 
to indicate where distinctions are either made or neglect
ed in the writings of the humanists.

In all probability, Petrarch is thinking of the monks 
in the following passage:

Each famous author of antiquity whom I recall 
places a new offence and another cause of dis
honour to the charge of later generations, who, not satisfied with their own disgraceful barren
ness, permitted the fruit of other minds and the 
writings that their ancestors had produced by 
toil and application, to perish through insuf
ferable neglect. Although they had nothing of 
their own to hand down to those who were to come 
after, they robbed posterity of its ancestralheritage.S3

It will be noted that Petrarch's accusation is directed 
against those who should have known better, that is, non
barbarians, and therefore the monks, who alone of all 
classes would have been in a position to preserve what

68 Petrarch, Rerum Memorandum, as corrected by de Nolhac and cited by James H. Robinson and Henry W. Rolfe, Petrarch 
the First Modern Scholar and Man of Letters (New York, 1893), 
PP. 25-36.
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vestiges of ancient learning were left after the fall of
Rome. Bruni1s attack is on the 'barbarians who completed
the destruction of classical culture after the loss of
Roman liberty under the tyrants had produced a decline
in the polite letters and fine arts.69 Valla speaks of
the time between the fall of Rome and the present as
"... superiora tempora infelicia...quibus homo nemo in-

" 70uentus est eruditus," w while Politian laments the long 
period during which Italy was in the hands of the bar
barians. To Agricola the Middle Ages were a period of 
stupid sleep7"*" while to Erasmus they were marked by the 
ever-increasing obstinacy of the barbarians;7^ in both 
these it is hard to tell ^vhether the Germanic peoples 
or the monks are meant or both, though the probability 
is that both are referred to. Both Iohannis a Tritten- 
ham and Joannes Despauterius speak of their own time as 
having been rescued from the hands of the barbarians

69 Leonardo Bruni Aretino, Historiarum Florentlni Populi 
Liber I. ed. Emilio Santini, in L. A. Muratori, ojo. oit., XIX, part 3, 33.
70 Lorenzo Valla, nPraefatio,n Lavrentil Vallae Doctissimi Elegantiarum Linguae Latinae Libri Sex (Venetlis, 1572), p. 11.
?1 Rudolphus Agricola, #5, to Johann Reuchlin, November 9, 
1483, in Johann Reuchlins Briefwechsel, ed. Ludwig Geiger
(Tubingen, 187 5), p.
73 Erasmus, #23, to Cornelius Gerard, June, 1489?, op.. oit.,
I, 108.
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without more specific reference, though in one place in 
his Catologvs Trittenham mentions "...omnes philo3ophiae 
partes a caliginosa quorundam sophistarum barbarie vendi- 
cauit."73

A direct attack on scholasticism is made by Bud£:
Was anyone born under such inauspicious Graces that 
the dull and obscure discipline (scholasticism) 
does not revolt him, since sacred literature, too, 
cleansed by Erasmus’ diligence has regained its 
ancient purity and brightness? But it is still 
much greater that he should have effected by the same labour the emergence of sacred truth itself 
out of that Cimmerian darkness, even though di
vinity is not yet quite free from the dirt of the 
sophist school. If that should occur one day, it will be owing to the beginnings made in our times.74

Melanchthon too attacks the scholastics for they neglected
the ancient studies so that for three hundred years after
the time of Bede and Alcuin, when a revival would have

7 ̂been possible, their bad influence prevailed. Huizinga 
paraphrases an unspecified letter of EraBmus1 which con
tinues the attacks on the scholastics:

The world is coming to its own senses as if awaking 
out of a deep sleep. Still there are some left who 
recalcitrate pertinaciousl]/-, clinging convulsively 
with hands and feet to their old ignorance. They 
fear that if bonae literae are reborn and the world

73 lohannis a Trittenham, ojo. oit., p. 403.
74 Bude/ to Tuns tall, May, 1517, cited in Johan Huizinga, 
0£. oit., p. 169.
75 Philippus Melanchthon, "De Corrigendis Adulescentiae 
Studiis," in Declamationes, ed. Karl Hartfelder (Berlin, 
1891), I, 14-19.
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grows wise, it will come to light that they have known nothing.76
Luther is more specific in his condemnation of the monks
for he cites examples:

And the injury resulting from the neglect to pro
cure books and good libraries, when there were men 
and books enough for that purpose, was afterwards 
perceived in the decline of every kind of knowledge; and instead of good books, the senseless, useless, 
and hurtful books of the monks, the Catholicon, 
Florista, Graecista, Labyrinthus, Dormi Secure, 
and the like were introduced by Satan, so that 
the Latin language was corrupted, and neither good 
schools, good instruction, nor good methods of study remained. And as we 3ee, the languages and 
arts are, in an imperfect manner, recovered from 
fragments of old books rescued from the worms and 
dust; and every day men are seeking these literary 
remains, as people dig in the ashes of a ruined city after treasures and jewels.77

In common with Melanchthon, Luther makes the point that 
had the monks been really interested in the preservation 
of humane letters, they could have saved the ancient texts 
before they were scattered about the four winds and the 
revival of learning would have come about earlier.

Pantagruel condemns the Middle Ages as a time savor
ing of the misery wrought by the Goths; in his own person, 
Rabelais asks his friend Andreo Tiraquello:

How comes it, most learned Tiraqueau, that in the 
present great Enlightenment of our Age, wherin we see all the better Studies rehabilitated by a 
singular and almost divine Blessing, there are 
everywhere found persons so strangely affected, that they cannot, or will not, lift their Eyes

76 Johan Huizinga, op,, ci_t_., pp» 131-33
77 Martin Luther, op. oit.., p. 75.



-87-

from the dense and more than Cimmerican Darkness 
of the Gothic times to the bright Light of the 
Sun?

And he goes on to explain:
...men cling with all their Might, right or wrong, to their old Loves in the Books to which they have 
grown accustomed, even though they see their Skiff 
of False Knowledge battered to pieces and’full of 
Leaks on every side; so much so that, should they 
be driven from it, they would think their Soul was driven from its Abode.”8

Rabelais has delivered himself of a double-edged shaft: 
he accuses the Middle Ages of having been an age of dark
ness and at the same time criticizes those of his contem
poraries who would prevent the new learning from spreading 
the truth, and in all probability Rabelais is casting his 
net farther afield than Erasmus for his attack is directed 
against all bigots, scholastics and reformers alike,

Thevet carefully indicates the qualities of classical 
culture which the barbarians destroyed; at the same time 
he introduces a new idea, namely, that the barbarians 
themselves made changes in that culture:

Encores que l'inuire & enuie du temps passe', 
captif soubz la dure & austere domination des nations barbares, nous ayt obscurcy la meilleure 
& plus saine partie des richesses antiques, c ’est 
a scauoir les lettres & sciences, lesquelles  ̂
iodis florissoient en perfection auec vne variete 
delectable, vtilit^ desirable & grauite' venerable,
& au lieu d'icelles introduict vne obscure & ri
dicule barbarie: toutefoi3 encor' 1'ignorance 
n’a eu ce pouuoir de supprimer entierement le

78 Rabelais, dedicatory letter to Tiraquello, July, 1532, 
0£. ci_t., II, 499, 500.
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lustre & perfection de la vertu & rare Philosophie. 
Gar quoy au'assez longuement les autheur anciens ayent este enfeueliz au tombeau d’oubliance entre les desolations & ruynes, si est-ce que finalement 
se sont reueillez d*un si profond sommeil, ont 
quiet4 leure demeure moisie, & reuiuent pour le 
present en plus grand*vogue, que iamais ne seirent. Car au lieu que de leur premier cours de naissance 
ne furent cogneuSs les sciences fors de certaines nations particulieres, & en pays & langues non 
communes, ilz peuuent maintenant quasi par toutes 
les nations iouyr d’vne gloire parmy vn si grand nombre de peuples.79

What these changes are Thevet does not indicate; other 
writers attributed rhyming in poetry to the barbarians 
and condemned it both for that reason and for the reason 
that it had no classical precedent. Thevet*s remarks 
show the difficulties attendant on the loose use of the 
term barbarians. He does not differentiate between Ger
manic peoples during the stage of their migrations and 
the same peoples when they had settled down and were de
veloping nationalistic cultures; at the same time, "vne 
obscure and ridicule barbarie" might refer to the writings 
of the scholastics.

Vesalius has an interesting account of the state of 
medicine in the Middle Ages:

But in bygone timeB, that is to say Jin the West] 
after the Gothic deluge and Jin the East] after 
the reign of Mansor at Bochara in Persia, under 
whom, as we know the Arabs still lived as was 
right on terras of familiarity with the Greeks, medicine began to be sore distempered. Its pri
mary instrument, the employment of the hand in

79 Andre Thevet, ojd. ci t.. pp. 90r-90v.
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healing, was so neglected that it was relegated 
to vulgar fellows with no instruction whatsoever in the branches of knowledge that subserve the art of medicine....
But it was especially after the ruin spread by the Goths, when all the sciences, which before 

had flourished gloriously and were practised as 
was fitting, went to ruin, that more fashionable 
doctors, first in Italy, in imitation of the old Romans, despising the work of the hand, began to 
delegate to slaves the manual attentions which 
they judged needful for their patients, and themselves merely to stand over them like master builders....
But when medicine in the great blessedness of 

this age, which the gods will to entrust to the divine guidance of your royal power, had, together 
with all studies, begun to live again and to lift 
its head up from its utter darkness (so much so, 
Indeed, that it might without fear of contradic
tion be regarded by some academies as having well nigh recovered its ancient brilliance):...80

There is an interesting contradiction in Vesalius’ state
ment: if the old Romans did wrong in delegating the work 
of the hand to slaves, and if medicine is recovering its 
ancient brilliance, then modern medicine must be returning 
to a bad practice. However, Vesalius really means to say 
that medicine is returning to the status of an empirical 
science, for later on he writes: " doctors now begin to 
put faith in their own not ineffectual sight and powers 
of reason rather than in the writings of Galen." Vesalius 
is of course a modernist and his confusion is the result

80 Andreas Vesalius, "The preface of Andreas Vesalius to 
his own books on the mechanism of the human body addressed 
to the most great and invincible emperor the divine Charles 
V, n tr. B. Farrington, Proc . Roy. Soc. Med., XXV (1932), 1358-61. ---------
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of paying lip service to an accepted convention about the
history of learning.

Foxe directly attacks the church and minces no words
in his denunciation:

It is not unknowen, Christeane Reader, that the same clud of ignorance, that long hath darkened many 
realms under this accurssed kingdome of that Romane 
Antichrist, hath also owercovered this poore Realrae; that idolatrie hath bein manteined, the bloode of 
innocentie hath bene sched, and Christ Jesus his eternall trueth hath bene abhorred, destested, and 
blasphemed. But that same God that causes light to schyne out of darknes, in the multitud of his 
mercejres, hath of long tyme opened the eis of some 
evin within this Realme, to see the vanitie of that 
which then was universally embrased for trew reli- 
gioun; and has gevin unto them strenth to oppose 
thame selfis unto the same: and now, into these 
our last and moist corrupt dayis, hath maid his treuth so to triumphe amonges us, that, in despyte 
of Sathan, hipochrisye is desclosed, and the trew 
wyrshipping of God is manifested to all the inhabitants of this realme whose eis Sathan blyndis 
not, eyther by thair fylthy lustes, or elli3 by ambitioun, and insatiable covetousness, which 
mack them repung to the power of God working by his worde.31

Foxe has applied some of the terminology used to describe
the Renaissance in order to characterize the Reformation;
as we shall see later, the two movements were fused into
one by Foxe. William Harrison is more temperate than Foxe
and levels his charge against the Germanic tribes:

For what comfort should it be for any good man to ̂ see his country brought into the estate of the old Goths and Vandals, who made laws against learning, 
and would not suffer any skilful man to come into 
their council—house: by means whereof those people

81 John Foxe, The Acts and Monuments of John Foxe, ed. 
Stephen R. Cattley (London, 1837), I, "3.
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became savage tyrants and merciless hell-hounds, 
till they restored learning again and thereby fell to civility.82

Other humanists who attacked the barbarians whose ravages 
made the Middle Ages barren of learning, in their opinion, 
were von Hutten, Aeneas Sylvius, Dolet, Palsgrave, Alciat, 
Parker, Vasari, Bruto, Asoham, Charron, Estienne, Bodin, 
de Serres, Bartoli, Campion, Castiglioni, Fracastoro, 
Giovius, and Scaliger.

This does not mean, however, that the men of the Ren
aissance were altogether devoid of any appreciation of the 
Middle Ages. As we have seen, both Ghiberti and Vasari 
recognized the services of the Byzantine artists in help
ing to bring about the revival of the fine arts. And so 
far as the revival of ancient learning is concerned, 
Melanchthon specifically singles out Bede and Alcuin for 
praise and says that they had effected a slight revival 
of learning which, for want of support, died out and did 
not lift its head again for three hundred years after. 
According to Le Roy, the Arabs took to themselves the 
honor of learning while the Empire was being attacked 
by the barbarians and the church was split by inner strife 
and heresy. Le Roy very fairly lists the accomplishments 
of the Arabs:

83 Willi an; Harrison, Elizabethan England: from "A Description 
of England." by William Harrison Tin' nHolinshed*s Chronicles,"), 
ed. LothropWi thing ton (London” 1899*)”, p . 263.
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As the learning of the Greekes and Romaines ali
mented with their power; so did that of the Arab
ians, or Saracens. And when they were the most 
mightie of the world, they became most learned: 
especially in the demonstratiue sciences. Amongst whom Auicenna, Albumasar, Gebber, and Auerrois, 
got their first praise. Auicen hath bin the most 
vniversall; being eminent in philosophie, in the 
Mathematicke, in their Theologie; & in the Arabian 
poesie: who writing also in Physick, both verie 
well handled (according to the iudgement of the 
most learned in this art) the signes and causes 
of diseases; accomodating vnto them many remedies 
not vnderstood, nor practised, by the Greeks and Italians. Auerrois hath learnedly expounded all 
Aristotle. Abumasar vnderstood perfectly al the celestial motions, and their effects: hauing in- 
uented the great coniunctions, and many other 
goodly things which remained vnknowen vntill his 
time. Gebber a very expert Mathematician, hath found faults in the demonstrations of Ptolomey 
his Almagests. And others in diuers sciences 
haue inuented many new things, or reformed those 
that were inuented before: both Persians, Syrians, Egiptans, Africans, and Spaniards, writing in 
Arabian; which possessed the schools of the West before the restitution of the Greek and Latin.
Which I thought good to speak of by the way; that 
it might be knowen, that all learning is not com
prised in these two languages, & that the Arabian 
ought not to be dispised; which comprehendeth a good part. They got such reputation in the Mathe- 
maticks, that Alphonsus king of Castile, going 
about to make his astronomical tables, had his 
principal recourse to them; because that only they at that season could teach and restore such sciences:...23

Making the point that learning is not the special mark of 
the ancients and those who follow in their tradition, 
Bodin includes the Arabs as among those nations which 
have distinguished themselves in the arts and sciences.

83 Louis Le Roy, on. cijfc., pp. 10lv-102r.
84 Jean Bodin, o£. oi.t., pp. 303-1C.
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Samuel Daniel very proudly mentions learned Englishmen 
who flourished during the Middle Ages:

(vr,?
And yet long before all these, and likewise with 
these, was not our Nation behinde in her portion 
of spirits and worthinesse, but concurrent with 
the best of all this lettered world; witness ven
erable Bede, that flourished aboue a thousand yeers since; Aldemus Durotelmus, that liued in 
the yeere 738,.... Witnesse Iosephus Deuonius, 
who wrote de bello Troiano in so excellent a 
manner, and so neere resembling Antiquitie, as 
Printing his Worke beyond the Seas they haue 
ascribed it to Cornelius Nepps, one of the An
cients. What should I name Walteras Mape, Gul- ielmus Nigellus. Gsruasius Tilburiensis. Bracton.
Bacon, Ockam, and an infinite Catalogue of excel
lent men, most of them liuing about foure hundred 
yeeres since, and haue left behinde them monuments 
of most profound iudgement and learning in all 
sciences! So that it is but the clowds gathered about our owne iudgement that makes us thinke all 
other ages wrapt up in mists, and the great dis
tance betwixt us that causes us to imagine men 
so farre off to be so little in respect to ourselues.2 5

Thomas Wright is able to draw up an imposing list of Eng
lish schoolmen and philosophers of the Middle Ages:

For what country in any Age did euer represent vnto 
the World such excellent Wits as England, by yeelding 
our venerable Bede, who borne in a corner of the World, comprehended the whole world in his bound- 
lesse apprehension and iudgement? what Age did euer 
see before our Alexander de Hales, a Diuine more irrefragable in all his Doctrine and Opinions, the 
chiefe master of Schoolemen (before that England sent him into France?) In what Country euer appeared 
such a myrrour of Learning, of subtilitie, of breuitie, 
of perspicuitie (in deepest matters and vnto worthy 
spirits) as when Scotus shewed himselfe in the Chaire at Oxford? who (for his worth) some other Countries 
(with no lesse vntruth then Ambition) haue challenged 
for thoirs, and would haue bereaued England of one

35 Samuel Daniel, op,* ci t. , II, 369-70
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of the Worthies of the World; what might I not say 
of Ocams, of Bacons, and of Midletons. all in for- 
raine Nations more accounted of then prized at 
home;...wherefore we may wel glory in this, that 
our Country hath afforded most of the Masters and 
of the choisest wits, which at thi s time both Scotish Reals and Nominals doe follow, either in Philoeophie or in Diuinitie...36
Though the independence of the humanists from the 

work of their predecessors in the Middle Ages is some
thing less than they tried to make out, for the most 
part they refused to acknowledge that any good could 
come out of the Middle Ages. Indeed, the term itself 
is a Renaissance invention and it carries with it a

0 7theory of historj'-. It assumes an identity between 
the Renaissance and classical times, or at least a com
munity of interests, and insists that in the period be
tween the fall of Rome and the middle of the fourteenth 
century or thereabouts the spirit which distinguished 
the ancients and the moderns was absent. Whatever the 
merits of this idea, it has certainly had a long and 
disputatious history and has colored the work of post- 
Renaissance students of the Middle Ages. The methodo-

86 Thomas Wright, "The Preface to the Reader," The Passions 
of the Minde in Generali (London, 1630), pp. A5r-A5v.
87 Cf. George Gordon. Medium Aevum and the Middle Ages, 
S.P.E. Tract #19, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1925, and the 
criticisms and amplifications made by Nathan Edelman,
"The Early Uses of Medium Aevum, Moyen Ag£, Middle Ages," 
Romanic Review. XXIX "(1938), 3-25; XXX (1929), 327-30.
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logioal problems which it raises are provocative, because 
if it is a humanist invention, should it be discounted on 
the score of obvious bias, or does it have the merit of 
contemporary testimony?

VIII. Causes of the Renaissance:
Nationalism

By nationalism I mean the desire of groups of peoples 
to differentiate themselves from other groups because of 
their real or supposed possession of certain characterist
ics/which they are presumed to possess in common and?)which 
no other groups have. A part of the complex of national
ism is the wish to be pre-eminent in various fields of 
human endeavor, and the desirability of success in any 
field varies in accordance with what is considered a worth 
while pursuit at any given time. In the period of the 
Renaissance, to be considered the leader in learning and 
in the practice of letters and art3 was thought to be a 
highly commendable honor and was eagerly sought after.
The desire to carry away the palm of learning for one's 
country was therefore a strongly motivating force behind 
the work of the humanists.

In Italy, however, where national unity was practic
ally unknown but for a few scholars and dreamers, patriotic 
zeal was transferred to the cities. Of the Italian cities
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where the new learning flourished Florence was almost 
universally held in the highest esteem. Fioino calls 
his century the golden age in which all the liberal arts 
are brought to light and are flourishing, and all that, 
he exclaims, in Florence. Though not a Florentine him
self, Vespasiano feels compelled to acknowledge the pre
eminence of Florence and calls on Venice to follow suit. 
And Reuchlin and Melanchthon, both foreigners, praise 
Florence as the leader in the study of the humanities.
For the most part, the Italians take it for granted that 
the leadership in the ne1# learning is theirs without 
dispute because they were the first to initiate the re
vival and because they had devoted so much time, energy, 
and treasure to it; the flocking of foreigners to the 
schools of Italy was to them a naturall}*- expected homage 
to their position.

But as the foreigners learned the new languages and 
grew proficient in their studies, the}/ felt themselves 
capable of carrying on independent work which, they 
thought, ought to redound to the credit of their own 
country. As a consequence, the}>- sought to compete with 
the Italians and even to vanquish them at their own 
game. In his Liber Gnomagyrlcus, Tissard issues a chal
lenge to his fellow humanists. The Italians scoff at us 
for our ignorance, he says, but we will show them what 
we can do:
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iN” /p Eh quoil disent (les^Italiens), vous portez contre* nous vos arraes? Esperez-vous que vous puissiez jam
ais dominer dans notre patrie si ce'lebre, si eloquente, 
si polioee? C ’est ici, vous, barbares et incultes, 
legers, superbes et arrogants, chez les Italiens si 
polis et si cultiv/s, si r^plechis et si modestes, 
si humains et si bienveiHants pour leurs amis et 
pour leurs ennemies si durs et ai terribles, c ’est 
ici, chez nous, que vous voulez habites?... Que sont ce nations d'au dela des Monts qui n font aucune 
connaiseance des lettres humaines, ni des latines 
ni des grecques? Qu*ils s'en aillent avec leur sophismes, qu'ils s *en aillent ces ignorants des bonnes lettres et de la parole, dont les yeux sont 
couverts d’obscurite' et qui ne voient pas combien 
cette obscurity est dpaisse. O'est ainsi que parlent les Italiens. Ne savent-ils done pas combien 1'Uni
versity de Paris est florissante et ses lettres prosperes? C ’est ce que reconnaissent eux-m^mes 
les Italiens sages, doud’s de science et d* experience cependant ils affirment audacieusement que les 
lettres grecques nous manquent, et c ’est en cela, 
du moins, qu’ils se glorifet de l'eraporter sur les 
Fran<jais. Ajourd'hui s'ouvre le chemin par o"Ji nous pourrons leur enlever cette palme des mains. A 
cette enterprise est promis un facile et prochain 
suocfes, si vous voulez. Travailions done de concert. Aidon-nous les uns les autres. Et ainsi, apr^s avoir 
parcornu les ^l^ments du grec, chacun de vous, par son z^le et son travail ai^mentera, pour ainsi dire, 
le Gymnase antique et l'Academie d'Athenes, si bien 
que les Italiens succomberont facilement dans les lettres grecques et latines, et les cederont enfin aux Franijais.88

By the middle of the sixteenth century, Estienne Pasquier
had enough confidence in the achievements of the French
to prove that they were the superiors to the Romans in
arms and letters; even the old Bards and Druids, from whom
stem theology and philosophy, were more advanced in those
pursuits than the Romans who in point of fact drew upon

88 Francois Tissard, cited in Hubert Gillot, op. cit., 
pp. 24-35.
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them for inspiration.89 The height of French self-oonficlence 
is reached by Du Bellay and Amyot. Du Bellay goes ao far 
as to assert the superiority of the French moderns over the 
ancients:

Sommes-nous doncques moindres que les Grecs ou 
Romains, qui faisons si peu de cas de la nostre?
Je n'ay entrepris de faire comparaison de nous a 
ceux-la, pour ne faire tort & la vertu Franjoise, 
la conferant It la vanite' gregeoise: et moins a 
ceux-cy, pour la trop ennuyeuse longueur que ce 
seroit de repeter l'origine des deux nations, leure 
faits, leurs lois, moeurs et manieres de vivre: les consuls, diotateurs et einpereurs de l'une, les roys, 
dues et princes de l'autre. Je confesse que la 
fortune leur ait quelquefois est</ plus favorable 
qu'a nous; mais aussy diray-je bien (sans renouveler les vieilles playes de Rome, et de quelle excellence 
en quel mespris de tout le monde, par ses forces 
mesmes elle a et4 precipit^e) que la France, soit 
en repos ou en guerre, est de long intervalle a 
preferer h l’ltalie, serve maintenant et mercenaire 
de ceux auxquels elle souloit commander. Je ne 
parleray ioi de la temperie de l1air, fertilite de la terre, abondance de to us genres de fruicts 
necessaires pour l'aise et entretien de la vie 
humaine, et autres innumerables commodites que le 
ciel, plus prodigalement que liberalement, a elar^y 
a la France. Je ne conteray tant de grosses rivieres, 
tant de belles forests, tant de villes, non moins 
opulentes que fortes, et pourvenues de tant de rnestiers, arts et sciences qui florissent entre 
nous, comme la musique, peinture, statuaire, archi
tecture et autres, non gueres moins que jadis entre 
les Grecs et Romains. Et si pour trouver l'or et 
l'argent, le fer n'y viole point les sacr^es entrailles 
de nostre antique mere; si les gemmes, les odeurs et 
autres corruptions de la premiere generosite des 
hommes n ’y sont point cerch^ea du marchand avare: 
auuBi le tigre enrage', la cruelle semence des lyons, les herbes empoisonneresses et tant d*autres pestes 
de la vie humaine, en sont bien elongnees. Je suis

89 Estienne Pasquier, "Lettre .XII. A Monsieur Sebilet, 
Advocat au Parlement de Paris,” Oeuvres d fEatienne Pasquier, 
(Amsterdam, 1723), II, 20.
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content que ces felicity’s nous soient communes 
avecques autres nations, principalement l'ltalie; mais quant a la piety', religion, integrite' de 
moeurs, magnanimite de courage, et toutes ces 
vertus rares et antiques (que est la vraye et 
solide louange) la France a toujours obtenu, sana controvere, le premier lieu,90

Thua there emerges a full-blown theory of modern national
ism. Amyot writes in a similar vein:

Et au reste j'espere, Sire, que de vostre grace et liberalite royale, laquelle se monstre aussi 
bien a recevoir guayement et joyeusement les 
petite presens, comme k donner franchement et 
liberalement les grands, quand la bonne voulunte des offrans excuse 1*impuissance de mieulx faire, 
vous aurez pour agreable l’humble affection que 
j'ay euS en ce faisant, de recommander 1.1a post-erite la memoire de vostre regne, de servir au
bien public de voz subjects, et d’enricher nostre langue Framboise, selon la foible portee de mon 
peu de sens et de litterature; pource que je 
m ’asBuere que d'icy a longues annees, quand les 
survivans trouveront tant de beaux et bone livres 
translatez des langues Grecque et Latine en la 
Francoise durant vostre heureux regne, et soube 
I1inscription de vostre tres illustre nom, Ion 
vous donnera la louange d'avoid glorieusement 
couronne et acheve' 1*oeuvre, que ce grand Francois 
vostre feu pere avoit heuresement fonde' et com^enc^ 
de faire renaistre et florir en ce noble royaume les bonnes lettres, dont nostre langue va tous les 
jours de plus en plus recevant tel ornement et 
enrichissement, que ny l'ltaliene, ni 1fHespagnole, 
ny autre qui soit aujourdhuy en usage par 1'Europe, 
ne se pourra vanter de la surmonter en nombre, ny en bonte' des outilz de sapience, qui sont les 
livres: et consequement voz subjects en recueillir- 
ont ce fruict, que sans se travailler pour apprendre 
les nobles ancienes langues, qui coustent beaucoup de temps et de peine a apprendre, k cause qu’elle3 
sont raortes, et qu'il les faut tirer hors des monumens des livres, ou ellee sont ensepvelies, 
ilz auront en leur maternelle, et chez eulx, par

90 Joachim Du Bellay, La Defense et Illustration de la 
Langue Francaise. ed. Louis Humber (Paris* 1930)"," pp. Til-12, --- *----
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man i ere de dire, 0 0 qu'il y a de plus beau et 
de meilleur en la Latine en en la Grecque.°^
The German humanists were likewise inspired to seize

the palm of learning from Italy. Writing to Rudolf von
Lange, Agricola says:

. ,.T predict that we shall one day succeed in 
wresting from proud Italy that ancient renown 
for eloquence of which she has hitherto retained 
almost undisputed possession, and shall wipe away 
that reproach of barbarian slothness, ignorance, poverty of expression and whatever marks an un
lettered race, which she unceasingly assails us, 
and Germany shall be seen to be in learning and culture not less Latin than Latium herself.93

In a letter to Reuchlin, Agricola calls on him to cele
brate the fact that Germany is now experiencing the re
vival of ancient learning. However, as with Italy, there 
was no national unit}' the humanists could appeal to, so 
they were forced to express their pride by speaking of 
the learned Germans who were now competing with the Ital
ians. For the most part, Reuchlin is considered the first 
to have brought the new learning to Germany, though Pals
grave mentions Bebelius as the German equivalent of the 
Italian Valla,

91 Jacques Amyot, "Av Trespvissant f  Tre® ^ ;f ^  5 de France Henry Deuxieme de ce Norn," Les
I l l u s t r e e  G r e c s  e t  R e m a i n s  P e r i c l e s _ e t ^ b j j i s J ^ ^ a g  '
ed. Louis Clement (Paris,1906), pp. iv-v. 3PO.al3o attributes the revival to Francis I, op,. --- •» P*
92 Rudolphus Agricola, cited in ^ f 
University of Cambridge from the Earli?.sjp_^«
Royal Injunctions of 1535 (Cambnage Univ- - / >1873), p. 409.
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The course of the revival of ancient learning in 
England can be traced in greater detail. In a number 
of letters to the Duke of Gloucester and the Archbishop 
of Canterbury, the officials of Oxford University lament
ed the low state of learning. War, the scarcity of food 
and money, and the slender rewards of merit are held re
sponsible for the small number of students attending the 
University and their lack of interest in their work.93 
And so far as Cambridge University is concerned, Erasmus 
writes to Bullock:

About thirty years ago f[c. 148^) nothing was taught at Cambridge but Alexander, the Parva Logicalia. as 
they are called, those old ’dictates* of Aristotle, 
and questions from Scotus. In process of time Good 
Letters were introduced; the study of Mathematics 
was added, and a new or at least a renovated Aristotle. Then came some acquaintance with Greek, and 
with many authors, whose very names were unknown to 
the best scholars of a former time. Now I ask, what 
has been the result to the University? It has be
come so flourishing, that it may vie with the first 
schools of the age, and possesses men, compared with 
whom those old teachers appear mere shadows of theo
logians. This is not denied by the senior men, 
where you find any of a candid character. They 
congratulate others on their good fortune, and 
lament- their own infelicity.^

93 Cf. ”106. To the Duke of Gloucester,” 1435, "125. To 
the Archbishop of Canterbury and other members of the 
Council now sitting at London,” 1438, and "141. To the 
Duke of Gloucester," 1439, in Henry Anstey, op,, c i t.,
I, 128-30, 155-57, 178.
94 Erasmus, #441, to Henry Bullock, August 31, 1516, in 
The Epistles of Erasmus from His Earliest Letters to his Fifty-first Year" Arranged"in Order of Time, trV Francis 
M. Nichols JiL'ondon,“ 190■4), "11, 331.



Despite Erasmus' enthusiasm, however, the situation had 
not improved too greatly even by the middle of the six
teenth century. For one thing, there was a demand for 
men trained in the professions needed by business and 
which required little education in the liberal arts.
This complaint is voiced by the Doctor in John Hales' 
dialogue written around 1549:

Doctor: ...for nowe a dayes, when men send their sonnes to the vniuersities, they suffer theim no 
longer to tarie theare then they may haue a litle 
of the latine tongue; and they take theira awajre, 
and bestowe theim to be clarkes with some men of 
lawe, or some Auditor and Receivour, or to be a 
secretorie to some gentleman or other, and so to 
get a livinge; wherby the vniuersities be in a 
maner emptied. And as I thinke wil be occasion 
that this Realme within a shorte space wilbe made as emptie of wise and (pollytyque) men, and con
sequently barbarous, and at the last thrall and subiect to other nations wherof we weare lordes before.95

For another thing, the liberal arts were not held in any 
esteem:

Doctor: Of truethe theare be to few of theim that can skill of theise sciences [the liberal arts} nowe a dayes; and of those that be, fewe are es- 
temed anie thinge the more for theire counsell.And therefore others, seinge theise sciences 
nothinge estemed or set by, they fall to other sciences that they see in some price, as to divin- 
itie, or to the lawe, and to phisique; thoughe 
they can not be perfecte in none of theise with- 
oute knowledge of the sciences above towched.And therefore it is ordeyned by the vniuersities that first men should be bachelers, and maisters 
of arte, ere they should medle with divinite.
And theise artes be the Seaven Liberall Sciences;

95 John Hales (?), A Discourse of the Common Weal of This 
Realm of Ena:land, ed. Elisabeth Lamond TCambridge University 
Press, 1893), p. 32.
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as Gramer, Logicque, Retorique, Arithmaticque, Geomatrie, Musicke, and Astronomy.96
Finally, the confusion attendant on the change in religion
left men's minds in an unsettled state and unfit for the
study of good letters:

Doctor: Marie, haue youe not sene how manie learned 
men haue bene put to trouble of late, within these 
xij or xvj yeares, and all for declaringe theire 
opinions in thinges that haue risen in controversie? 
haue youe not sene whan one opinion hathe bene set 
furthe, and who so ever saide against it wears put 
to trouble; and shortly after that, whan the con- 
trarie opinion was furthered and set furthe, weare 
not the other, that prospered before, put to trouble 
for sayings theire myndee against the latter opin
ions: And so neither parte escaped business; either 
first or laste he came to it, of whether side so euer he was; excepte it weare some wise fellowes, that 
could chaunge theire opinions as the more and strong
er parte did chaunge theires. And what weare they that came to theise troubles? the singulerst fellowes 
of bothe partes; for theare came none other to the 
concertation of theise thinges but suche; who, sek- 
ynge honour and preferment, weare with dishonour and hinderance recompensed for a rewarde of learnings. 
A man will rather put his child to that science, that 
maye bringe him to better fruicte then this, or what scholler shall haue anie courage to studie to come 
to this ende? And the rarietie of sc’nollers and 
solitude of the vniuersities, dothe declare this to be truer then anie man with speache can declare.9?

96 John Hales, ibid., pp. 38-39.
97 John Hales, Ibid., pp. 31-33. For two aspects of the struggle for a state of civil liberties in which a fre 
learning and scholarship could exist at t m sWilliam M. Clyde, The Struggle for the Freedom of t^£
Press from Caxton to Cromwell, Oxford University * ,wj ihur y. -Tnrdftn, The Developmeng. of Re-iKioo. 
Toleration in England from the _
Reformation to the Death of; Queen.. Elizabeth, «. decavversity Press, 1933. Elyot places the blame ior tne decay 
of learning on nThe pride, avarice, and negligen



The destruction of the libraries in the monasteries was 
lamented by John Bale:

But thys is hyghly to be lamented, of all them that 
hath a naturall loue to their contrey, eyther yet 
to lerned Antiquyte, whyche is a moste syngular bewty to the same. That in tuxnynge ouer of the 
superstyoyouse monasteryes, so lytle resuecte was 
had to theyr lybraryes for the sauegarde^of those 
noble and preoyouse monumentes. I do not denye it, 
but the monkes, chanons, and fryres, were wycked 
both wayes, as the oyled Byshoppes and prestes for the more part are yet styll. Fyrst for so much as 
they were the professed souldyours of Antichrist, and next to that, for so muche as they were moste 
execrable lyuers. For these causes, I must con- 
fesse them most iustly suppressed. Yet this would 
I haue wyshed (and I scarcely vtter it without 
teares) that the profytable corne had not so vnad— 
uyesedly and vngodly peryshed wyth the unprofytable 
chaffe, nor the wholsome herbes with the vnwholsome wedes,...
Auaryce was the other dyspatoher, whj*oh hath 

made an ende both of our lybraryes and bokes wyth- 
out respecte lyke as of other moste honest commoclytes, 
to no small decaye of the commen welthe...,
Neuer had we bene offended for the losse of our 

lj'braryes, bynge so many in nombre, and in so des
olate places, for the more parts, yf the chief 
monumentes and most notable workes of our excel
lent wryters, had not bene reserued. If there had 
bene in euerjr shyre of Englande, but one solemyne 
lybrarjr, to the preseruacyon of those noble workes, 
and preferrement of good lernjmges in our posteryte, it had bene sumwhat. But to destroys all without 
consyderacyon, is and wyll be vnto Englande for 
euer, a moste horryble infamy among the graue sen- 
yours of other nacyons. A greate nombre of them 
whych purchased those superstyoyouse mansyons, reserued of those lybrarye bokes, some to serue theyr 
iakes, some to scoure theyr candelstyckes, and some 
to rubbe their bootea. Some they solde to the 
grossers and sope sellers, & some they sent ouer 
see to the bokebynders, not in small nombre, but at

parentes, and the lacke or fewnesse of suffycient xaystera 
or teachers," The Boke Named the Governour (London, 1907), p. 49.
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tymes whole shyppee full, to the wonderynge of the 
foren nacyons. Yea, the vnyuersytees of of fsicl 
thya realme, are not all clere in this detestable 
fact. But cursed is the bellye, whyche seketh tc 
be fedde with such vngodly gavnes, and so depelye 
shameth hys natural contreye. I knowe a merchaunt 
man, wych shall at thys tyme be namelesse, that boughte the contentes of two nobis lybraryes for 
xl. syllynges pryce, a shame it i3 to be spoken.
Thys stuffe hath he occupyed in the stede of grays paper by the space of more than these x. yeares, and yet he hath store ynough for as many yeares to come...•
Oure postertyte mays wele curse thys wycked facte 
of our age, thys vnreasonable spole of Englandes 
most noble Antiquytees, vnlesse the3̂ be stayed in 
tyme, and by the art of pryntynge. The monkes 
kepte them vndre duste, the ydle headed prestes 
regarded them not, theyr lattre owners haue moste 
shamefullye abused them, and the couetouse merchaunt es haue solde them away into foren nacions 
for moneye.99
It is convenient to divide the revival of learning 

in England into three periods. In the first phase, from 
about 1450 to about 1530, England was developing a group 
of humanists in direct contact with the leaders of human
istic activity in Italy and who undertook to carry on the 
Italian humanistic tradition in England. A considerable 
number of learned men visited in England during this per
iod and though it is not possible to trace their influence 
it is not improbable they were looked on by those who were 
already feeling the touch of the new learning as models

98 John Bale, "To the Reader," The Laboryouse Journey & 
Sprche of John Leylande, for Englandes Antlquitees Geuen 
of As a Hewe Years Gyfte to Kynge Kenry the viil. In the 
^xxvii. Yeare of His Reygne, with Declaracyons Enlarged: 
BY John Bale. edT W. A . Copinger (Manchester, 18957, pp. 15-31,



99to be imitated. * Then, of course, there were the English 
scholars who went to Italy and who established a consider
able reputation for learning.100 It is during this period 
that the English develop humanists of a stature great enough 
to challenge the Italians. Polydore Vergil writes: "Iisdem 
temporibus perfectae literae similiter Latinae atque Graecae... 
sese trans Alpes effunderunt,"101 and Aldus Manutius says 
of Linacre:

And still I hope he will soon publish those and his other most useful works on Physics and Medicine, so 
that from the same Britain whence formerly a bar
barous and unlearned literature made its way to us,

99 See Howard L, Gray, "Greek Visitors to England in 1455- 
56," in Haskins Anniversary Essays in Mediaeval History, 
ed. Charles H. Taylor and John La Monte (Boston, 1929), pp. 81-116.
100 See Montagu Burrows, "Memoir of William Grocyn," in 
Collectanea Second Series, Oxford Historical Society, 
ed. Montagu Burrows (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1890), pp. 333-78; Ingram Bywater, Four Centuries of Greek Learning 
in England. Oxford, 1919; Mandell Creighton, "The Early 
Renaissance in England," in Historical Lectures and Ad
dresses . ed. Louise Creighton (London, 1903), pp. 188- 3 1 3 ; Lewis Einstein, The Italian Renaissance in England, 
Columbia University Press, 1913; Vincent J. Flynn, "Eng- 
lishmen in Rome during the Renaissance," MP, XXXVI (1938), 
131-38; Albert Hyma, "The Continental Origins of English 
Humanism," HLQ., IV (1940), 1-35; H. Maynard Smith, Pre- Reformation England, London, 1938; George R. Stephens,
The Knowledge of Greek in England in the Middle Ages, 
Philadelphia, 1933; Arthur Tilley, "Greek Studies in Early Sixteenth-Century England," EHR, LIII (1938), 331- 
39, 438-56; Elizabeth Wright, "Continuity in XV Century 
English Humanism," PMLA, LI (1936), 370-76.
101 Cited by Howard L. Gray, ojd, cit., p. 102.
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occupying and still holding our Italian citadel, 
we who are now learning to speak Latin, and as becomes men of learning, shall receive a know
ledge of true science, and, having with British 
aid put barbarism to flight, win back our citadel.
We shall thus recover it by the use of the very . weapons which caused the disaster.10®

Duke Humphrey is almost universally spoken of as the in
itiator of the revival of classical learning in England. 
Aeneas Sylvius writes of the Duke as follows:

Oongratulor tibi & Angliae: quia iam uerum dicendi 
ornatum suscepisti. Sed magnae ob hanc cauaam re- ferendae sunt grates clarissimo illi & doctissimo principi Clooestriae duci, qui studia humanitatis 
summo studio in regnum uestrum recepit. Qui sicuti 
mihi relatum est & poetas mirisice colit, & Oratores magnopere ueneratur.1°3

At the same time, others received their share of praise. 
Jacopo Sadoleto pays his respects to Erasmus for bringing 
the new learning to England,104 while George Lily thinks 
that it was William Grocyn who first introduced the study 
of Greek and Latin into England. But the religious, social, 
and political troubles of the next forty years interfered 
with the normal development of humanistic studies in Eng
land and the conditions which Hales described prevailed;

103 Aldus Manutius, Preface to Linacre’s Sphere of Proclus, 
October 14, 1499, cited in Montagu Burrows, op., oi t., p.350.
103 Aeneas Sylvius to Adam de Molin, #64, Opera (Basle,1571), p . 548.
104 Jacopo Sadoleto, to Henry VIII, July 10, 1515, Epistolae 
(Romae, 1759), p. 137. Cf. Hoyt H. Hudson, "John Leland’s List of Early English Humanists," HLQ, II (1939), 301-04.



this is the second phase.
When learning re-emerged after the accession of Elisa

beth to the throne, it wa.s something different than it had 
been in the first phase, for it had passed through the 
pressures of the Reformation and of English nationalism. 
Scholarship was still considered a good in itself but more 
than that it had become useful; it had become part of the 
equipment of the English gentleman. But most important 
of all, it had become the sub-stratum out of which English 
literature developed; its direction was re-oriented in 
terms of imaginative composition. As a result, the Eng
lish felt it was no longer necessary to go to Italy for 
learning. As Sidney writes:

As for Italy, I knowe not what wee have or can have 
to doe with them, but to buy their silks and wines; 
and for the other provinces, excepting Venice, whose 
good lawes and oustomes wee can hardly proportion 
to ourselves, because they are quite of a contrary 
government; there is little there but tyrannous op
pression, and servile yielding to them that little 
or noe rule over them; and for the men, you shall 
haunt them, although some indeed be excellently 
learned, yett are they all given to love counter
feit learning, as a man shall learne of them more 
false grounds of things then in any place else I 
do know;...105

To such a low state had Italian scholarship fallen. Dan
iel goes beyond Sidney:

105 "A Letter Written by Sir Phillip Sidney, to a Brother 
of His, Touching the Direction of his Travayle. Ms.,"^in 
Somers Tracts, ed. Walter Scott (London, 1803), I, 433.
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0 that the Ocean did. not bound our stile 
Within these strict and narrow limites so:
But that the melodie of our sweete lie,
Might now be heard to Tyber, Arne and Po:
That they might know how far Thames doth out-go The musike of declined Italy:
And listning to our Songs another while,
Might learne of thee, their notes to purifie.
0 why may not some after-comming hand 
Vnlocke these limites, open our confines,And breake asunder this imprisoning band,
T'inlarge our spirits, and publish our designes; 
Planting our Rosea on the Apenines?
And teach to Rheyne, to Loyre. and Rhodanus 
Our accents, and the wonders of our Land,
That they might all admire and honour vs.
Whereby great Sydney and our Spencer might,With those Po-singers being equalled,
Enchaunt the world, with such a sweet delight,
That their eternall Songs (for euer read)
May shew what great Elizaes raigne hath bred.
What musicke in the kingdome of her peace 
Hath now beene made to her, and by her might.Whereby her glorious fame shall neuer cease.106

According to Harvey, all learning has left Europe to come
to England:

It is not long, since the goodlyest graces of the most-noble Common-wealthes ypon Earth, Eloquence 
in speech, and Ciuility in manners, arriued in 
these remote parts of the world: it was a happy 
reuolotion of the heauens, and worthy to be chronicled in an English Liuy, when Tiberius flowed 
into the Thames; Athens remoued to London; pure Italy, and fine Greece planted themselues in rich 
England; Apollo with his delicate troupe of Muses, 
forsooke his old mountaines, and riuers; and fre-

106 Samuel Daniel, "To the Comtesse of Pembroke," The 
Tragedies of Cleopatra, in The Complete Works in Verse 
and Prose of Samuel Daniel, ed. Alexander B. Grosart 
(London, 1885), III, 36-37.
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quented a new Parnassus, and an other Helicon, 
nothinge inferiour to the olde, when they were 
most solemnely haunted of diuine wittes, that 
taught Rhetorique to speake with applause, and 
Poetry to sing with admiration. But euer since 
that flourishing transplantation of the daintiest, 
and sweetest lerning, that hurnanitie euer tasted; Arte did but springe in such, as Sir Iohn Cheeke, 
and M. Asoham: & witt buud in such, as Sir Phillip 
Sidney, & M. Spencer; which were but the violetes of March, or the Primeroses of M a y . . . 407

As a result of the feeling that England was now the home 
of the Muses, a search.was made into the past in an at
tempt to establish that England had been pre-eminent in 
culture even before the continental nations, and that it 
had not been necessary to turn to others for inspiration. 
This led to the discovery of Chaucer who was held to be 
the father of English poetry, though Erasmus thought that 
Skelton had taught the Muses to speak English words in
stead of Latin. In any case, a native English tradition 
of good letters was insisted on and became an important 
part of the cultural nationalism which swept over England.

107 Gabriel Harvey, Pierces Supererogation or A New Prayse 
of the Old Asse. in The Works of Gabriel Harvey, ed. Alexander B. Grosart (London, 1834), II, 49-50. . Cf. Thomas 
Edwards, "To the Honorable Gentlemen & True Fauourites of 
Poetrie," Cephalvs & Procris. Narciasvs, ed. W. E. Buckley 
(London, 1883), p. 4.
108 Cf. Hans Kohn, "The Genesis and Character of English 
Nationalism," Journal of the History of.Ideas, I (1940), 
69-94; Ruth Wainwright, "Nationalism in the'Literatureof the English Renaissance," Vasaar Journal cf Undergrad
uate Studies. VI (1933), 108-49.*
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The sixteenth-century Englishman's attitude toward
his native land is summed up by George Best:

By this Discourse, it may pleese your Honour to 
behold the greate industrie of our perfect age, 
and the inuincible mindes of our Engliehe nation, 
who haue neuer lefte anye. worthy thing vnattempt ed, 
nor anye part alraoste of the whole world vnsearched, 
whome lately, neyther stormes of Seas by long and 
tedious voyages, danger of darke fogs and hidden 
rockes in vnknown coastes, congealed and frozen Seas, with mountaines of fleeting Ise, nor yet 
present death dayly before their face, could any 
white dismay, or cause to desiste from intended” 
enterprises: but rather preferring an honourable 
death before a shameful retourne, haue (notwith
standing the former daungers,) after many perillous 
repulses recouered their desired Port. So that, if now the passage to CATAYA thereby be made open 
vnto vs, (which only matter hytherto hath occupied 
the finist heades of the world, and promiseth vs a more riches by a nearer way than eyther Spaine 
or Portingale posseseeth) whereof the hope (by the good industrie and great attemptes of these 
men is greatly augmented) or if the Golde Ore in these newe Discoueries founde out, doe in goodnesse, 
as in greate plentie aunswere expectation, and the 
successe do folow as good, as the proofs thereof 
hitherto made, is great, we may truely infer, that 
the Englishman in these our dayes, in his notable 
discoueries, to the Spaniard and Portingale is nothing inferior: and for his hard aduentures, 
and valiant resolutions, greatl3r superior. For what hath the Spaniarde or Portingale done by the 
Southeast and Southwest, that the Englishman by 
the Northeast and Northweaste hath not counter- 
uailed the same?^®

So strong is the force of his patriotism that Best's prose
soars to lyrical heights and is better than a good deal of
the verse written on the same subject.^0 It was in Eliza-

109 George Best, op_. cit., p. 6.
110 Cf. Roger Portington, "In Commendati or. of this Booke, " in Mami Ilia. in The Life a nd Complete, Works in Pros_e_ and
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beth's reign that the tradition that the Elizabethan age 
was the golden age of English literature was built up.
In this, the English acted as did the men of other nations 
during the same period.

IX. The Relation of the Renaissance 
to the Reformation

What was the relation of the revival of learning to 
the reformation of religion? Were these two contemporary 
movements independent of each other, or did one lead to 
the other, and if so, which and why? Was the revival in
imical to the changes which were shaking the old religion 
to its foundation or was it that the reformation threat
ened the very existence of the new learning? These were 
some of the questions which the men of the Renaissance 
asked themselves about the two movements which as it 
seemed to them were so profoundly affecting the world.
The point to stress is not that these questions remained 
unanswered, or rather received contradictory answers, but 
that they were raised at all, for to have raised them

Verse of Robert Greene, ed. Alexander B. Grosart (London, 1881-867, II, 11-12; Maurice Kyffin, "The Blessedness of 
Brytaine, " in Fugitive Tracts Written in Verse, ed. W. C. 
Hazlitt (London, 18757, I, n.p.; Fulke Greville, nA Treatise of Monarchy. Of Commerce,n in The Works in Verse and 
Prose Comnlete of the Right Honourable Fulke Greville,
Lord Brooke- TLondonT 1870)’, l‘,“ 148.
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shows a very heightened awareness of contemporary ideolog
ical tendencies. In fact, it was over these very problems 
that Erasmus was led to break with Luther.

To understand Erasmus' attitude toward the Reformation 
it is necessary to discover what his objectives were. His 
aim was not revolution, but reform, and in point of fact, 
he wished to go back to the more simple and less sophisti
cated forms of the Christian faith. As early as 1499, he 
pays his respects to Colet for his efforts in restoring 
to its pristine brightness and dignity the old and true 
theology which had been obscured by the subtleties of the 
scholastics. As Colet himself said, the way to reform 
the Church is not to enact new laws but to go back to the 
teachings of Christ and honestly to .observe the laws which 
already exist; in short, the trouble with Christianity is 
that it has never been tried. To Erasmus Christianity was 
not a matter of theological disputation but a sincere pro
fession of faith and the less argument over subtle points 
of doctrine the better for true religion. And he thought 
that reforms could be brought about within the Church; he 
came not to deetroj^ the schoolmen but to reform them:

Non quod optera hoc theologiae genus, quod hodie re- 
ceptum est in scholia, obliterari; sed quod acces
sions veteris versaeque literaturae, cupiam et 
locupletius reddi.... Neque enim hunc vacillabit sacrarum litterarum aut theologorum auctoritas, 
si quaedam posthac emendata legentur..., aut rectiue 
intelligentur.131

111 Erasmus to Wolfgang Capito, Feb. 26, 1517, cited in
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He looked on the new learning as a means of helping bring
about this reformation. As Huizinga says:

In spite of the great expectations he cherished of 
classical studies for pure Christianity, he saw one danger: "that under the cloak of reviving ancient 
literature paganism tries to rear its head, as there 
are those among Christians who acknowledge Christ 
only in name but inwardly breathe heathenism." This 
he writes in 1517 to Capito. In Italy scholars de
vote themselves too exclusively and in too pagan 
guise to bonae literae. He considered it his special 
task to assist in bringing it about that those bonae 
literae "which with the Italians have thus far been 
almost pagan, shall get used to speaking of Christ."1^

His scholarly efforts are directed toward clearing the texts 
of the seminal works of Christian thought from their ac
cumulated dross of commentary and exegesis so that the 
reader can see for himself what wa3 meant.

Now, Luther had the same attitude toward the new learn
ing as did Erasmus; it was to be used to restore the Christ
ian religion to its primitive purity:

For a time no one understood why God had revived the 
study of the languages; but now we see that it was 
for the sake of the Gospel, which he wished to bring 
to light and thereby expose and destroy the reign of Anti-Christ. For the same reason he gave Greece a prey to the Turks, in order that Greek scholars, 
driven from home and scattered abroad, might bear 
the Greek tongue to other countries, and thereby 
excite an interest in the study of languages.,..
For immediately after the age of the apostles, when 
the languages ceased to be cultivated, the Gospel, 
and the true faith, and Chriatianity itself, de-

Robert H. Murray, Erasmus and Luther: Their Attitude to 
Toleration (London, 1S30), p. 27, n. 1.
112 Johan Huizinga, op. cit., p. 216. Cf. #563B to Cardin
al Wolsey, 1518, in Francis M. Nichols, op. cit., III, 383.
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clined more and more, until they were entirely lost 
under the Pope. And since the time that the languages disappeared, not much that is noteworthy and 
excellent has been seen in the Church; but through 
ignorance of the languages many shocking abominations 
have arisen. On the other hand, since the revival 
of learning, such a light has been shed abroad, and 
such important changes have taken place, that the world is astonished, and must acknowledge that we 
have the Gospel almost as pure and unadulterated as it was in the time of the apostles, and much 
purer than it was in the days of St. Jerome and 
St. Augustine. In a word, since the Holy Ghost, who does nothing foolish or useless, has often be
stowed the gift of tongues, it is our evident duty 
earnestly to cultivate the languages, now that God 
has restored them to the world through the revival of learning.-*-1’

But if Erasmus and Luther each held the same opinions as 
to the proper use of the new learning in the reformation 
of religion, how does it happen that after 1518 Erasmus 
misses no opportunity to accuse the reformers of being 
enemies of learning and good letters? The quarrel ultim
ately goes back to the question of the proper tactics to 
use in effecting the reformation. As I have said, Erasmus 
thought the reformation could be brought about within the 
Church; he saw the problem as essentially a cleaning up 
process in which those who did not live up to the true 
faith would be eased out of positions of responsibility 
within the Church by the reformers working either through 
their own offices or through the influence of men in high 
places who realized the necessity of bringing about the

113 Martin Luther in Frederick Woy, op,» cit., pp. 5S, 61-62.
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reforms and therefore cooperated with the reformers. As 
a matter of fact, it was mainly toward this latter group 
that Erasmus seems to have devoted his greatest efforts, 
for he saw in them a sense of toleration and a love of 
letters which appealed to his own tastes. Any attack on 
the Church was therefore to him an attack on the men who 
sponsored the revival of learning and who exemplified its 
finest traits.

But the reformers knew that it would be hopeless to 
expect any fundamental and far-reaching reforms from those 
in power within the Church, and they certainly did not 
trust those very men Erasmus appealed to because they 
seemed to the reformers to stand for those very pagan 
ideas Erasmus himself had castigated. In short, the 
struggle was the basic one of seizure of power and the 
reformers held to the position that only a frontal attack 
on the Church could effect the desired reforms; this fund
amental problem is thoroughly analysed in Calvin's The 
Necessity of Reforming the Church: Presented to the Im
perial Diet at Spires, A.D. 1544 in which the conclusion 
is reached that the ruling clique cannot be expected to 
give up its power of its own will and that only a struggle 
for control will lead to the desired results. Now, it 
is exactly this idea of struggle which Erasmus cannot tol
erate so that when finally the issue was presented to him
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aharply and clearly, to attack the Church on all fronts
or to accept it as it was, he chose the latter. Thinking
to remain aloof from the struggle, he found himself on
the side of those whose policies he opposed.

As he attempts to extricate himself from this dilemma
and finds that he cannot, he increasingly places the blame
for his uncomfortable position on the reformers who, if
they had not forced the issue, would not have caused him
his ideological difficulties. Ho he turns on those who
v/ould put his own ideas to the test of action and accuses
them of subverting letters:

Haec eo liberius dico quo modis omnibus sum a Reuch- 
lini Lutherique causa alienissimus. Nec enim ipse 
velim eiusmodi scribere, nec earn doctrinam mihi 
arrogo vt ab aliis scripta velim tueri: sed mihi 
non tempero quin illud mysterium aperiam, istos 
longe alio tendere quam ore prae se ferant. Iam- 
pridem male habet eos efflorescere bonae literae, 
efflorescere linguas, reuisiscere veteres authores, 
quos antehoc exedebant tineae puluere opertos, 
mundum ad fontes ipsos reuocari. Timent suis 
lacunis, volunt videri quicquam nescire, metuunt 
ne quid maiestati ipsorum decedat. Hoc hulcus cum diu presserint, nuper tamen erupit, dolore 
Vincente disSimulationem. Antequam exirent libri Lutheri, iam magnis studiis hoc agebant, maxime 
Praedicatcres et Carmelitae; quorum vtinam plurimi non essent sceleratiores quem indocti! Vbi libri 
Lutheri prodissent, velut ansam nacti ceperunt 
linguarum, bonarum literarum, Capnionis ac Lutheri, 
imo et mean causam eodem fasce complecti, non solum male offerentes verum etiam male diuidentes. Primum 
enim quid rei bonis studiis cum fidei negotio? 
deinde quid mihi cum causa Capnionis et Lutheri?Sed haec arte commiscuerunt, vt communi inuidia degrauarent omnes bonarum literarum cultores.H4

114 Erasmus, #1033, to Albert of Brandenburg, October 19,
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So Erasmus continues to attack Luther: he has engaged in 
hostile and seditious actions, he will not rest until he 
has destroyed the study of languages and good learning, 
he has thrown the apple of discord into the world: "Vbi- 
cumque regnat Lutherianismus, ibi litterarum est interitus 
et taraen hoc genus hominum maxime litteris alitur."1^

Some notion of how deeply the Renaissance and Re
formation and their inter-relationships had sunk into 
the minds of contemporaries is afforded from the descrip
tion of a comedy played at Augsburg in the presence of 
the Emperor and his Court made by Robert H. Murray:

A man clothed in the robe of a doctor threw on the stage a bundle of sticks, some straight, some 
crooked, and retired. This was Reuchlin. Another 
entered, endeavouring to arrange them side by side,

1519, in P. S. and H. M. Allen, op., clt., IV, 104-05. It should be noted that Erasmus’ attitude toward Reuchlin is variable; sometimes he links him with Luther, sometimes 
he berates Luther to him.
115 Erasmus, #1977, to Willibald Pirckheimer, March 20, 
1528, in P. S. and H. M. Allen, op. pit., VII, 366. Cf. 
#1155, to Reuchlin, November 8, 1530, IV, 373; #1167, 
to Lorenzo Campegio, December 6, 1530, IV, 403: "Porro quum me non fugeret quorsum illi tenderent, nimirum vt 
res natura disiunctas vno fasce inuoluerent, et dictis 
ac scriptis priuatim ac publice testatus sum nihil esse 
commune Reuchlino cum causa Lutheri, nihi cum vtroque: 
nisi quod plusculum erat cum Reuchlino, quicum mihi 
vnum aut alterum intercesserat colloquium, et commune studium prouehendi linguae ac bonae literas, et ex huius 
libris olim nonnihil didici; cum Lutherus mihi ne de 
facie quidern vnquam sit notus, nec eo progressus sit 
in linguarum aut peritioris literaturae peritia, vt 
huius causa quicquam pertineat ad eorum studiorum fautor- es.«



"but, not succeeding, he gathered them into the 
shape of a pile, then fled. He was Erasmus. An Augustinian monk came next with a burning chafing- 
dish, flung the crooked sticks into the fire, and 
blew into it to make a blaze. He was called Luther. 
A new man, bearing the Imperial insignia, tried to 
extinguish the fire with his sword, which naturally kindled the flames all the more. This was the 
Emperor. Last of all came one with pontifical 
robe and triple crown. Startled by the blaze he looked about and saw two buckets, the one filled 
with oil, the other with water. He seized the water first, but emptied in mistake the oil on 
the fire, which naturally assumed such enormous 
proportions that he fled in dismay. This was Leo

Foxe describes the relationship between the two movements
as being more amicable than they actually were:

It happened moreover, about this time, that many 
were provoked, by Erasmus’s learned works, to study 
the Greek and Latin tongues; who perceiving a more 
gentle and ready order of teaching than before, began to have in contempt the monks’ barbarous and 
sophistical doctrine; and especially such as were 
of a liberal nature and good disposition. Luther 
began to study the Greek and Hebrew tongue, to this 
end, that after he had learned the phrase and property of the tongues, and drawn the doctrine from 
the vexy foundations, he might give more sound 
judgment.li?

116 Robert H. Murray, 0£. cit., pp. 318-1-. This account must be read with considerable scepticism. ed not cite his source but refers to a similarin Paris, Sculteus Gruubergensis^^ r ^ o e d i a ,  Paris, ,
to be found in the second volume in Backing a -ditio Hutton*s works.
117 John Foxe, o£. cit ., IV, 262. Cf. IV, ^53.
more, after these wits stirred up of Goa, , ^ in
besides, increasing dai 137- more and more m  WPrp’able 
tongues, and perfection of knowledge; >.,■,+ also werenot only to discern in matters of , t t . T B  that
so armed and furnished with the help of go - , oini^'tfcethey did encounter also with the adversary, _ _ ^  verity
cause and defence of learning a£ain® > hr jagainst error; of true religion against supers tit io...
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As we have seen, the split between Erasmus and Luther 
came over the problem of the extent of the politicaliza
tion of the new learning. In line with the main tradition 
of the Italian humanists, Erasmus insisted that the study 
of good letters was ultimately a value in itself, though, 
like Valla, who received his approval, it could be used 
to clear away errors and confusion. On the other hand, 
Luther, and with him Calvin and Melanchthon, both human
ists of repute it should be remembered, thought that the 
full implications of the new learning should be carried 
out even if it meant the destruction of the Church as an 
institution. Erasmus saw the problem as an intellectual 
one in which all that was needed was the rectification of 
error; Luther saw the Church as an institution whose basic 
strength was in the ideological sphere as well as in its 
social, political, and economic ramifications and which

number of whom, amongst many other here unnamed, were 
Pious, and Francisous Mirandula, Laurentius Valla, Fran- ciscus Petrarcha, Doctor Wesalia, Revelinus, Grocinus, 
Doctor Colet, Rhenamus, Erasmus, &c. And here began the 
first push and assult to be given against the ignorant and barbarous faction of the pope's pretensed church; who, after that by their learned writings and laborious 
travail, they had opened a window of light unto the 
world, and had made, as it were, a way more ready for 
others to come after: immediately, according to God' gracious appointment, followed Martin Luther, with others after him; by whose ministry it pleased the Lord to work 
a more full reformation of his church, as by their acts 
and proceedings hereafter shall follow (Christ willing) 
more amply to be declared."



therefore had to be attacked all along the line. From 
Erasmus' point of view, it was the intransigent attitude 
of the radicals which caused the tragedy as he called it; 
according to Luther, it was the intransigence of the con
servatives who would not suffer any changes to be made 
in the status q u o  lest one change bring in its wake a 
complete reformation which forced the reformers to break 
with the Church.^®

X. Causes of the Renaissance: 
The Rise of Science

In the work of the writers we have considered up to 
this point, there is one common characteristic which binds 
them all. It is this, that all the writers look backward;

118 See Hans Baron, "Zur Frage das Ursi^rungs des Deutschen 
Humanismus und Seiner Religiflsen Reformbeetrebungen Ein 
Kritischer Bericht fiber die Neuere Literatur, n HZ, CXXXII 
(1935), 413-46; Robert H. Fife, "Humanistic Currents in the Reformation Era," GR, XII (1937), 75-94; J. Haller, 
"Humanismus und Reformation, " Zeitachrift ftlr Kirchen- 
gesohlchte. XLII (1933), 328-31, XLIII (1924), 169-73;
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to them the revival is literally that, a return to the 
world of a way of life which had disappeared for a thous
and years but which now was back. It is as though the 
ancient civilization had flourished, had disappeared, 
and had reappeared without change, except that the men 
of the Renaissance looked up to the ancients for the 
wonders they had achieved. So far as the writers of 
the Renaissance were concerned, the Middle Ages were a 
blank; they looked on themselves as the inheritors and 
continuers of a tradition which had lapsed, and it would 
not be putting it too strongly to say that they felt 
themselves the contemporaries of the ancients.

Now, there was another group of men whose faces 
were not turned backward but rather forward. They too 
thought that the ancients had accomplished great things, 
they thought too that the Middle Ages had been unfruit
ful, but what distinguishes them is the fact that they 
thought their own age was different both from the class
ical period and the Middle Ages. In other word3, it was 
their belief that the era of the Renaissance represented 
a way of life which was unique and which had never before 
existed on the face of the earth. In their estimation, 
what distinguished the modern period was the rise of 
science, which to them meant the discoveries and the 
new information they uncovered, the invention of instru-
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ments the ancients had not known, the effects of these 
inventions, and finally the application of science toward 
more discoveries and inventions in increasing numbers of 
disciplines so that the outlook for the future was not 
one of sameness but of continuous change and change to 
the better.

The genesis of this attitude of mind goes back to
the feeling that the modern world is not necessarily like
the ancient. Boccaccio expresses this feeling but does
not elaborate:

Indeed, the close observer sees that the modern 
world has not only departed from the pathway of 
the former world, whereon I touched above, but 
that it has turned its feet in quite the opposite 
direction.

Another element which goes to make up this attitude is
the belief that the ancients were not as perfect as was
supposed. Petrarch hints at this:

Of a truth I believe Aristotle was a great and 
learned man; but after all he was only a man. It 
was possible for him to be ignorant of some, nay, 
of many things. Moreover— and why should we hide 
it?— Aristotle made mistakes, and this even in the most important matters.1^0

119 Boccaccio, "Life of Dante," in The Earliest Lives of 
Dante Translated from the Italian of Giovanni Boccaccio 
and Llonardo Bruni Aretino. ed. James R . Srnith (New York, 
1901), pp . 10-11.
130 Cited in Pierre de Nolhac, Petrarch and the Ancient 
World (Boston, 1907), p. 13. To get into the^anti- 
Aristotelian movement of the Renaissance at this point 
would be to stray from the subject, since, properly 
speaking, its main bearing is not on the ancient-modern 
controversy. The early attack on Aristotle has been



Boccaccio makes an interesting defence of his use of mod
ern authorities:

I suppose they will also complain that I have cited as my authorities both such ancients as are obscure 
or unheard of, and such moderns as have no reputa
tion— in neither case such as they are ready to 
trust. Indeed this criticism carries some weight. 
However recent they once may have been who are now 
the Ancients, yet that which has been preserved 
through many ages has been approved by great lapse 
of time, and thence gains its authority. But as to 
all moderns, the right verdict concerning them, 
whatever their merit, seems to many to be still in 
suspense. I am of opinion that no writer will last 
long whose very novelty is not approved, since their very novelty is the necessary source of approval.
Thus I have dared cite as my authorities moderns 
whom I have known or known personally, or whom by 
their merits I recognize as exceptional and reliable 
men. I know by every sign that they have spent 
nearly their whole lives in sacred studies, that 
they have ever mingled with men eminent for their 
attainments both of learning and character, they 
have lived laudable lives, are without stain or 
taint of any kind, and that both their writings 
and conversation are approved by the wisest. On 
such terms, I think, their modernity should offset the age of others.1^1

But, in the last analysis, how doe3 one determine progress
in the humanities? It is this difficulty which forces the
moderns to turn to science to substantiate their claim that
the Renaissance era was different from and even superior to
the ancient world.

treated by John W. Taylor in Georgius Gemistus Pletho*s 
Criticism of Plato and Aristotle, Menasha, 1931. The ques
tion of whether Platonism advanced the formation of the 
modern scientific temper and Aristotelianism hindered it 
or vice versa* has been debated by Burtt and Strong.
131 Boccaccio, in Charles G. Osgood, op>« o i t., pp. 111-13.
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Louis Le Roy seta the pattern which the moderns fol
lowed and elaborated on:

Toutefois, si nous balacons le mal avec le bien, nous ne trouverons point qu'il y ait eu, par le passe' un 
sifecle ou lea entendements et les arts liberaux soient parvenus a une plus grande perfection que maintenant. 
Non au temps du premier Cyrus...auquel veourrent Pythagoras et Thales...non au temps d«Alexandre le 
Grand, quand la Grece produisit ce qu'elle a eu de plus excellent en lettres, armes, et tous les arts, 
lorsque Platon, Eurlpide, Demosthenes, Aristote... furent. Non au temps d»Auguste...Cesar, Pomp^e,
Horace, Ovide... Non au temps des Sarrasins, entre 
lesquele fleurirent Averro^s, Avicenne, Abenzoar...
, Car depuis cent ans, non seulement les choses qui etoient auparavant oouvertea/ par les tenebres de 
I1ignorance sont venues en evidence, mais aussi 
plusieurs autres choses ont 4x4 connues, qui avoient 
ete entierement ignorees des anciens: nouvelles mere, 
nouvelles terres, nouvelles fa^ons d^nommes, moeurs, lois, coutumes, nouvelles herbes . . .arbres.. .rainê r- 
aux...nouvelles inventions trouvees, comme celles 
de 1'imprimerie, l'artillerie et l'usage de l’aiguille et de l'aimant pour les navigations...des anciennes langues restituees...123

Alvarez, Ramus, Surius, and Postel agree with Le Roy that 
their century has seen greater progress in men and learning 
than has been seen in the whole course of the previous four
teen centuries. Now, on what basis did they make this 
astounding claim?

There is no doubt that their optimism and confidence 
is based on their belief in progress grounded on science.
In his Of the Interchangeable Course, or Variety of Things, 
Le Roy has worked out the philosophy of progress in relation

133 Louis Le Roy, Consideration sur l'histoire universelle 
(Paris, 1567), pp. 7-9, cited "in Geoffroy Atkinson. Lis' 
nouveaux horizons de la Renaissance Franoaise (Paris, 1935), 
PP. 404-05.
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to science which is the manifesto of the moderns:
The beginnings of the Artes haue bin small, and the 
greatest difficulties, was in the first inuenting 
of them, then by the Industrie of the learned, they 
were by little and little augmented; correcting such 
thinges as were euill obserued, and supplying such 
as were omitted: but yet, without making any thing 
entirely absolute; wherevnto there might nothing be 
added. Nothing is begun and ended at one time; but 
by succession of time, things are increased, amended, 
and become better polished. Almost all the Artes 
haue bin inuented by Use and Experience; and after 
wardes gathered and made by obseruation and reason: 
and then consequently reduced into better forme, 
and more certain, by Diuisions, Definitions, Argu
mentations, and Demonstrations; bjr general 1 precepts 
and rules drawen from nature, nor from opinion, and 
tending to the same ende: not by staying and resting 
on that which men had formerly done, said, or writ
ten; nor by only imitating of them, after the manner 
of slouthfull, and cowardly persons: but by the 
adding of somewhat of their owne, by some that came after, according as the matters from time to time 
discouered, and cleared themselues; the honour com
monly remayning to the last commera, as the most 
exquisite, and accomplished. By whose example we 
ought to trauaile courageously, with hope to make 
our selues better than them; aspiring continually 
to perfection, which as yet is not eeene any where: 
considering that there remayne more thinges to be 
sought out, then are alreadie inuented, and founde. 
And let vs not be so simple, as to attribute so much 
vnto the Auncients, that wee beleiue that they haue 
knowen all, and said all; without learning anything 
to be said, by those that should come after them.
They haue not bin so arrogant, as to looke that none 
should meddle, or deale with those matters which they 
had handeled: But on the contrarie, considering the 
difficultie of knowledge, and the weaknes of mans 
vnderstanding; they haue exhorted others to trauile therin; speaking rather to stir them vp, and prouke 
them thereunto, then to keepe them back, or stay them 
from writing. Let vs not thinke that nature hath 
giuen them all her good gifts, that 3he might^be 
barren in time to come: but that as she hath in times 
past brought forth certain noble personages, who haue 
manifested many of her secrets; so she can againe 
bring foorth, such as by the influence of heauen, and 
a singular inclination, by liuelynea of vnderstanding,
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and persuerance of labour, shall attain tither; 
whither long experience, diligent obseruation, and 
subilitie of reason, haue not pierced to this pres
ent. She is the same that she was in the former 
famous ages: The world is such as it was before:
The heauen and the time keepe the same order which 
they did; The Sunne, and thother Planets, haue not 
changed their courses; and there is no starre re- 
moued out of his place: The Elements haue the same 
power; men are made of the same matter, & in the 
same sort disposed as they were in the old time.
And were not the maner of lyuing corrupted, which 
we use, preferring idlenesse before diligence, pleas
ure before profit, and vices before vertue; nothing 
would let, but this age might bring foorth as eminent 
personages in Philosonhie as were Plato, and Aristotle 
in Physiok as Hippocrates, and Galen; or in the Mathe- matioks as Euclide, Archimedes, and Ptolomey. Con
sidering the help which we receiue of their books, 
the examples wherwith antiquitie hath instructed vs, 
so many obseruations, and inuentions sithence their 
time, and so long experience of all things: In such 
sort, that (if we consider it well) there was neuer 
age more happie for the aduancement of learning, then 
this present; if weying the shortnes of mans life, we 
resolue to employ our whole endeuour & industrie, on 
the studie of true knowledge. Wisdom hath not ful
filled her work; much remaineth, and will alwaies 
remaine: and there will be neuer be wanting occasion 
to add therunto. Trueth doth offer her selfe to all 
those that wil seek her, and are of capacitie to re
ceiue her:.,. All the maysteries of God and secrets of nature, are not discouered at one time. The great
est things are difficult, and long in comming. How 
many are there, not yet reduced into art? How many 
haue bin first knowen and found out in this age? I say, new lands, new seas, new formes of men, manners, 
lawes, and customes; new diseases, and new remedies; 
new waies of the Heauen, and of the Ocean, neuer be
fore found out; and new starres? Yea, and how many remaine to be knowen by our posteritie? That which 
is now hidden, with time will come to light; and our 
successours will wonder that wee were ignorant ofthem.123

Here is a complete statement of the argument of the moderns:

123 Louis Le Roy, o~p. oit.. pp. 137r-137v
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progress, scientific method, perfectibility, the plenitude
of nature, the attack on decay, even the title of the most
complete exposition of the aims and methods of the moderns.

Even Paracelsus was motivated by the scientific temper:
Since Medicine alone among all branches of learning 
is necessarily accorded the commendable title of a 
divine gift by the suffrage of writers both sacred 
and profane, and yet very few doctors deal with it 
felicitously at this day, it has seemed expedient to 
restore it to its former illustrious dignity, and to 
purge it as much as possible from the dross of the 
barbarians, and from the most serious errors. We do 
not concern ourselves with the precepts of the ancients, 
but with those things which we have discovered, partly 
by the indications found in the nature of things, and 
partly by our own skill, which also we have tested by 
use and experience. For who does not know that very many doctors at this time, to the great peril of their 
patients, have disgracefully failed, having blindly 
adhered to the dicta of Hippocrates, Galen, Avicenna, 
and others, just as though these proceeded like oracles 
from the tripod of Apollo, and wherefrom.they dared not diverge a finger's breadth. From these authorities, 
when the gods please, they may indeed be begotten per
sons of prodigious learning, but by no means physicians. 
It is not a degree, nor eloquence, nor a faculty for 
languages, nor the reading of many books, although 
these are no small adornment, that are required in a 
physician, but the fullest acquaintance with subjects 
and with mysteries, which one thing easily supplies 
the place of all the rest. For it is indeed the part of a rhetorician to discourse learnedly, persuade, 
and bring over the judge to his opinion, but it be
hoves the physician to know the general causes, and 
symptoms of affections, to apply his remedies unto 
the same with sagacity and industry, and to use all 
according to the best of his ability.124

According to Pasquier, Copernicus, Paracelsus, and Ramus

134 Paracelsus, "Concerning the Alohsmical^Degrees^and^Com-
position of Recipes and of Natural T - =, , Theophrastusand Alchemical Writings of Aureolus.^ Phili££g ^ Tne p ^ ra ^ _ _
Bombast, nf Hnnheim. called Parac sl^u_ _ _____ ?rp— ’ T T 3_
Arthur E. Waite~TLoAdon, 18*4), 11, Io s - j o . Of-



have laid the foundations of a new method superior to the 
ancients:

J*adjousteray encore \  vostre discours, par maniere 
de remplissage, que dedans la mesme centaine d'ann/es 
dont parlez, qui est I1an mil cinq cents, se trouverent, 
en matiere de sciences, trois grands homines (appellez 
les Innovateurs, ou Heretiques, si voulez) qui voulurent 
troubler l'anciennete. Copernic dedans 1*Allemaigne, en Mathematique, qui par nouvelles demonstrations 
voulut faire accroire, que la Terre estoit mobile, le Ciel immobile, la Lune chaude, le Soleil froid, & 
plusieurs autres telles propositions paradoxes: Para- 
celse, qui par nouveaux principes de Medecine, incognus 
k Hippocrat & Galien, quoy que soit, non par eux touchez, sit une infinite de grandes & extraordinaires guerisons. 
Et dedans cette France, la Rame'e, dit Ramus, qui par 
Livres expres en la Logique, voulut censurer la doc
trine d’Aristote, receuft & approuve'e d'un long-temps par toutes les Universitez.

In two different fields, surgery and the investigation of 
magnetism, their leading exponents claim superiority over 
the a n c i e n t s . T h u s  the way toward a complete working out 
of the method and implications of science had been laid be
fore Bacon.

Of the innovations made by the rise of science none 
received more attention than the discoveries and the in
vention of gunpowder, the compass, and printing. In his

125 Estienne Pasquier, "Lettre V. A Monsieur de Raimond, 
Conseiller en la Cour de Parlement de Bourdeaux, " op. cit.,
II, 605-06. ---
126 Ambrose Parey, "The Authors Epistle Dedicatory to Kenry
III.," The Works of that Famous Chirurgeon Ambrose Parey.
Translated out of Latin, and Compared with the French, by
Th. Johnson (London. 1678), p. A4r; William Gilbert, "Preface to the Candid Reader, Studious of the Magnetic Philo-
sophy,» On the Magnet. Magnetic Bodies Also, and on the
Great Magnet the Earth (London. 1900), pp. *iir-*iiv.
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autobiography, Gardan expresses the sentiments of the
moderns when he says:

Among the extraordinary, though quite natural cir
cumstances of my life, the first and most unusual 
is that I was born in this century in which the 
whole world became known; wheras the ancients were 
familiar with but little more than a third part of 
it*

On the one hand we explore America— I now refer 
to the part particularly designated by that name —  
Brazil, a great part of which was before unknown,
Terra del Fuego, Patagonia, Peru, Charcas, Parana, 
Acutia, Oaribana, Picora, New Spain, Quito, of Quin- 
ira the more Western part, New France and regions 
more to the South of.this toward Florida, Cortereal, 
Estotilant, and Marata. Besides all these, toward 
the East under the Antarctic we find the Antisicians 
somewhat like the Scythians, and some Northern peoples 
not yet known, as well as Japan, Binarchia, the Ama
zonas, and a region which is beyond the Island of 
the Demons, if these be not fabled islands— all dis
coveries sure to give rise to great and calamitous 
events in order that a just distribution of them 
may be maintained.

The conviction grows that, as a result of these 
discoveries, the fine arts will be neglected and 
but lightly esteemed, and certainties will be exchanged for uncertainties. These things may be 
true sometime or other, but meanwhile we shall re
joice as in a flower-filled meadow. For what is 
more amazing than pyrotechnics? or than the fiery 
bolts man has invented so much more destructive than 
the lightning of the gods?
Nor of thee, 0 Great Compass, will I be silent, 

for thou dost guide us over boundless seas, through gloomy nights, through the 'wild storms seafarers 
dread, and through the pathless wilderness.

The fourth marvel is the invention of the typo
graphic art, a work of man’s hands, and the discov
ery of his wit— a rival, forsooth, of the wonders 
wrought by divine intelligence. What lack we yet 
unless it be the taking of Heaven by storm1. Oh, 
the madness of man to give heed to vanity rather 
than the fundamental things of life. Oh, that ar
rogant poverty of intellectual humility not to be 
moved to wonder',

137 Jerome Cardan, The Book of My Life (De Viua Propria



Vespucci was well aware of the importance of his discov
eries. Writing to Lorenzo Pietro Di Medici, he says:

On a former occasion I wrote to you at some length concerning my return from those new regions which 
were found and explored with the fleets, at the 
cost, and by the command of this Mo3t Serene King 
of Portugal. And these we may rightly call a new 
world. Because our ancestors had no knowledge of 
them, and it will be a matter wholly new to those 
who hear about them. For this transcends the view 
held by our ancients, inasmuch as most of them hold 
that there is no continent to the south beyond the 
equator, but only the sea which they named the At
lantic; and if some of them did aver that a contin
ent there was, they denied with abundant argument 
that it was a habitable land. Eut that this their 
opinion is false and utterly opposed to the truth, 
this my last voyage has made manifest; for in those southern parts I have found a continent more densely 
peopled and abounding in animals than our Europe or 
Asia or Africa, and, in addition, a climate milder 
and more delightful than in any other region known 
to us, as you shall learn in the following account wherein we shall set succinctly down only capital 
matters and the things more worthy of comment and 
memory seen or heard by men in this new world, as will appear below.138
In his Histoire Generalle des Indes Occidenta les & 

Terres Neues, Qui Iusques a Present Ont Este' Descourtes 
and translated by Fume^ Sieur de Marly le Castel, Francisco 
Lopez de Gomara delivers a scathing attack on the ancients’ 
knowledge of geography. He shows that the world is round, 
that it is inhabited, that there are inhabitants on the 
other hemispheres, that the ancients did not know how to

Liber), tr. Jean Stoner (London, 1931), pp. 189-90.
12 8 Ame r i go V e spue c i, Mun du s No vu s Let ter t o_ Lpre n_zo_ Pietro 
Di Medicj. . tr. George N'T Northup (Princeton University 
Press, 1916), p. 1.
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compute correctly longitude and latitude, all of which 
the ancients did not know and which the moderns had found 
out. Le Roy lists the new things which"have come into 
the world as a result of the discoveries: sugar, pearls, 
spices, herbs, trees, fruit, and gold; Best makes a simi
lar list. Finally, Best shows how the discoveries have 
brought about an economy of abundance:

For when was there euer heard of such abundance of 
gold and siluer (whiche no doubt being well used, 
is the great benefite and good blessing of God to 
Mankind) as in these our &a3res. No, Salomon him- 
selfe, with all the pretious metall of Ophir, which 
he (one only King) had in tha-tr only place, can not 
be comparable to the greats store of golde, and all other mettals, which dayly are digged out of 
the bowels of the earth, almost in all parts of 
the world, and now lately in the supposed hard and 
congealed frozen Lands, almost under the Poles.
Yea now euery priuate man can witnesse this with 
me, that he is more contented with the wealthe and riches that his Auncestors hadde, but thinkes 
himselfe base minded, if by his industrie he en- 
crease not his priuat we1th proportinallie, as 
the whole world increaseth in common wealth, and 
not only of gold & siluer is of such great encrease, 
but also of all other things, seruing as well for 
pleasure, and delightes of the mind, as for the 
necessarie vses of mans life. For as we are placed 
in these lower Elementes, firsts to know and ac
knowledge ye high Creator, and then thankefully 
to take the fruition of things for oure mayntenance, 
which are especially two, that is, meate and drinke, 
to susteyne the body, and couerture, to defend the 
same from the rigor of heate and cold, and so there
by to glorifie God in his workes: what age hath bin 
euer heertofore, that hath so abounded with store, 
not onljr of necesaarie meates, but also of pleasant 
& delectable confections, to delight man withal? 
for whatsoeuer sundry sorte of corne, gra3nne, & 
meates former yeares haue had, we not onlj' haue al 
the same in farre greater abundance, but therevnto 
are added thousandes of new things simple and com
pound, neuer heeretofore eeene or heard of. And as



for couerture to defende the bodye, the matter is 
growen to such excellencie of Architecture and 
building, to such finenesse of cloth and silkes 
of all sortes and coloures, that man studieth no 
more to multiplye the encrease thereof, so rnuche 
as to deuise fashions, to make it serue more ornament, than for necessarie vses.^-29
The importance of the invention of printing was soon 

recognized, especially from the point of view of its ef
fects on the Reformation. Many writers of the Renaissance 
discuss the significance of printing and the consensus of 
opinion is that printing has brought about a great in
crease in the diffusion of knowledge and has been instru
mental in causing the revival itself. But it is John 
Foxe who brings the praise of the printing press to its 
highest pitch. In a section called nThe Invention and 
Benefit of Printing," Foxe discusses the date of the in
vention of the press, considers the various claimants to 
its invention, and describes the process. Ke concludes 
with a recital of its accomplishments: it has come from 
God to abolish the papal tyranny, to confute the Church 
of Rome, and to bring about the victory of the truth; it 
has diffused knowledge, reduced the price of books, made 
learning and reading more easily accessible, has encour
aged the composition of worthwhile books, and has caused 
God's word to prevail.

12S George Best, op. ci t., p. 14.
130 John Foxe, ojo. cit., III, 718-22.
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The result of this activity in the sciences was the 
formulation of a doctrine of progress. It was held that 
the modern world was different from previous worlds be
cause it knew more, did more, and hoped to accomplish 
more. The future seemed to promise ever increasing in
ventions and discoveries of such magnitude as made the 
present achievements seem small by comparison, not that 
the present was bad, but that the future would be better. 
There therefore was no turning back to the past for only 
the future mattered. ^ The rise of science then, intro
duced a new element into the Renaissance idea of the Ren
aissance. Men were aware of their era not because it 
was like another period which had died away and was re
born but because it was different from any other era; 
its uniqueness was its mark.

XI. Ideological Preconceptions

In the work of the writers who have been considered 
here, there are a number of assumptions about the course

131 A full-length study of the idea of progress in the Renaissance is lacking. Bury’s book is more concerned 
with the eighteenth century theories of progress as is 
Professor Jones1 studjr with seventeenth century theories. 
In the Appendix to his Erasmus and Luther, Robert H. Mur
ray has an article on "The Conception of Progress in 
Classical and Renaissance Writers," which is valuable 
in that it suggests the outlines of the story but is 
much too brief otherwise.



-135-

of history, that is to say, the way men act and under what 
impulses, whether recognised by them or not, which help to 
explain the attitudes they have taken toward the Renaissance 
sometimes these assumptions are explicit, but most often 
they are implicit in the work itself. By this I mean that 
these writers have certain ways of looking at past events 
which enable them to make intelligible patterns out of the 
flux of phenomena, for in dealing with history at all, the 
mere recognition of events implies some sort of preconceived 
way of looking at them imposed on the material beforehand: 
a fact is not a fact because it is a raw piece of informa
tion, whatever that might mean, but because it is a recog
nizable part of a scheme into which it fits. Now, in the 
Renaissance there were six methodological assumptions about 
the course of historjr which in varying degrees affected the 
theory of the Renaissance. These are the idea of progress, 
which has been considered in the previous section, the 
theory of the plenitude of nature, the climate theory, the 
cyclical theory of history, the doctrine of uniformitarian- 
ism, and the idea of decline. Of these, roughly speaking, 
the first three provided a favorable soil in which the 
idea of the Renaissance could grow, the last three hindered 
a rapid advance in the development of the idea.

While the theories of the purposes and methods of 
histor3̂ in the Renaissance are too man3>- and complex to be
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illustrated briefly, nevertheless some notion of them may 
be obtained from the following two passages, the first from 
Luther to illustrate the conception of the purpose of hist
ory, the other from Vasari to show the attitude toward 
method:

When one thoroughly considers the matter, it is from 
history, as from a living fountain, that have flowed 
all laws, sciences, counsel, warning, threatenings, 
comfort, strength, instruction, foresight, knowledge, wisdom, and all the virtues; that is to say, history 
is nothing else than an indication, recollection, and monument of divine works and judgments, showing how 
God maintains, governs, hinders, advances, punishes, and honors men, according as each one has deserved 
good or evil. And although there are many who do not recognize and regard God, yet must they take warning 
from history, and fear that it may go with them as with many a one therein portrayed, whereby they are 
moved more than by mere admonition in words; as we 
read not alone in the Holy Scriptures, but also in 
heathen books, how men introduced and held up the 
examples, words, and works of their ancestors, when 
they wished to accomplish something with the multi
tude, or to teach, admonish, warn, or terrify.

Therefore historians are most useful people and 
most excellent teachers, whom we can never suffi
ciently honor, praise, and thank, and it should be 
a care of our great lords, as emperors and kings, 
to have histories of their times written and pre
served in libraries, and they should spare no ex
pense to procure persons capable of teaching....
But it requires a superior man to write history, 
a man with a lion-heart, who dares without fear to 
speak the truth. For most men write in such a way, that, according to the wishes of their rulers or 
friends, they pass over the vices or degeneracy of 
their times, or put the best construction upon them; 
on the other hand, through partialitj' for their 
fatherland and hostility to foreigners, they unduly 
magnify insignificant virtues, and eulogize or defame according to their preferences or prejudices.
In this way histories become beyond measure untrust
worthy, and God's work is obscured. Since history 
describes nothing else than the ways of God, that 
is, grace and anger, which we should believe as if
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they stood in Scripture, it ought to he written with extreme care, fidelity, and truth.133
In the introduction to the second part of his Lives. Vasari
analyses the methods to he employed in the proper writing
of history:

But I remembered that the writers of history,— such 
of them, that is to say, as by common consent are 
admitted to have treated their subject most judiciously,— have in no case contented themselves with a 
simple narration of the occurrences they describe, 
but have made zealous inquiry respecting the lives 
of the actors, and sought with the utmost diligence 
to investigate the modes and methods adopted by 
distinguished men for the furtherance of their vari
ous undertakings. The efforts of such writers have, 
moreover, been further directed to the examination 
of the points on which errors have been made, or, 
on the other hand, by what means successful results 
have been produced, to what expedients those who govern have had recourse, in what manner thê r have delivered themselves from such embarrassments as 
arise in the management of affairs: of- all that has been effected, in short; whether sagaciously or in
judiciously, whether by the exercise of prudence, 
piety, and greatness of mind, or b]r that of the contrary qualities, and with opposite results; as might 
be expected from men who are persuaded that history is in truth the mirror of human life. These writers 
have not contented themselves with a mere dry narra
tion of facts and events, occurring under this prince 
or in that republic, but have set forth the grounds of the various opinions, the motives of the different 
resolutions, and the character of the circumstances 
by which the prime movers have been actuated; with 
the consequences, beneficial or disastrous, which 
have been the results of all. This is, without doubt, the soul of history. From these details it

133 Martin Luther, Vorrede D J i  a|fdje
CaEellae voa. interesting ex-
S p l t ^ f ’ the 'fusion of theological and secular^attituaes^
toward the purpose of ^  to "teach but notm  which the purpose of historJ reu-a-. +. as
so much by example, as in the medi«va - ^ 2-en.understanding of the wider purposes oi Goa ana me
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is that men learn the true, government of life; and 
to secure this effect, therefore, with the addition 
of the pleasure which may he derived from having past events presented to the view as living and pres
ent, is to be considered the legitimate aim of the historian.133

With these explicit statements as to the aims and methods 
of history, we can now turn to a consideration of the as
sumptions on which the work of the writers we have consid
ered have been b a s e d . -*-34

The theory of the plenitude of nature holds that, 
contrary to the beliefs of those who hold to the idea of 
retrogression, nature is not running down, that men are 
as good as they once were, and that it is perfectly just 
to expect continued improvements in the arts and sciences. 
This point of view is in reality an attack on the doctrine 
of the superiority of the ancients; at the same time, it 
makes possible, as we have seen in the work of Le Roy, a 
justification for the study of science. For if nature 
has run down, there is nothing new to discover, and if 
men's wits are becoming feebler, there is no possibility

133 Giorgio Vasari, ojo. oit.. I, 300-01.
134 For a more complete discussion of the stated aims and 
methods of the Renaissance historians, there are the stand
ard studies by Flint and Feurter as well as Hans Baron,
"Das Erwachen des Historischen Denkers in Humanismus des 
Quattrocentro," HZ, CXLVII (1933), 5-20; Paul Joachimsen, 
Geachichtsauffaaaung und Gesohichtssohreibung in Deutsch- 
land unter dens Einfluss des Human!smus, Leipsic, 1910.Dr. Leonard Dean has written an unpublished dissertation 
at the University of Michigan on the writing of history 
in the Renaissance, with special reference to Engla.no..
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of increasing knowledge. The defence of the plenitude of
nature takes different forms. Gabriel Harvey points out
that reason still functions as well as it always did:

You make a wonderful greate matter of it, that reason, contrarye to all reason and ye custom of former ages 
is forc'ibely oonstraynid to yeelde her obedience, and 
to be in a manner vassal unto appetite. See, I be
seech you, howe you overshoote yourselfe and mistake 
the matter, in beinge over credulous to beleeve what
soever is unadvisedly committid to writinge. Here 
is righte a newe comedye for him that were delightid with overthwarte and contrary Supposes. You suppose 
the first age was the goulde age. It is nothinge 
soe. Bodin defendith the goulde age to flourishe 
nowe, and our first grandfathers to have rubbid 
thorowghe in the iron and brasen age at the begin
nings when all thinges were rude and unperfitt in 
comparison of the exquisite finesse and delicacye, that we are growen unto at these dayes.135

Richard Eden points out that the great advances made in 
geometry, astronomy, architecture, music, painting, arms, 
inventions, and the like, in modern times are an indica
tion that men can now be the superiors to the ancients 
for they have the same abilities as the ancients; further
more, since the number of things to be found out is in
finite, so the number of inventions and discoveries is 
infinite. Le Roy reports that there is a frequent
complaint to the effect that manners are getting worse

135 Gabriel Harvey, Letter-Book of Gabriel Harvey, A.P. 
1573-1580. ed. Edward J. L. Scott (London” 18 54’), pp.
8 5-86.
136 Richard Eden, The First Three English Books on America. 
L? 1511\ -1555 .A.P. Being Chiefly Translations, Compilations, 
&c . . by Richard Eden, ed. Edward Arber (Birmingham, 1835)," 
pp. xlvi-xlvii.
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daily, but if this were so, he asks, then men should
«, 4,ere this haue come to the height of iniquitie; and
there should now be no more integrities in them: which

137is not true." Bodin makes a strong attack on the idea
of retrogression in his Methodus:

Quod si res humanae in deterius prolaberentur, iam- 
pridem in extremo vitiorum ac improbitatis gradu 
consitissemus: quo quidem antea peruentu esse opin- 
ior. sed cum flogitiosi homines nec vlterius pro- 
gredi, nec eodem loco stare diutius possent, sensim 
regredi necesse habuerunt, vel cogente pudore, qui 
hominibus inest a natura: vel necessitate, que in 
tantis sclleribus societas nullo modo coli poterat: vel etiam, quod verius est, impellente Dei bonitate.138

What the theory of the plenitude of nature contributed to
the idea of the Renaissance was the belief that it was pos
sible to equal, if not overtake, the ancients.

According to the climate theor3r of historjr, the in
fluence of the elements' may bring about changes in men’s 
affairs. Thus Vasari points out that the air the early 
painters breathed stimulated them to produce the works of 
art which help bring about the revival of the arts. While 
Bodin is most closely identified with this idea, it was 
not unknown to other writers. Thomas Proctor writes:

The Climate, or Region of the firmament, vnder 
which euery Countrey is planted & setled, hath great force and influence, for the temperature 
& complexion of mens bodies, which also worketh

137 Louis Le Roy, ojo. cit., p. 134v.
133 Jean Bodin, op. cit., pp. 306-07.
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sun dr ie effectes & motvons in the mynaes & dis- posityons of them,... 139
Bodin makes the point that a concurrence of the proper 
climatic conditions will bring about changes in history 
and that certain areas are more favorable for the culti
vation of the arts and sciences than others; he does not, 
however, work this out in connection with his own times.14'0

The assumption about the course of human history which 
is most widely held in the Renaissance is the circular or 
tide theory. According to this point of view, men and 
nations and the arts have their origin, rise, flourish
ing, and decay; when the process is completed once, it 
does not stop but repeats itself over and over again.
Or if we take the tide image, civilizations ebb and flow, 
and ebb and flow, and again the process is a continuous 
one. Seen in relationship to the idea of the Renaissance, 
this theory may be a help or hindrance to its development, 
dependent at what point in the circle an historian wishes 
to place it. If the Renaissance is seen as part of the 
ascending curve, it will be described as the apex of human

139 Thomas Proctor, Of the Knowledge and Conducte of Warrea, 
(London, 1573), p.^iiir. Proctor links up the influenceof the climate with that of the humours in the manner of 
the Zodiack.
140 Jean Bodin, op. cit., pp« 78—78. Fulke Greville tries 
to account for Sidney’s virtues on the ground of the cli
matic conditions in England in The Life of the Renowned Sir 
Philip Sidney, in the Works, op. cit., IV, 79-SO.



history up to that point; on the other hand, if it is part
of the descending arc, it will be looked on as a state of
decay in comparison with the peak reached by the ancients;
in point of fact, both approaches are to be found.

Machiavelli expresses the idea of circular change in
The History of Florence:

In the changes that are incident to all governments, 
they often degenerate into anarchy and confusion; 
and from these emerge again to good order and regularity. For since it is ordained by Providence 
that there should be a continual ebb and flow in 
the things of this world; as soon as they arrive at 
their utmost perfection, and can ascend no higher, they must of necessit]/- decline: and on the other 
hand, when they have fallen, through any disorder, 
to the lowest degree that is possible, and can sink 
no lower, they begin to rise again. And thus there 
is a constant succession of prosperity and adversit}' 
in all human affairs. Virtue is the mother of peace; 
peace produces idleness; idleness, contention and 
misrule; and from thence proceed ruin and confusion. 
This occasions reformation and better laws; good 
laws make men virtuous; and public virtue is always attended with glory and success.141

Harvey applies the circular theory to the course of learn
ing and especially to its history in his own lifetime:

There is a variable course and revolution of all thinges. Summer gettith the upperhande of wynter, 
and wynter agayne of summer. Nature herselfe is 
changeable, and most of all aelightid with vanitye; and arte, after a sorte her ape, conformith hersslfe 
to the like mutabilitye. The moons waxith and wan- 
ithe; the sea ebbith and flowith; and as flowers so 
ceremonyea, lawes, fasshions, customs, trades of 
livinge, sciences, devises, and all thinges else in

141 The Works of Nicholas Machiavel, Secretary of State 
to the Republic of Florence, Newly Translated from the 
O r i g i n a l s . 3 y  Ellis Farneworth (London~ 1762), I, 213-
14. C f. Guicciardini, op,, ci t., I, 3; Vasari, op. pip., 
I, 20-21, 32-33.
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a manner floorishe there tyme and then fade to 
nothinge. Nothing to speake of ether so restora
tive and comfortable for delighte or beneficiall 
and profitable for use, but beinge longe togither 
enioyed and continued at laste ingenderith a cer- 
tayne satietye, and then it soone becumeth odious 
and lothsum. So it standith with mens opinions 
and iudgraentes in matters of doctrine and. religion. 
On fortye yeares the knowledge of the tunges and 
eloquence karrieth the creddite and flauntith it 
owte in her sattin dobletts and velvet hoses. Then 
exspirith the date of her bravery, and everye man 
havinge enoughs of her, philosophy and knowledge in divers naturall morall matters, must give her 
the Garnisade and bears ye swaye an other while. 
Every man seith what she can doe. At last curnith braverye and ioinith them bothe.143

Le Roy attributes the greatness of the several notable 
eras in histor]/-, including the Renaissance, to the cir
cular course of events:

By the same order and interchangeable course, the 
Arts and Sciences being small at beginning, do aug
ment by little and little, and come vp to their perfection: whether after they are once come, they 
fall eftsoonea, and finally perish thorough the 
slouth of men, or by the calamitie of warres long 
continued, or by the t3'rannie of barbarous people: 
Then when they haue bin a while let downe, they 
arise againe, and successiuelie recouer their form
er strength. Which hath giusn occasion to seme ex
cellent Philosophers, and Astrologers to thinks, 
that the same Sciences haue sundrie times bin in
uented before, time out of minde, and lost againe; 
as they may be againe also in time to come: seeing 
that power and wisedorn leaue not long each other; 
but ordinarily keepe good companie together. As 
I haue obserued within these three thousand yeares 
to haue falne out fiue or si,<e times at certain 
seasons, finding the excellency of arises, and learn
ing, to haue bin first in Egipt, Assyria, Persia, 
and Asia the lesser: consequently in Greece, Italic, 
and Sarasmenia: and finallie in this age, ̂ in̂  which we 8ee almost all auncient, liberal, and Mechanical

143 Gabriel Harvey, _ojo. ci t. , p. 37.



arts to be restored with the tongues: after that 
they had bin lost almost twelue hundred yeares, 
and other new, inuented in their places.143

As a dynamic theory of history, the idea that events have 
their rise, flourishing state, and fall enabled the writers 
of the Renaissance to account for the emergence of a new 
way of life when, in their estimation, there had been no 
changes in human affairs for a millennium.

The central doctrine of the theory of uniform!tarian- 
ism holds that human nature never changes, that men at all 
times and places have always been the same, and that there
fore there is nothing new under the sun. Thus Montaigne 
makes the point that the world is neither in a state of 
decrepitude nor in a state of progress; it is as it always 
has been, and nature has neither lost its power nor sudden
ly produced men of outstanding qualities.^-44 And Charron 
takes the very evidence which led Le Roy to announce the 
doctrine of progress to arrive at the conclusion that the

143 Louis Le Roy, o q . cit., pp. 17r-17v. Cf. Jean Bodin, 
Les Six Livres de la Repvbllque (Paris, 1583), pp. 503-04. 
Pasquier discusses the relation of the state of arts to 
the state of society in "Lettre V. Au Chevalier de Mont- 
ereau," op.. pit., II, 9-10. Fulke Oreville versifies on 
the subject of the rise and fall of kingdoms and the arts 
in "A Treatise of Monarchy, 11 oic. ci t., I, 42-43, 46, and 
in "A Treatise of Warre, " II, llS^ITJ. While the circular theory has its classical counterparts, the influence of 
the wheel of fortune should not be overlooked.
144 Michel De Montaigne, "Of Coache3," The Essays of Michel 
De Montaigne, ed. Jacob Zeitlin (New York, 1936;, III, 
115-16.



-145-

world has not seen nor ever will see anything new:
By that which we have learned of the discovery of 
the new world, the East and West-Indies, we see first, that all our ancient Writers have been de
ceived, thinking to have found the measure of the 
habitable earth, and to have comprehended the whole 
Cosmography, except some scattered Islands, doubting 
of the Antipodes: for now behold another world, al
most such as ours is, and that all upon firm land 
inhabited, peopled, politically governed, disting
uished by Realms, and Empires, beautified with 
Cities, that excell in beauty, greatness, opulency, 
all those of Asia, Africa, Europe. many thousand 
years ago: And who doubteth, but that in time here
after there will be discovered divers others? If 
Ptolomy, and other our ancient Writers, have been 
heretofore deceived, why should not he be likewise 
deceived that affirmeth, that all is already found 
and discovered: Say it he that will, I will believe him as I list.

Secondly, we see that the Zones, which were thought 
inhabitable by reason of their excessive heat and 
cold, are habitable.

Thirdly, that in these new countries, almost all things which we so much esteem of here, and hold that 
they were first revealed and sent from Heaven, were 
commonly believed and observed, (from whence they 
came, I will not 3ay, who dares determine it?) Yea 
many of them, were in use a thousand years before 
we heard any tydings of them, both in the matter of 
Religion, as the belief on one only Man, the father 
of us all, of the universal deluge, of one God who 
sometimes lived in the form of a man undefiled and 
holy, of the day of judgment: the resurrection of 
the dead, circumcision like to that of the Jews, 
and Mahomet: And in the matter of policy, as that the elder should succeed in the inheritance, that he that is exalted to a dignity, loseth his own name, 
and takes a new; tyrannical subsidies, armouries, 
tumblers, musical instruments, all sorts of sport3, 
Artillery, Printing. From all these discourses, we 
may easily draw these conclusions: That thi3 great 
body which we call the world, is not that which we 
think and judge it to be; That neither in the whole, 
nor parts thereof, it is always the same, but in 
perpetual flux and reflux; That there is nothing said, held, believed at one time, and in one place, 
which is not likewise said, held, believed in an
other, yea and contradicted, reproved, condemned
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els e where ; the spirit of man being capable of all 
things; the world always tumbling, sometimes the 
same, sometimes divers; That all things are setled 
and comprehended in their course and revolution of 
nature, subject to encrease, changing, ending, to 
the mutation of times, places, climates, heavens, 
airs, countries. And from these conclusions we 
learn, to marry ourselves, to swear to nothing; to 
admire, to trouble our selves at nothing; but what
soever shall happen, whatsoever men talk of and 
trouble themselves about, to resolve upon this point, 
that it is the course of the world, that it is nature 
that worketh these things; but yet wisely to provide 
that nothing hurt us by our own weakness’and dejection of mind.145
It is interesting to note that the doctrine of uni- 

formitarianism was held rather extensively by writers on 
military affairs. The influence of gunpowder had led 
some writers to declare that the science of military strat
egy would have to be completely altered to meet the changed 
conditions produced by the use of artillery and firearms. 
But the most influential authorities on military matters 
denied this claim and insisted that the ancient tactics 
still held good, and there are even texts which show the 
disposition of artillery on the basis of the rules of the 
ancients. Thus in the preface to their work on strategy, 
Thomas Digges says he has consulted with soldiers on the 
use of the Roman military discipline in modern times and

145 Pierre Charron, Of Wisdome:Three Bookes, tr. Samson 
Lennard (London, 1670), p. 331^ The episteinological basis 
of Charron’s position had been worked out by Kenry Cornel
ius Agrippa in The Vanity of Arts and Sciences. Professor 
Buckley*3 Atheism in the English Renaissance discusses the 
role played by rationalism and allied movements in England.
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has received the answer:
that the Time was chaunged, the Warres were altered, 
and the furie of Ordinancee such, as all those Romane 
orders were meere toyes once to be talked of in these our dayes: As though the Heauens and Elements had 
chaunged their Natures, or Men and Weapons so altered, as no humaine reason might attaine to consider the 
difference. Or as though the Romane Orders for the 
field (a verie few excepted) were not more oonuenient, 
more seruiceable, and more Inuinoible. (all altera
tions considered) euen in these our dayes, than thej'' 
were for-that age wherin they were used and practiced.146

And Sir John Smythe in his anger against those who would
deny the worth of the long-bow in modern wars condemns all
the modern innovations:

Euen as the wisedome and humilitie of the notable men of later ages, haue giuen greater honor to the excel- 
lencie of men in all Artes and Sciences of former 
ages and greater antiquitie, than to themselues; not 
onlie acknowledging themselues to be inferiours vnto 
them, but also, that the greatest skil and knowledge 
which they haue attained vnto, hath (in the greatest 
part) proceeded from such notable men, either by 
hearing and obseruing their opinions, or by reading 
of their works, or els by reading of others that 
haue written of the iudgement and actions of such 
excellent men, and chieflie of our Nation in this 
our time (I mean within these twentie yeares) haue 
so exceeded and superabounded, that they haue not 
been ashamed, not onlie to attribute vnto themselues greater wisedome and sufficiencie in all Arts and 
Sciences, and speciallie in the Arte Militarie, 
than to the notable men and great Captaines of form
er ages and greater antiquitie, but also to dishable 
them in respect of themselues and their sufficiencie, 
and all others also yet liuing, that are men of 
greater yeares and antiquitie, than they are, both 
of our owne Nation, as also forraine, that haue 
beene and serued in the well ordered warres of Em- perours or Kings, in times past; saying, (to make 
the same more probable) that their warres are now

146 Thomas Digges, "Preface," A Arithmetical Warlike Treat
ise. Named Stratioticos ( London"] 1579) , p~i Bifr .
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growne to greater perfection, and greatlye altered 
from the warres of times past; vnder pretence where
of, they haue of late fought both by publigue and 
priuate perswasions and inducements, to reduce all 
our auncient proceedings in matters Militarie, which 
they are vtterlie ignorant of, to their ovvne errors 
and disorders, procuring also (as much as they can) 
by their vaine and friuolous obiections against our 
Archerie, to suppresse and extinguish the exercise and seruiceable use of Long-bowes. 147

By denying the possibility of change or progress, the doc
trine of uniformitarianism helped to put a damper on the 
enthusiasm for the achievements of the modern world. Its 
influence was more pervasive than I have indicated and it 
continued to exercise a retarding effect on the idea of 
progress into the seventeenth century.

Finally, there is the idea of decay which held that 
the world was on the down grade. The best period in hist
ory had been at the beginning of the world and history was 
but the record of the increasing degeneracy of man and his 
works. Nature itself was running down and there was no

147 Sir John Sraythe, Certain Discourses...Concerning the Formes and Effects of Piuer3 Sorts of Weapons (London, 
1590’)~j pp. *3r-*3v. Robert Barret in The Theorike and 
Practike of Moderns~Warres (London, 1598), pp. 3-3, lacon- icalljr dismisses the use of archers, "...then was then, 
and now is now." Cf. Matthew Sutcliffe, The Practice, 
Proceedings, and Lawes of Armes (London, 1593), pTT bTv .
And of course Machiavelli believed in the superiority of 
the ancient discipline; in the Art of War he sadly but 
naively remarks: "...but if fortune had indulged some years ago with a territory fit for such an undertaking,
I think I should have convinced the world of the excel
lency of the ancient military discipline; for I would either have encreased my own dominions with glory, or 
at least not have left them with infamy and disgrace,"
££• £it., II, 163.
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hope for the present, and certainly none at all for the 
future. Thus there is developed a strong strain of pes
simism which, when applied to the idea of the Renaissance, 
denied either the uniqueness or the advances made in mod
ern times. If we add.to this, the theological opposition 
to the things of this world and its insistence on the de
pravity of man, we get a steady counter-current to the 
idea of progress.

Basic to the idea of decay is the belief in the ex
istence of a past golden age from which all subsequent 
history is judged and found wanting:

So oft as I with state of present time,
The image of the antique world compare,When as mans age was in his freshest prime,
And the first blossorne of faire vertue bare,
Such oddes I finde twixt those, and these which are, 
As that, through long continuance of his course,
Me seemes the world is runne quite out of square,
From the first point of his appointed Bourse,

And being once ami see growes daily wourse and wourse. ^
Fulke Greville’s ”A Treatise of Monarchy0 begins with a de
scription of the golden age:

1.There was a time before the times of story 
When Nature raign'd instead of Lav/s or Arts,
And mortal gods, with men made up the glory 
Of one Rspublick by united hearts.Earth was the common seat, their conversation 

In saving love, and cur’s in adoration.

148 Edmund Spenser, The Faerie Q.ueene_ Book_ V, ed. Frederick M. Padelford, et al, in The Works c*f_ Edii-und_ Sjper.se r__ A _ V a n  - 
or urn Edition , ed. Edwin Greenlaw," et" al"TThe Johns Her kins 
Press, 19367, V, 1.
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2 .
For in those golden days, with Nature1s chains 
Both King and People seem'd conjoyn'd in one;
Both nurst alike, with mutual feeding veins, Transcendcy of either side unknown;

Princes with men using no other arts 
But by good dealing to obtain good hearts.

3.
Pov/er then maintained itself ever by those arts 
By which it grew: as Justice, Labor, Love;Reserved sweetness did it self impart 
Even unto slaves, yet kept it self above,

And by a meek descending to the least,
Enviless swayed and govern’d all the rest.

4.
Order there equal was; Time courts ordain’d 
To hear, to judge, to execute, and to make 
Few and good rules, for all griefs that complain’d: Such care did princes of their people take

Before this art of Power allay’d the Truth:
So glorious of Man's greatness is the youth.

17.But by decree of Fate this corporation
la alter’d since, and Earth's fair globe miscarried,Man’s craft, above these gods in estimation,
And by it Wisdome’s constant standard varied;

Whereby the sway of many years are gone Since any godhead rul’d an earthly throne.
18.

Whether it were man's false pygmean wit 
Captiving Envy, or the giant's pride,
Which forc't these Worthies to abandon it 
I know not; but some disproportion’d tydeOf Time's self-humours hath that commerce drown’d 

To which this image shews these times were bound.
1 o■* W •And when those golden days were once expired 

Time straight claim’d her succession in the brass, 
And to her ends new instruments inspired,
With narrow selfness staining all that was:

Power still affects more inequality,Which made mankind more curious to be free.
30.Divided thus, kings quit their Father’s hand 

In government, which men did earst adore,



People again by number sought to stand,
And scornTd that power which earst they did implore; 

Goodness goes from the Earth, and greatness too,
In will, fear, craft, men forming all they do.

21.
Hence these gods tir'd with neighborless deceit 
Have rais'd their thrones above mortality 
And chang'd their sweet aspects with sour retreat. Whence all things blest before now blasted be

With tempests, earthquakes, fire, and thunder'sterrors
Shewing and threatening man's corrupting errors.14'9

149 Fulke Greville, ojo. cit. „ I, 5-6, 11-12. The political 
and social ideas which are expressed in Greville's poem 
have perhaps the longest tradition of any in Western civi
lization. Starting in Greek mythology, they enter into 
the sophisticated Greek literature and philosophy, whence 
they are absorbed into Roman culture and given certain 
significant expansions by Cicero and Seneca. At the same 
time the3̂ are to be found in the primitive Christian doctrines, probably stemming from Hebrew sources, and the 
two parallel streams merge in the writings of the Church 
fathers who maintain the tradition steadily through the 
Middle Ages. They then form the basis of Protestant social 
doctrine and ultimately enter into the American democratic philosophy as well a3 into Marxism, thus bringing them 
down intact, though expressed differently at different 
times depending on what area of human activity is at the 
center of attention at any given time, to the modern era. 
Professor Lovejoy's Documentary History is the basic col
lection of texts; the medieval handlirig of the ideas has 
been exhaustively/ treated by the Carlyles' monumental 
study of medieval political theory. In the Renaissance, 
the literary aspects of the golden age theme have been 
studied by Florence L. Litchfield, "The Treatment of the 
Theme of Mutability in the Literature of the English Ren
aissance: a Study of the Problem of Change between 1550 and 1660," Summaries of Ph.D. Theses University of Minne
sota, I (19 3 f T T  164-68; Foster-York St. Clair, "The Myth 
of the Golden Age from Sj^enser to Milton," Harvard Summar
ies of Theses, 1931 (Harvard University Press, 1933), pp. 
342-44; and most extensively by Frederic C. Osenburg, The Ideas of the Golden Age and the Decay, of, the_ Wojrld^nM?he 
English Renaissance University of Illinois unpublished
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The golden age theme brings with it a feeling of pessimism, 
of lack of faith in progress and in the ability of human 
reason to deal adequately with the problems which confront 
man; and this is a strain of anti—intellectualism which, 
merges very easily into theological distrust of the reason, 
as in the poems of Davies and Norden. The Renaissance has 
been described as the optimistic age; it is also the pessi
mistic age, for on all sides one hears the cry: "We are 
fallen into the barren age of the worlde," and "Our age, 
and aged world, even doating olde," and "...the world de- 
clineth to old age, and bringeth not forth his fruites 
with that vigour and vertue it hath done in times past;... 
the vertue and goodnesse of men seemeth to defect from 
that of former ages, and to wax old and decay.... The
idea of decay is perhaps the strongest impediment to the 
immediate acceptance of the idea of the Renaissance and so

150 William Cove 11, Poliiaanteia, or, ,the Meanes Lawful 1 and Vnlawfull, to Ivdge of the-Fal1 of a Common-wealth, 
ed. Alexander B. GrosartT (Manchester, 188lj, p. 5; Johannes Sprint, "To the Author...," in Thomas Storer, The 
Life and Death of Thomas Wolsey, Cardinall (London, IS 15),
p. xii; Sir Richard Barcklej^, A Discourse of the Fellcitie
of Man (London, 1603), p. 315. A number of studies of 
Renaissance pessimism have recentl3r appeared: Don C. Allen, "The Degeneration of Man and Renaissance Pessimism," SP. 
XXXV (1938), 302-27; Johan Huizinga, The Waning of the 
Middle_Ages, tr. F. Hopman, London, 1934; L. C. Knights, 
"17th Century Melancholy," The Criterion, XIII (1933), 
97-112; Arnold Williams, "A Note c-n 'Pessimism in the Ren
aissance," SP, XXXVI (1939), 243-46; George Williamson, 
"Mutability, Decay, and Seventeenth Century Melancholy," 
IML II (1935), 131-50.



-153-

great was its influence that it needed the full efforts 
of Bacon and his followers to put an end to its vogue in 
the philosophical area though it kept alive by becoming 
a convention in poetry.

The six ideological preconceptions which have been 
considered affected the course of the idea of the Renais
sance, and in some senses, the conflict betvfeen the idea 
of progress and the idea of decay in the seventeenth cen
tury determined the history of the idea of the Renaissance 
in England for some time after. In any case, it is im
portant to recognize that the writers of the Renaissance 
did not approach the problem of defining the Renaissance 
naively. They realized that so complex a cultural phe
nomenon required an adequate philosophy of history to 
account for it and they attempted to justify their ex
planations in terms of large cultural patterns. It is 
true that judged by modern standards their notions of 
cultural history are inadequate and their philosophies 
of histor}' thin, but credit should be given them for at
tempting to account for the appearance of the Renaissance 
and to view it from as many different angles of approach 
as they could think of, when it would have been just as 
easy to have continued the medieval tradition of chrono
logy or to have failed to recognize it at all. In point 
of fact, the extensive theorising and philosophizing which
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has marked the history of the idea of the Renaissance owes 
its origin to the Renaissance itself.

XII. Conclusion

From the evidence which has been presented above, it 
is obvious, I think, that Thode's and Burdach»s thesis as 
to the religious background of the Renaissance idea will 
not hold water. If anything, the idea of the Renaissance 
is a secular notion and it seems to me to owe nothing to 
the Christian idea of rebirth. Burdach*s fault is, of 
course, a too narrow philological preoccupation with a 
word which may have had religious uses to be sure but 
which was immediately stripped of any such connotations 
and overtones and applied' to different uses. Burdach 
has made the error of lifting the term out of its con
text, for wherever I have found the words "renovatio," 
"rinascita, " "renaissance,” "revival,” they have been 
used to identify the same cultural movement we have come 
to recognize as the Renaissance.

It seems to me that the origin of the idea of the 
Renaissance goes back to the humanists themselves; it is, 
to put it briefly, a humanist invention. That is to say, 
the men who themselves took part in those activities 
which characterize the Renaissance accounted for those 
activities by the idea of the Renaissance. The idea of
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the Renaissance is therefore of Renaissance origin. Fur
thermore, it should be pointed out that the treatment of 
the idea of the Renaissance in the Renaissance is almost 
exclusively in the hands of the humanists; literary men, 
that is, those who concern themselves with belles lettres, 
whose work we speak of as showing the Renaissance spirit, 
do not appear to have concerned themselves with the term. 
They either took the idea for granted or simply failed to 
recognize it, so that any awareness on their part of dif
ferences between themselves and past ages must be sought 
for elsewhere.

The nature and extent of the theories of the Renais
sance in the Renaissance are noteworthy for several reas
ons. In the first place, the tendency to refer back the 
description of any aspect of the Renaissance to a concrete 
event or to a specific person, in other words, to indicate 
that to the writers of the Renaissance at least the Ren
aissance was a real thing which actually happened is of 
importance in helping to determine whether it really took 
place. Second, there is no hesitation in dating the Ren
aissance, again an attempt to localize it by means of 
specific references. Third, there is the complexity of 
the idea of the Renaissance in the Renaissance. The con
cept was broken down into a number of component parts 
each of which received special consideration. It was
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recognised that the idea of the Renaissance was made up 
of several simultaneous movements which interacted on each 
other. The revival of the fine arts was discriminated from 
the revival of ancient learning; the Middle Ages were dis
tinguished from the modern era; the effects of nationalism 
were estimated; the relationship between the Reformation 
and Renaissance was established; the influence of the rise 
of science, and this term too was broken down into smaller 
unit ideas, was studied; and at the same time it was felt 
that the Renaissance was the synthesis of these movements, 
that it made up a whole of which these movements were the 
parts. Yet it would be going too far to Qa.y that the Ren
aissance was considered a thing in itself, something great
er than and different from the parts out of which it was 
made.

So far as the situation in England is concerned, it 
must be pointed out that in comparison with the range of 
continental discussion of the idea of the Renaissance, the 
English contributions are quite meagre. It is possible 
that had the humanist movement in England taken its normal 
course, speculation on the subject might have been in pro
portion to the continental contributions. But by the time 
men were free again to devote time to such efforts atten
tion had shifted to other fields, and besic.es by that time 
the idea, had gained enough currency and had been so widely
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treated that there was very little for the English to say. 
It was not until Bacon that the idea of the Renaissance 
came into prominence in England. Moreover, it was Bacon 
and his followers who turned it in a direction which made 
English speculation about it quite distinctive for a time. 
Bacon linked it with the idea of progress and with the 
ancient-modern controversy and therefore tied it up with 
the rise of science.

It would be tempting to ask the question whether the 
Renaissance awareness of itself is itself a criterion of 
the Renaissance, that is to say, whether one of the ways 
of determining whether the Renaissance took place and when 
is the Renaissance idea of the Renaissance. If self- 
awareness is the modern trait it is supposed to be, then 
surely the Renaissance is modern. But this leads us into 
dangerous speculations about the Renaissance problem with 
which we must not concern ourselves here. It is sufficient 
for our purposes to have sta.ted as clearly and as accur
ately'- as possible the Renaissance idea of the Renaissance.



CHAPTER II

THE IDEA OF THE RENAISSANCE IN ENGLAND
FROM BACON TO HUMPHREY HODY'S DE GRAECIS ILLUSTRTBUS(3.742)

I. Introduction 
With the appearance of Baconfs Of the Profioiencie 

and Advancement of Learning in 1605, the course of the 
history of the idea of the Renaissance in England took 
a new turn which was not changed for more than a century'-. 
As we have seen, the idea of the Renaissance in the Ren
aissance was in reality a complex of ideas in which those 
who themselves participated in the making of the Renais
sance attempted to record the movements of ideas and 
events which to them constituted it. Their aim was com
prehensiveness, and they tried to be as complete as they 
could in their enumeration and description of the phe
nomena comprising the Renaissance. No single idea was 
emphasized at the expense of the others, nor is any real 
bias to be discovered in their treatment of any of the 
major ideas; even the treatment accorded the Middle Ages 
is, allowing for the misinterpretations resulting from 
imperfect scholarship and the prejudice which identified 
the Middle Agee with papal tyranny'- and ignorance, con
siderably' more in advance of subsequent studies of the

- 158-
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same period for nearly two hundred years. After Bacon, 
however, one element in the idea of the Renaissance leap
ed into unquestioned prominence and dominated all discus
sion of the Renaissance for over a hundred years. This 
was the idea of science which finally settled once and 
for all the ancient-modern controversy' and resulted in 
the victory of the idea of progress. Bacon took men from 
their studies and put them in laboratories; he turned 
their eyes away from the past and fixed them on the fu
ture. The Renaissance came to be looked on not so much 
as a clearly defined epoch, which in the main is the Ren
aissance conception of itself, but as an introductory 
stage in which the scientific movement first manifested 
itself to start its gradual climb toward perfection.
The attitude of those who followed Bacon is well ex
pressed by the anonymous English translator of Guido 
Paneiro 1 lus * The History' of Many Memorable Things Lost. 
which Were in Use among the Ancients: and an Account of 
Many Excellent Thingrs Found, Now in Use among the Moderns, 
both Natural and Artificial, a book much used by the mod
erns :

The ingenious Author of the foregoing Work lived in 
an Age which afforded him a double Prospect; the One 
backward, when Ignorance and Darkness overwhelmed all Nations, and Learning was at so low an Ebb, that 
scarce so much as the knowledge of the Latin Tongue 
was any where to be found: The Other forwaru, when 
Learning began to revive, and Arts and Sciences to 
be enquired after. The Times of Ignorance he hath fully described, and shewed in many' Instances the
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Losses sustained by it; but Learning and Knowledge 
were in Embryo only in his Time, and so he could 
give us but little or no Account of any Improvements 
made in it. Had he lived to see the great Progress 
in Letters and Arts made in these later Times, no 
doubt he would have been as copious in describing the Restoration of them, as he has been in representing the Loss.l

This does not mean that accounts of the revival of the 
fine arts and of ancient learning were lacking but rather 
that these events were now taken for granted as a neces
sary step forward. But from Bacon on the energies and. 
attention of men were concentrated on establishing the 
supremacy of the moderns by asserting and demonstrating 
the superior values of science.

In the minds of those who heeded the call of Bacon's 
bell, and especially in the Restoration, the Renaissance 
gradually merged into the present, and became a part of 
the modern era which merely began in the Renaissance but 
which had either reached, or is now reaching, or was about 
to reach its culmination. Thus Dryden fuses the Renais
sance with his own age when he writes:

Is it not evident, in these last hundred years (when the study of philosophy' has been the business of all the Virtuosi in Christendom), that almost a new na
ture has been revealed to us? that more errors of 
the school have been detected, more noble secrets 
in optics, medicine, anatomy, astronomy, discovered, 
than in all those credulous and doting ages from 
Aristotle to us?— so true it is, that nothing spreads

1 "The Preface to the Appendix to Pancirollus," The History 
of Many Memorable Things Lost (London, 1715), II, 417-IS.
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more fast than science, when rightly and renerallycultivated.3
But in proportion as the Renaissance is taken for granted 
so attention is more and more centered on the present and 
the future. The consequence is.a disregard for history, 
for the past, antiquity and the Middle Ages alike, and, 
as the victim of the general scorning of the past, for 
the Renaissance itself. So the moderns pass by the Ren
aissance, glad, it is true, to acknowledge its importance 
if they but had the time to do so, but much too busy with 
experiments and projects to do other than assume it. 
Something of the temper of those who followed Bacon may 
be understood by a reading of the conclusion of Experi
mental Philosophy, the work of Henry Power, one of the 
most enthusiastic proponents of the new science. Having 
listed the various impediments to the promotion of science, 
Power goes on to say:

Had the winged Soula of our modern Hero's been lime- 
twig'd with such noble Conceptions as these, they 
had never flown up to thos rare Inventions with which 
the3r have so enrich'd our latter dayes; we had wanted the useful Inventions of Guns, Printing, Navigation, 
Paper, and Sugar; we had wanted Decimal and Symbolical 
Arithmetic!:, the Analytical Algebra, the Magnetical 
Philosophy, the Logarithms, the Hydragyral Experiments, 
the glorious Inventions of Dioptric!: Glasses, Wind- 
guns, and the Noble Boyle's Pneumatick Engine.Nay, what strangers had we been at home, and within 
the circle of our own selves? We had yet never known the Mesenterical and Thoracical Lacteas, the Blood'a 
Circulation, the Lymphiducts, and other admirable 
Curiosities in this fabrick of our Selves.

3 John Dryden, An Essay of Dramatic Poesy, in The Works, ed. Sir Walter Scott, ed. George “Saintebury (London, 1033), 
XV, 393-94.
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All which incomparable Inventions do not only solicite, but, me-thinks, should inflame our en
deavours to attempt even Impossibilities, and to make the world known. There are not difficulties 
enough, in Philosophy, for a vigorous and active 
Reason: tTis a Noble resolution to begin there
where all the world has ended; and an Heroick at
tempt to salve those difficulties (which former 
Philosophers accounted impossibilities) though but 
in an Ingenious Hypothesis: And, certainly, there is not Truth so abstruse, nor so far elevated out 
of our reach, but man’s wit may raise Engines to 
Scale and Conquer it: Though Democritua his pit be 
never so deep, yet by a long Sorites of Observations, 
and chain of Deductions, we may at last fathom it, and catch hold of Truth that hat so long sitt forlorn at bottom thereof.

But these are Reaches that are beyond all those 
of the Stagyrite1s Retinue, and Solutions of all those former Difficulties are reserved for you (most 
Noble Souls, the true Lovers of Free, and Experimental Philosophy) to gratifie Posterity with all.

You who are the enlarged and Elastical Souls of 
the world, who, removing all former rubbish, and 
prejudicial resistances, do make way for the Springy 
Intellect to flye out into its desired Expansion.
’/Then I seriously contemplate the freedom of your Spirits, the excellency of your Principles, the vast 
reach of your Designs, to unriddle all Nature; me- 
thinks, you have done more than men already, and may 
well be placed in a rank Specifically different from 
the rest of groveling Humanity.
And this is the Age wherein all mens Souls are in 

a kind of fermentation, and the spirit of Wisdom and 
Learning begins to mount and free itself from those 
drossie and terrene Impediments wherewith it hath 
been so long clogg'd, and from the insipid phlegm 
and Caput Mortuum of useless Notions, in which it 
has endured so violent and long a fixation.This is the Age wherein (me-thinks) Philosophy 
comes in with a Spring-tide; and the Peripatetics 
may as well hope to stop the Current of the Tide, 
or (with Xerxes) to fetter the Ocean, as hinder the 
overflowing of free Philosophy: Me-thinks, I see how 
all the old Rubbish must be thrown away, and the 
rotten Buildings be overthrown, and carried away with so powerful an Inundation. These are the days 
that must lay a new Foundation of a more magnificent 
Philosophy, never to be overthrown: that will Em
pirically and .Sensibly canvass the Phaenomena of 
Nature, deducing the Causes of things from such



Originals in Nature, as we obaervs are producible 
by Art, and the infallible demonstration of Mechan- 
ioks: and certainly, this is the way, and no other, to build a true and permanent Philosophy:3

Power does indeed mention some of the most noteworthy con
tributions made by the Renaissance, but these are spoken 
of only in passing, and it is obvious that Power's imagina
tion has been captured by the future, and in this he is 
representative of the Baconians.

II. The Revival of Learning and of the Fine Arts

The essential features of the story of the revival 
of classical learning and of the fine arts as laid down 
by the writers of the Renaissance were repeated through 
the seventeenth century and first half of the eighteenth 
century with little change or addition, except that the 
sense of contemporaneity which characterized the Renais
sance writings on the subject is of course lacking. To 
the writers on these subjects, the Renaissance continues 
to be looked on as a distinct epoch in the course of human 
affairs. In his Letters on the Study and Use of History, 
Lord Bolingbroke defines the term era and uses as an out
standing example the period of the Renaissance:

I say, then that however closely affairs are linked 
together in the progression of governments, and how- 
much soever event3 that follow are dependent on those

3 Henry Power, Experimental Philosowhy (London, 1564), 
PP. 190-93.



that precede, the whole connection diminishes to 
sight as the chain lengthens; till at last it seems 
to be broken, and the links that are continued from 
that point bear no proportion nor any similitude to 
the former. I would not be understood to speak only 
of those great changes that are wrought by a concur
rence of extraordinary events; for instance, the ex
pulsion of one nation, the destruction of one gov
ernment, and the establishment of another: but even 
of those that are wrought in the same governments 
and among the same people, slowly and almost imper
ceptibly, by the necessary effects of time, and the flux condition of human affairs. When such changes 
as these happen in several states about the same 
time, and consequently affect other states by their 
vicinity, and by many different relations which they 
frequently bear to one another; then is one of those 
periods formed, at which the chain spoken of is so 
broken as to have little or no real or visible con
nection with that which we see continue. A new sit
uation, different from the former, begets new inter
ests in the same proportion of difference; not in this or that particular state alone, but in all 
those that are concerned by vicinitjr or other relations, as I said just now, in one general system 
of policy. New interests beget new maxims of gov
ernment, and new methods of conduct. These, in 
their turns, beget new manners, new habits, new 
customs.... Such a period therefore is, in the true 
sense of the words, an epocha or an era, a point of 
time at which you stop, or from which you reckon 
forward....The end of the fifteenth century seems to be just 
such a period as I have been describing, for those 
who live in the eighteenth, and who inhabit the 
western parts of Europe. A little before, or a 
little after this point of time, all those events 
happened, and those revolutions began, that have 
produced so vast a change in the manners, customs, and interests of particular nations, and in the 
whole policy, ecclesiastical and civil, of these 
parts of the world.4

Lord Bolingbroke* s predecessors and contemporaries con-

4 Henry St. John, Lord Bolingbroke, Letters on the._Study and Use of History, in The Works (Philadelphia, 1H41T,
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ourrecL in his opinion and found the subject of the revival 
of learning interesting enough to write on, though not very 
extensively*

Apparently the revival of learning was a topic upon
which the seventeenth century gentleman was expected to be
able to say a few words, for in that popular handbook on
how to be a gentleman, Henry Peacham writes that after
Joseph of Exeter there was a long tract of ignorance until
the days of Henry VIII, which time Erasmus called the Golden
Age of Learning.5 A more learned account of the fortunes
of letters from the fall of Rome to the Renaissance is given
by John Barclay:

But if we obserue the turnings of the Romans Empire, and the passages of times neare vnto vs, we shall 
more certainly discover the changeable Geniuses of 
the ages. Vnder Augustus, Rome in peace had adorned 
her greatnesse, with all the dresses of true humanity: and among other things, her language was then in the 
height of purity.... Those few yeares, from Nero to Traian, had many Poets,...in whom the declining of 
the Rornane language did plainly appears;... At the 
same time, in the reigne of Nero. that peace was 
broken, which had long setled the Rome Empire, and all the world was filled with combustion; ...in the 
age that followed, the elegance of language was wonderfully lost;... Yet humanity stroue against those 
mischiefes, vntill forraine Nations inunded the Em
pire; and what of all things was most miserable, no 
memory was left of the lost sciences; those that 
were borne in these times, seemed to be borne, though 
not to a fierce, yet a blinde barbari3:ne; .. *

The other Arts wer taught in more rude and vnpol- 
ish'd wayes, or else wer altogether lost. Not long

5 Henry Peacham, The Coaroleat Gentleman in Critical Essays 
of the Seventeenth Century, ed. Joel E . Spingarn (Oxfori: 
clarendon Press, 1903)," 17 130•
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after, men were againe growne to the loue of learn
ing; but such was the vnhappinesse of the times, that 
bred them, that they might seeke learning, but not 
attaine it; if we call that learning, which is the 
knowledge of antiquity, and judgment, not onely in the school subtiltifes, but in the highest and noblest things: •. ,

There was notwithstanding, a kinde of learning then 
vsed, agreeable to the dispositions of those times: as with great disputation, and eager cauiling...

Last of all, in this age, that darke mist is van
ished a,wa,y from the minds of men, which are now composed of all kind of light and subtility.
Nor is this change onely to be obserued in the 

schooles of learning, the affairs of kingdomes and 
Common-'wealths are more cunningly administred; warres 
offensiue, and defensiue, are made with more skil, 
and dexterity; and so great a curiosity in many 
trades, that whatsoeuer is rude or vnpolished now, 
we vse with scorne to censure it, as made or likely to be made in the dull times of our ancestors.6

George Halcewill links the Renaissance to the cyclical the
ory of history. "There is," he writes, "both in wits and 
Arts, as in all things besides, a kind of circular pro- 
gresse: they have their birth, their growth, their flour
ishing , their failing, their fading, and within a while 
after their resurrection, and reflourishing againe." Hake- 
wili then traces the progress of learning from the Persians 
to the Chaldeans, Egyptians, Greeks, and Romans until

the inundation of the Gothes, Hunnes, & Vandals, who 
ransacked Libraries, and defaced almost all the monuments of Antiquity, insomuch as that lampe seemed 
againe to be put out by the space of almost a thous
and yeares, & had longer so continued, had not first 
Mensor King of Africa & Spaine raised up & spurred forward the Arabian wits to the restauration of good 
letters by proposing great rewards and encouragements 
unto them. And afterwards Petrarch a man of a singu-

6 John Bare lay, The Mirror of Minues, tr. Thomas May (Lcnuon, 
1633), pp. 33-38.



lar wit & rare naturall endowment a, opened such 
Libraries as were left undemolished, beate off the 
dust from the moth-eaten bookes, and drew into the light the best Authors:7

Expanding Bacon's division of the history of science into
three periods to include the arts as well, Sprat considers
the Renaissance as the last of theae eras:

And now I am come to the Time within our View and to 
the third great Age of the flourishing of Learning. 
Whether this Recovery of Knowledge did happen by the 
benefit of Printing, invented about that Time, which 
shew’d a very easy Way of communicating Men’s Thoughts
one to another; or whether it came from the Hatred,
which was then generally conceiv’d against the Blind
ness, and Stupidity, of the Roman Fryars; or from the Reformation, which put Men upon a stricter Inquiry 
into the Truth of things; whatever the Cause was, I 
will not take much Pains to determine: but I will 
rather observe, what Kinds of Knowledge have most
flourish'd upon it. If we compare this Age of Learn
ing, with the two former; we shall find, that this 
does far exceed both the other in its Extent: there 
being a much larger Plat of Ground, sown with Arts 
and Civility at this time, than either when the 
Grecian or Roman Empires prevail’d. For then (es
pecially under the Romans) so many Nations being 
united under one Dominion, and reduc'd into the Form 
of Provinces: that Knowledge which they had was chief
ly confin'd to the Walls of the Imperial Cities themselves. But now (not to insist on the Learning of 
far remote Countries, of which we have only imperfect 
Relations; but to contract our Observation to Christ
endom alone) there being so many different States. 
and Government3 in Europe, every Country sets up for 
itself: amost in every place, the liberal Arts (as 
they are call'd) are cherish'd, and publick Allowance 
is made for their Support. And in this Compass, the 
infinite Numbers of Wits, which have appear'd so thick 
for these many Years, have been chiefly taker, up about 
some of these three Studies; either the Writings of the Antients. or Controver5 ies of Religion, or Affairs 
of State.8

7 George Hakewill, An Apologie or Declaration of the Power 
and Providence of God in the Government of the World (Oxford 
1635), pp. 359-60.
8 Thomas Sprat The History of the Royal Society vLonuon, 17 
PP. 33-23.
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Sprat raises here a number of interesting problems, suoh 
as the effects of the invention of printing, the relation
ship of the Renaissance to the Reformation, and the influ
ence of nationalism in stimulating learning, but he passes 
them by because his interest in the present and in science 
is so great that these historical problems have no attrac
tion for him.

As we have seen in the first chapter, the writers of 
the Renaissance knew better than to date the beginning of 
the revival of learning at the fall of Constantinople in 
1453, but by the time of the Restoration, the distance 
which separated the Restoration from the Renaissance was 
so great that the sharpness of observation which marked 
the writers of the Renaissance had become dulled and hist
ory could no longer be treated accurately by enthusiastic 
amateurs. So far as I have been able to determine, the 
origin of the text-book misconception in regard to the 
taking of Constantinople is owing to the latter part of 
the seventeenth century, and though Sir William Temple ia 
probably not the first to make this error, he is among the 
first in England and certainl}' one of the most widely read 
writers to repeat it. "When the Turks took Constantinople,"

 ̂ he writes:
about two hundred years ago Cn^n ^fsay upon Ancient and Modern Learning" is dated 1689J, and scon after 
possessed themselves of all Greece, the poor natives, 
fearing the tyranny of those cruel master', made their

I*
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eacapea in great numbers to the neighbouring narts 
of Christendom, some by the Austrian territories 
into Germany, others by the Venetian into Italy and 
France; several that were learned among these Gre
cians (and brought many ancient books with them in 
that language) began to teach it in these countries; 
first to gain a subsistence, and afterwards found favour in some Princes or great men's courts, who 
began to take a pleasure or pride in countenancing 
learned men. Thus began the restoration of learning in these parta, with that of the Greek tongue; and 
soon after, Reuchylen and Erasmus began that of the 
purer and ancient Latine....with the restitution of these two noble languages, and the books remaining 
of them (which many Princes and Prelates were curi
ous to recover and collect) learning of all sorts 
began to thrive in these Western regions: and since 
that time, and in the first succeeding century, made 
perhaps a greater growth than in any other that we 
know of in such a compass of time, considering into what depths of ignorance it was sunk before.9

Andrew Fletcher likewise dates the Renaissance from the
fall of Constantinople, but other writers are less specific

9 Sir William Temple, "An Essay upon the Ancient and Modern Learning," The Works (London, 1814), III, 467-78. Cf. the 
essay "On Poetry" in which Temple points out that with the 
resurrection of other sciences and of the ancient languages, 
poetry revived, and though it was different from the ancient 
models, it had its own peculiar charms, especially those of 
grace and sweetness, ibid., III, 433. Dryden expresses some 
what the same idea in his "Epistle the Sixth. To the Earl of 
Roscommon, on his Excellent Essay on Translated Verse," op. cit.. XI, 37:

Till barbarous nations, and more barbarous times,
Debased the majority of verse to rhymes;
Those rude at first; a kind of hobbling prose,
That limped along, and twinkled in the close.
But Italy, reviving from the trance 
Of Vandal, Goth, and monkish ignorance,With pauses, cadence, and well-vowell'd words,
And all the graces a good ear affords,
Made rhyme an art, and Dante's polished page 
Restored a silver, not a golden age.
Then Petrarch followed; and in him we see,
What rhyme improved in al its height can be;At best a pleasing sound, and fair barbarity.
The French pursued their steps; and Britain, last,
In manly sweetness all the rest surpassed.
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about dating. Edward Hyde, the Earl of Clarendon, sets 
the revival of the Greek and Latin languages after the 
year 1400, Dryden the age of Lorenzo and Leo, Rymer the 
beginning of the last century, Gilaon the beginning of 
the last century but two, Leonard Weisted not much more 
than a century ago, Arbuthnot about the time of Charles 
V and Francis I, and William Guthrie the reign of Henry

Hody's De Graeois I H u e  tribus marks the return to 
a more exact study of the Renaissance. His work is di
vided into .two books, the first containing the lives of 
eight learned Greeks who brought the knowledge of the 
Greek tongue and of humane letters to Italy before the 
fall of Constantinople, the second containing the lives

10 Andrew Fletcher, A Discourse of Government with Rela
tion to Militia’s in The Political Works "(Loll don, 17 33)", 
p. 10; Edward Hyde, Earl of Clarendon, "Of the Reverence 
due to Antiquity,” A Collection of Several Tracts (London, 1737), p. 329 ; John Dryden, "Essay on Satire," ojo. cit. , 
XIII, 13-14; Thomas Rymer, A Short View of Tragedy (Lcndon, 
1693), p. 51; Charles Gildon, The Complete Art of*Poetry 
(London, 1718), I, 73; Leonard Weis ted, A ~D i s sVr t a 11 o n~ 
Concerning;_the Perfection of the English Language in Cri
tic a 1_ Ejsa_y_s_ of_the E ighteenth Century 170C-JL725, ed . 
Willard H. 'Durham-’"(Yale Uni versi t3̂ Press, 1915"), p. 357; John Arbuthnot, A Brief Accpunt__of.. Mr_.̂  Johr^ Ginglicuttj s 
Treatise concerning^ the_Altercation or Scolding of the 
Ancients in The~ Life~ and Wo r k s of Jchn_ Arbuthnot, ed .
George A. Aitkeh "(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1393"̂ , p. 335; 
William Guthrie, An Essay uoon English Tragedy (London, 1748?), p. 7. William Derham has an account of the re
vival of learning which is practically a word for word 
repetition of the passage cited from Ilakewi 11 in Physicc- Theolpjgŷ  ̂or, a Demcnstration of th_e_ Being_ &r._d_ Attribut-es 
of God ^  from_hi_s_ Wor k~s~ of Creation (London , 17 =c ; , T, 387,



of nineteen learned Greeks who brought classical learning 
to Italy and the other Western nations after the fall of 
Constantinople. While Body is not motivated by any broad 
philosophical impulses and in no place attempts a large 
view of the Renaissance as a whole, he tries to obtain as 
accurate information about the lives of these learned 
Greeks, most of them extremelj?- obscure, as he can and he 
thus lays the foundation for a more sound and objective 
study of the Renaissance; he is especially valuable be
cause he goes to and describes the source material and in) )
this manner points to a more intensive study of humanism. 
Hody may be said to lead the way to a study of the Ren
aissance which is both sound and at the same time, and 
this is a tendency which is already evident in the Ren
aissance itself, philosophical, finally culminating in 
the eighteenth century in the work of Gibbon, Robertson, 
and Roscoe. Finally, Hody’s bock signals the end of the 
ancient-modern controversy in so far as this controversy 
impinges on the development of the idea of the Renaissance 
and the book marks the return to a more catholic approach 
to the Renaissance problem.

It might be well at this point to consider the ef
fect which the invention of printing was supposed to have 
had upon the revival of learning. According to Ronald 
Lupton, before the invention of printing good authors were 
neglected and



all good Discipline might have perished with the Authors thereof, if this Art had not beere found 
out in convenient and happie time. By this all 
kinde of Learning hath encreas'a, and the noble 
Acts of all Nations are manifest to all the world:
In like manner the memory and remembrance of ancient 
antiquity is restored hereby, and the divine Wisedome 
of the Philosophers, and whatsoever hath laine hidden 
in few written Copies these many ages in a few places, 
is now by this set forth to all immortality.3-1

This is fairly representative, for, in an encomium of print
ing written nearly a century later, Francis Burges makes
the same claims for printing:

For, since the Art of Printing was found out, which is not yet three hundred Years, all Sorts of Learning 
have been more diffused and cultivated, than in a Thousand Years before; And what grea,t Advances, and 
mighty Progress is daily made, in finding out abstruse 
Secrets, and discovering the hidden Mysteries of Art and Nature, those that are conversant among Books do 
vexy well know: And all this is justly to be attri
buted to this incomparable Art, which gives Men such an Advantage of Communicating their Thoughts to each 
other, in so plain and easy a Manner, as the Ages, 
before this Invention, were ignorant of. And there
fore Erudition and Learning, the Improvement of all 
the Works of Nature, and the Perfection of all Arts 
and Sciences, are the genuine Effects of this noble 
Mystery, and an evident Demonstration of its Useful
ness, as well as its Excellency.1^

The translator of Pancirollus points out that the invention
of printing has been one of the most effective instruments
for the attaining of knowledge:

And here it must be granted, by all equal Judges, that 
since the late Invention of Printing has been ccmmuni-

11 Donald Lupton, Emblems of Parities (London, 1336', pp. 
90-91. ----------------------
12 Francis Burges, Some Observations cn_ the__U_se_ ar.d OriginaJL 
of the Noble Art and Mystery of Print i nu in Bar lai? seel - 
j-any (London, 1745Y, III, 143-49".
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cat ed to the World, the Moderns have been put into a much better and easier way of attaining Knowledge 
of all Arts and Sciences than the Ancients had.
Books of all sorts have been made more plentiful 
and cheap; the writings of the Ancients" have been 
brought out of their Cloisters and Retirements, and the Press has rather wanted worthy writers to com
mend to the world, than Authors the Press to publish 
their Works. Libraries are infinitely increased, 
and though that of Ptolomey Phi ladelphus in Egypt, 
and others at Constantinople and Rome, are much 
celebrated by Lovers of Antiquity, yet it is morally 
impossible that they should equal the Modern Librar
ies of the Vatican at Rome, Medicaean at Florence, 
Venetian at _St. Mark1 s, the Bodleian at Oxford, and 
other Libraries in great Multitudes in Colleges, Monasteries, Churches, Kings and Noblemans.Palaces, 
and with private Men; and that chiefly, because many 
of the most celebrated Writers were not in Being, 
and if they had been, the Treasures of the greatest 
Princes could not have paid Transcribers if enough of them could have been found. 43

The translator has here introduced the ancient-modern con
troversy in which printing, along with other inventions, 
mainly scientific, played an important part and which will 
be considered below. Likewise, opinions concerning the 
effects of the invention of printing on the Reformation 
will be treated in the following pages.

So far as the revival of learning is treated at all,
it is treated with some sympathy or at least neutrally as
a phenomenon which has happened and therefore to be dis
cussed in histories of the past ages. But Thomas Burnet 
thought differentia'-; to him the learning of the Renaissance 
was essentially belles lettrlstic and hence not solid. In

13 "An 421. Appendix of Things N ew 1 y Fo und Ou t II
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his opinion it was somewhat superficial; certainly it was 
not real learning in his sense of the term. Real learning 
was science, the product of his own age.14 Burnet is here 
voicing the general suspicion of his contemporaries that

14 Thomas Burnet, The Sacred Theory of_the_Earth (London, 
1816), pp. 603—03. The translator of Pancirollus has some
thing of the same notion as Burnet in "An Appendix of Things 
Newly Found Out," 0£. cit., II, 422-23: "...after the Darkest Night, many times comes a bright and glorious Day; So 
after these Times of Ignorance, rose a Generation of Men of 
vigorous, inquisitive and Subtil Spirits, who, asham'd of 
the Sottishness of Priests and Monks (the Men that alone professed the Knowledge of Letters) set themselves to re
cover the lost Arts, and in a few Years, not only brought 
in an earnest Emulation of understanding the learned Languages, and fetched the ancient Authors out of the dusty 
Cells, to which for some Ages they had been chained as 
Prisoners in a Jayl, but printing them as correct as they 
could, caus'd them to be diffused through all Parts of the 
civiliz'd World; and so were the Instruments, not only of 
a Reformation of Religion, but of coromunieating all useful 
Knowledge to all Persons and Places.
"Near a whole Century was spent in this Work, and 1 twas 

thought a sufficient Employment for the most laborious and 
ingenious, to inform themselves in the Writings of the An
cients, and see how far they had gone in the Knowledge of 
Nature and Art, and Communicate their Sentiments, by Sys
tems, Abridgments, and Translations to such, as were to be 
trained up in Learning in the Schools or Universities. Eut 
all these Studies and Searches, did only serve to quicken 
Mens Appetites the more after Knowledge. They found the 
Philosophy of the Ancients wrapped up in dark and obscure 
Terms, clogged with many strained Principles and Maxims, 
and tî 'd up to many tedious Distinctions and Rules, which 
rather burthensd than instructed the Mind, and seem’d devised on purpose to conceal Ignorance by certain strange 
Amusements. It seem'd to these wise and ingenious Persons, 
a thing very disagreeable to the human Soul to be confined 
in its Thoughts to the Dictates of the most learned, and 
follow Errors, though in good Company; whereupon, maxing use of what the Ancients had well invented and carried on, 
they endeavoured to bring to it a Perfection, and wherein 
they had erred, to rectify and amend it, and of what they
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knowledge divorced from life and from experimental verifi
cation is to be looked on with suspicion. Bacon had said 
that ultimately knowledge and power were one, that is to 
say, mastery over the laws of nature enabled men to live 
intelligently and well, and to his followers, the study of 
the ancient texts, already suspect because they were the 
products of the discredited past, did not seem to be able 
to yield fruitful results. Burnet is merely the most out
spoken of the moderns who, true to their declared intention 
not to engage in wordy disputations, did not 'so much' attack 
the writings of the ancient authors, with the exception of 
a few ancient philosophers, notably Aristotle, but rather 
disregarded them. Another criticism of the revival of an
cient learning is one which might well be expected of an

were wholly ignorant, to bring it into the Light, that the 
World might not want many useful Arts or Sciences. Hence 
it is, that within the compass of less than a Century last 
past, such wonderful Improvements had been made in most of 
them, that the Ancients can hardly be thought to have understood much more than some Principles or Elements of them."
Burnet and the anonymous translator make explicit a process which went on continually during the seventeenth cen

tury. First, there was an appreciation of the Renaissance 
for restoring classical learning which was eagerly studied. 
Then, as this learning became to be more and more disre
garded, the Renaissance, as its conveyer, tended also to 
be disregarded, till with the glorification of modern sci
entific learning and the victory of the moderns over the ancients, the study of the Renaissance is relegated to the 
background and even forgotten. It is this process which 
accounts in part for the lack of interest in the Renaissance 
from 1605 to 1742 in Eng'land.



age in which proteetantism and capitalism had such close
affinities. After describing the course of the revival of
ancient culture in Italy, Andrew Fletcher goes on to say:

But as mankind from a natural propension to pleasure, is always ready to chuse out of every thing what may 
most gratify that vicious appetite; so the arts the 
Italians first applied themselves to improve, were 
principally those that had been subservient to the 
luxury of the antients in the most corrupt ages, of which they had many monuments still remaining. Italy 
was presently filled with architects, painters and 
scu.lptors; and a prodigious expence was made in build
ings, pictures and sta.tues. Thus the Italians began 
to come off from their frugal and military way of living, and addicted themselves to the pursuit of 
refined and expensive pleasures, as much as the wars 
of those times would permit. This infection spread 
itself by degrees into the neighbouring nations. But 
these things alone had not been sufficient to work 
so great a change in government, if a preceding invention, brought into common U3e about that time, had 
not produced more new and extraordinary effects than 
any had ever done before; which probably may have 
many consequences yet unforseen, and a farther in
fluence upon the manners of men, as long as the world lasts; I mean, the invention of the needle, 
by the help of which navigation was greatly improved, 
a passage opened by sea to the East-Indies, and a 
new world discovered. By this means the luxury of 
Asia and America was added to that of the antients; 
and all ages, and all countries concurred to sink 
Europe into an abyss of pleasures; which were ren- 
dred the more expensive by a perpetual change of the 
fashions in clothes, equipage and furniture of houses.

These things brought a total alteration in the way of living, upon which all government depends. ’ Tis 
true, knowledge being mightil^r increased, and a great curiosity and nicety in every thing introduced, men imagined themselves to be gainers in all points, by 
changing from their frugal and military way of living, 
which I must confess had some mixture of rudeness and 
ignorance in it, though not inseparable from it. Eut 
at the same time they did not consj-ier the unspeakable evils that are altogether inseparable from an expen
sive way of living.15



Though it is difficult to find many instances of the kind 
of criticism represented by Burnet and Fletcher, they are 
all the more important to take into account in estimating 
the attitude taken toward the Renaissance at this time be
cause they fit so neatly into the prejudices of the dominan 
Restoration classes, scientist, divine, and capitalist, and 
are therefore hardly ever openly expressed.

Fletcher’s reference to the revival of the fine arts 
calls to attention the accounts given of this occurrence 
in the period under consideration. It is significant that 
ws do not get any observations on the revival of the fine 
arts until only a short while before the Restoration. It 
is of course not true to say that the Puritans were inim
ical to the' fine arts, but I think that it must be allowed
that the struggles of the seventeenth century did not lea.ve 
much time or inclination to study anything not immediate^ 
connected with the civil war in any of its aspects, and in 
this category the fine arts must be included. With the 
Restoration, men felt once again free to think about the 
refinements of life and the study of the history of the 
fine arts was resumed. In his Account of Architects and 
Architecture e, John E ve 1 yn writee:

...it is the Antient Greek and Roman Architecture 
only, which is here Intended, as moot entirely an-
swerirg all those Perfections repaired in a Fault
less and Accomplish'd Building; such as for sc mieny Ages were _30 Renowned and Refuted, by the Universal 
Suffrages of the Civilis'd acrid, and would doubtless 
have still subsisted, and made good their Claim, end



what ia Recorded of them; had not the Goths , Vandals
and other Barbarous Nations, Subverted and Demolish’d 
them, together with that Glorious Empire, where those 
stated and pompous Monuments stood; Introducing in 
their stead, a certain Fantastical and Licentious 
manner of Building, which we have since call'd Modern 
(or Gothic rather; Congestions of Heavy, Dark, Melan
choly and Monkish Piles, without any just Proportion, Use or Beauty, compar’d with the truly Antient.. . .

It was after the Irruption, and Swarms of those truc
ulent People from the North; the Moors and Arabs from 
the South and East, over-running the Civiliz'd World; that wherever they fix'd themselves, they soon began to Debauch this Noble and Useful Art.‘

Evelyn instances a number of Gothic buildings which seem to 
him to bear out his strictures: in England, Henry VIII*s 
Chapel at Westminster, the cathedrals of Westminster, Can
terbury, Salisburj', Peterborough, Ely, Wells, Beverley, 
Lincoln, Gloucester, York, and Durham; in France, the cath
edrals of Amiens, Paris, Rouen, Tours, and Lyons; and in 
Spain, the cathedral of Seville and the Alahambra. This 
condition obtained until

Bramante, Raphael, Mich. Angelc-, Palladio, (Bernini , ) 
and other Heroes and Masters of our Parallel, Recov
er’d and even Raised this Art to Life again, and Restor'd her to her Pristine Splendor and Magnificence, 
a.fter so tedious and dismal a Night of Ignorance and 
Superstition, in which Architecture had lain buried 
in Rubbish, and sadlj'- deform'd for so many Ages: The 
same may likewise be affirm'd of all those other Arts 
attendant upon her, Sculpture and Paint: ng especially, 
and indeed of Letters, and all good Learning too, which had abcut this time, their R e s us c i t a ti c-n also. ^

Dryden's epistle to the artist Kneller expresses somewhat
the same idea:

16 John Eve 13m , An Account of Archi t sc ts and Ar_c_hi_tec ture 
in A Parallel of A.nt i sn t Arch i t ec t u re_ppi j h^he__ Ho Pdfli (London., 
1723TTPPT 9-11.



Rome raised not art, but barely kept alive,And with old Greece unequally did strive;
Till Goths and Vandals, a rude northern race,
Did all the matchless monuments deface.Then all the Muses in one ruin lie.
And rhyme began to enervate poetry.Thus, in a stupid military state,
The pen and pencil find an equal fate.Flat faces, such as would disgrace a screen,
Such as in Bantam’s ernbass}'' were seen,
Unraised, unrounded, were the rude delight,
Of brutal nations, onlj'- born to fight.

Long time the sister arts, in iron sleep,
A heavy Sabbath did supinely keep;
At length, in Raphael’s age, at once they rise,
Stretch all their limbs, and open all their eyes.Then rose the Roman, and the Lombard line;
One coloured best, and one did best design.
Raphael’s, like Homer’s, was the nobler part,
But Titian’s painting looked like Virgil's art.17

The Earl of Shaftesbury has left some rather cryptic notes
on the revival of painting:

History of revival of painting. How far owing to 
Roman hierarchy. But liberty withal, viz. the hier
archy itself (archon for life, ephori, generals of 
orders, jesuits etc.), and also civil liberty, the free states of Italy as Venice, Genoa, and then 
Florence also and other places. Besides that, meet
ing and as it were co-habiting as private men, but 
grandees, in one city (as in Rome, or at a carnival 
in Venice). This reduces things to a parity with a free state and independency which set9 painters and 
artists free, erects a public, a nation, Italy..., 
excites emulation etc., creates a taste, judgment.13

Shaftesbury is apparently trying to determine the relation
ship between freedom, nationalism, and the arts, but his

17 John Drvden, ’’Epistle the Sixteenth. To Sir Godfrey 
Kneller, ” op_. pit. . XI, R4-85. Cf. Drydsn’s preface to 
The Art of Painting bv C. A. Du Fresnoy, ibid., XVII, 
3H-T13: —

13 Anthony Ashley Cooper, Earl of Shaftesbury, 3econd 
Characters or the Language of Forai3, ed. Benjamin Rand
1 Cambridge University Press, 1914), p. 13='.
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utterances here are too obscure and I have been unable to 
find any other reference in his work to this subject.

In Choice Observations upon the Art of Painting. Will
iaiii Aglionby uses the dialogue to trace the course of the 
fine arts and to give his observations on art and artists. 
The Friend asks the leading questions; the Traveller has 
ready answers to them all. The Friend wants to know how 
long the arts lay buried in oblivion and on being told
from the deca}'- of the Roman empire till its revival with
in these four hundred years in Tuscany, asks for the 
reasons for that deo3,y, The Traveller makes this reply:

Besides the Barbarity of the Times, in which Men 
were continually imployed in Wars, Rapines and Mur- 
ders; the Zeal likewise of Christian Religion, did not a little contribute to stifle the Ingenuity of 
the best Artists; for after a long Contest with the 
Religion of the Gentilea. the Christian having pre
vailed at last, the Bishops and Pastours of the 
Christian Assemblies laboured all they could to ex
tinguish the very Memory of the Heathen Gods; and 
therefore threw down all those wonderful Statues, Sculptures , Paintings and other Ornaments of’"their 
Temples; which they did not out of any hatred they 
had to those Arts, but out of a Blind Zeal, to extinguish their~§uperatitioua Worship; by which, they 
nevertheless so crushed those Arts themselves, that 
for many hundreds of Years they lay buryed and ne
glected .

Fri end.How came they at last to recover themselves?
Traveller.There remained in Graece 30me little footsteps 

of the Art; and from thence it was that about the 
year 1350, there came some Painters, who could hard
ly be called Masters, having scarce any more_know
ledge of the Art than just to draw the Out-lines 
without either Grace or Proportion; the first
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Scholler they made in Italy, was at Florence, and was called Cimabue.19
It is evident that Aglionby has studied his Vasari well;
his strictures on the Christians are somewhat daring and
Aglionby has probably relied on the authority of Vasari to
defend his sentiments. Jonathan Richardson is more careful
in his criticism of the effect of the Christian religion
on the course of the fine arts for he attributes its decay
in part to the church during the Middle Ages:

When the Roman power was broken, and dissipated; and 
Arts, Empire, and Common Honesty were succeeded by 
Ignorance, Superstition, and Priest-Craft, the Dis
honour of Humane Nature was Compleated; for 1 twas 
Begun long before in Greece, and Asia. In these Mis
erable times, and for Ages afterwards, God knows 
there was no ConnoisseursI to Write, and Read was 
then an Accomplishment for a Prince to value himself 
upon. As the Species began to Recover themselves, 
and to gain more Strength, Literature, and Painting 
also lifted up their heads; but however not Equally; 
That Degree of Vigour'that serv’d to produce a Dante 
in Writing, could rise no higher than a Giotto in 
Painting•

Arts went on in this proportion * till the Happy Age 
Hafaelle. which was productive of several very 

great Men in All Kinds; and These parts of the World 
began to be Re-civiliz’d.Our own Countrey...Shook off its Gothic Rust, and 
began early to Imitate its Neighbours in Politeness; 
in which it has already (for this Revolution was but 
about 300 Years ago) Equall’d, if not gone Beyond 
the rest in a great many Instances;...20

19 William Aglionby, Choice Observations upon the Art of 
Painting (London, 1 7 1 9 ppT 64-65.
30 Jonathan Richardson, A Discourse on the Dignity, Cer
tainty, Pleasure and Advantage, of the Science of a Con
noisseur (London' 1719)~> p p . 32^-31. Cf. p. 71 cf^tne 
same treatise for a very unsympathetic critic ism ox one 
art of the Middle Ages.
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Richardson was an enthusiastic advocate of the fine arts 
in England and he believed that England was on the verge 
of producing artists who would put the Italians of the Ren
aissance to shame; he argued that proficiency in the prac
tice and appreciation of the arts should be one of the ac
complishments of a gentleman.

A more interesting account of the history of the fine 
arts than those considered above is that by George Turnbull. 
In his Treatise on Ancient Painting, he proposes to consider 
the state of painting in Greece by comparing it with its 
condition at the time of Raphael for he considers that there 
is a very considerable likeness between those two ages of 
the art. He does this by making a very detailed comparison 
between Apelles and Raphael and is able to find many sur
prising similarities, especially in regard to biographical 
details. In regard to the history of the art of painting 
during the two eras, he has this to say:

...that Art must have been very anciently in great Reputation and Perfection; and...it may have under
gone many Revolutions in Greece. or have been lost 
and revived again there, perhaps more than once:
But this I leave to others to determine. It is 
sufficient to our purpose to observe, that at what
ever time it begun to be cultivated, it must in all 
probability have begun and proceeded, as it did when 
it was revived in Italy in the latter Age of it by very ordinary low Greek Painters, from Cirnabue their 
Disciple to Massaccio; . . . And we find it advancing from a ?lasaaccio to a Raphae 1, in the same manner 
that it did from Panoenus to an Apeliea, with wonderful Celerity.21

21 George Turnbull, A Treatise on Ancient Painting, cjcn-
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Having worked, out this relationship for nearly fifty folio
pages, Turnbull comes to the conclusion that

a remarkable Likeness in the Progress of Painting to 
its Perfection, at two different Periods. It was 
cultivated and improved in the same manner, and 
brought to a very like degree of Beauty and Excellence in both, by Similar Steps, and by very analo
gous Means and Causes. We owe the Improvements of 
this Art in the last Age of it to such a Succession 
of Masters, as that, to which its Perfection in the 
first is attributed by ancient Authors. So like are 
these two Ages of painting in every respect, that 
there is hardly any Character of a Painter in the 
one Age, that hath not its Parallel in the other; 
nor indeed any remarkable Circumstance or Event with regard to the Art, or any of its Professors in the 
one, that was not, as it were, reiterated in the 
other. Both, it is well known, were Ages in which 
all the other Parts of useful and polite Learning 
were greatly promoted and encouraged, and accordingly made very eminent Advances, as well as Painting 
and Sculpture. And indeed, I need not stay to prove, that it is b 3»- no means likely, that Painting, which 
stands so much in need of help from all the other 
Arts, could have made such a wonderful Progress in 
the last Age of it, if the Taste of all politer Lit
erature had not been revived at that time by the 
Study of Ancient Authors, and the Remains of ancient 
Arts, and had not been very earnestly cultivated.
In both Ages of the Art the Learned willingly gave all the assistance they were able to the Artists, 
of whom mam*" were themselves very learned, and every 
one was exceeding willing to take Instructions from 
those who were.23

Turnbull is an early and notable instance of a writer who
is searching the values of one era to apply to another;
he does this with the classical period and the Renaissance
but it is interesting that he does not take the final step

taining Observations on the Rise, Progress, and Recline ci 
that Art (London. 1740 K  p.~ 3§~.~
23 Ibid. . pp. 47-48.
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of suggesting that thsse values ought to be applied to
his own age; that process was reserved for the nineteenth
century to develop.

An interesting opportunity to compare Dryden's and
Pope’s skill as poets is afforded by placing side b3r side
their verses on the revival of learning and the fine arts.
Dryden's have already been given; Pope’s follow:

Learning and Rome alike in empire grew;
And arts still follow'd where her Eagles flew;
From the same foes, at last, both felt their doom,
And the same age saw Learning fall, and Rome.
With Tyranny, then Superstition join'd,
As that the body, this enslav’d the mind;
Much was believ’d, but little understood,
And to be dull was constru'd to be good;
A second deluge Learning thus o ’er-run,
And the Monks finish'd what the Goths begun.At length Erasmus, that great injur'd name,
(The glory of the Priesthood, and the shame!)
Stemm’d the wide torrent of a barb'rous age,
And drove those holy Vandals off the stage.

But see, each Muse, in Leo's golden days,
Starts from her trance, and trims her wither'd bays, 
Rome’s ancient Genius, o'er its ruins sxDread,
Shakes off the dust, and rears his rev'rend head.
Then Sculpture and her sister-arts revive;
Stones leap'd to form, and rocks began to live;
With sweeter notes each rising Temple rung;
A Raphael painted, and a Vida sung....

But soon by impious arms from Latium chas'd,
Their ancient bounds the banish'd Muse3 pass'd;Thence Arts o'er all the northern world advance,
But Critic-learning flourish'd most in France....But we, brave Britons, foreign laws despis'd,
And kept uncon^ur'd, and unciviliz'd,
Fierce for the liberties of wit and bold,
We still defy'd the Romans, as of old.
Yet some there were, among the sounder few Of those who less pres tun'd, and better knew,
Who durst assert the juster ancient cause.And here restor'd Wit's fundamental l a w s . -'3

23 Alexander Pooe, An Essay on Critic ism in The Po-.tic.-Ji 
Works. ed. Adolphus L. Ward (London, 1530), pp. SS-c?.
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Pope’s remarks serve as a convenient and representative 
summary of the ideas held by the writers of the period 
under consideration on the subjects of the revival of 
learning and of the fine arts. It must be confessed that 
these ideas are neither profound or original; they do not 
represent an improvement on the Renaissance conceptions, 
and if anything, they are a step backward. The plain fact 
of the matter i3 that from 1605 to 1743 there was in Eng
land but little interest in the study of the Renaissance 
as a literary and artistic phenomenon. The revival of 
learning and of the fine arts was by now taken for granted 
and no need was felt to go beyond what the Renaissance 
writers had said on these matters. In short, the remarks 
of the writers who have been considered up to this point 
may well be characterized as the observations of educated 
gentlemen on a subject they could be expected to speak on 
with finish and perhaps wit, but not necessarily with ex
act scholarship. Finally, there is no doubt that the ideas 
of the Renaissance writers on the revival of learning and 
the fine arta had gradually diffused until they had become 
part of the equipment of the educated.

III. The Reputation of the Elizabethans

Recent scholarship has demonstrated that the claim, 
of Lamb and his contemporaries to be the first to appre
ciate the Elizabethan poets and dramatists must be con-
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si der ably modified and that the revival of appreciation 
of Elizabethan literature dates from about the middle of 
the eighteenth c e n t u r y . I t  seems to me, however, that 
the notion of a revival of interest in Elizabethan liter
ature is somewhat misleading since it implies a period in 
which there was no appreciation of that literature. It 
is true that the volume of writing on the Elizabethans is 
matched by no group previous to the romantics, but this 
does not mean that the Elizabethans ’were neglected, even 
at those times which are usually regarded as the most un
responsive to the attraction of Shakespeare and his con- 
temporari es.

Properly to understand the attitude of the writers 
of the seventeenth century and first half of the eight
eenth, it is necessary first to take into account the 
high regard in which the Elizabethan age as a whole was

24 See Francis S. Miller, "The Historic Sense of Thomas 
Warton, Junior," ELH, V (19 38), 7 1 -9 2 , an article based 
on Dr. Miller's dissertation The Historic Sense in Eight
eenth Century English Literature, The Johns Hopkins Uni
versity, 1935] Clarissa Rinaksr, "Thomas Warton and the 
Historical Method in Literary Criticism," PMLA, XXX (1915), 
79-109; Odell Sheppard, "Thomas Warton and the Historical 
Point of View in Criticism," JEGP, XVI (1917), 153-63;
David N. Smith, "Warton's History of English Poetry," Proo. 
Brit. Acad., XV (1929), 73-100; Earl R. Wasserman, "The Scholarly Origin of the Elizabethan Revival," ELH, IV (1337), 
213-43, based on Dr. Wasserman's dissertation, The Eliza
bethan Revival: its Background and Beginning, The Johns Hopkins University, 1937; Robert D. Williams, "Antiquarian 
Interest in Elizabethan Drama before Lamb," PKLA, LIII 
(1938), 434-44, based on Dr. Williams' dissertation of 
the same name, University of Michigan, 1937.
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held. In the opinion of succeeding eraa, the reign of 
Elizabeth was considered the high point in English hist
ory and it was Elizabeth herself who was held responsible 
for the brilliant successes of her reign. Even during her 
lifetime she was greeted with an adulation which, discount 
ing the flattery and extravagance characteristic of the 
Elizabethan, still left her accomplishments and influence 
on a very high level. After her death, to the already 
strong stream of praise was added the nostalgia and the 
disregard of defect which the present lavishes on the past 
Bacon has paid his queen a glowing tribute in the first 
book of The Proficiencie and Advancement of Learning:

But for a tablet or picture of smaller volume, (not 
presuming to speak of your Majestjr that liveth,) in 
my judgment the most excellent is that of queen Eliz
abeth, your immediate predecessor in this part of 
Britain; a prince that, if Plutarch were now alive 
to write lives by parallels, would trouble him, I 
think, to find for her a parallel amongst women.This lady was endued with learning in her sex singu
lar, and rare even amongst masculine princes; whether 
we speak of learning of language or of science; mod
ern or ancient; divinity or humanity. And unto the very last year of her life she accustomed to appoint 
set hours for reading, scarcely any young student 
in an university more daily or more duly. As for her government, I assure myself I shall not exceed 
if I do affirm that this part of the island never had fart}7--five years of better times; and yet not 
through the calmness of the season, but through the wi3dom of her regiment. For if there be considered 
of the one side, the truth of religion established; 
the constant peace anu securit3̂; the good administra
tion of justice; the temperate use of the prerogative, 
not slackened, nor much strained; the flourisning state of learning, sox’table to so excellent a patroness; the convenient estate of wealth and means, both 
of crown and subject; the habit of obedience, and 
the moderation of discontents; and there be corrnii-
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ered on the other side, the differences of religion, the troubles of neighbour countries, the ambition 
of Spain, and opposition of Rome; and then that she 
was solitary and of herself: these things I say considered, as I could not have chosen an instance so 
recent and so proper, so I suppose I could not have 
chosen one more remarkable or eminent, to the pur
pose now in hand; which is concerning the conjunc
tion of learning in the prince with felicity in the people.35

Bacon was followed by a long line of admirers of Elizabeth 
and everything connected with her reign. A frequently used 
image to convey a strong sense of Elizabeth's accomplish
ments was that of the sun dispelling the clouds:

The cloud thus set, that threatned more stormes, and 
a quiet calme happening when the rage was at highest, 
that wished Sunne then ascended our Horizon. whose 
rayes (as had been hoped) presently dispelled all 
foggy Mists from Englands faire Skie; which was, the most milde Princesse Lady Elisabeth,...36

The Earl of Clarendon applied the same praises which Bacon 
had given to Elizabeth to her reign as a whole; at that 
time, he says, the English refined their manners and cor
rected their past errors; they were much superior in piety, 
learning, wisdom, and good manners to all previous ages; 
they were characterized by a love of justice and a will
ingness to abide by it, by a taste for the arts and sciences, 
and by a desire for peace and plenty at home and good re-

25 Franc is Bacon, Of the Proficiencie and Advancement of 
Learning in The Works, ed. James Spadding, Robert L. Ellis, 
and Douglas D. Heath (New York, 1869), VI, 152-53.
26 John Speed, The History of Great Britalne (London, -314>, 
p. 831. Cf. Laurence Echard, The History oi Engrana (Lcnaon 
1^07), p. 787.
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adulation of Elizabeth and her reign reaches its culmina
tion in Lord Bolingbroke who devotes #137 of The Craftsman 
and sixty pages of his Remarks on the History of England 
to an analysis of the problems which confronted Elizabeth 
and the solutions she adopted to meet them; Bolingbroke 
finds nothing but praise for her actions and by implication 
suggests that contemporary statesmen might do well to fol
low them.^® The effect of this admiration for Elizabeth 
was to spread to everything connected with her reign; apart 
from the intrinsic merits of Elizabethan literature, it 
would have been read if only because of its connection with 
the golden era of English history, and as it was, it was 
read as evidence of the brilliance of the period.

Thus Peacham speaks of the time of Elizabeth as ”... 
truly a golden Age (for such a world of refined wits and
excellent spirits it produced, whose like are hardly to be

29hoped for in any succeeding Age).” And Owen Feltham re
fers to

...our Halcyon dayes, we have had now Wits, to which, all that after come, rr.u3 t bow.
.And should the Stage compose her selfe a Crowne

37 Edward Hyde, Earl of Clarendon, op. c it ., pp. 336-37.
38 Henry St. Jchn, Viscount Bolingbroke, #137, The Crafts- 
man, IV (17 31), 134-41; Remarks on the Historv o E n g l a n d  
TEondon, 1780?), pp. 1 4 4-3 0 4 .
38 Henry Peacham, ojo« cit. , I, 133.
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Of all those wi t s , which, hitherto sh'as knowne :Though there be many that about her brow
Like sparkling stones, might a cj_uick lustre throw:
Yet Shakespeare , Beaumont. Johnson, these three shall Make up the Jem in the point Vefticall.
And now since Johnsons gone, we ma3r well say,The Stage hath seene her glory and decay.30''

According to Sir Richard Baker, "Poetry was never more Re
splendent, nor never more Graced; wherein Johnson, Silvester. 
Shakespere, Beaumont, Fletcher....not only far excelled their 
own Countrymen, but the Whole World besides. " 21

Sir Jchn Denham was an admirer of Elizabethan litera
ture. In his poem on Cowley, he writes:

Old Chaucer, like the morning Star,To use discovers day from far,
Ris light those Mists and Clouds dissolv'd,
Which our dark Nation long involv'd;But he descending to the shades,
Darkness again the Age invades.
Next (like Aurora) Spencer rose,Whose purple blush the day foreshows;
The other three, with his own fires,Phoebus. the Poets God, inspires;
By Shakespear* s, Johnson 's, Fletcher's lines,Our Stages- lustre Rome ’ V  butsl-fines~:*3B

30 Owen Felt ham in Jonsonus Viribua (London, 1638), pp. 42- 43 as cited in The Shakspere Aliusion-Book, ed. Edmund 
Chambers (Oxford Universil^ Press, 1932*), I, 415. Cf. Samuel Sheppard, "Third Pastoral, " Epigrams Theologica_l, 
Philosophical, and Romantick (London, 1651) / p . 2 39; ibid., 
II, 1*3; Henry Belasyse- An English Traveler's First Curiosity or_the/ Know!edge of his Owne Countrey, ibid., II, 6 6 .
31 Sir Richard Baker, Chronicle of England (London, 1660), 
p. 503, in Edmund Chambers, loc. c11 . , II, 6 6 . Cf. Richard 
Flecknoe, A Short Discourse of the EngJLish_ Stage ( Lor.c.cn, 
1664), P . 65, ibid".7 I f,~85;~ Anonymbus, "Pro 1cgue, " to 
James Shirley's Love Tricks, ibid., II, 136.
32 Sir John Denham, "On Mr Abrahar.. Cowley His Heath and Burial amongst the Ancient Poets," in Th e Poetic a_y Wo rkj?, 
ed. Theodore H. Banks, Jr. (Yale University Press, 1928;, 
pp. 14S-50.
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Eaward Phillips undertakes to defend the style of the 
Elizabethans against the charge that it was rude and un
polished. He points out that while it is true that the 
writers before the time of Henry VIII were "uncouth, 
strange, and unpleasant," nevertheless the poetry of the 
Elizabethan era is well worth the attention of contempor
ary poets for its general excellence both in style and 
matter; it is interesting to note that he exempts Chaucer
from his strictures on the poetry antecedent to the time

33of Henry VIII. John Oldham looks on Ben Jon son as the
founder of the modern stage:

Hail mighty Founder of our Stage1, for so I dare 
Entitle thee, nor any modern Censures fear,

Nor care what thy unjust Detractors say;
They'll say perhaps, that others did Materials bring, 

That others did the first Foundations lay.
And glorious 'twas (we grant) but to begin:

But thou alone could'st finish the design,
Some bold Advent'rers might have been before.

Who durst the unknown world explore;
By them it was survey'd at distant view,
And here and there a Cape, and Line they drew, 
Which only serv'd as hints, and marks to thee,

Who waet reserv'd to make the full discovery:
Art's Compass to thy painful search we owe,

Whereby thou went'st so far, and we may after go,
By that we may Wit's vast, and trackless Ocean try, 

Content no longer, as before,
Dully to coast along the shore,

But steer a course more unconfin'd, and free,
Beyond the narrow bounds, that pent Antiquity.

II.
Never till thee the Theater poss.ist 
A Prince with e4.ua! Pow'r, and Greatness blest,

3 3 Edwa r d Phillips, Theatrum Poet arum, _ o r_ a_ Comp 1 e a C  ol -
1 ec t i o n of the Poets in Joel E. Spingarh, op. c i t ., I.,
363-647
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No Government, or Laws it had 
To strengthen and establish it,

Till thy great hand the Scepter sway'd,
But groan'd under a wretched Anarchy of Wit:..,
No sooner did thy Soul with active Force and Fire The dull and heavy Mass inspire,

Eut strait throughout it let us see Proportion, Order, Harmony,
And every part did to the whole agree,

And strait appear'd a beautous new made world ofPoetry.34
It is to be noted that both Denham and Oldham speak of 
Chaucer, Spenser, and Jonaon in terms of a revival of 
poetry, while Oldham thinks that Jenson has outstripped 
the ancients in those very qualities which made them so 
attractive to his contemporaries.

Dryden defended Shakespearean tragedy from the at
tacks made on it by Rymer. Rymer had accused the Eliza
bethan tragedies of being irregular and Dryden admitted 
the charge but argued that they showed genius, especially 
the Shakespearean tragedies and "...Genius alone is a 
greater Virtue (if I may so call it) than all other qual
ifications put together. Both Flecknoe and E lac kmc re
contrast the literary productions of their own day with 
those of the Elizabethan era to the disadvantage of the 
former. Flecknoe writes:

If any the difference would know,Betwixt the Ancient Playes and Modern now;

34 John Oldham, "Upon the Works of Ben. Johnson," Thejgcrk 
(London, 1703), pp. 337-30.
35 John Dryden, Letters up on Several 0ccas_ic-n_3 (Lonoon,
1696), p. 55, in Edmund Chambers, op_. cit., II, 0̂.̂ .
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In Ancient Times none ever went away,
But with a glowing bosome from a Play,
With somewhat they had heard, or seen so fired.
They seem to be Celestially inspir’d. *
Now you have onely some few light conceits,
Like Squibs & Crackers, neither warms nor heats;And sparks of Wit as much as you’d desire,
But nothing of a true solid fire:
So hard ’tis now for any one to write
With Johnson ’s fire, or Fletcher’s flame and spright:Much less inimitable Shakspear ’ s way,Promethean-like to animate a Play.3b

And Blackmore:
How happy were the old unpolished Times,As free from Wit as other modern Crimes’.As our Forefathers Vig’rous were and Brave,
Detesting both alike the Wit and Knave.
They justly Wits and Fools believ’d the same,
And Jester was for both the common Name.
Their Minds, for Empire form’d, would never quit 
Their noble Roughness, and dissolve in Wit.
For Business born, and bred to Martial Toil,
They rais’d the Glory of Britannia’s Isle.
Then she her dreadful Ensigns did advance,
To curb Iberia, and to conquer France,
But this degenerate, loose, and foolish Race 
Are all turn’d Wits, and their great Stock debase.

In his anger at the critics who had handled him roughly 
indeed, Blackmore praises the Elizabethans for the very 
virtues which the Elizabethan satirists lamented the lack 
of in their contemporaries; from the safety of over a hun
dred jrears distance, Blackmore uses the Elizabethans as 
a measuring stick by which to judge the writers of his own 
day and to find them wanting. The important pcir.t is that

36 Richard Flecknoe, "Cf the Difference betwixt the Ancient 
and Modern Plaves," Epigrams (London, 1670), p. 71, in nd- 
mund Chambers, loc. cit., II, 163.
37 Sir Richard Blackmore, "A Satyr against Tit," m  Jc-1 F. 
Spingarn, ojo. cit., III, 33 5.



Blackmore did not so much find these values in the Eliza
bethans, but finding them lacking in his contemporaries, 
professed to discover them in the Elizabethans. This pro
cess is similarly evident in Paul Whitehead's lines on 
Brooke's Gu3 tavas Vasa which had been refused a licence; 
Whitehead is speaking of the Elizabethan stage:

Bold and unlicens'd in Eliza's dajT-s,
Free flow’d her numbers, flourish'd her fair bays.On Briton's stage majestic, unconfin'd,
She tun'd her patriot lessons to mankind;
For mighty heroes ransack'd ev’ry age,
Then beam'd them glorious in her Shakespear's page.38
Thus there is built up an unquestioned appreciation

of the Elizabethans. But at the same time the tendency to
use the term modern to include the period extending from
the Renaissance to the time of the writer imperceptibly
blurs over sharpness of distinction. We therefore find
writers of the Restoration praising modern literature and
using as examples writers ranging from Shakespeare to Dry-
den. Dryden himself falls into this confusion:

For if we, or our greater fathers, have not yet 
brought the drama to an absolute perfection, yet 
at least we have carried it much further than those 
ancient Greeks; who, beginning from a chorus, could never totally exclude it, as we have done; who find 
it an unprofitable encumbrance, without any neces
sity of entertaining it amongst us, and without the 
possibility of establishing it^here, unless it were 
supported by a public charge.

38 Paul Whitehead, "To Mr Brooke, on the Eefu ,al of aLicence to his Play, Entitled, Gustavus Vasa," The Gent-e-
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Char les Gildon points out that the moderns are superior in 
judgment and would never be guilty of the improprieties and 
absurdities which mar the works of the ancients. He goes 
on to say that the upholders of the ancients deny the mod
erns the right to be called poets because they have not 
strictly observed the rules of Aristotle but in his opinion 
this shows the ancients ignorant of the chief end of poetry 
which is pleasure:

Now, it cannot be deny'd but he is the'best Poet who 
takes the surest means to obtain the end he aims at; 
in which, regard must be had to the Humour, Custom, 
and Inclination of the Auditory; but an English Aud
ience will never be pleas'd with a dry, Jejune and 
formal Method that excludes Variety as the Religious 
observation of the Rules of Aristotle does. And all 
those that exclaim against the Liberty some of our English Poets have taken, must grant that a Varisty 
that~contributes to the main Design, cannot divide 
our Concern: And if so, ' tis certain^ an Excellence 
the Moderns have gain'd above the Ancients. Thi"s~ 
wou’d be plainer if I had room and time to instance in Particular.4-0

What Gildon says may be applied equa 113*- to Shakespeare and 
Dryden; his use of the word modern does not make any differ
entiation between the two, nor is any probably intended.
This failure to distinguish between the Elizabethan and 
Restoration stage is manifest also in J. Drake’s The Antient 
and Modern Stages Survey'd. Drake is of the opinion that 
the moderns are superior to the ancients in respect to the

40 Charles Gildon, "To my Honoured and Ingenious Friers.
Mr. Karrington, for the Modern Poets against the Ancients," 
in Willard H. Durham., o p . cit., pp. 16-17.



"C-eneral Moral of their Fables." He adduces three reasons: 
first, the moderns do not interest Providence in promoting 
villainy; second, Providence is never used to oppress vir
tue; and third, in modern plays, malefactors are punished 
nor are they permitted to escape by the intervention of the 
gods. For these reasons, the modern drama is superior to 
the ancient since the balance of religion inclines to its 
side. Furthermore, the moderns have united the moral and 
pathetic to effect a new species of tragedy which is a 
considerable improvement over the ancient forms. Finally, 
the moderns are the creators of the system of poetic jus
tice: "Thus the Moral, the highest, and most serviceable 
improvement that ever was, or ever can be made of the 
Drama, is of Modern Extraction, and may very well be 
pleaded in bar to all claim laid in behalf of the Antients." 
Again, what Drake says is capable of being applied to the 
Elizabethan and Restoration tragedy; the point is that 
Drake himself makes 110 distinction.

How, I should like to suggest that so far as the the
ory of the Renaissance is concerned the failure to dis
tinguish clears the boundaries of the concept "modern" 
leads ultimately to a disregard of the Renaissance and a 
tendency to exalt the present at the expense of the past.
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I do not mean to suggest that this is the onl}r reason for 
the depreciation of the Elizabethans but it is a factor 
to be reckoned with along with the influence of neo-class
ical ideas. Thus we get the common Restoration complaint 
that the Elizabethan poets fell short of the rules and de
cencies and hence their productions were crude and unpol- 
ish'd. "It is therefore my part," writes Dryden, "to make 
it clear, that the language, wit, and conversation of our 
age, are improved and refined above the last," and many 
of his contemporaries agreed with him.42 The superior, if 
not patronizing, attitude which the Restoration poets took 
toward their predecessors is well expressed by Addison:

Long had our dull forefathers slept supine,
Nor felt the raptures of the tuneful Nine;
'Till Chaucer first, a merry bard, arose,
And many a s t o ^  told in rhyme and prose.
But age has rusted what the poet writ,Worn out his language, and obscur’d his wit:
In vain he jests in his unpolish'd strain,
And tries to make his readers laugh in vain.

Old Spenser, next, warm’d with poetic rage,
In ancient tales amus'd a barb'rous age;An age that yet uncultivate and rude,
Where'er the poet's fancy led, pursu'dThrough pathless fields, and unfrequented floods,To dens of dragons, and enchanted woods.

43 John Dryden, Defence of the Epilogue; or, an Essay on 
the Dramatic Poetry of the Last Age in Scott and Saints- 
bury" op. cit., IV, 327.“  Cf. Dryden's "Epilogue. Almansor 
and Almahide: or, the Conquest of Granada by the Spaniards. 
A Tragedy. The Second Part," ibid., IV, 224:

Wit's now arrived to a more high degree;
Our native language more refined and free.
Our ladies and our men now speak mere wit 
In conversation, than these poets writ.
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But now the mystic tale, that pleas'd of yore,Can charm an understanding age*no more; . , . 43
The Earl of Shaftesbury accuses Shakespeare, Fletcher, and 
Wilton of having debased their styles by infantile punning 
and q u i b b l i n g . B u t  it is not necessary to labor a point 
which has long been recognized, namely, that during the 
Restoration and first half of the eighteenth century the 
Elizabethans were looked down on as strong but rude wri
ters. Nevertheless, it is necessary to balance this opin
ion by the fact that there was as strong an appreciation 
of the Elizabethans as there was a depreciation of them. 
There was therefore a continuous tradition of appreciation 
of the work of the Elizabethans; the scholars of the eight
eenth century brought new tools to the study of Elizabethan 
literature, but they did not create a taste for it, for 
the simple reason that the taste for Shakespeare and his 
fellows had never been lost.

43 Joseph Addison, "An Account of the Greatest English 
Poets," in The Works, ed. George W. Greene (Philadelphia, 
1880), I, 143. Jabez Hughes expresses pretty much the same idea in his poem " Up c n Reading Mr. Dr y den ' s Fables, 11 
cited in Caroline F. E. Spurgeon, Five Hundred Years of 
Chaucer Allusion Criticism and Allusion 1357-1900 (Cak- 
bridge University Press, 192157, 394,
44 Anthony Ashley Cooper, Earl of Shaftesburjg "Treatise
III. Advice to an Author, " Characteris ticks of Men, Manners, 
Opinions, Times (London, 1714), I, 217.
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IV. The Renaissance and the Middle Ages

Though the Renaissance was in many respects antagon
istic to the Middle Ages, its opposition was mild when 
compared to that of the seventeenth century. Though the 
closeness of the Renaissance to the Middle Ages accounts 
in part for its antagonism, the very proximity forced 
the Renaissance to acknowledge that the Middle Ages were 
not as dark as the writers of the Renaissance would have 
us believe. But the seventeenth century did not have 
this control and took over the Renaissance's antipathy 
to the Middle Ages without its qualifications. As a re
sult, there is very little appreciation of the part played 
by the Middle Ages as a transmitter of ancient culture 
and an Initiator of modern movements. In the passages 
already quoted from Barclay, Hakewill, and Evelyn some 
notion of the seventeenth century attitude toward the 
Middle Ages may be gained. Furthermore, the moderns 
identified the Middle Ages with the schoolmen against 
whose method the3'- were in revolt. Typical is Milton's 
attack:

On the other hand, where no arte flourish, where 
all knowledge is banished, where indeed there is 
no trace of a good man, there savageness and fright
ful barbarism rage about. Of this fact I call to 
witness not one state or province or race, but a 
fourth part of the world, Europe, from the whole 
of which during several early centuries all good 
artB had perished; for a long time the presiding 
Muses had abandoned all the universities of that
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age: "blind. Ignorance had pervaded and taken posses
sion of everything; nothing was heard in the schools 
except the absurd dogmas of most stupid monks. For
sooth, having donned a gown, from empty platforms 
and pulpits, from musty cathedrals, the profane and 
misshapen monster, Ignorance, vaunted itself. The 
Piety for the first time went into mourning, and Re
ligion expired and went to ruin; so that from its 
deep wound, late and with difficulty, it has recovered even to this day.45

Milton was but following the lead established by Bacon in 
The Novum Organum;

For out of the five and twenty centuries over which 
the memory and learning of men extends, you can hard
ly pick out six that were fertile in sciences or fav
ourable to their development. In times no less than 
in regions there are wastes and deserts. For only 
three revolutions and periods of learning can prop
erly be reckoned; one among the Greeks, the second 
among the Romans, and the last among us, that is to 
say, the nations of Western Europe; and to each of 
these hardl}?- two centuries can justly be assigned.
The intervening ages of the world, in respect to 
any rich or flourishing growth of the sciences, 
were unprosperous. For neither the Arabians nor 
the Schoolmen need be mentioned; who in the inter
mediate times rather crushed the sciences with a 
multitude of treatises, than increased their weight.

Both Swift and his patron took occasion to heap scorn on
the Middle Ages, Swift in his ode to Temple, and Temple

47himself in his essay "Of Poetry."

45 John Milton, "An Oration Delivered in the Chapel in 
Defense of Knowledge," The Prolusions of John Milton, ed. 
Donald L. Clark, tr. Bromley Smith, in The Works, ed. 
Frank A. Patterson et al (Columbia University Press, 
1936), XII, 359-61.
46 Francis Bacon, The New Organon; or, True Directions 
concerning the Interpretation of Nature, in Spedding, 
kills, and Heath, ojo. cit., VIII, 110. ^pratextended attack on the schoolmen in The History_o_-----
Royal Society, o p . cit., pp. 15-23.
47 Jonathan Swift, "Ode to the Honble Sir william Temple,
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A short summary of the seventeenth century charges 
against the schoolmen is found in William Molyneux»s dedi
cation to the Royal Society of his book on optics:

' Tis wonderful to consider, how the Schools were form
erly overrun with a senseless kind of Jargon, which 
they call'd Philosophy: and which men studied with 
the greatest Labour and Assiduity, that they might 
attain the name of Wise and Learned. This certainly 
was the greatest Cheat was CsicQ ever imposed on the 
mind of Man:..,had the former Ages of the World been 
at half that Labour and Study for the Advancement of 
^ea,l Knowledg, which they spent in promoting verbose 
Stuff; Mankind by this time might have been by many 
Degrees more w i s e . and consequently more happy even 
in this Life; for Wisdom only makes men so.

But in this last Age the generous Undertakings of 
the Philosophick Societies of Europe (to whom your 
Institution has shewn the way, and been an illustri
ous Example) have dissipated these dark Mists, and 
have abdicated this kind of empty Stuff; which had 
crept into even Natural Disquisitions; and like a 
Leprosie had quite over-run the whole Body of Phil
osophy, deforming its Beauty, and ruining its Strength. 
Men are not satisfied now with Noisy Words, and noth
ing else; but require more solid Foundations of Know
ledge, and believe no farther than they can find good Proofs.

This great Change, which Philosophy or the Prose
cution of Knowledge in general has received of late 
years, is manifest in all its Parts; but in none more 
than in natural Enquiries. To these you have given 
a clearly new Turn, wholly different from the Methods, 
by which they were formerly prosecuted in the S c h o o l s . 48

In the introduction to the second volume of the first edi
tion of Anthony a Wood1s Athenae Oxoniensis, James Harrington

Poems, ed. Harold Williams (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
I, 37; Sir William Temple, "Of Poetry," ojo. cit., 

III, 432.
48 William Molyneux, "To the Illustrious Royal Society " 
Dioptrloa Nova. A Treatise of Dioptrlcks (London, 1709),
PP. Air-Aiv.
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has a short account of the course of culture. He divides 
the history of learning into four signal epochs, the Chal
dean, the Grecian, the Roman, and "...in honour of those 
that were the chief favourers and promoters of the restora
tion of letters, the Alfonsine or Medicean." But before 
he deals with the Renaissance, Harrington gives a sketch 
of the state of learning during the Middle Ages:

Afterwards when the Northern nations invaded Europe, 
and the Saxons at last seated themselves in Britain; 
all arts and sciences fell in the ruin of the Roman 
empire, and from thence commenc'd the dark age of 
barbarity, superstition, and ignorance.

At that time all things concurr'd not only to the 
gradual loss, and decay, but to the sudden and final 
extirpation of learning: at once inundations and 
fires destroy’d her choicest libraries; and rapine, 
force, and envy, as it were combining with those 
natural causes, carried away the last remains of 
her treasure.... Monasteries indeed in this age 
there were without number, but such as were design'd 
to be the seats of devotion, not of learning, and 
whose ancient orders rather respected the severity 
of discipline and regulation of manners, than the 
improvement of arts and sci ences.. .yet, whether it 
proceeded from the laziness of the monks, the ig
norance of the age, or the want of foreign corres
pondence, certain it is that little of value was 
ever produced by the cloister, but what receives 
its price from its antiquity.

Harrington goes on to criticize the logic, painting, study 
of languages, mathematics, history, and poetry of the Mid
dle Ages, calling them sterile and backward, and continues:

It is confess'd, in the mean time, that the rudeness 
or ignorance of our ancestors, the meanness of their 
studies, or the carelessness of their performances 
was not the fault of our nation, but the age: Gildas 
and Bede challenge the precedence of the most antient 
historians of our neighbouring nations: our Alcuine 
gave learning to one of the most flourishing univer
sities of Europe; none elsewhere were more subtil
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than our schoolmen, nor more learned than our canon
ists: So that in that universal cloud of ignorance, 
Britain enjoy'd, if not always the dawn of the day, 
yet at least comparatively the least share of night.... 
For when in the middle of the 14th century the art 
of printing was discover'd, and a few years after
wards Constantinople was taken; then the exil'd Gre
cians, who had before given learning to Italy, now 
by the encouragement of Alphonso in Naples, and the 
family of the Medicee's in Florence, restor'd it to 
the world.

And it was the particular happiness of England, 
that as soon as the Italian learning could reach 
this Northern island, about the first date of this 
work in the beginning of the 15th century, then con- 
curr'd a third cause of the restoration and increase 
of learning among us, the discovery of America, the 
encouragement of our navigation, and the extent of 
our foreign correspondence.4®

The sentiments of the men who wrote between 1605 and 1742 
are pretty well expressed by John Oldmixon: "A Man who 
has any Warmth in his Imagination, and any Delicacy in 
his Taste, cannot be always raking in the Rubbish of bar
barous AgeB, and groping in Gothick Darkness. A good Proof 
of the small Talent necessary for this Work is, that there
hardly ever was an Author among these Monkish Antiquaries,

SObut his Language was as barbarous as his Subject."0'̂
Nevertheless, it would be incorrect to say that the 

services of the Middle Ages in helping bring about the 
Renaissance were unacknowledged at this time. For example, 
Charles Gildon points out that there was some literary ac—

49 James Harrington, "The Introduction, or, Preface to the 
Second Volume in the First Edition," Anthony a Wood, Athenae 
Oxoniensia. ed. Philip Bliss (London, 1313), I, olxxii- 
clxxvi.
50 John Oldmixon, An Essay on Criticism (London, 1738), p. 78
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tivity in England from the fifth century on, and he men
tions Gildas and Joseph of Exeter; also, he refers to the 
Song of Roland and praises proven^al poetry as the begin
ning of modern poetry through its influence on Petrarch.51
The services of the Arabs in keeping alive learning during 
the Middle Ages are mentioned with some respect by Hake- 
will and Burnet, while John Freind's The History of Physick 
contains an account of Arabian medicine whose disparaging 
tone is belied b y  its length.

It is around the figure of Chaucer that the accom
plishments of the Middle Ages in England are centered. To 
some writers the promise which Welsted saw in "The great 
rude Writers of our Nation, in early Times" had been al
ready fulfilled in Chaucer and he was looked on as the 
bringer of light in an age of darkness. Thus Thomas Free
man writes:

Pitty o pitty, death had power 
Our Chaucer. Lidgate. Gower:
They that equal*d all the Sages 
Of these, their owne, of former Ages,
And did their learned Lights advance 
In times of darkest ignorance,
When palpable impurity 
Kept knowledge in obscurity,
And all went Hood-winkt in this lie 
They could see and shine the while;
Nor Greece, nor Rome, could reckon vs,
As then, among the Barbarous:
Since these three knew to t u m e  perdy 
The scru-pin of Phylosophy

51 Charles Gildon, pjo. cit., p. 80.
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As well as they; and left behind 
As rich memorials of the mind.53

We have seen that Denham in his poem on Cowley and Addison
in his "Account of the Greatest English Poets" praised
Chaucer for having been the first to restore poetry and
learning to England. The same idea is elaborated on by
John Dart:

In early Time he rear'd his rev*rend Head,
When Learning was with thickening Mists oer1spread; 
When rhyming Monks in barb'rous Numbers try 
The Lives of Saints, and Feats of Errantry;
Above such trifling idle Tales as these 
His Muse disdain'd by vulgar Ways to please:
On the fam'd Grecian Bard he fix'd his Sight.
And saw his Beauties thro' a Cloud of Night;
With Flight advent*rous dar*d the darksome Way,
And gave the promise of a following Day;
And that he might his Meaning better meet 
He made the Mantuan Verse a Lanthorn to his Feet 
Justly design'd, and with a steddy View 
And piercing Eye he look'd all Nature thro*,
Not thro' the gaudy Prism and painted Glass,
But saw her plain, and drew her as she was.53

Thus the opposition to the Middle Ages was modified in
some degree by a patriotic interest in England's antiqui-

52 Thomas Freeman, "Runne and a Great Cast," Epigrams 
(London, 1614), cited in Caroline F. E. Spurgeon, op. 
oit.. I, 188-89.
53 John Dart, "Westminster Abbey, a Poem," in Caroline 
F. E. Spurgeon, loc. oi t. . I, 361. The anonymous author 
of a poem titled "In Praise of Chaucer," ibid., I, 387, 
writes:

Long veil'd in Gothick mists our Britain lay,
Ere dawning science beam’d a cheering ray,
Dark monkish systems, and dull senseless rhymes 
Swell'd the vain volumes of those ruder times:
When Chaucer rose, the Phoebus of our isle,
And bid bright art on downward ages shine;
His genius pierc'd the gloom of error through,
And truth with nature rose at once to view.
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ties. Nevertheless, when compared to the observations of 
the Renaissance on the Middle Ages, the remarks of the 
writers of the seventeenth century and first half of the 
eighteenth seem narrow and uninspired.

V. The Renaissance and the Reformation

The problem of the relationship of the Renaissance 
and Reformation continued to agitate the writers of the 
period between 1605 and 1743. However, though the problem 
was recognized, it was not debated with any great acumen, 
the reason being, I should like to suggest, the philosoph
ical nature of the question which the seventeenth and 
early eighteenth century historians had not the technique 
to grasp. With the development of a more philosophical 
history in the latter half of the eighteenth century, the 
problem was raised more sharply and received more serious 
and acute treatment.

According to Sir Robert Naunton, it was the revival 
of letters, and not the Reformation, which brought about 
the destruction of "the Romane ignorance."54 More consid
ered is the account given by Samuel Parker:

Must we now, after all these and many more Discover
ies about natural Bodies, confine our selves to what we find in Aristotle, who never dream1d of any such

54 Sir Robert Naunton, Fragmenta Regalia, ed. Edward Arber 
(London, 1870), p. 15.
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things? Is it possible that so many new Appearances 
should not alter the Frame of Philosophy, may rather 
hazard the pulling down of the old ruinous House that 
had too narrow Foundations, that it may be built again with more Magnificence?«... Why then must Philosophy 
alone be bound up still in its Infant Swadling-Bands? 
And there being the same reason, why should we not allow the same liberty of expatiating?...

But methinks I hear some Men say, All Innovations 
are dangerous: Philosophy and Divinity are so interwoven by the Schoolmen, that it cannot be safe to 
separate them; New Philosophy will bring in new Di
vinity, and Freedom in the one will make Men desire 
a Liberty in the other.... Learning and Knowledg 
will break forth like Fire, and pierce like Light
ning thro all Impediments; Politeness and Elegancy hath long ago subdued Monastick Barbarism. Erasmus and Melanchthon. with the rest of those Restorers 
of Learning, have made Holcot and Bricot quite out of fashion; and the inquisitive Genius of latter 
years, like a mighty Wind, hath brush'd down all 
the Schoolmens Cobwebs. There is an infinite De
sire of Knowledg broken forth in the World; and Men 
may as well hope to stop the Tide, or bind the Ocean with Chains, as hinder free Philosophy from overflowing: 55

The reformers, then, breaking the bonds of monkish ignor
ance, made freedom of inquiry possible and consequently 
facilitated the advance of the new philosophy. This idea 
is shared by Thomas Sprat who says that the Reformation 
"...put Men upon a stricter Inquiry into the Truth of 
things" and Thomas Burnet who writes:

A writer of great name and authority in this respect, 
attributes the decay of letters among the antient 
Romans to the loss of their liberty. And it is cer
tain in fact, that arts and sciences never flourished 
so much as in free states: witness, those of Greece, as well as that of Rome, in all which both arts and 
liberty rose and fell together. And it is no leas

55 Samuel Parker, A Brief Account of the New Sect of Lati- 
tude-Men: together with Some Reflections upon the New Philosophy in fhe Phenix (London, 1738)” pp. 515-16.



'observable, that as it was undoubtedly owing to the 
Papal tyranny that the world was afterwards kept so 
long in ignorance, agreeably to its avowed principles 
and interest; so that it was when its oppressive yoke 
began to be shaken off, that learning revived, and 
emerged from under those thick clouds of darkness, 
which had so long obscured it. And indeed the re
storing of learning was one of the chief means of 
retrieving the knowledge of the true religion.

For the Wickliffites and Hussites having had re
course to the scriptures in order to find out the 
true faith, and detect the errors and corruptions 
of the church of Rome, brought the study of the di
vine oracles into vogue. Several universities and 
public schools of learning were erected in this and 
the following century, which contributed much tow
ards the dispelling of ignorance, and popish errors 
and superstitions. The disputes between the Latin 
and Greek churches, about the beginning of the fif
teenth century, occasioned the writers of controversy 
to study the Greek and Latin fathers in their origin
als: and the taking of Constantinople by the Turks, 
about the middle of it, having obliged the Christians 
of the Greek church to betake themselves for refuge 
into Italy, Germany, and France, and being there well 
received by the family of the Medici, and other pa
trons of learning, the study and knowledge of the 
Greek language was still farther promoted in these 
western parts, where it was become such a stranger, 
that it was scarce known for some hundreds of yearsbefore.56

In this interesting passage, Burnet has fused together a 
number of separate concepts: in order to break the bonds 
of papal tyranny, the pre-reformers had to go to the scrip
tures, but before they could do that, they had to have 
learning; thus, there is a mutual dependence between the 
Reformation and the Renaissance. And John Edwards writes 
that "...we, by the Divine Blessing, are free’d from that 
Ignorance and Bondage; which we owe to the Reformation,

56 Thomas Burnet, 0£. cit., pp. 601-03.
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whereby that Darkness was dispell'd, and that Vassalage
removed. And now we are no longer tied up in the dark,
we both see and walk, and we daily make progress in Divine 

57Learning." In hia Life of Dr. John Colet. Samuel Knight
makes the point that no period in English history is so
little known as the fifty years preceding the Reformation
in which time both true religion and useful dawned upon
the world through the efforts of such religious humanists
as Erasmus and Colet, and in his Life of Erasmus. Knight
makes the same point in regard to Erasmus:

In his Epistles now extant...as well as in his other 
Writings, there is easily discoverable not only an 
hearty Zeal towards the Advancement of Learning, and 
restoring it from that deplorable State, into which 
it had been long sunk; but also very great efforts 
towards giving the World a true Tast of the rational 
and genuine use of Religion, which was then, and had 
been long before, sunk into the very dregs of Error, 
Superstition, and Bigotry.58
Now, in the passages just quoted, there is a common 

idea, namely, the Reformation established a liberty of 
thought which enabled men to destroy ignorance and to es
tablish a freer mode of life. But when we place the fol
lowing passage from Anthony Collins side by side with the 
others, especially those by Parker and Burnet, we find a

57 John Edwards, A Compleat History of All the Dispensations 
and Methods of R eligion (London, 169977 II> 636.
58 Samuel Knight, The Life of Dr. John Colet (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1833), p7~xii; The Life of Erasmus 
(Cambridge, 1736), p. xix.



similarity of idea but applied to different objects:
..•let Men be restrain*d from thinking on any Science 
or any part of a Science, they must be ignorant so 
far as the Restraint goes. And if a few Men take now 
and then a little liberty, and break thro the estab
lish’d Restraint, their Thoughts will never be so per
fect as if all Men were allow'd and encourag'd to 
think of that matter: but their Progress in thinking 
will be only proportionable to that degree of Free- 
Thinking which prevails. Thus before the Restoration 
of Learning, when Men were subject to the Impositions 
of Priests, a Prodigious Ignorance prevail'd. And 
when they began to think, their first Notions were 
reude and imperfect, and Time and Pains were necessary 
to bring them to that degree of Justness they are atpresent.59

Thus, we see begun a process which gains in increasing com
plexity and confusion, namely, the attribution of similar 
effects to different causes, and conversely, the attribu
tion of similar causes to different effects. For example, 
we have seen how certain writers dealt with the role of 
printing in bringing about the revival of learning; another 
group thought that printing had been instrumental in effect
ing the Reformation. John Edwards writes:

The Seasonableness of this Noble Invention may be dis
covered from this, That it was so unspeakably Service
able to the bringing on the Reformation: For by the 
Benefit of Printing the World was blessed with the 
excellent Labours of Learned and Pious Men who lived 
in that Time; and thus by this means the Popi6h Ignor
ance was laid open, the Errors and Impieties of the 
church of Rome were expos'd to view, and whereas be
fore Learning was lock'd up in Cloysters, now it spread 
it self over all Europe, and the Truth of the Gospel 
was Propagated almost to a Miracle.60

59 Anthony Collins, A Discourse of Free-Thinking (London, 
1713), pp. 7-8.
60 John Edwards, ojd. c i t ., II, 635-36.
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Francis Burges, who had attributed the revival of learn
ing to printing, likewise attributes the Reformation to 
it:

This noble Mystery has illustriously shewn its Use
fulness in the Assistance it has given to the Prop
agation of the true Religion; having banished that 
Cimmerian. Darkness that had overspread the Face of 
the Earth, and caused the glorious Light of the Gos
pel to shine forth with a resplendent Lustre, by the 
Printing that incomparable Treasure of a Christian 
The Holy Scriptures.61

Note that the same language which is used to describe the 
effects produced by the revival of learning is used to de
scribe the effects of the Reformation. While it is true 
that these examples of confusion are somewhat simple, they 
develop increasingly involved and perplexing forms as his
torical method becomes more scientific and at the same time 
more philosophical*

It should be pointed out that while it might be ex
pected that the Reformation would, of all the movements 
connected with the Renaissance, escape detraction, it too 
had its critics. In The Advancement of Learning, Bacon 
terms the three distempers of learning, fantastical, con
tentious, and delicate. Referring to the last of these, 
or vain affectations, Bacon says:

Martin Luther, conducted (no doubt) by an higher 
Providence, but in discourse of reason finding what 
a province he had undertaken against the Bishop of 
Rome and the degenerate traditions of the church,

61 Francis Burges, c it., III, 149.
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and finding his own solitude, being no ways aided 
by the opinions of his own time, was enforced to 
awake all antiquity, and to call former times to 
his succors to make a party against the present 
time; so that the ancient authors, both in divin
ity and in humanity, which had long time slept in 
libraries, began generally to be read and revolved. 
This by consequence did draw on a necessity of a 
more exquisite travail in the languages original 
wherein those authors did write, for the better un
derstanding of those authors and the better advan
tage of pressing and applying their words. And 
thereof grew again a delight in their manner of 
style and phrase, and an admiration of that kind 
of writing; which was much furthered and precipi
tated by the enmity and opposition that the pro
pounders of those (primitive but seeming new) opin
ions had against the schoolmen; who were generally 
of the contrary part; and whose writings were alto
gether in a differing style and form; taking lib
erty to coin and frame new terms of art to express 
their own sense and to avoid circuit of speech, 
without regard to the pureness, pleasantness, and 
(as I may call it) lawfulness of the phrase or 
word. And again, because the great labour then 
was with the people, (of whom the Pharisees were 
wont to say, Execrabilis lsta turba. quae non novit 
legem. ) for the winning and persuading of them, 
there grew of necessity in chief price and request 
eloquence and variety of discourse, as the fittest 
and forciblest access into the capacity of the vul
gar sort. So that these four causes concurring, 
the admiration of ancient authors, the hate of the 
schoolmen, the exact study of languages, and the 
efficacy of preaching, did bring in an affectionate 
study of eloquence and copie of speech, which then 
began to flourish. This grew speedily to an ex
cess; for men began to hunt more after words than 
matter; and more after the choiceness of the phrase, 
and the round and clean composition of the sentence, 
and the sweet falling of the clauses, and the vary
ing and illustration of their works with tropes and 
figures, than after the weight of matter, worth of 
subject, soundness of argument, life of invention, 
or depth of judgment.G2

62 Francis Bacon, Of the Proficlencie and Advancement of 
Learning, in Spedding, Ellis,' and Heath," o]5. cit*, VI, 
H e - 19.
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Bo th the revival of learning and the Reformation are criti
cized by Bacon, but especially the latter for having intro
duced the need for the former. Though the charge is not 
made explicit, Bacon, like Burnet who had probably read 
his Bacon well, accuses the learning of the Renaissance 
of being belles-lettristic. not solid, and, by extension, 
unscientific. Another type of criticism is made by Sir 
John Denham:

Then Darkness, Europe1 & face did over-spread 
From lazy Cells" where superstition bred,
Which, link'd with blind Obedience, so encreast 
That the whole world, same ages they opprest;
Till through those Clouds, the Sun of Knowledg brake, 
And Europe from her Lethargy did wake:
Then, first our Monarchs were acknowledge here 
That they, their Churches Nursing-Fathers were.
When Lucifer no longer could advance
His works on the false ground of Ignorance,
New Arts he tries, and new designs he laies,
Then, his well-study'd Master-piece he plays;
Loyola. Luther. Calvin he inspires
And kindles, with infernal Flames, their fires,
Sends their fore-runner (conscious of th' event) 
Printing, his most pernicious Instrument:
Wild Controversie then, which long had slept,
Into the Press from ruin'd Clojesters leapt;
No longer by  Implicite faith we were,
Whilst every Man's his own Interpreter;...63

But the very freedom of thought which Denham thought so 
reprehensible, the Duke of Buckingham thought the Reforma
tion had betrayed:

But when the reformers had cast off the unsufferable 
bondage of Rome, and rescued the gospel from the im
positions and impostures of that church, one would 
have imagined they should have cast away that odious

63 Sir John Denham, "The Progress of Learning," The Poetical 
Works. o p . c i t .. p. 118.



maxim of confining, and imposing on the consciences 
of those they had set free; and never have dreamed 
of persecuting them for making use of that liberty 
they had pretended to establish, by requiring an 
implicit faith in them and their doctrines, when 
they would not allow it to those of the church they 
had forsaken for her errors and tyranny. For to me 
it is very unaccountable, that they should pretend 
to tell us, that we should now freely consult the 
word of God, and, at the same time, deny us to un
derstand it for ourselves; since that is but to fool 
us with the name of liberty, without letting us 
possess the thing, and we might as well continue 
under our old masters, as be slaves to new lords.
And this I believe has stopped the progress of the 
Reformation. For when the first heat once was over, 
and considering men began to reflect, that the re
formation offered nothing but words, that it gave 
no entire freedom on conscience and inquiries, they 
saw no satisfactory motive to the quitting their 
old MumsimuB for a new Sumsimus; and could find no 
real advantage in withdrawing from father Peter, to 
father Martin, and father John; since, though these 
disclaimed the infallibility the other usurped, yet 
they still, without that guard, demanded our belief 
of their doctrines, though no less absurd and ridi
culous . 64

Buckingham*s daring statement presages a more scientific 
attitude toward the Reformation than his contemporaries 
were capable of adopting, but it required more than a 
c e n t u ^  of scholarship before a saner attitude toward the 
Reformation could be taken by English protes-tant histori
ans, and even the nineteenth century historians could not 
free themselves of their bias in favor of the English Re
formation.

64 George Villiers, Duke of Buckingham, "Letter II. To 
Mr. Clifford, on his Human Reason," The Works, ed. T. 
Evans (London, 1775), II, 307-08.
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VI. The Triumph of Science

It must Toe admitted that it has been necessary to 
search over a wide area to discover the attitude of the 
men of the seventeenth century and first half of the 
eighteenth toward the revival of learning and of the fine 
arts, the Middle Ages, and the Reformation. But when we 
turn our attention to the relationship between the Ren
aissance and the rise of science, the problem becomes one 
of limiting materials. On all sides, in the work of men 
of differing points of view, the rise, progress, and tri
umph of science is sung. We have seen how the rise of 
science was one element out of many in the complex of the 
Renaissance idea-of the Renaissance. But after Bacon it 
becomes the central node into which and from which many 
of the most important ideas of the seventeenth century 
flow. It is hard to think of a field of activity which 
did not feel the touch of science or which was not in
volved in the ancient-modern controvers}?-. The triumph 
of science meant ultimately the victory of the moderns 
over the ancients and the final establishment of the mod
ern era as dating from the Renaissance as a distinct 
stage in human history. For this reason, it is impossible 
to neglect the seventeenth century discussion of science 
in tracing the idea of the Renaissance. The course of 
the idea of the Renaissance flows into the ancient-modern
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controversy which is grounded in the efforts of the English 
scientists to settle securely the methods and aims of sci
ence.

To set the backdrop against which the drama of the 
rise of science was played, it is necessary to determine 
the temper of those who held the leading roles. "I have 
been often heard," writes John Evelyn to Robert Boyle, "to 
exult in the felicity of this Conjuncture of ours, which 
(since those prodigies of Virtue, the illustrious Ticho, 
Bacon, Gilbert. Harvey. Digby, Galileo. Peiresky. De Cartes. 
Gasseni. Bernier...and...Jacomo Maria Favi & c .) has pro
duc’d us nothing, which will support the comparison with 

65you." And let us listen to Joseph Glanvill:
Me thinks this Age seems resolved to bequeath poster
ity somewhat to remember it: And the glorious Under
takers, wherewith Heaven hath blest our Days will 
leave the world better provided then they found it.
And whereas in former times such generous free- 
spirited Worthies were, as the Rare newly observed 
Stars. a single one the wonder of an Age: In ours 
they are like the lights of greater size that twinkle 
in the Starry Firmament: And this last century can 
glory in numerous constellations. Should those 
Heroes go on, as they have- HappTly begun; they'll 
fill the world with wonders. And I doubt not but 
posterity will find many things, that are now but 
Rumors. verified into practical Realities.66

How accurate Glanvill's predictions were may be tested by

65 John Evelyn, "To the Honourable,...Robert Boyle Esq.," 
Sculptura, ed. C. F. Bell (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1906), 
p. CSv.
66 Joseph Glanvill, The Vanity of Dogmatizing, ed. Moody 
E. Prior (Columbia University Press, 1931), pp. 1S1-S2.



the list of future inventions he gives: a voyage to the 
south pole, flying, increased longevity, scientific agri
culture, and the art of communication without wires-or 
radio to use our term. The sense of the superiority of 
the age was not confined to the sciences alone. Jonathan 
Richardson writes:

There is a Haughty Courage, an Elevation of Thought, 
a Greatness of Taste, a Love of Liberty, a Simpli
city, and Honesty amongst us, which we inherit from 
our Ancestors, and which belong to us as Englishmen: 
and ‘tie in These this Resemblance consists. I 
could exhibit a long Catalogue of Soldiers, States
men, Orators, Mathematicians, Philosophers, & c . and 
all living in, or near our own Times, which are 
proofs of what I advance, and consequently do Hon
our to Our Countrey, and to Humane Nature. But as 
I confine my self to Arts,...I will only instance 
Inigo Jones for Architecture, and Shakespear. and 
Milton, the one for Dramatick, the other for Epic 
Poetry, and leave them to seat themselves at the 
Table of Fame amongst the most Illustrious of the Ancients.67

Now, how did this state of mind come about? What factors 
produced it? To answer these questions, it is necessary 
first to discover what ideas the moderns felt constrained

ito single out for attack.
First of all, there were those who looked on the pro

ductions of the ancients as the acme of perfection, beyond 
which it was impossible to go and which it was foolish for 
the moderns even to strive to attain. Sir William Temple

67 Jonathan Richardson, An Essay on the Theory of Painting 
(London, 1715), pp. 209-11. Cf. Thomas Sprat Observations 
on Monsieur de Sorbier's Voyage into England (London, 1665), 
pp. 290-92.



asks: "May there not have been, in Greece or Italy of old, 
such prodigies of invention and learning in philosophy, 
mathematics, physic, oratory, poetry, that none has ever 
since approached them, as well as there were in painting, 
statuary, architecture?" and those who were of his persua
sion agreed that there were.68 "That the Musick of the 
Antients could command farther than the Modern, is past 
Dispute," stated Jeremy Collier with every assurance in 
the world, though of course he had never heard any, while 
Edward Manwaring is of the opinion that "The greatest Im
pediment, as I know of, to true Learning, is a vain Opin
ion, that we equal, or rather exceed, the Ancients, in 
all kinds of Knowledge and Learning," and he too instances 
ancient music as an example-of the superiority of the 
ancients,68

Another group of writers was either sceptical of or
altogether antagonistic to the moderns. Writing to his
daughter-in-law, Lord Conway says:

My paper would faile me as I beleave your patience 
doth you, if I should reckon up the several bookes 
and opinions which are now new and never grew old 
and those which have bin revived and live, as the

68 Sir William Temple, An Essay upon the Ancient and Modern 
Learning, o p . c it., Ill, 463.
69 Jeremy Collier, "Of Musick," Essays upon Several Moral 
Subjects (London, 1700), pp. 33-33; Edward Manwaring,
"Dedication to Dr. Pepusch," Of Harmony and Numbers, in
Latin and English and English Prose, and in English Poetry 
(London, 1744), pp. Alv-Aiv,
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notes In Musique, printing, Gunpowder, and divers 
things both in Physicke and Anatomy, but it is good 
to try all things and to hold that which is best, 
and untill experience have confirmed to suspend the assent.'O

It was against this scepticism of conservatism that men 
such as Power and Sprat poured their floods of enthusiasm 
for the new philosophy. The Duchess of Newcastle was more 
outspoken: referring to the modern writers on natural phil
osophy, she has this to say:

Nor do I think their weak works will be able to over
come the strong Wits of the Ancients; for, setting 
aside some few of our Moderns, all the rest are but 
like dead and withered, leaves, in comparison to love
ly and lively Plants; and as for Arts, I am confident, 
that where there is one good Art found in these lat
ter Ages, there are two better old Arts -lost, both 
of the Egiptans, Grecians. Romans. and many other 
Ancient Nations; . . .7 i

The most outstanding critic of the moderns is Sir William 
Temple who in his Essay upon the Ancient and Modern Learn
ing and in Some Thoughts upon Reviewing the Essay of Ancient 
and Modern Learning goes into great detail to disparage the 
modern accomplishments in philosophy, grammar, rhetoric, 
poetry, astronomy, medicine, anatomy, music, magic, archi
tecture, mathematics, painting, sculpture, science, philology,

70 "14. Lord Conway to his Daughter—in— law, n in Conway Let
ters the Correspondence of Anne. Viscountess Conway, Henry 
More and their Friends. 1643-1684. ed. Marjorie H. Nicol- 
son (Yale University Press'j 1930), p . 33.
71 Margaret Cavendish, Duchess of Newcastle, Observations 
upon Experimental Philosophy (London, 1668), pp. b3r-b3v. 
Tne Duchess is especially bitter against the microscope 
and telescope; she thinks they have contributed nothing, 
and cannot possibly contribute anything, to tne advance
ment of knowledge.



and divinity. He excepts navigation only and that because 
it was due to the merely fortuitous discovery of the com
pass. Temple goes so far as to assert unequivocally that 
the ancients produced better men and better institutions, 
both for use and pleasure. Typical of his disparaging at
titude, for Temple depends a good deal on the tone of his 
style to cast doubt on the moderns, is his criticism of 
the Renaissance:

It is very true and just, all that is said of the 
mighty progress that learning and knowledge have 
made in these western parts of Europe, within these 
hundred and fifty years; but that does not conclude, 
it must be at a greater height than it had been in 
other countries, where it was growing much longer 
periods of time; it argues more how low it was then 
amongst us, rather than how high it is now.?3
A third attack on the modern position was made direct

ly on science. Donne’s well-known lines beginning "And 
new Philosophy calls all in doubt" reflect the sentiments 
of a large number of seventeenth century writers. Lord 
Conway attacked science on the grounds that it is a prying 
into matters which should not be the concern of men for if 
god had wanted men to know the facts which science was now 
uncovering, He would have revealed them long before. The 
importance of this point of view is attested by the number 
of arguments against it. "Although the Astronomers teatch 
by demonstration," writes Lord Conway, "yet cannot I per-

?3 Sir William Temple, An Essay upon the Anqient_and Modern 
Learning. o p . cit., III, 465.
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swade my selfe to give assent to all that they say, and 
I am esteemd by any Astronomer very ignorant, but God 
sayth he made two great lights, and he made allso the 
Starres, now the Astronomers tell of very many starres, 
every one very mutch exceeding the Sunne in bignes."73 
Though this argument may sound merely obstinate to our 
ears, it was treated with great consideration by the sev
enteenth century scientists, and much of Boyle’s reputa
tion was owing to the skill with which he was able to 
show to the satisfaction of his contemporaries that sci
ence and religion were compatible and indeed necessary to 
each other. The sceptical approach to science was voiced 
by Bolingbroke who argued that ultimately the results ob
tained by science were uncertain since they were the prod-

74.ucts of human endeavor. Finally, the moderns were sub
jected to ridicule by their classicalljr trained opponents, 
typical of whom are William King, who satirized the mod
erns in Dialogue IX in his Dialogues of the Dead, and Tom 
Brown, who made sport of the ancient-modern controversy 
in "The Philosophical or Virtuosi Country"; Swift’s Battle 
of the Books is the high point of a line of belles—lettriatic

73 "15. Lord Conway to his Daughter-in-law," ojo. ci t », p. 33.
74 Henry St. John, Lord Bolingbroke, Letters or Essays, Ad
dressed to Mr. Pope. Essay I. Concerning: the Nature, Extent, 
and Reality of Human Knowledge in The Philosophical Works, 
edT David Mallet (London, 1754), I, 53-55.



criticisms of the moderns,75

75 William King, "IX. Modern Learning, " in Dialogues of 
the Dead in A Miscellany of the W i t s , ed. K. N. Colville 
(London, 1930), pp. 69-30; Tom Brown, "The Philosophical 
or Virtuosi Country," in Amusements Serious and Comical. 
Calculated for the Meridian of London, ed. Arthur L. Hay- 
ward (London, 1927), 77 • The impact of science on
belles lettres has been studied by Carson S. Duncan, The 
New Science and English Literature in the Classical Period. 
Menasha, 1913. The technique used by the satirists was 
clearly indicated b y  Sir William Temple in a passage mark
ed by more bitterness than is usual with him; it is found 
in Some Thoughts upon Reviewing the Essay of Ancient and 
Modern Learning, op. citTI IIl7 £16-17: "What has been 
produced for the use, benefit, or pleasure of mankind, by 
all the airy speculations of those who have passed for 
the great advancers of.knowledge and learning these last 
fifty year3 (which is the date of our modern pretenders),
I confess I am yet to seek, and should be very glad to 
find. I have indeed heard of wondrous pretensions and 
visions of men, possessed with notions of the strange 
advancement of learning and sciences on foot in this age, 
and the progress they are like to make in the next: as, 
the universal medicine, which will certainly cure all 
that have it; the philosopher’s stone, which will be 
found out by men that care not for riches; the transfu
sion of young blood into old m e n ’s veins, which will 
make them as gamesome as the lambs from which it is to 
be derived; an universal language, which may serve all 
men's turn, when they have forgot their own; the know
ledge of one another’s thoughts, without the grievous 
trouble of speaking; the art of flying till a man happens 
to fall down and break his neck; double-bottomed ships, 
whereof none can ever be cast away, besides the first 
that was made; the admirable virtues of that noble and 
necessary juice called spittle, which will come to be 
sold, and very cheap, in the apothecaries shops; discov
eries of new worlds in the planets, and voyages between 
this and that in the moon, to be made as frequently as 
between York and London; which such poor mortals as I am, 
think as wild as those of Ariosto, but without half so 
much wit, or so much instruction; for there these modern 
savages may know where they may hope in time to find 
their lost senses, preserved in phials, with those of 
Orlando."
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The oiroular theory of history constituted another 
obstacle which the moderns had to surmount. Though the 
circular theory had in it elements which might make for 
the idea of progress, its effect was one of quiet pessi
mism; what is here now will pass away, to return elsewhere, 
and again to fade. To the proponents of the idea of pro
gress, such a cosmic nostalgia seemed debilitating for it 
offered an excuse to do nothing here and now. In A Cypresse 
Grove. Drummond sets the prevailing tone of the circular 
theory:

Empires, States, Kingdomes, haue by the Doome of the 
Supreame providence their fatall Periods, great Cit
ies lye sadlie buried in their dust, Artes and Sci
ences haue not one lie their Ecclipses, but their 
waining, & deathes; the gastlie Wonders of the World, 
raised by the ambition of Ages, are ouerthrowne and 
trampled; some Lights aboue (deseruing to bee in
titled Starres) are loosed and neuer more seene of 
vs; the excellent fabricke of this Vniuerse it selfe 
shall one day suffer ruine, or a change like a ruing, 
and poore Earthlings thus to be handled complaineI?6

Drummond^ is an extreme statement of the circular position
and shows how easily it merges into the idea of decay. A
more moderate statement is that b 3̂ Sir Thomas Pope Blount,
that mirror of seventeenth century ideas:

All things here below run in a kind of Circle; And 
as in Arts and Sciences, so likewise in the Manners 
of Men there is a Vicissitude and Revolution. Vir
tue and Vice have no setled Hesitation; every Climate 
hath had its turn: Sometimes one Countrey carries it

?6 William Drummond, A Cypresse Grove, in The Poetica 1 ffio r a._b , 
Qd. L. E. Kastner (Manchester University Press, 1913), II,



for Vertue and Learning, and sometimes another.... 
Every Nation hath its Achme, or highest pitch of 
Elevation; And when once the spoke of the Wheel is 
uppermost, it soon whurries to the bottom. As a 
Kingdom rises in Empire, so it enlarges both in 
Vertue and Vice; and when it declines, so the De
clension of these is proportionable. And though 
as to particular Kingdoms, one time may be either 
better or worse than another, we shall find that 
Humane Nature is much at the same Standard, as it 
was formerly; And as we commonly observe of the 
Sea, That as it gets in one place, it loses in an
other; so every Age may make the same Observation 
of the Vertues and Vices of Mankind.77

Blount concludes with an idea which cuts both ways in the 
ancient-modern controversy. By the ancients, the idea of 
uniformitarianism was used to argue that since human na
ture has at all times in all places been the same, it is 
no use to expect anything new or different from the pres
ent; the moderns turned the argument around to assert 
that since human nature is the same now as it always has 
been, there is no cause for alarm that human powers are 
declining and that what the ancients could do, the moderns 
could at least equal, and once having made that argument, 
the moderns then went on to declare the idea of progress.

But the most pervasive and important idea the moderns 
had to combat was the idea of decay. In a contribution 
to The Microcosm, John Hookham Frere noted that "...the 
idea of gradual and progressive degeneracy obtained very

77 Sir Thomas Pope Blount, "Essay V. Whether the Men of 
the Present Age Are any Way Inferiour to Those of Former 
Ages; either in respect of Virtue, Learning, or Long Life," 
Essays on Several Subjects (London, 1693), pp. 102-03.
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strongly;...its prevalence was unlimited, and its authority
78unquestioned." ° Power singled out the idea of decay for 

special attention:
...there is one more general Impediment, which is an 
Authentick discouragement to the promotion of the 
Arts and Sciences, and that is, The Universal Excla
mation of the World's decay and approximation to its 
period; That both the great and little World have 
long since pass'd the Meridian, and, That the Facul
ties of the one doe fade and decay, as well as the 
Fabricke and Materials of the other; which though it 
be a Conceit that hath posses'd all ages past, as 
nearly as ours, yet the Clamour was never so high 
as it is now: Something, therefore, I shall here of
fer, that will abate and qualifie the rigour of thisConception.79

while the most important book in the ancient-modern con
troversy, Hakewill's Apologie. was written with the spe
cific purpose of breaking down the idea of decay. W.
Parkes dedicates his Curtaine-Drawer of the World "To 
this waxing waning World" and Robert Ward thinks it neces
sary to begin his treatise Animadversions of Warre with 
a chapter on "The Mvtability of Flovrishing Kingdomes" 
in which he points out that war and subsequent decay are 
inseparable from human institutions. In his Mythomystes,

78 John Hookham Frere, "Contributions to The Microcosm, 
Monday, May 7, 1787," The Works, ed. W. E. Frere (London, 
1874), XI, 23. Frere seems to have been the first student 
of the Renaissance and the seventeenth century to be aware 
of the significance of the idea of decay, Samuel Johnson 
excepted, but interest in the subject lapsed until_ m o d e m  
scholarship investigated it. Probably the prevailing 
notion of the Renaissance as an optimistic age blinded 
scholars to an idea which contradicted that notion.
79 Henry Power, o j d . c  it. j p. 188.



Henry Reynolds writes:
I haue thought vpon the times wee H u e  in, and. am 
forced to affirme the world is decrepit, and, out 
of its age & doating estate, subiect to all the im
perfections that are inseparable from that wracke 
and mairne of Nature, that the young behold with 
horror, and the sufferers thereof lye vnder with 
murmur and langui3hment. Euen the generall Soule 
of this great Creature, whereof euery one of ours 
is a seuerall peece, seemes bedrid, as vpon her 
deathbed and neere the time of her dissolution to 
a second better estate and being; the yeares of her 
strength are past, and she is now nothing but dis
ease, for the Soules health is no other than meerely 
the knowledge of the Truth of things: Which health 
the worlds youth inioyed, and hath now exchanged 
for it all the diseases of all errors, heresies, 
and different sects and schismes of opinions and. 
vnderstandings, in all matter of Arts, Sciences, 
and Learnings whatsoeuer.80

And in his "Verses, on the Prospect of Planting Arts and
Learning in America," Berkeley laments Europe's decay but
hopes for "Time's noblest offspring," America, to grow
great and strong, nor, b y  the way, was Berkeley alone in
this opinion.

The first idea, therefore, which the moderns had to
refute in order to establish their position was the idea
of decay. The lead was taken by Bacon:

But by far the greatest obstacle to the progress of 
science and to the undertaking of new tasks and^prov
inces therein, is found in this— that men despair 
and think things impossible. For wise and serious 
men are wont in these matters to be altogether dis
trustful; considering with themselves the obscurity 
of nature, the shortness of life, the deceitfulness 
of the senses, the weakness of the judgment, the

80 Henry Reynolds, Mythomystea, in Joel E. Spingarn, ojd 
ci£., I, 144.
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difficulty of experiment and the like; and so sup
posing that in the revolution of time and of the 
ages of the world the sciences have their ebbs and 
flows; that at one season they grow and flourish 
at another wither and decay, yet in such sort that 
when they have reached a certain point and condition 
they can advance no further. If therefore any one 
believes or promises more, they think this comes of 
an ungoverned and unripened mind, and that such at
tempts have prosperous beginnings, become difficult 
as they go on, and end in confusion. Now since 
these are the thoughts which naturally present them
selves to grave men and of great judgment, we must 
take good heed that we be not led away by our love 
for a most fair and excellent object to relax or 
deminish the severity of our judgment; we must ob
serve diligently what encouragement dawns upon us 
and from what quarter; and, putting aside the light
er breezes of hope, we must thoroughly sift and ex
amine those which promise greater steadiness and 
constancy. Nay, and we must take s tat e-prudence 
too into our counsels, whose rule is to distrust, 
and to take the less favourable view of human af
fairs. I am now therefore to speak touching Hope; 
especially as I am not a dealer in promises, and 
wish neither to force nor to ensnare men’s judg
ments, but to lead- them by the hand with their good 
will. And though the strongest means of inspiring 
hope will bring men to particulars; especially to 
particulars digested in my  Tables of Discovery (the 
subject partly of the second, but much more of the 
fourth part of my Instauration), since this is not 
merely the promise of the thing but the thing it
self; nevertheless that everything may be done with 
gentleness, I will proceed with my plan of preparing 
men's minds; of which preparation to give hope is 
no unimportant part. For without it the rest tends 
rather to make men sad (by giving them a worse and 
meaner opinion of things as they are than they now 
have, and making them more fully to feel and know 
the unhappiness of their own condition) than to in
duce an alacrity or to whet their industry in making 
trial. And therefore it is fit that I publish and 
set forth those conjectures of mine which make 
hope in this matter reasonable; just as Columbus 
did, before that wonderful voyage of his across the 
Atlantic, when he gave the reasons for his convic
tion that new lands and continents might be discov
ered besides those which were known before; which 
reasons, though rejected at first, were afterwards



made good by experience, and were the causes and beginnings of great event.81
Not only did Bacon determine the nature of the problem and 

i the direction of the solutions to it, but he also set the 
tone of discussion: reason, moderation, facts.

The title of Hakewill* s book tells the whole story of 
its contents: An Apologie or Declaration of the Power and 
Providence of God in the Government of the World. Consisting: 
in an Examination and Oensvre of the Common Errovrs Tovching 
Natvres Perpetuall and Universall Deoay. A brief summary
of the book will give an accurate account of the arguments
advanced by the moderns. In his dedication to the Univer
sity of Oxford, Hakewill sets the problem by attacking the
idea of the decay of the present. The men of the present,
he says, are as capable of thinking and producing as the 
ancients; what is needed is courage and a sense of power, 
for if we do not accomplish anything, it will not be the 
fault of nature but our own. Book I treats of decay in 
general and gives an account of the arguments advanced by 
the proponents of decay. Book II deals with the decay in 
the heavens, elements, and elementary bodies and shows

81 Francis Bacon, The New Organon, in Spedding, Ellis, and 
Heath, op. c i t . VIII, 138-39. Bacon's statement confirms 
Professor Lovejoy's view that it was the Middle Ages which 
placed man in the center of the universe and snugly built 
it around him. Bacon did not see fit to use the argument 
that the results of science demonstrated the wisdom of goo. 
in his creation; this was first used by Hakewill and then 
taken up by the Restoration scientists and divines.
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that the decay of the substance, motion, light, warmth, 
and influences of the heavenly bodies, and the decay of 
the elements, temper of the air, waters and fish, and 
earth, plants, beasts, and minerals, as argued by the 
opponents of the moderns, are false. The subject of Book 
III is the decay of mankind in regard to age, duration, 
strength, stature, arts, and wits. Hakewill devotes as 
much attention to the first four arguments as to the lat
ter two. Twelve sections are devoted to proving that the 
moderns live as long as the ancients and seventeen sections 
to showing that they are as tall as the ancients. Turning 
to arts and sciences, Hakewill argues that the ancients 
were ignorant of divinity, the Middle Ages did not have 
any learning at all, while modern law and medicine are 
superior to the ancient. And in regard to chronology, 
cosmography, civil and ecclesiastical historjr, poetry, 
military tactics, grammar, rhetoric, logic, astronomy, 
geometry, metaphysics, painting, architecture, navigation, 
inventions, printing, gunpowder, and compass, the moderns 
are superior to the ancients. Space does not permit any 
detail in reproducing Hakewill's arguments but they are 
extremely comprehensive and detailed. The last book treats 
of the decay of manners and Hakewill devotes eleven chap
ters to show the paganism, bad laws, inability of the 
ancient moralists to do good, cruelties, covetousness, 
incontinence, gluttony, luxury in building and dress, and



arroganoe of the ancients, especially the Romans, These, 
then, are the arguments which Hakewill used to achieve his 
purposes which are, one, to redeem captivated truth, two, 
to vindicate the creator’s honor and power, three, to spur 
on progress and learning, four, to make men careful of their 
future, and five, to show how weak the argument of decay is, 
being based on the fictions of the poets, the morosity of ' 
old men, the overvaluing of antiquity, and the underestima
tion of the present. Hakewill1s importance in the ancient- 
modern controversy cannot be overestimated. The ideas the 
advocates of the ancients advanced were those Hakewill had 
seen fit to take up and attack; the arguments used by the 
moderns were in large part derived from him.

The attack on the idea of decay continued with unabated 
vigor during the seventeenth century. Milton wrote a Latin 
poem "Naturam non pati senium" which as the title indicates 
criticized the notion of decay. According to Glanvill, 
"...the sole Instances of those illustrious Heroes, Cartes, 
Gassendus. Galiloeo, Tycho, Harvey, More, Digby; will 
strike dead the opinion of the worlds decay, and conclude 
it, in its Prime."82 Cowley's preface to his Proposition 
for the Advancement of Learning denies that the world is 
exhausted and argues that there is yet a "Terra Incognita"

83 Joseph Glanvill, ojo. cit., p. 240.



left for men to work on. The extent of the controversy 
may he seen from the fact that Sir Thomas Pope Blount 
wrote an essay on the subject, "Of the Ancients: and. the 
respect that is due unto them; that we should not too much 
enslave our selves to their opinions" in which he argues 
against decay, his essay being as usual a tissue of un
acknowledged quotations from his contemporaries. Both 
Gildon and Farquhar vindicate literature from the charge 
that it has decayed in quality from the ancients; Farquhar 
writes:

But in the first Place, I must beg you, Sir, to lay 
aside your Superstitious Veneration for Antiquity, 
and the usual Expressions on that Score; that the 
present Age is illiterate, or their taste is vitia
ted; that we live in the Decay of Time, and the
Dotage of the World is fall'n to our share *Tis
a mistake, Sir, the World was never more active or 
youthful, and true downright Sense was never more 
Universal than at this very Day; *tis neither con
fin'd to one Nation in the World, nor to one part 
of a City, 'tie remarkable in England as well as 
France; and good genuine Reason is nourish'd by the 
Cold of Swedeland as by the warmth of Italy. ... then 
why shou'd we be hamper'd so in our Opinions, as if 
all the Ruins of Antiquity lay so heavily on the 
Bones of us, that we coul'd not stir Hand nor Foot:
No, no, Sir, ipse dixit is remov'd long ago, and 
all the Rubbish of old Philosophy, that in a manner 
bury'd the Judgment of Mankind for many centuries, 
is now Carry'd off; the vast Tomes of Aristotle and 
his Commentators are all taken to pieces, and their 
Infallibility is lost with all Persons of a free 
and unprejudic'd Reason.

Then above all Men living, why shou'd the Poets 
be hoodwink'd at this rate; and by what Authority 
shou'd Aristotle *s Rules of Poetry stand so fixt and 
immutable. Why, b y  the Authority of two thousand 
Years standing, because thro' this long Revolution
of time the World has still continu'd the same----
By the Authority of their being receiv'd at Athens, 
a City, the very same with London, in every particu
lar; their Habits the same, their Humours alike,



their publick Transactions and private Societies 
Alamode France; in short, so very much the same in 
every Circumstance, that Aristotle’s Criticisms may 
give rules to Drury Lane: the Areopagus give Judg
ment upon a Case in the Kings Bench, and old Solon 
shall give Laws to the House of Commons.83

Farquhar's sarcasm affords a measure of the change in atti
tude toward the ancients from the humanists in the Renais
sance to the moderns of the seventeenth and eighteenth cen
turies. This is not taken to mean, however, that there was 
no longer any respect for the ancients or that they did not 
have their ardent followers. What has happened is that 
while the virtues of the ancients are recognized, their de
fects are now not slighted.

The moderns had also to conduct a campaign against the 
weight of authority as such. It was felt that the practice 
of the learned to cite authorities, and especially ancient 
authorities, without end, could not lead to any progress in 
learning, since if there were no authority who could be 
quoted to support a point it would not be accepted, and 
since so much of what the moderns were doing had no prece
dent in the writings of the ancients, it would fail of ac
ceptance for reasons not connected with its validity. In 
"The Plan of the Work" to The Great Instauration, Bacon 
pointed the way to a new method of procedure, one based on

83 George Farquhar, A Discourse upon Comedy, in Reference 
to the English Stage in Willard H. Durham, op,, oit., pp. 
363-64. Cf. Charles Gildon, An Essay at a VindloatlojL_of 
the Love-Verses of Cowley and Waller, &o . , ibid., p . 4.



hesitating acceptance, suspended Judgment, and the desire
not to dispute with words but to convince by fact. "Nor
need any one be alarmed at such suspension of Judgment, "
he writes, "in one who maintains not simply that nothing
can be known, but only that nothing can be known except in
a certain course and way; and yet establishes provisionally
certain degrees of assurance, for use and relief until the
mind shall arrive at a knowledge of causes in which it can
rest."84 Taking this point of view as their standard, the
moderns declared that authority not based on experimental
verification had no weight in establishing truth. This is
the position taken by Sir Thomas Browne:

But the mortallest enemy unto Knowledge, and that which 
hath done the greatest execution upon truth, hath been 
a peremptory adhesion unto Antiquity, and more especi
ally, the establishing of our belief upon the dictates 
of Antiquity. For (as every capacity may observe) 
most men of Ages present, so superstitiously do look 
on Ages past, that the Authorities of the one exceed 
the reasons of the other: Whose persons indeed being 
far removed from our times, their works, which seldom 
with us pass uncontrouled, either by contemporaries, 
or immediate successors, are now become out of the 
distance of Envies: and the farther removed from pres
ent times, are conceived to approach the nearer unto 
truth it self. Now hereby methinks we manifestly 
delude our selves, and widely walk out of the track 
of Truth.

For first, Men hereby impose a Thraldom on their 
Times, which the ingenuity of no Age should endure, 
or indeed, the presumption of any age did ever yet 
enjoyn....Secondly, Men that adore times past, consider not 
that those times were once present; that is, as our

84 Francis Bacon, "The Plan of the Work" to The Great Ip_ 
stauration in Spedding, Ellis, and Heath, op., .git.* > vlll,



own are at this instant, and. we our selves unto those 
to come, as they unto us at present; as we relye on 
them, even so will those on us, and magnifie us here
after, who at present condemn our selves....

Thirdly, The Testimonies of Antiquity and such as 
pass oraculously amongst us, were not, if we consider 
them, always so exact, as to examine the doctrine they delivered....

Fourthly, While we so eagerly adhere -unto Antiquity, 
and the accounts of elder times, we are to consider 
the fabulous condition thereof....

Fifthly, We applaud many things delivered by the An
cients, which are in themselves but ordinary, and come 
short of our own conceptions....

Sixthly, We urge Authorities in points that need not, 
and introduce the testimony of ancient Writers, to con
firm things evidently believed, and whereto no reason
able hearer but would assent without them;....

Lastly, While we so devoutly adhere unto Antiquity 
in some things, we do not consider we have deserted 
them in several others. For they indeed have not onely 
been imperfect, in the conceit of some things, but 
either ignorant or erroneous in many more. They under
stood not the motion of the eighth sphear from West to 
East, and so conceived the longitude of the Stars in
variable. They conceived the torrid Zone unhabitable, 
and so made frustrate the goodliest part of the Earth. 
But we now know 1 tis very well empeopled, and the hab
itation thereof esteemed so happy, that some have made 
it the proper seat of Paradise; and been so far from 
judging it unhabitable, that they have made it the 
first habitation of all. Many of the Ancients denied 
the Antipodes, and some unto the penalty of contrary 
affirmations; but the experience of our enlarged nav
igations, can now assert them beyond all dubitation. 
Having thus totally relinquisht them in some things, 
it may not be presumptuous, to examine them in others; 
but surely most unreasonable to adhere to them in all, 
as though they were infallible, or could not err in 
any.85

Sir Thomas continues his attack in the next chapter with a 
refutation of the use of authority in science. And Francis 
Osborne asserts in reference to the use of authorities that

85 Sir Thomas Browne, Pseudo do xi a Epidemics, in The, Works, 
ed. Geoffrey Keynes (London, 1938 ) , II>43-50.



«#.,Nor is there hope of any further or more happy Progress 
till these rotten Carcasses be removed out of the way.1,86 
Finally, the use of scientific scepticism in the determina
tion of truth did much to undermine the prestige of author
ity. Glanvill points out that our best natural knowledge 
is imperfect and that when we conclude a thing is impossible 
we do so on the basis of our narrow principles and little 
schemes of o p i n i o n . ^

From attacking the idea of authorit}*-, it is but a nat
ural and easy step to attack the ancients themselves, and 
this the writers on the side of the moderns did unceasingly 
throughout the seventeenth century. Even Ben Joneon urged 
moderation in accepting the authority of the ancients.
"For to all the observations of the Ancients, n he wrote 
in Timber, "we have our owne experience: which, if we will 
use and apply, we will have better meanes to pronounce.
It is true they open'd the gates, and made the way that 
went before us; but as Guides, not Commanders: Non Domini 
nostri. sed Duces fuere. Truth lyes open to all; it is

86 Francis Osborne, "Conjectural Queries, or, Problematical 
Paradoxes concerning Reason, Speech, Learning, Experiments, 
and Other Philosophical Matters," The Works {London, 1673), 
pp. 583-6 3.
87 Joseph Glanvill, "Essay I. Against Confidence _in Philo
sophy, and Matters of Speculation," Essays on_S_eyeral_.J_̂ — 
portant Subjects in Philosophy and Religion (London, 1676),
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no mane several1 .w88 As might be expected, Bacon set the 
pace for the attack on the ancients. In The New Organon, 
he points out that even in those ages when the ancients 
flourished most in learning, little attention was paid to 
science, and therefore, to useful learning^ moreover,
"...men have been kept back as by a kind of enchantment
from progress in the sciences by reverence for antiquity."89 
He then goes on to say that properly the present age of
the world is the truly antique age since it is the oldest
and therefore more stocked with experiments and observa
tions, a paradox repeated faithfully by  his followers.
In the introduction to his Anatomical Exercises on the 
Generation of Animals. Harvey took occasion to criticize 
subservience to the ancients:

But when we acquiesce in the discoveries of the an
cients, and believe (which we are apt to do through 
indolence) that nothing farther remains to be known, 
we suffer the edge of our ingenuity to be taken off, 
and the lamp which they delivered to us to be ex
tinguished. No one of a surety will allow that all 
truth was engrossed by the ancients, unless he be 
utterly ignorant (to pass by other arts for the pres
ent) of the many remarkable discoveries that have 
been lately made in anatomy...-0

88 Ben Jonson, Discoveries 1641 Conversations with William 
Drummond of Hawthornden, ed”. gH  El”! Harrison (London, 1923), 
pp. 9-10.
89 Francis Bacon, The New Organon, in Spedding, Ellis, and 
Heath, op. o i t .. VIII, 116.
90 William Harvey, Anatomical Exercises on the Generjs._tj.on 
of Animals in The Works, ed. Robert Willis (London, 1847),
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Probably the most vigorous onslaught on the ancients
was made by Glanvill^ who never allowed an opportunity to
pass without demonstrating the ill results of reliance on
antiqu i t y .  In The Vanity of Dogmatizing, he writes:

Another thing, that engageth our affections to unwar
rantable conclusions, and is therefore fatal to Science; is our doting on Antiquity, and the opinionsT of ours of Fathers. We look with a superstitious 
reverence upon the accounts of praeter lapsed ages: 
and with a supercilious severity, on the more deserv
ing products of our own....the most slight and chaffy 
opinion, if at a great remove from the present age, 
contracts such an esteem and veneration, that it outweighs what is infinitely more ponderous and rational, 
of a modern date.... And thus, while every age is but 
another shew of the former; ' tis no wonder, that Sci
ence hath not out-grown the dwarfishness of its 
pristine stature, and that the Intellectual world is such a Microcosm....

Now if we enquire the reason, why the Mathematioks. 
and Meohanick Arts, have so much got the start in 
growth of other Sciences: We shall find it probably 
resolvTd into this, as one considerable cause: that 
their progress hath not been retarded by that rever
ential aw of former discoveries, which hath been so great an hinderance to Theorical improvements..,.
Upon a true account, the present age is the Worlds 

Grandaevity: and if we must to Antiquity, let multi- 
tude of days speak. Now for us to supersede further 
disquisition, upon the infant acquirements of those Juvenile endeavours, is foolishly to neglect the 
nobler advantages we are owners of, and in a sense 
to disappoint the expectations of him that gave them.''

Another powerful attack on the authority of the ancients 
was made by the Earl of Clarendon in the essay "Of the Rev
erence due to Antiquity." He makes a particular point of

pp. 153-53. Cf. Henr3’’ Vaughan, Hermetical Physick in The Works. ed. Leonard C. Martin (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1914), 
II, 548.
91 Joseph Glanvill. The Vanity of Dogmatizing, 0£. cit.,PP. 1 3 6 - 4 1 .  Cf. Scepsls~Soientifica, ed. John Owen (Lonaon, 
1885), p p .  1 6 3 - 6 4 ,  and "Essay I. Against Confidence in Philo
sophy, and Matters of Speculation," ojo. cijfc., PP* 25-26.



the allegation that the moderns are superior to the anoients 
in matters of religion and argues that the moderns owe it to 
god to surpass the ancients since he has allowed their dis
coveries to become known to the moderns and therefore expects 
them to go beyond. In the "Defence of the Epilogue; or, an 
Essay on the Dramatic Poetry of the Last Age," Dryden boldly 
states that "...we live in an age so sceptical, that as it 
determines little, so it takes nothing from antiquity on 
trust, " and in An Essay of Dramatic Poesy he goes on to say 
that so far as the ancients are concerned:

We own all the helps we have from them, and want neither 
veneration nor gratitude, while we acknowledge, that to 
overcome them we must make use of the advantages we have 
received of them: but to these assistances we have join
ed our own industry; for, had we sat down with a dull 
imitation of them, we might then have lost somewhat of 
the old perfection; but never acquired any that was new. 
We draw not therefore after their lives, but those of 
nature; and having the life before us, besides the ex
perience of all they knew, it is no wonder if we hit 
some airs and features which they have missed.

With this proud declaration the superiority of the moderns
over the ancients seemed assured.

As part of the attack on the ancients was the criticism
made of the authority of Aristotle. "Whatever the schoolmen
may talk," writes John Wilkins, "yet Aristotle’s works are

93 John Dryden, "Defence of the Epilogue; or, an Essay on 
the Dramatic Poetry of the Last Age," in Scott and Saints- 
bury, ojo. cit., IV, 326; An Essay of Dramatic Poe ay, ibid., 
XV, 303. Cf. Robert Hooke, A General Scheme,—  or— Idea oi 
the Present State of Natural Philosophy, and How Its De- 
feets May be Remedied in The Posthumous Works, ed. Ricnard 
Waller ^London, 1705), p. 4.
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not necessarily true, and he himself hath by sufficient 
arguments proved himself to be liable unto error," and his 
opinion was seconded by many of his contemporaries.^^ Har
vey insists that Aristotle did not say the last word on 
all subjects while Glanvill states absolutely that the Aris 
totelian philosophy is inept for new discoveries and conse
quently of no use; he offers six reasons why he believes 
this: "(1.) That 'tis meerly Verbal, and (2.) Litigious.
That (3.) It gives no account of the Phaenomena. Nor (4.) 
dothe it make any discoveries for the use of common Life. 
That (5.) * tis inconsistent with Divinity, and (6.) with 
it self. Note that by this time the Aristotelian philo
sophy had become inconsistent with Christian religion; cer
tainly this is a measure of a shift in attitude from the 
Middle Ages.

The r&le played by the inventions and discoveries of 
the moderns is of considerable significance in the ancient- 
modern controversy for the inventions served aa concrete 
evidence of the superiority of the moderns. Bacon singled 
out for special praise printing, gunpowder, and the compass:

Again, it is well to observe the force and virtue

93 John Wilkins, A Discourse concerning a New Planet in 
The Mathemati nal and Philosophical Works (London, 1S03),T T T afcr:- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
94 Joseph Glanvill, Scepsis Scientifioa, o p « 2.iUi* > P* 1^7. 
Cf. Samuel Parker, A Free and Impartial Oensvre_._of— t~s 
Platoniok PhilosophTi (Oxford" 1666), pp. 45-46.



and consequences of discoveries; and these are to be 
seen nowhere more conspicuously than in those three 
which were unknown to the ancients, and of which the 
origin, though recent, is obscure and inglorious; 
namely, printing, gunpowder, and the magnet. For 
these three have changed the whole face and state of 
things throughout the world; the first in literature, 
the second in warfare, the third in navigation; whence 
have followed innumerable changes; insomuch that no 
empire, no sect, no star seems to have exerted greater 
power and influence in human affairs than these mechanical discoveries.95

Sir Thomas Browne echoes Bacon*s sentiments in his Religio 
Medici. But these inventions had already been noticed in 
the Renaissance; the seventeenth century was able to en
large the list very considerably. Samuel Parker mentions 
telescopes, the discoveries of new stars, planets, and 
comets, the work of Galileo and Tycho, the magnetical ob
servations of Gilbert, optical discoveries, the microscope, 
the air pump, new discoveries in geography, and the anatom
ical experiments of Harvey. Glanvill*s "Essay III. Modern 
Improvements of Useful Knowledge" is designed to show 
"...the Incouragements we have to proceed, from the Helps 
and Advantages we enjoy, beyond those of remote Antiquity" 
and this he does by citing the accomplishments of the mod
erns in all the fields of natural science; in conclusion, 
he states that the moderns have a larger world than Aris
totle possessed for they have new lands, new discoveries, 
new heavens, new commerce, and new instruments. Sir Matthew

95 Francis Bacon, The New Organon, in Spedding, Ellis, and 
Heath, o£. eft., VIII, 163.
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Hale makes a similar list in his Primitive Origination of 
Mankind to show that there has been a gradual progress 
since the creation of man, as do Edwards and Derham for
the same reason. William Wotton’s Reflections upon Ancient

c-and Modern Learning is intended as a refutation of Temple's
Essay and this is how he states his aim and method:

It will however be some Satisfaction to those who are 
concerned for the Glory of the Age in which they live, 
if, in the first place, it can be proved, That as there 
are some parts of real useful Knowledge, wherein not 
only great Strictness of Reasoning, but Force and Ex
tent of Thought is required thoroughly t o .comprehend 
what is already invented, much more to make any con
siderable Improvements, so that there can be no Dispute 
of the Strength of such Men's Understandings, who are 
able to make such Improvements; so in those very Things, 
such, and so great Discoveries have been made, as will 
oblige impartial Judges to acknowledge, that there is 
no probability that the World decays in Vigour and 
Strength, if (according to Sir William Temple* s Hypo
thesis) we take our Estimate from the Measure of those 
Men's Parts, who have made these Advancements in these 

• later Years; especially, if it should be found that 
the Ancients took a great deal of pains upon these 
very Subjects, and had able Masters to instruct them 
at their first setting out: And Secondly, if it should 
be proved, that there are other curious and useful 
Parts of Knowledge, wherein the Ancients had equal 
Opportunities of advancing and pursuing their Enquir
ies, with as much Facility as the Moderns, which were 
either slightly passed over, or wholly neglected, if 
we set the Labours of some few Men aside: And Lastly, 
if it should be proved, that by some great and happy 
Inventions, wholly unknown to former Ages, new and 
spacious Fields of Knowledge have been discovered, 
and, pursuant to those Discoveries, have been viewed, 
and searched into, with all the Care and Exactness 
which such noble Theories r e quired.96

96 William Wotton, Reflections upon Ancient and Modern 
Learning (London, 1694), pp. 9-IcH Cf. Sir Thomas Browne, 
Religio Medici in The Works, o p » o i t ., I, 33;_Samuel Parser, 
op. oit. , II, 513; Joseph Glanvill, "Essay III. Modern Im-



Wotton proceeds "bo divide the arts and sciences into three 
categories: in those things in which the ancients are sup
posed to have excelled, for example, moral and political 
knowledge, the moderns are equally as proficient as the 
ancients; in the second are the arts of eloquence, poetry, 
grammar, architecture, sculpture, and painting in which the 
moderns are on an equal footing with the ancients; and in 
the last, the moderns have an unquestioned superiority over 
the ancients in learning, mathematics, logic, metaphysics, 
instruments, anatomy, chemistry, natural history, astron
omy, optic8, music, medicine, natural philosophy, philo- 
sophy, and theology. What Wotton has done of course is 
to take Temple's list of modern deficiencies and by  ex
amples turn the tables on his opponent. * The translator 
of Pancirollus makes a list of twenty-seven modern inven
tions which incontrovertibly demonstrate the superiority 
of the moderns and concludes his observations with a state
ment of the significance of the modern inventions which 
neatly sums up the attitude of his contemporaries towards 
them:

Handicraft Employments, notwithstanding they have
been most of them used many Ages, yet have received

provements of Useful Knowledge," Essays on Several Import
ant Subjects in Philosophy and Religion, op.. c_i_t., pp. 1- 
56; Sir Matthew Hale, The Primitive Origination of Mankind, 
Considered and Examined according to the Light of Nature 
(London, 1677), p. 153; John Edwards, ojo. o it., II, 6<J1- 
34; William Derham, ojo. o i t ., I, 388-93.
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most of them many Improvements from the Experiments 
of these learned Inquiries. It was the Fault of the 
Ancients, that they made all their Natural Philosophy 
utterly useless in respect of the good of Mankind, 
reserving it for the Retirements of their wise Men, 
without any Help or Benefit designed for the Vulgar, 
either in City or Country. But our Modern experi
mental Philosophers are now resolved to bring Learn
ing down again into Mens sight and Practise, and put 
it into a condition of standing out against the In
vasions of Time and Barbarism, by establishing it 
upon such a Foundation, as that Men must lose their 
Lives and Hands, before they can be made to forget, 
or willing to part with such Pleasures and Conven
iences of Life.9?

Thus, the ultimate justification of science is its essen
tial democracy, its use in providing the basis for a fuller 
life for all men.®®

97 "An Appendix of Things Newly Found Out,” op. cit., II, 
439.
98 This last statement is a very condensed reswad' of an 
extremely oomplex seventeenth century sociological phe
nomenon which has its nub in the relationship between 
protestantism, capitalism, and science. The bibliography 
is extensive; some of the most stimulating accounts are:
G.N. Clark, Science and Social Welfare in the Age of New
ton. Oxford, 1937, well reviewed by Joseph Needham, Eco. 
Hist. R e v .. VIII (1937-38), 198-99; Kemper Fullerton, 
"Calvinism and Capitalism," Harvard Theological Review,
XXI (1938), 163-95; B. Hessen, "The Social and Economic 
Roots of Newton* s Principia," Science at the Crossroads 
(London, 1931), pp. 147-313; Christopher Hill, "Soviet In
terpretations of the English Interregnum," Eco. Hist. Rev-, 
VIII (1938), 159-67; Margaret James, Social Problems and 
Social Policy during the Puritan Revolution, London, 1930; 
Richard F. Jones, Ancients and Moderns a Study of the Back
ground of the "Battle of the Books." Washington University 
Studies in Language and Literature, n.s., #8, 1936; Harold 
Laski, The Rise of European Liberalism, London, 1936; Rob
ert K. Merton, "Science, Technology and Society in Seven
teenth Century England," Osiris, IV (1938), 360—633; Hector 
M. Robertson, Aspects of the Rise of Economic individualism, 
Cambridge, 1933; Dorothy Stimson, "Puritanism and the New 
Philosophy in Seventeenth Century England, " Bull. Ifl-B.h •



Bacon* s reputation as an innovator began immediately 
after his death and gradually there was built around him 
the idea that it was he who was most responsible for the 
rise of modern science. Writing M0n the Death of the Most 
Honoured Gentleman, Sir Francis, Visoount St. Albans, Baron 
Verulam, Incomparable Man," H. T., a fellow of Trinity Col
lege, says that "...Verulam restores our old arts, and him
self founds new."®® Gilbert Wats considers Bacon to have 
been the most learned man since the decay of the Greek and 
Roman empires and the first to join ".. .Rationall & Exper
imental Philosophy in a regular correspondence; which be
fore was either a subtlety of words, or a confusion of mat
ter. Probably the high point in seventeenth century

Hist. M e d .. Ill (1935), 331-34; R. H. Tawney, Religion and 
xhe Rise of Capitalism. New York, 1926; Ernst Troeltsch,
The Social Teaching of the Christian Churches, tr. Olive 
wyon, 2 vols., London, 1931; P. C. Gordon Walker, "Capital
ism and the Reformation," E co. Hist. R e v ., VIII (1937-38), 
1-19; Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of 
Capitalism, tr. Talcott Parsons, London, 1930; Alfred N. 
Whitehead, Science and the Modern World. New York, 1927.
It is a curious fact that while modern scholarship on this 
subject ultimately derives from Marx and Engels very lit
tle attention is paid them. Weber's work is a deliberate 
inversion of a fundamental Marxian idea and the result is 
a little like the city of the scientists in Swift.
99 E. K. Rand, A Translation of Thirty-Two Latin Poems in 
Honor of Francis Bacon Published by Rawlev in 1626 (Boston, 
I®04y, p .  43.
100 Gilbert Wats, Of the Advancement and P r o f i c l e n c l e  o f  
Learning (Oxford, 1640), p. 33v.
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appreciation of Bacon is Cowley*s ode "To the Royal Society." 
The ode begins with a description of the low state philo
sophy was in until Bacon came:

3.
Autority, which did a Body boast,
Though * twas but Air condens’d, and stalk’d about,
Like some old Giant's more Gigantic Ghost,

To terrifie the learned Rout 
With the plain Magique of true Reason’s Light,

He chac’d out of our sight;
Nor suffer’d living Men to be misled 

By the vain shadows of the Dead:
To Graves, from whence it rose, the conquer’d Phantome

fled.
He broke the monstrous God which stood 

In midst of th* Orchard, and the whole did claim,
Which with a useless Sith of Wood,
And something else not worth a name,
(Both vast for shew, yet neither fit.
Or to Defend, or to Beget;
Ridiculous and senceless Terrors!) made 

Children and Superstitious Men afraid.
The Orchard's open now, and free;

Bacon has broke that Scar-crow Deitie;...
4.

From words, which are but Pictures of the Thought.
(Though we our Thoughts from them perversely drew)
To Things, the Mind’s right Object, he it brought;
Like foolish Birds to painted Grapes we flew;
He sought and gather’d for our use the Tru;
And when on heaps the chosen Bunches lay,
He prest them wisely the Mechanic way,
'Till all their juyce did in one Vessel joyn,
Ferment into Nourishment Divine,

The thirsty Soul's refreshing Wines....
5.

From these and all long Errors of the Way,
In which our wandring Predecessors went,
And like th’ old Hebrews many Years did stray,

In Desarts but of small extent,
Bacon, like Moses, led us forth at last;

The barren Wilderness he past,
Did on the very Border stand 
Of the blest promis’d Land,
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And from the Mountains Top of his Exalted Wit 
Saw it himself, and shew’d us it.101 9

Bolingbroke speaks very highly of Bacon in the first and
second letters to Pope as does Thomson in the section
"Summer" in The Seasons:

The great deliverer he, who, from the gloom 
Of cloistered monks and jargon-teaching schools,
Led forth the true philosophy, there long 
Held in the magic chain of words and forms 
And definitions void: he led her forth,
Daughter of Heaven! that, slow-ascending still, 
Investigating sure the chain of things,
With radiant finger points to Heaven again.103
These, then, are the steps by which the moderns ar

rived at their sense of belonging to an age separate from 
all previous eras and one which possessed distinctive feat 
ures, characteristics which enabled them to dare to place

101 Abraham Cowley, "To the Royal Society," The Complete 
Works in Verse and Prose, ed. Alexander B. Grosart \Edin
burgh University Press, 1881), I, 167-68.
102 James Thomson, "Summer," The Seasons, in The Complete 
Poetical Works. ed. J. Logie Rober tson (Oxford University 
Press, lS08), p. 110. Cf. Isaac Hawkins Browne, "On the 
Immortality of the Soul," tr. Soame Jenyns, Poems upon 
Various Subjects (London, 1768), p. 56. This does not 
mean that Bacon was accepted by all seventeenth century 
writers; for example, Alexander Ross criticizes Bacon se
verely in Arcana Miorocosmi:...With a Refutation of...the 
Lord Bacon’s 'Natural History (London, 1652), pp. 263-64. 
Bacon also shared honors with Hobbes, Newton, and Des 
Cartes as the reviver of true philosophy. For Hobbes, 
of. Abraham Cowley, "To Mr. Hobbes," Select Works, ed. 
Richard Hurd (Dublin, 1772), I, 141-43; for Newton, John 
Arbuthnot, An Essay on the Usefulness of Mathematical 
Learning (Oxford, 1721), p. 3 and James Thomson, "To the 
Memory of Sir Isaac Newton," The Complete Poetical Works, 
loo. oit., p. 437; for Des Cartes, Joseph Addison, "An 
Oration in Defense of the New Philosophy," in Literature 
and Scienoa ed. Grant McCollsy (Chicago, 1940), pp. 193—
§47 ~



their age side b y  side with all others and to feel secure
of its superiority, "And surely," writes Bacon in the
Conclusion to The Proficiencie and Advancement of Learning:

when I set before me the conditions of these times, 
in which learning hath made her third visitation or 
circuit, in all the qualities thereof; as the excel
lency and vivacity of the wits of this age; the noble 
helps and lights which we have by the travails of 
ancient writers; the art of printing, which communi- 
cateth books to men of all fortunes; the openness of 
the world by navigation, which hath disclosed multi
tudes of experiments, and a mass of natural history; 
the leisure wherewith these times abound, not employ
ing men so generally in civil business, as the states 
of Graecia did in respect of their popularity, and 
the state of Rome in respect of the greatness of their 
monarchy; the present disposition of these times at 
this instant to peace; the consumption of all that 
ever can be said in controversies of religion, which 
have so much diverted men from other sciences; the 
perfection of your Majesty’s learning, which as a 
phoenix may call whole vollies of wits to follow you; 
and the inseparable propriety of time, which is ever 
more and more to disclose truth; I cannot but be 
raised to this persuasion, that thi3 third period 
of time will far surpass that of the Graecian and 
Roman learning: only if men will know their own strength 
and their own weakness both; and take one from the 
other light of invention, and not the fire of contra
diction; and esteem of the inquisition of truth as of 
an enterprise, and not as of a quality or ornament; 
and employ will and magnificence to things of worth 
and excellency, and not to things vulgar and of pop
ular estimation,103

Bacon’s injunctions were heeded; even during the civil wars, 
he was not forgotten, and, with the coming of peace to Eng
land, the cultivation of science flourished as never before. 

The final, and perhaps most important idea which played

103 Francis Bacon, Of the Proficiencie and Advancement of 
Learning;. in Spedding, Ellis, and Heath, op., 2_it_., vl, oyi
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a prominent part in the ancient-modern controversy, was 
the idea of progress which received during the-^seventeenth 
century the stamp of science which it never lost. Up to 
the rise of science in the Renaissance and seventeenth cen
tury, there had indeed been an idea of progress but its 
roots were in a stream of thought far different from sci
ence; these roots were primarily religious and stemmed from 
the eschatological elements in Christianity; this idea of 
progress was essentially other-worldly and looked for per
fection not here and now but far in the future and in an
other world. But with the advance of science, the idea of 
progress came to mean the opportunity for all men to live 
fully here in this world--if not right now, then at least 
in the immediate future,— and the daily discoveries of sci
ence were the earnest of that promise. Thus, John Wilkins 
writes in his Discovery of a New World:

It was a great great while ere the planets were dis
tinguished from the fixed stars; and some time after 
that, ere the morning and evening star were found to 
be the same; and in greater space (I doubt not) but 
this also, and other as excellent mysteries will be 
discovered. Time, who hath always been the father 
of new truths, and hath revealed unto us many things 
which our ancestors were ignorant of, will also mani
fest to our posterity that which we now desire, but 
cannot know.... Time will come, when the endeavours 
of after-ages shall bring such things to light, as 
now lie hid in obscurity. Arts are not yet come to 
their solstice; but the industry of future times, as
sisted with the labours of their forefathers, may 
reach that height which we could not attain to....
As we now wonder at the blindness of our ancestors, 
who were not able to discern such things as seem 
plain and obvious; so will our posterity admire our



ignorance in as perspicuous mattere.
The excellent mystery Wilkins referred to was the ability 
of men to fly; how accurate his prediction was we have 
learned only too well. The moderns were now triumphant; 
the modern world was established. ̂ 5

104 John Wilkins, The Discovery of a New World in The Math- 
ematical and Philosophical Works, o p . cit.. I, 109-10.
105 It should be noted that even in the seventeenth century 
there was a religious bias to the idea of progress. In or
der to destroy the notion of the eternity of the world and 
with it the deistic belief in the primitiveness of religion, 
it was necessary to prove that the world had grown from rude 
beginnings to a better state. Thus for the Mosaical account 
was substituted a kind of foreshadowing of evolution both in 
geology and natural history so that the end result, the world 
as it now is, was the outcome of a process which gradually 
made it adaptable to man's uses. The arts and sciences, and 
also religion, exhibited the same growth from immaturitjr to 
their present high peak. Professor Crane has worked out this 
movement in "Anglican Apologetics and the Idea of Progress, 
1699-1745," MP, XXXI (1934), 273-306, 349-82. Professor 
Crane has discussed the work of Edwards, Sherlock, Berriman, 
Worthington, and Law, but he tends to over-emphasize the 
religious elements in the development of the idea of pro
gress. It should also be pointed out that since I have dis
cussed the idea of science only in so far as it impinges on ^  
the idea of the Renaissance, many significant aspects of t h e ^  
rise of science at this time have been necessarily omitted. ^  
For these aspects, of which the idea of the Renaissance has 
been an hitherto unrecognized one, and which in turn throw 
light on it, see, in addition to the works of Professors
R. E. Jones, L. K. Merton, and A. N. Whitehead, Paul R. 
Anderson, Science in Defense of Liberal Religion, New York, 
1933; Louie T"! Bredvbl’d, ffiie" Inte 11 ect-ual Mi 1 ieu of John 
Dryden. The University of Michigan Press; Edwin A.Burtt,
The Metaphysical Foundations of Modern Physical Science,
New York, 1927; Charles M. Coffin, John Donne and the,New 
Philosophy. Columbia University Press, 1937; J. F. Fulton, 
"Robert Boyle and his Influence on Thought in the Seventeenth 
Century," Isis, XVIII (1932); Edwin Greenlaw, "The New Sci
ence and English Literature in the Seventeenth Centur}r, "
Johns Hopkins Alumni Magazine, XIII (1925), 331-59; Foster
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MP, XXXII (1935), 333-60; Martha Ornstein, The Role of 
Scientific Societies in the Seventeenth Century, Univer
sity of Chicago Press, 1938; Walter Pagel, "Religious 
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Stimson, "Dr. Wilkins and the Royal Society," Jour. Mod.
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Acceptance of the Copernican Theory of the Universe, New 
York, 1D17; Edward W. Strong, Procedures and Metaphysics: 
a Study in the Philosophy of Mathematical-Physical Science 
in the 16th and 17th Centuries, Berkeley, 1936; Basil 
Willey, The Seventeenth Century Background, London, 1934; 
Basil Willey, !?he Eighteenth'Century Background, London, 
1940; Philip P. Wiener, "The Tradition behind Galileo's 
Methodology," Osiris, I (1936), 733-46; A. Wolf, A History 
of Science, Technology, and Philosophy in the 16th and 17th 
Centuries. New York, 1935.
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VII. Conclusion

It is evident that the writers of the seventeenth cen
tury and first half of the eighteenth century in England 
were not (too' seriously interested in the literary, artistic, 
and scholarly aspectB of the Renaissance. Their main con
cern with the Renaissance was that it was an integral part 
of the rise of science; it marked for them the beginning 
of the modern era. They were close enough to the Renaissance 
to feel themselves part of it yet far enough removed to 
realize that so far as science was concerned, and to them 
science was their main business, the Renaissance was but 
the beginning of a movement which now seemed to be very .  ̂
near the pinnacle. Thus, their attention was completely 
on the present, and the past was interesting only in so 
far as it pertained to the immediate needs of the present.

Furthermore, the idea of progress resulted in a turn
ing away from the past. Men were indeed anxious about the 
future before this time but never in this way. Now the 
emphasis was on achieving a kind of society which would 
be able to bring within reach of all men without regard 
to distinction as many of the good things of life as human 
ingenuity could devise. What stirred the moderns so strong
ly was the fact that for the first time in human history 
an economjr of abundance was seen to be possible. Hitherto, 
happiness was thought to be possible only in another world;
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now it was possible here on this earth. The shift in think, 
ing from an economy of scarcity to an economy of abundance 
accounts in great part for the seventeenth century enthus
iasm for science. So far as the Renaissance itself is con
cerned, however, a preoccupation with the future was not 
helpful to further a study of the past, especially since 
the past was associated with a kind of society which the 
moderns now saw would have to be completely changed to 
bring it in line with the implications of science.

Nor should the effect of the civil wars be overlooked
as a reason why not more attention was given to the Renais
sance at this time. Again, the needs of the present over
whelmingly overweighed the urge to study the past; except 
for polemical history, that is, history in which the main 
object is to discover in the past some precedent or par
allel which will justify some action in the present, hist
ory writing was not extensively cultivated. And when the 
ware were over, the problems of reconstruction engaged 
men’s attention; again, the present asserted its claims 
over the past. This is to be noted in literature and phil
osophy as well as politics. In criticism, for example, 
emphasis was on the judicial, the setting up of proper
standards of judgment, and not on an historical survey of
the past. And in philosophy, the emphasis was placed on 
epistemology rather than on that kind of historical philo
sophy so characteristic of the nineteenth century. In



short, the period under consideration in this chapter was 
marked by an extremely strong sense of the present; other 
conditions were necessary to provide a basis upon which 
proper historical study would be possible.

This does not mean, however, that the contribution of 
the writers from 1605 to 1742 was small. On the contrary, 
they linked the idea of the Renaissance indissolubly to 
some of the most significant currents which go to make up 
the stream of modern thought. Though it is true that the 
writers of the Renaissance were aware that the Renaissance 
was as much a looking forward as a rebirth, it was the 
writers of the next hundred years who established the 
connection and made it secure. Henceforth, and for a long 
time to come, the Renaissance was the demarcation point 
between the old and new; the ages before the Renaissance 
were not part of the modern era because they had no science, 
the ages after were the modern era because in them science 
flourished, and it was the Renaissance which first saw its 
beginnings.
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OHAPTER III

THE IDEA OF THE RENAISSANCE IN ENGLAND FROM
HODY TO WILLIAM ROSCOE»S 

THE LIFE OF LORENZO DE* MEDICI CAT.T.En ttttt 
~ MAGNI FI CENT. (1 7 9 5 V ------------

I. Introduction

By the middle of the eighteenth century, England had 
settled down after the tumults of the civil wars and the 
wrenchings of the readjustments after the Restoration and 
1689. With peace and commercial success there came the 
leisure for the cultivation of the arts, and the study of 
the past became to be looked upon as fit occupation for 
gentleman and scholar alike. Indeed, from this period may 
be dated the rise of the professional scholar; learning 
could no longer be looked on as a polite embellishment 
but required the full attention of the individual engaged 
in its pursuit. At a time when the concept of specializa
tion and differentiation of labor was first gaining ground, 
there developed a new type of labor, namely, that of schol
arship, with its own standards, mores, and rewards. As a 
consequence, the growth of historical studies is immeasur
ably accelerated and with this increase in interest in the 
past generally comes an increased awareness of the signi
ficance of the Renaissance. Indeed, the subject of the 
Renaissance Gibbon thought worthy of his consideration.
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As a young man casting about for a subject which should 
secure him a place in the world of letters, he wrote in 
his Journal:

I have another in view, which is the direct contrast 
of the former. The one is a poor, virtuous state 
which emerges into glory and liberty, the other, a 
republic rich and corrupt, which, by degrees, loses 
its independency and sinks into the arms of a master. 
Both lessons equally usefull. I mean, The History 
of the Republic of Florence, under the house of 
Medicis. IC would after a proper introduction enter 
on the history of Florence about the year 1420 when 
John de Medic is began to make a figure in the Repub
lic and conduct it to 1569 when Cosmo de Medic is 
sole master of his country and of all Tuscany con
firmed his power by receiving from Pope Pius V the 
title of Grand Duke. This period is a chain of rev
olutions worthy the pen of Vertot. The Medicis four 
times expelled, and as often recalled; singular events 
singular characters, the Republic often asserting 
its ancient liberty and at last yielding only to 
the arms of Charles V. and the refined policy of 
Cosmo. What makes this subject still more precious 
are two fine morceaux for a Philosophical historian, 
and which are essential parts of it, the Restora
tion of Learning in Europe by Lorenzo de Medicis 
and the character and fate of Savanarola. The Medi- 
cis (stirps quasi fataliter nata ad instauranda vel 
fovenda studia, Lips. Epist. ad German: et Gall:, Ep. 
vii) employed letters to strengthen their power and 
their enemies opposed them with religion. The de
sign I believe I shall fix upon; but when, or how 
shall I execute it? This is a thing I can say lit
tle at present. It is besides coming too near 

Res alta terrd, et caligrine mersas.1
Unfortunately for our purposes, Gibbon did not execute the
design, but turned his attention to another subject; one
wonders what his reputation would have been had he kept to
his original resolution and written on a less controversial

1 Edward Gibbon. Journals to January 28th, l.?63, ed. D. M.
Low (New York, 1939}7“pp. 104-05. Entry dated July 26, 
1762.



subject than The Decline and Fall. However, his contempor
aries did write on the Renaissance and what they said con
stitutes an important chapter in the history of the idea of 
the Renaissance which I am considering.

The significant contribution of the writers between 
1743 and 1795 in England is that they brought the histor
ical method to maturity. The transition from history wri
ting which is but a short step removed from chronicle to 
a more philosophical and comprehensive view of the subject 
matter of history is illustrated by Lyttleton in his dia
logue between Boileau and Pope:

Pope.
Voltaire has shewn us, that the events of battles 
and sieges are not the most interesting parte of 
good history, but that all the improvements and 
embellishments of human society ought to be care
fully and particularly recorded there.

Boileau.
The progress of arts and knowledge, and the great 
changes that have happened in the manners of man
kind, are objects far more worth3/- of a reader’s 
attention than the revolutions of fortune. And 
it is chiefly to Voltaire that we owe this instruc
tive species of history...

Pope.
Are you not pleased with that philosophical free
dom of thought, which discovers itself in all the 
works of Voltaire, but more particularly in those 
of an historical nature?

Boileau.
Tf it were properly regulated, I should reckon it 
among their highest perfections. Superstition, 
and bigotry, and party spirit, are as great enemies
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to the truth and candour of history, as malice or 
adulation. To think freely, is therefore a most 
necessary quality in a perfect historian.... To 
speak without a metaphor, the study of history, 
both sacred and profane, requires a critical and 
laborious investigation. The composer of a set 
of lively and witty remarks on facts ill examined, 
or incorrectly delivered, is not an historian.2

The movement toward history as the record of civilization
and not of isolated aspects of a particular era is exempli
fied by Gilbert Stuart:

It is usual to treat law, manners, and government,
as if they had no connection with history, or with
each other. Law and manners are commonly understood 
to be nothing more than collections of ordinances 
and matters of fact; and government is too often a 
foundation for mere speculation and metaphysical 
refinements. Yet law is only a science, when ob
served in its spirit and history; government can
not be comprehended but by attending to the minute 
steps of its rise and progression; and the systems 
of manners, which characterise man in all the per
iods of society which pass from rudeness to civil
ity, cannot be displayed without the discrimination 
of these different situations. It is in the records 
of history, in the scenes of real life, not in the 
conceits and the abstractions of fancy and philo
sophy, that human nature is to be studied.

But, while it is in the historical manner that 
laws, customs, and government, are to be inquired 
into, it is obvious, that their dependence and con
nection are close and intimate. They all tend to 
the same point, and to the illustration of one an
other. It is from the consideration of them all, 
and in their union, that we are to explain the com
plicated forms of civil society, and the wisdom and 
accident which mingle in human affairs.3

The application of this method of historical research to
the Renaissance resulted in a renewed appreciation of the

2 Lord George Lyttleton, "Dialogue XIV. Boileau.-Pope^” 
Dialogues of the Dead (Wore ester, Mass., 1797), pp. 108 — lC-•
3 Gilbert Stuart. A View of Society in Europe, In it s.. Progress from Rudeness to Refinement; or, Inquiries cpngernlng 
Êhe History of Law. Government, and Manners (Dublin, 1773), 
Pb • i 1 i _i tr



complexity and range of the problem. This was fully real
ized by Roscoe:

The close of the fifteenth and the beginning of the 
sixteenth century, comprehend one of those periods 
of history which are entitled to our minutest study 
and inquiry. Almost all the great events from which 
Europe derives its present advantages are to be traced 
up to those times. The invention of the art of print- 
ing, the discovery of the great western continent, 
the schism from the Church of Rome, which ended in 
the Reformation of many of its abuses and established 
the precedent of reform, the degree of perfection at
tained in the fine arts, and the final introduction 
of true principles of criticism and taste, compose 
such an illustrious assemblage of luminous points, 
as cannot fail of attracting for ages the curiosity 
and admiration of mankind.

A complete history of these times has long been a 
great desideratum in literature; and whoever consid
ers the magnitude of the undertaking will not think 
it likely to be soon supplied. Indeed, from the na
ture of the transactions which then took place, they 
can only be exhibited in detail and under separate 
and particular views. That the author of the fol
lowing pages has frequently turned his eye towards 
this interesting period is true, but he has felt him
self rather dazzled than informed by the survey. A 
mind of greater compass and the possession of unin
terrupted leisure would be requisite, to comprehend, 
to select, and to arrange the immense variety of 
circumstances which a full narrative of those times 
would involve; when almost every city of Italy was 
a new Athens, and that favoured country could boast 
its historians, its poets, its orators, and its art
ists, who may contend with the great names of anti
quity for the palm of mental excellence; when Venice, 
Milan, Rome, Florence, Bologna, Ferrara, and several 
other places, vied with each other, not in arms, but 
in science and in genius, and the splendour of a 
court was estimated b 3r the number of learned men 
who illustrated it by their presence; each of whose 
lives and productions would, in a work of this na
ture, merit a full and separate discussion.

4 William Roscoe, The Life of Lorenzo de * Medici, :L§.h
the Magnificent (London, 1335), I, v-vi.
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Though there is no such work during this time as Roscoe 
hopsd for, a consideration of the ideas of his contempor
aries on the subject of the Renaissance will serve to show 
what perhaps, had he decided to write on the Renaissance, 
Gibbon would have done, or what a collective view, made 
up of the separate studies as suggested b 3r Roscoe, of the 
subject by the writers in England between 1742 and 1795 
would be like.

II. The Revival of the Fine Arts

The second half of the eighteenth century saw a re
surgence of interest in the history of the revival of the 
fine arts. In this connection, the influence of Vasari 
continues to grow until his work is taken as standard.
In a letter to Burke, James Barry describes a tour through 
the galleries of Florence and remarks:

Vasari has been an excellent guide to me, he is a 
most candid noble minded fellow, and the warmth and 
enthusiasm with which he speaks of his countrymen 
he will never be accountable for, with any intelli
gent man who sees what they have done; as I now per
fectly agree with Vasari in all that he has said of 
the times from Cimabue to Da Vinci at least. It 
will be to no purpose my repeating any thing after 
him, and if you recollect the three proems to his 
lives, they are invaluable.5

Thia influence is seen very clearly in Barry's own writings

5 James Barry, The Works (London, 1809), I, 180.



on the history of art, for in the course of his first 
lecture on the progress of the arts delivered at the Roy
al Academy, he stated:

The deplorable calamities of wars, rapine, and every 
misery, which for so many years deluged Italy during 
the ambitious contests of rival emperors, elected by 
the different bands of legions of soldiery; the in
cursions of the northern barbarians, who destroyed 
them, and divided the spoils, and the struggles of 
these, with the succeeding inundations of other north 
ern hordes, equally savage; their long contests in 
the aggregate masses, and afterwards in the no less 
mischievous fragments into which they were frittered, 
left them no leisure, but wholly occupied it in con
triving for the necessary security of mere bodily 
existence. However, though late, this fermentation 
did at last more or less subside into settled gov
ernments; and the embers of the arts of design, and 
indeed all the other arts and knowledge which had 
been providentially kept alive by the monks of the 
Greek and Latin churches, were again kindled into 
a flame by a people who now felt themselves at ease, 
and in a condition to cultivate intellectual enjoy
ments .

In the thirteenth century, John Cimabue, the dis
ciple of a Greek mosaic painter at Florence, was the 
glorious instrument of the resurrection of the arts 
of design in I t a ^ ;  which a happy situation and com
bination of moral causes had greatly contributed to 
advance and perfect. The Christian religion, which 
was then u n i v e r s a l ^  established, opened a new and 
large field for the exercise of the arts, in order 
to provide pictures and statues for their churches, 
as necessary helps and furtherances to piety, serv
ing at once for books intelligible to the unlettered, 
and for memorials to assist the recollection,^ and 
give fervour to the hearts of those who were better 
informed: and whenever the works of art have not 
answered these purposes, it is an abuse to which 
every, even the best things, are liable, as the 
fault lies not, in the arts, but in the artists, or 
in the employer who suffers the abuse.6

6 James Barry, ibid. , I, 371-73. However, in a letter to 
the Burkes, Barry writes that he is sceptical of the claims 
of Cimabue to be considered the restorer of the arts. e



Barry is indeed more sympathetic to the Christian religion 
than Vasari hut his lectures, which were well attended, are
clearly indebted to the Italian historian. Sir Joshua Rey
nolds is very insistent on the classical origins of modern 
art in his Discourses. In the first, dated January 3, 1769 
he says:

Raffaelle, it is true, had not the advantage of study
ing in an academy; but all Rome, and the works of 
Michael Angelo in particular, were to him an academy. 
On the sight of the Capella Sistina, he immediately 
from a dry, Gothic, and even insipid manner, which 
attends to the minute accidental discriminations of 
particular and individual objects, assumed that grand 
style of painting, which improves partial representa
tion by the general and Invariable ideas of nature.7

Wor did he have occasion to change his mind, for five years
later, in the sixth Discourse, December 10, 1774, he wrote:

But we must not rest contented even in this general 
study of the moderns; we must trace back the art to 
its fountain—head; to that source from whence they 
drew their principal excellencies, the monuments of 
pure antiquity. All the inventions and thoughts of 
the Antients, whether conveyed to us in statues, bas- 
reliefs, intaglios, cameos, or coins, are to be sought 
after and carefully studied: the genius that hovers 
over these venerable reliques, may be called the 
father of modern a r t .8

cites a Greek painting: and a Russian calendar, ibid.. I. 175-76. ----
7 Sir Joshua Reynolds, "Discourse I," The Discourses 
(London, 1934), p. 3.
8 Sir Joshua Reynolds, ibid., p. 94. Of. John Grattan,
"On Sculpture," Oxford English Prize Essays (Oxford., 1836), 
1> 26. A more extended analogy is made by William Godwin 
In The Enciuirer (Philadelphia, 1797), pp. 9-31; also Adam 
Ferguson, An Essay on the History of Civil Society (London, 
1?68), p. 373.
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An interesting account of the revival of the arts in
Italy is given by William Beokford in "Dreams Waking Thoughts
and Incidents•" Beckford raises the question, whether, when
the fine arts have once attained their zenith, it is possible
for them to continue for long in this state of perfection.
So far as Italy is concerned, he writes:

You know how it stood with respect to antient Greece 
and Rome; the only two countries, besides m o d e m  Italy, 
where the fine arts can be said to have grown to matur
ity. Although m o d e m  Italy should be found to resemble 
her two great ancestors in this matter; yet, from so 
scanty a number of examples, it would be unphilosoph- 
ical, perhaps, to attempt the decision: I have, there
fore, another good reason for not meddling with it.

Although Constantine removed a great number of the 
beautiful remains of antiquity from Rome, and other 
parts of Italy, to adorn his new capital in the East; 
though the northern barbarians destroyed a consider
able part of those he left; and the nonsensical zeal 
of bigots and devotees led them in after-times, to 
mutilate some of the finest models that had escaped 
the blind fury of the Goths and Huns, Rome was, never
theless, fortunate enough to have preserved in part, 
and partly to have discovered, a multitude of inestim
able gems, statues, vases, bas-reliefs, and relics of 
architecture. The Venetians, as the fruit of commerce, 
or of conquest, brought home many precious monuments 
from Greece; and the Florentines are obliged to the 
taste and opulence of the Medicis, for the finest col
lection of antiques in every kind, that the world 
ever saw. But Florence, and indeed all Europe, ack
nowledges a still greater obligation to this family, 
for having placed these models before the artists of 
their times; and given the most generous patronage 
to the successful imitation of them. The eyes of 
all Italy were soon opened to works of genius, and 
the fine arts made the most rapid progress towards 
their antient splendor. Most of the great artists of 
that age were contented with their near approach to 
perfection, in producing models, that might be opposed 
to the antique. Michael Angelo, however, soared still 
higher; and, perhaps, it may be safely affirmed, that 
his Moses on the tomb of Julius the Second, has a force 
and sublimity of expression, beyond any relic of anti
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quity. Some of his statues, likewise, which adorn 
the tombs of the Medici, in the church of St. Laur
ence at Florence, boast the noblest expression....

In the ages of ignorance and barbarity, which pre
ceded that of the Medicis, architecture, at once the 
most beautiful and useful of the fine arts, seemed 
totally lost. They, from whom alone its patronage 
and encouragement were to be expected, employed them
selves more in destroying the admirable monuments of 
antiquity, than in imitating them. The palaces of 
princes and nobles, were then, for the most part, 
little else than a confusion of towers, united by 
strong walls, without symmetry, taste, or idea of 
architecture. These fortresses were asylums, where 
violence and rapine secured themselves with impunity, 
and, indeed, were calculated for nothing better.
The antient gothic buildings of the same time, dedi
cated to the service of religion, were nothing but 
long, dark, and massive vaults, without the least 
ornament, or beauty; and the same judgment may safe
ly be formed of all their public buildings, from 
such remains of them as are still subsisting. But, 
at the period I am speaking of, architecture revived 
with the other arts. The Popes, and sovereign prin
ces of Florence, Modena, Mantua, Ferrara, not to 
mention the nobles of the state of Genoa and Venice, 
left such superb and beautiful edifices behind them, 
as will, for ages to come remain indisputable proofs 
of their taste for antient architecture.

Beckford goes on to discuss ancient decoration, vases, gems,
and painting and their revival in the Renaissance, and,
having confessed that ancient painting is not up to the
standard of modern achievements, concludes his account:

It was from the ancient gems, bas-reliefs, statues, 
and bronzes, that the painters of that age caught 
their first idea of excellence. They then turned 
their eyes upon Nature herself; and, soon, raised 
the art of painting to that pitch of perfection, 
which it knew not before, and has not known since.

Beckford1 s remarks are typical of the ideas on tne subject

9 William Beckford, The Travel-Diaries, ed.jSuy Chapman 
(Cambridge University Press” 1 9 3 8 ) , 1 7  354-53.



of the revival of the fine arte held "by the writers of the 
latter half of the eighteenth century. It is interesting 
to observe that of all the aspects of the culture of the 
Middle Ages which were at this time beginning to be appre
ciated, the arts were the last to be recognized.

A brief survey of the course of the art of painting 
in the Renaissance is given by John Stedman in his Laelius 
and Hortensia: or. Thoughts on the Nature and Objects of 
Taste and Genius, in a Series of Letters to Two Friends: 
he dates the revival from the time of the Medicis while 
John Noorthouck and James Harris cling to the Vasari tra
dition of using Cimabue as the terminus a quo.^  In a 
letter to Barry, Burke points out that the artists of the 
Renaissance were successful not because they imitated the 
ancients mechanically, but because they studied nature 
along the lines laid down by the ancients. Robert Bromley 
is concerned with the fact that so many of the great Ren
aissance artists were Catholics. Since the purpose of 
art as he sees it is moral instruction, he asks what ef
fect the Catholic faith has on art; he is of course wri
ting as a protestant historian. MIt was some misfortune 
to Raphael, ” he states,

10 John Stedman, Laelius and Hortensia (Edinburgh, 1732), 
pp. 344-47: John Noorthouck, An Historical and Classical 
Dictionary (London, 1776), I, n.p.; James Harr13, The^Wor^s 
ed. the Earl of Malmesbury (London, 1801), II, 535.
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although to the art It was a seasonable happiness 
that he was born in the age that brought him forth: 
but the art itself has to lament he was bred in that 
religion, which led him to sacrifice considerably 
to a system of superstition. The patronage of Jul
ius and Leo were noble patronages, they were men of 
noble minds: and for once we will rejoice in the Vat
ican, that they filled it’s chair, and stimulated a 
Raphael to fill it’s chambers. But they were the 
heads of a church; and Raphael’s harmony in faith 
left to his sense or his complaisance less room for 
its struggles. We speak not merely of a papal tinc
ture marking many of his religious subjects. Some 
of his most considerable pieces were express compli
ments to the papal power, or express records of papal 
miracles. We need not to specify particulars; all 
who know his works will rightly apply these observa
tions. In the cartons indeed, which are now at Wind
sor, and which are the latest and best of his works, 
he has more happily preserved the purity of mind, 
and purity of instruction, which should ever flow 
from the pencil.... If there be justice in this cri
ticism of Raphael, whose judgement was as great as 
the strength of superstition will ever leave to most 
men, we cannot suppose that there has not been full 
as much room for the same criticism on others. The 
fact is, that the first pencils of Italy have all had 
their share in it. The religion of their country is 
conspicuous, wherever the subject of their paintings 
is religious. This has usurped the mo3t considerable 
proportion of their time and their labours. Hence 
the long catalogue of Romish saints, which meet us 
in every place, and to which we object only because 
they are embraced as saints, and with reference to 
circumstances or events which tradition or legend 
has represented as important to their saintship.
Hence too all the peculiarities of the Roman commun
ion, such as the sacraments, & c . which have either 
been made the specific subjects of paihtings, or have 
been occasionally introduced where the subjects would 
permit, and indeed where the subjects should never 
have permitted them. Even in the transfiguration 
Raphael could not refrain from placing two monks on 
the mountain.It is indeed to be lamented that an art, whose dis
play is so powerful, and whoae instruction therefore 
comes so home to our feelings, should be clogged with 
any peculiarities of sentiment, which may retard it’s 
beneficial impression on any portion of mankind. But 
it can never be otherwise, where the mind sustains a
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bias of superstitious faith so strong and. so peculiar 
as that of which we are speaking. No system of re
ligious belief clings so fast to the mind, and pos
sesses it so completely, as that of the Romish church, 
where it obtains at all.. .no peculiarities of reli
gious faith whatever, no private system of doctrines, 
ought to have place in the instruction of the pencil. 
If the subject be religious, let it be the plain and 
broad truths contained in the pages of revelation, 
not in the tenets of a particular communion. These 
are spot3 upon the canvas, which not all the embell
ishments of the art can efface or hide. In no cir
cumstance is the art so much committed to neglect, 
and it*s success to peril, as by the admission of 
sentiments which are not of a universal standard.
We can bear with the thought that is low and puerile: 
we are not absolutely offended by that which is singu
lar and unmeaning: but when we are met by that which 
would impose on our understandings, and beguile us 
with false principles, we look no further- we see no 
beauties in the most masterly execution.H

Bromley*s wrestlings with the ideological content of art
are interesting in that they begin with a declaration that
art is to have no specific referents, and then, when he
realizes that such art would in all probability be vague
and innocuous to the point of boredom, and since at the
same time he is basically a propagandist himself, Bromley
turns around and demands a content which will meet with
his approval# The situation is further complicated when
we read in Barry* s works that the greatness of the Renais

11 Robert A. Bromley, A Philosophical History of the Fige 
Arts. Painting. Sculpture, and Architecture (London, 1793;, 
T, 33-35. Bromley*s attitude toward the Greeks is crisply 
stated, ibid. I 94: "...we have not meant to set fortn 
the Greeks in any of their situations as a people perfect 
in manners. We have no thoughts of finding among them an 
Utopian society, any more than an Utopian country.



sance artists is to be attributed to their study of the
ancients and of nature which resulted in sublime, just,
and original productions; at the same time, Barry asserts
that the superiority of the ancients over the moderns a-
rose from moral causes and from the advantages of their

12mode of education.^ Contradictory as these statements 
are, however, they are significant in that they mark the 
beginnings of a oritioal history of the art of the Ren
aissance.

In opposition to B r o m l e y ^  ideas, Roscoe holds that 
the influence of the Catholic Church, combined with that 
of the remains of ancient art, stimulated the revival of 
the arts. After criticizing the work of the artists pre
vious to Michael Angelo, Roscoe writes:

Nor was it until the time of Michelangelo that paint
ing and sculpture rose to their true object, and, 
instead of exciting the wonder, began to rouse the 
passions and interest the feelings of mankind.

By what fortunate concurrence of circumstances the 
exquisite taste evinced by the ancients in works of 
art was revived in modern times, deserves inquiry.
It has been generally supposed that these arts, hav
ing left in Greece some traces of their former splen
dour, were transplanted into Italy by Greek artists, 
who, either led by hopes of emolument, or impelled 
by the disastrous state of their own country, sought, 
among the ruins of the western empire, a shelter from 
the impending destruction of the east. Of the lab
ours of these masters, specimens indeed remain in

13 James Barry, o p . clt., I, 227-28, 380-82.
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different parts of Italy* but, in point of merit, 
they exceed not those of the native Italians, and 
some of them even bear the marks of deeper barbar
ism. In fact, these arts were equally debased in 
Greece and in Italy, and it was not therefore by 
an intercourse of this nature that they were likely 
to receive improvement. Happily, however, the same favourable circumstances which contributed to the 
revival of letters took place also with respect to 
the arts; and if the writings of the ancient authors 
excited the admiration and called forth the exertions 
of the scholar, the remains of ancient skill in marble, gems, and other durable materials, at length 
caught the attention of the artist, and were con
verted from objects of wonder into models of imitation. To facilitate the progress of these studies, 
other fortunate circumstances concurred. The freedom of the Italian governments, and particularly 
that of Florence, gave to the human faculties their full energies. The labours of the painter were as
sociated with the mysteries of the prevailing re
ligion, whilst the wealth and ostentation of individuals and states held out rewards sufficient to 
excite the endeavours even of the phlegmatic and the indolent.13

In his lecture on design, John Opie indicates the simi
larity between ancient and Renaissance art:

The progress of the arts in every country is the exact and exclusive measure of the progress of re
finement: they are reciprocal^ the cause and effect 
of each other; and hence we accordingly find that 
the most enlightened, the most envied, and the most 
interesting periods in the history of mankind are 
precisely those in which the arts have been most 
esteemed, most cultivated, and have reached their highest points of elevation. To this the brightest 
aeras of Alexander the Great and Leo X. owe their strongest, their most amiable, and their most legitimate claims to our respect, admiration, and grat
itude; this is their highest and their only undivi
ded honour: and, if not the column it self, it is 
certainly (to borrow a metaphor from a celebrated

13 William Roscoe, o£. oit., II, 189-93. Of. Henry Fuseli "Lecture II.— Art of the Moderns," Lectures, ed. R. .
Wornurn (London, 16 48), pp. 376-78.



orator) the Corinthian capital of their fame.*4 
Opie's remarks indicate that the arts are by this time 
taken as an index of the state of culture at a given eraj 
the history of the arts is now part of the history of ci
vilization •

Of the other arts, sculpture and music received treat
ment and it is in the second half of the century that the 
writing of the history of music secures a place side by 
side with the accounts of the other arts. As a matter of 
fact, the histories of music by Burney and Hawkins, so 
far as Renaissance music is concerned, are more properly 
speaking accounts of the revival of learning, so far had 
the tendency to see the arts as evolving simultaneously 
and responding to the same stimuli gone. John Brown points 
out that music first appeared at "...the faint revival of 
Arts in the eleventh Centur}'" when Guido invented the art 
of counterpoint which, at the time of the Medicis, became 
so indecorous that it was ordered banned from the church 
by Pius IV. On the revival of learning, Brown states, 
poetry was divorced from music and the art became the prov
ince of the specialist.-^

14 John Opie, "Lecture I. On Design, 11 Leetures, ed. R. N. 
Wornum, loc. c i t ., pp. 339-40.
15 John Brown 
the Progresjs
and Music X Lcmd-O11* 1753), pp. 309-10,
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Though the history of the fine arts as written during 
the second half of the eighteenth century in England is 
not extensive, it is marked by a return to the detailed 
treatments of the subject characteristic of the Renaissance. 
Moreover, it begins to exhibit the philosophical strain in 
historical writing which reaches its culmination in the 
next century. Finally, with the development of a more com
plex history, there comes an increase in disagreement be
tween writers working with the same materials; similar 
facts yield differing interpretations, and what is more 
dangerous, differing interpretations and theories result 
in varying approaches to fact.

III. The Revival of Ancient Learning

The study of the revival of ancient learning was con
tinued by English scholars during the period under consid
eration. Not onl}*- was there more solid and detailed learn
ing at this time so far as the study of the Renaissance is 
concerned when compared to the work of the previous century, 
but new factors in the history of the revival were discov
ered, and though these did not loom large in the minds of

Burney, The Present State of Music in France and I ta_lyj— cJLjthe Journal of a Tour through those CountriesUndertaken 
to Collect Materials for a General History of Mu.sic_ (London,TmTTppV a-3. ~
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the men who first considered them, they presage the devel
opment of a more philosophical treatment of the Renaissance 
in England. This period sees a shift from the descriptive 
accounts of the Renaissance in the Renaissance and seven
teenth century to an emphasis on ideological factors as 
causative agents. Also, there is evident a tendency to 
judge the revival, to list its good features, and to cri
ticize its results.

The tradition that the revival of classical learning- 
had its origin with Petrarch continues strong at this 
time. "One of the first and brightest luminaries," writes 
Vicesimus Knox in his essay "Cursory Remarks on the Life, 
Style, Genius, and Writings of Petrarch,""which appeared 
in the literary horizon, after a long and dismal night 
was the illustrious Francesco Petrarcha." Petrarch was 
also mentioned with others, notably Dante and Boccaccio, 
as constituting the earliest group to revive learning.
"Few authors," says William Hayley, "have rendered more 
essential service to the republic of letters than Boccaccio, 
as he not only contributed ver3r much to the improvement

16 Vicesimus Knox, The Works (London, 1834), I, 480. Cf. 
William Russell, The History of Modern Europe: with an 
Account of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Rnpirej_gnd
a View of the Progress of Society, from the Rise of— theModern Kingdoms to the Peace of Paris, in 1763 (London, 1837), T7 504; Charles Burney, A General History pi Mugic. 
from the Earliest Ages to the Present Period, ed. Frank 
Mercer (New York, 1935), I, 633.



of M s  native language, Tout was particularly instrumental
in promoting the revival of ancient learning: a merit 
which he shared with Petrarch."17 Gibbon points out that 
Petrarch was preceded by Barlaam in beginning the work of 
the revival but Petrarch*s services were considerably more 
important; Petrarch was followed by Boccaccio and Leo Pi- 
latus.1®

The notion that the revival of letters began with the 
fall of Constantinople had respectable support at this 
time. In his Biographical Memoirs of Medicine. John Aikin 
writes:

It is impossible exactly to mark out the commencement of such a period as that of the revival of literature. 
Several gradual steps led in succession to this de
sirable event; and the proportional advance towards it was much greater in some countries than in others. 
In Italy, there existed elegant writers formed on 
the best models of the antients, at a time when all 
the rest of Europe was sunk in barbarism. If any 
one circumstance, however, may be pointed out as peculiarly instrumental in propagating liberal and 
useful learning throughout the western world, it is 
perhaps that of the taking of Constantinople by the Turks in the year 1453, which occasioned the disper
sion of several learned men skilled in the Greek language, who carried their knowledge and their books 
to their places of refuge.^

17 William Hayley, "Notes to the Third Epistle 01 an Essay 
on Epic Poetry," Plays and Poems (London^ 1785)^ IV, 66.
Cf. Sir John Hawkins. A~GeneraI~History of the Science arid 
Practice of Music (London,187 5), I , 3 7 6-7 7 ; Edward Gib o , 
Mi sc ellaneous Works, ed. Lord John Sheffield (Lonaon, - )
II, 438.
18 Edward Gibbon, The H i s t o r y  of the D e c l i n e  and_JfeJLl__of 
the Roman Empire (London, 1866),p p • 1308-0^.
19 John Aikin, Biographical Memoirs of M e d i c i n e  iji^Gre^



Thus the popular notion that the fall of Constantinople 
marked the beginning of the revival of learning was firmly 
established by the end of the eighteenth century#

However, the main body of opinion on the subject re
cognized the contributions the learned Greeks made to the 
study of ancient culture before 1453. The popular miscon
ception was criticized by Hawkins:

The migration of learning from the east to the west, 
is an event too important to have escaped the notice 
of historians. Some have asserted that the founda
tion of musical practice now in use was laid by cer
tain Greeks, who, upon the sacking of Constantinople 
by the Turks under Mahomet the Great, in 1453, retired from that scene of horror and desolation, and 
settled at Rome, and other cities of Italy. To this 
purpose Mons. Bourdelot, the author of Histoire 
Musique et ses Effets, in four small tomes, relates 
that certain ingenious Greeks who had escaped from the sacking of Constantinople, brought the polite 
arts, and particularly music, into Italy: for this 
assertion no authority is cited, and though recog
nized by the late reverend and learned Dr. Brown, 
it seems to rest solely on the credit of an author, 
who, by a strange abuse of the appellation, has 
called that a history, which is at best but an injudicious collection of unauthenticated anecdotes 
and trifling memoirs.To ascertain precisely the circumstances attend
ing the revival of learning in Europe, recourse must 
be had to the writings of such men as have given a 
particular relation of that great event; and by these it will appear, that before the taking of Con-

Britain (London, 1780), p., 31. Cf. John Brown, op. cit., 
pp. 209-10; James Harris, pp. cit., II, 535; Robert Henry, 
2E* oit.. X, 110; Lord Monboddo, Of the Origin and.Progress of Language (Edinburgh, 1774), III, 441; Joseph Priestley, 
Lectures on History, and General Policy (London, 1836), 
p, 383. However, Lord Monboddo expresses another point of view in a letter to Professor Dalzel cited in William 
Knight, Lord Monboddo and some of His Contemporaries 
(London, 1900), pp~.~ 47-48 .
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stantinople divers learned Greeks settled in Italy, 
and became public teachers of the Greek language; 
and that Dante, Boccace, and Petrarch, all of whom 
flourished in the fourteenth century, availed them
selves of their instructions, and co-operated with 
them in their endeavours to make it generally un
derstood. The most eminent of these were Leontius 
Pilatus, Emanuel Chrysoloras, Theodorus Gaza, Geor
gius Trapezuntius, and Cardinal Bessarion. To these, 
at the distance of an hundred years, succeeded Joannes 
Argyropylus, Demetrius Chalcondyles, and many others, 
whose lives and labours have been sufficiently celebrated. 30

The normal opinion of scholars on this question was well
expressed by Roscoe:

The study of the Greek language had been introduced 
into Italy, principally by the exertions of the 
celebrated Boccaccio, towards the latter part of 
the preceding century, but on the death of that great promoter of letters it again fell into neglect. 
After a short interval, another attempt was made to revive it by the intervention of Emanuel Chrysolor
as, a noble Greek, who, during the interval of his important embassies, taught that language at Flor
ence and other cities of Italy, about the beginning 
of the fifteenth century. His disciples were num
erous and respectable. Amongst others of no incon
siderable note, were Ambrogio Traversari, Leonardo 
Bruni, Carlo Marsuppini, the two latter of whom 
were natives of Arezzo, whence they took the name 
of Aretino, Poggio Bracciolini, Guarino Veronese, and Francesco Filelfo, who, after the death of Chrys
oloras, in 1415, strenuously vied with each other 
in the support of Grecian literature, and were suc
cessful enough to keep the flame alive till it re
ceived new aid from other learned Greeks, who were driven from Constantinople by the dread of the Turks, 
or by the total overthrow of the eastern empire.To these illustrious foreigners, as well as to those 
eminent Italians, who shortly became their success
ful rivals, even in the knowledge of their national history and language, Cosmo afforded the most liber
al protection and support.21

20 John Hawkins, o£» cit., P» 276.
31 William Roscoe, 0£. cit., I, 31-33. Cf. John Noorthouck,



The command over the source materials for the study of the 
Renaissance which was noted as beginning with Hody is shown 
by Roscoe in connection with the role played by the learned 
Greeks:

Whatever may have been the opinion in more modern times 
the Italian scholars of the fifteenth century did not 
attribute to the exertions of their own countrymen the restoration of ancient learning. That they had shewn 
a decided predilection for those studies, and had ex
cited an ardent thirst of further knowledge, is uni
versally allowed; but the source from which that thirst 
was allayed was found in Emanuel Chrysoloras, who, af
ter his return to his native country from his important 
embassies, was prevailed upon by the Florentines to fix 
his residence among them. The obligations due to Chrys 
oloras are acknowledged in various parts of their works 
by those who availed themselves of his instructions;...

From the evidence cited in the first chapter, we know this
to be true. In other words, it was no longer possible to
consider the subject of the Renaissance as part of polite
but superficial learning; it had become the province of
the scholar.

The house of Medici was since the Renaissance itself 
placed in intimate connection with the revival of learning 
and the arts, and the steady stream of praise reached its 
culmination in Roscoe* s widely read and approved Life of 
Lorenzo. one of the most popular histories of the eighteenth

op. cit., under Gaza, Lascaris, Trapezuntius; Hester Lynch 
piozzi, Observations and Reflections made m  the Course oj 
a Journey through France. Italy, and Germany (Dublin, 1 3  ), 
p. 196; Vicesimus Knox, pp. cit., II, 57-60.
33 William Roscoe, ibid., II, 56.



and early nineteenth centuries. But Roscoe was not the
only writer to recognize the important role of the Medioi. 
For example, Bromley writes:

When we speak of the house of Medici, the name sounds 
sweetly to every ear; admiration, delight, and almost homage follow that love of letters and of the arts in 
that family, which gave so brilliant a resurrection to both, after a long extinction: and although we 
know that the reverse of letters, and of the arts, 
and of virtues disgraced some of the last branches 
of that house, who sunk in wretchedness of mind by the same proportion in which their forefathers had 
risen to glory, yet cannot that extinguish the rever
ence which in all enlightened minds will never cease to meet the name of Medici.23

Of the Medici, it is Lorenzo who is most often singled out
for approbation. Lorenzo's part in stimulating the artists
of the Renaissance to produce their great work is pointed
out by Roscoe:

But it was not the industry, the liberality, or the 
judgment shewn by Lorenzo in forming his magnificent collection, so much as the important purpose to which 
he dedicated it, that entitles him to the esteem of 
the professors and admirers of the arts. Conversant 
with the finest forms of antiquity from his youth, 
he perceived and lamented the inferiority of his contemporary artists, and the impossibi lit}*- of their 
improvement upon the principles then adopted. He 
determined therefore to excite among them, if possible, a better taste, and, by proposing to their 
imitation the remains of the ancient masters, to ele
vate their views beyond the forms of common life, to 
the contemplation of that ideal beauty which alone distinguishes works of art from mere mechanical pro
ductions. With this view he appropriated his gard
ens, adjacent to the monastery of S. Marco, to the establishment of a school or academy for the study of the antique, and furnished the different buildings

33 Robert Bromley, op. cit.. I, 106. Cf. Gibbon's opinion 
in the Miscellaneous Works, op. cit., II, 431.



and. avenues with statues, busts, and other pieces 
of workmanship..,. To this institution, more than 
to any other circumstance, we may, without hesita
tion, ascribe the sudden and astonishing proficiency which, towards the close of the fifteenth century, 
was evidently made in the arts, and which commencing 
at Florence, extended itself in concentric circles to the rest of Europe.24

Leo X is sometimes thought of as the reviver of letters; 
Noorthouck refers to him in his Dictionary and says that 
he "...was not sparing either of care, or money, in making 
researches, and to procure ver}*- good editions; in his time 
all the arts and sciences began to revive, and lift their 
heads out of the graves in which they had long been bur
ied. However, John Aikin criticizes such praise of Leo
because the "golden days" which were supposed to be char
acteristic of his reign did not come until after his death.

The climax of eighteenth century accounts of the re
vival of learning is reached in Roscoe*s Lorenzo. Designed 
as a biography, the work is in reality a historjr of the 
Renaissance for Roscoe held that Lorenzo's life could not 
be properly understood unless the backgrounds of his life

34 William Roscoe, o£. cit., II, 300-01. In another place, 
Roscoe writes that the interest of the wealthy in the early 
part of the fifteenth century announced the approach of 
more enlightened times, ibid., I, 34-25.
35 John Noorthouck, op. cit., p. C3v. Cf. William Hayley,cit. , II, 41; Henry James Pye, Poems on Various Sub- 
lectTTLondon, 1787), II, 140.
26 John Aikin, Letters from a Father to his Son, on Various 
Topics, relative to Literature and the Conduct of... Life 
TVondon, 1796), II, 236“



were completely filled in. Therefore, he treated as fully 
as he could the political, religious, economic, and cultural 
transactions which Lorenzo participated in, which of course 
means all the leading events of the Renaissance. Moreover, 
Roscoe tried to recreate the atmosphere at the time of the 
revival of letters; by copious citation from the work of 
the humanists, he tried to show what problems agitated 
them, what motives animated them, what they expected to 
accomplish, and what they did achieve. Finally, he saw 
the Renaissance as a broad movement in which the revival 
of arts and learning were but subsidiary streams, and it 
is to his credit that he was the first writer on the sub
ject of the revival of ancient learning to treat more than 
casually the influence of Platonism at that time. Roscoe* s 
work lays the foundation and opens the way for the large- 
scale nineteenth century treatment of the Renaissance.

The Renaissance is attributed a cause by Roscoe and 
his contemporaries which has not been met with before.
Roscoe* s theory is that the Italian struggles over poli
tical liberty resulted in an activity of mind which ultim
ately produced the revival of learning. This is stated 
by Roscoe:

Florence has been remarkable in modern history for the frequency and violence of its internal dissensions, and for the predilection of its inhabitants 
for every species of science, and every production 
of art. However discordant these characteristics 
may appear, it is not difficult to reconcile them.
The same active spirit that calls forth the ta_ents
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of individuals for the preservation of their liber
ties, and resists with unconquerable resolution 
whatever is supposed to infringe them, in the moments of domestic peace and security seeks with 
avidity other objects of employment. The defence of freedom has always been found to expand and 
strengthen the mind; and though the faculties of 
the human race may remain torpid for generations, 
when once roused into action they cannot speedily 
be lulled again into inactivity and repose.

A few pages on, Roscoe illustrates this point by consid
ering the influence of the struggles between the Guelphs 
and Ghibelines:

These disadvantages were however amply compensated 
by the great degree of freedom enjoyed by the citi
zens of Florence, which had the most favourable effects on their character, and gave them a decided 
superiority over the inhabitants of the rest of Italy. The popular nature of the government, not subjected to the will of an individual, as in many of 
the surrounding states, nor restricted, like that of Venice, to a particular class, was a constant 
incitement to exertion. Nor was it only on the great body of people that the good effects of this 
system were apparent; even those who claimed the privileges of ancestry, felt the advantages of a 
rivalship which prevented their sinking into indo
lence, and called upon them to support, by their 
own talents, the rank and influence which they had 
derived from thoae of their ancestors. Where the 
business of government is confined to a few, the 
faculties of the many become torpid for want of exercise; but in Florence, every citizen was conver
sant with, and might hope, at least, to partake^in the government; and hence was derived that spirit 
of industry, which in the pursuit of wealth, and 
the extension of commerce, was, amidst all their 
intensive broils, so conspicuous, and so success
ful. The fatigues of public life, and the cares of mercantile avocations, were alleviated at times by the study of literature or the speculations of phil
osophy. A rational and dignified employment engaged 
those moments of leisure not necessarily devoted to 
more important concerns, and the mind was relaxed without being debilitated, and amused without oeing 
depraved. The superiority which the Florentines 
thus acquired was universally acknowledged; and
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they became the historians, the poets, the orators and the preceptors of Europe.27 '
According to Robert Hall in his Apology for the Lib

erty of the Press, it was liberty of discussion which made 
the Renaissance possible:

If we have recourse to experience, that kind of enlarged experience in particular which history fur
nishes, we shall not be apt to entertain any violent 
alarm at the greatest liberty of discussion; we shall 
there see that to this we are indebted for those im
provements in arts and sciences, which have meliorated in so great a degree the condition of mankind.
The middle ages, as they are called, the darkest per
iod of which we have any accounts, were remarkable 
for two things: The extreme ignorance that prevailed, 
and an excessive veneration for received opinions; circumstances, which, having been always united, 
operate on each other, it is plain, as cause and. effect. The whole compass of science was in those 
times subject to restraint; every new opinion was 
looked upon as dangerous. To affirm the globe we 
inhabit to be round, was deemed heresy, and for asserting its motion, the immortal Galileo was con
fined in the prisons of the Inquisition. Yet, it 
is remarkable, so little are the human faculties 
fitted for restraint, that its utmost rigour was 
never able to effect a thorough unanimity, or to 
preclude the most alarming discussions and. controversies. For no sooner was one point settled than another was started, and as the articles on which 
men professed to differ were always extremely few and subtle, they came the more easily into contact, 
and their animosities were the more violent and con
centrated. The shape of the tonsure, the manner in which a monk could shave his head, would then^ throw 
a whole kingdom into convulsions. In proportion as 
the world has become more enlightened, this unnatur
al policy of restraint has retired; the sciences it has entirely abandoned, and has taken its last stand 
on religion and politics. The first of these was 
long considered of a nature so peculiarly sacred,

37 William Roscoe, ojo. cit., I, 3, 7-8. Cf. William Rus sell, o£. cit.. I, 497-98; Edward Gibbon, The_Decline _.and 
Fall, op. cit. . p. 1308.



that every attempt to alter it, or to impair the 
reverence for its received institutions, was re
garded under the name of heresy as a crime of the 
first magnitude. Yet, dangerous as free inquiry 
may have been looked upon, when extended to the 
principles of religion, there is no department 
where it was more necessary, or its interference more decidedly beneficial.28

proceeding somewhat along the same lines as Roscoe, both 
Adam Ferguson and Lord Karnes make the point that both the 
Greek city-states and the Italian republics were disturbed 
by internal disorders which then produced the favorable 
result of sharpening men's wits by making them keenly a- 
ware of their rights and duties; this sharpness of wit 
was useful in promoting letters and the arts.2® In an in
teresting passage on the comparison between ancient and 
modern wit, Bishop Hurd indicates that both flourished 
in free and liberal states, and, that as soon as tyranny 
encroached on men's liberties, wit turned licentious and 
crude.30 Thus there was built up the concept of liberty 
as the initiator and stimulator of the revival of learning 
and of the arts.

But another group of writers turned this concept a—

28 Cited in Theodore Schrosder, ed., Free Press Anthology 
(New York, 190S), pp. 33-33.
29 Adam Ferguson, An Essay on the History of Civil Society 
(London, 1768), p. 37 3; Lord Karnes, Sketches of the History 
of Man (Edinburgh, 1738), I, 190-91.
30 Richard Hurd, The Works (London, 1311), I, 337-33.



-383-

round completely; according to these writers, it was the 
Renaissance which caused the spread of liberty and free 
inquiry; in short, these blessings were the consequence 
and not the cause of the Renaissance. The Renaissance re
sulted in a loosening of the shackles of the mind and the 
spread of free inquiry, wrote Godwin, Harris, Knox, and 
Warton.31 Another theory which was advanced was that the 
Renaissance, instead of being the product of, had rather 
resulted in the dawning of, liberty.33 Here is a clear 
case of the confusion of cause and effect which seems to 
go along with the growth of a more philosophical and com
plex mode of history writing. Another point to be noticed 
in connection with this movement is that the Renaissance 
is judged and not merely described; it is seen as a sig-

31 William Godwin, The Enquirer. Reflections on Education. 
Manners, and Literature (Philadelphia, 1797), pV 31; James 
Harris, op. cit.. I I , 394; Vicesimus Knox, oi>. ci t., III,
128-39; Thomas Warton, The History of English Poetry, from 
the Close of the Eleventh Century to the Commencement of 
the Eighteenth Century, ed. Richard Price (London, 1840), III, 7; ’̂fh'o'mas Warton, The Life of Sir Thomas Pope (London, 
1730), pp. 136-38.
33 Robert Anderson, ed., The Work3 of the British Poets. With Prefaces, Biographical and Critical (London, 1795),II, 60?; William Robertson, The Works, ed. Dugald. Stewart, 
(London, 1837), VI, 37; N. William Wraxall, The History of France, from the Accession of Henry the Third, in 1574, 
to the Death of Henry the Fourth, in 1610. Preceded by aView of the Civil, Military, and Political State of_EurpjQ.e,
between the Middle, and the Close of the Sixteenth Century 
U p  n don, 18147, I, 333.



nificant factor in determining and influencing the course 
of modern history.

So far the effects attributed to the Renaissance may 
be considered as beneficial, but this is by no means a 
universal sentiment. The chief objection to the Renais
sance was that the revival of classical letters led to so 
servile and confining an imitation of the style and thought 
of the ancients that it became impossible to produce ori
ginal works of merit; in this respect, the influence of 
Bacon probably played a large part. Hume terms the manner 
of composition of the writers of the Renaissance "Asiatic,” 
and says of it:

On the revival of letters, when the judgment of the 
public is as yet raw and unformed, this false glitter 
catches the eye, and leaves no room, either in eloquence or poetry, for the durable beauties of solid 
sense and lively passion. The reigning genius is 
then diametrically opposite to that which prevails 
in the first origin of the arts. The Italian writers, 
it is evident, even the most celebrated, have not 
reached the proper simplicity of thought and compo
sition; and in Petrarch, Tasso, Guarini, frivolous 
witticisms and forced conceits are but too predomin
ant. The period, during which letters were cultiva
ted in Italy was so short as scarcely to allow leisure 
for correcting this adulterated relish.The more early French writers are liable to the same reproach, Voiture, Balzac, even Corneille, have 
too much affected those ambitious ornaments, of which 
the Italians in general, and the least pure of the 
antients supplied them with so many models. And. it was not till late, that observation and reflection gave rise to a more natural turn of thought and com
position among that elegant people.A like character may be extended to the first English writers; such as flourished during the reigns 
of Elizabeth and James, and even till long afterwards. 
Learning, on its revival in this island, was attired 
in the same unnatural garb, which it wore at the time
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of its decay among the Greeks and Romans. And, what 
may be regarded as a misfortune, the English writers 
who were possessed of great genius before they were 
endued with any degree of taste, and by that means 
gave a kind of sanction to those forced turns and sentiments, which they so much affected.33

Nevertheless, Hume's statement did not go unchallenged; for
example, Knox had this to say about the style of writing at
the time of the revival:

About the time of the revival of learning, every scholar was early taught to compose in Latin; and 
to excel in it was one of the first objects of his 
literary ambition. Many most honourable testimonies 
are extant, of the success of those indefatigable 
students; and I believe, if a taste for the manners 
and pursuits of that age were adopted, it would be 
a circumstance equally favourable to virtue and letters.... Caesar, Cicero, Virgil, Horace, Livy, Sal
lust, have kept their ranks as standards for imita
tion, during eighteen hundred years; and a careful imitation of them has produced such writers, in Italy, 
as Dante, Boccace, Petrarch, Ariosto, Casa, Galileo; 
in France, Racine, Moliere, Boileau, Bossuet, Fenelon; 
in England, Milton, Dryden, Addison, Pope, and a thousand others, who, altogether, have improved and innocently delighted myriads of the human race.34

On the score of the criticisms of the revival of classical
learning, the writers of the previous century seem to have
a better grasp on the essential, belles—lettristio nature
of the Renaissance as developed by the humanists.

33 David Hume, nAppendix to the Reign of James I, " The_ 
History of England, from the Invasion of Julius Caesar to 
the Revolution in 1683 (London" 1770), VI, 211-13. C_. 
Edward Gibbon, Miscellaneous Works, op» oit., 11,^437; 
Oliver Goldsmith, The Works, ed. -J. W. M. Gibbs (London, 
1885), II 397; Thomas Warton, The History of English 
Poetry, op. ojt., III, 31; Thomas Warton, Observations
on the Fairy Queen of Spenser (London, 1307), I, 1—3.
34 Vicesimus Knox, op_. cit., IV, 438-33.



This is an appropriate point to consider the state 
of the appreciation of the Elizabethans at this time and 
its relationship to the idea of the Renaissance in Eng
land. At the outset, it may be said that the so-called 
Elizabethan revival did not result in any heightening of 
the awareness of the Renaissance. The scholars who were 
then so laboriously bringing to light the range of Eliza
bethan literature were not motivated by broad philosoph
ical ideas and to most of them, so far as their written 
work allows us to judge, the concept of the Renaissance 
was unknown. What this means is that the idea of the 
Renaissance pursued an independent course; starting in 
the Renaissance, it did not depend for its existence on 
the state of appreciation of a particular national lit
erature, but by linking itself with the main ideological 
streams which go to make up the modern mind and becoming 
itself one of them, the idea of the Renaissance was not 
subject to the state of appreciation of Elizabethan lit
erature at any time. It is therefore safe to sâ r that 
had the Elizabethan revival not taken place, the history 
of the idea of the Renaissance in England would have re
mained substantially the same. This assertion is confirmed 
by the fact that the romantics, in whom the Elizabethan 
revival reached a climax, were of all the writers of their 
generation the least interested in the idea of the Ren
aissance. For these reasons, therefore, it is not neces-
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aary to consider the state of appreciation of Elizabethan 
literature at this time.^

35 The impression has been given by some students of the 
Elizabethan revival that its influence was pervasive and 
that both the creative arts and scholarship responded to 
its stimulus. Dr. Miller has shown that so far as the 
drama is concerned, between 1700 and 1749 there were five plays dealing with the Tudor period, while between 1750 
and 1800 there were seven plays with a Tudor setting, all 
out of a total of 111 historical dramas dealing with Eng
land. Nor did these plays possess an authentic Tudor atmosphere; historical coloring was lacking. So far as 
scholarship is concerned, Vicesimus Knox was not alone 
in his opinion when he wrote in his essay "On the Prevailing Taste for the Old English Poets," op. cit., I, 245-47: 
"The antiquarian spirit, which was once confined to in
quiries concerning the manners, the buildings, the records, 
and the coins of the ages that preceded us, has now ex
tended itself to those poetical compositions which were 
popular among our forefathers, but which have gradually 
sunk into oblivion through the decay of language, and the 
prevalence of a correct and polished taste. Books printed 
in the black letter are sought for by the English anti
quary with the same avidity with which he peruses a monumental inscription, or treasures up a Saxon piece of money. 
The popular ballad composed by some illiterate minstrel, 
and which has been handed down by tradition for several 
centuries, is rescued from the hands of the vulgar, to 
obtain a place in the collection of a man of taste. Verses which, a few years past, were thought worthy the at
tention of children only, or of the lowest and rudest orders, are now admired for that artless simplicity which 
once obtained the name of coarseness and vulgarity....

"Our earlier poets, many of those whose names and works 
are deservedly forgotten, seem to have thought that rhyme was poetry. And even this constituent requisite they ap
plied with extreme negligence. It was, however, good enough for its readers, most of whom considered the mere 
ability of reading as a very high attainment. It has had 
its day, and the antiquary must not despise U3, if we 
cannot peruse it with patience...."In perusing the antiquated pages of our English baras, 

sometimes find a passage which has comparative merit, and which Bhines with the greater lustre, because it is 
surrounded with deformity.— While we consider the rude
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The latter part of the eighteenth century in England, 
saw a return to the comprehensive approach to the revival 
of learning characteristic of the Renaissance itself. But 
in addition to the trend toward a mors scholarly study of 
the Renaissance, there was manifest the beginning of the 
movement to ascribe more and more abstract causes for the 
Renaissance and to criticize it. Finally, with the devel
opment of a more exact scholarship, there is evident a con
fusion in meaning between different writers apparently con
cerned with the same subject. What to one student is a 
cause is to another an effect, while similar causes pro
duce different effects and similar effects are given dif
ferent causes. Scholarship becomes more scientific but 
it also becomes more disputatious.

state of literature, the want of models, the depraved taste 
of readers, we are struck with the least appearance of beauty. We are flattered with an idea of our own penetra
tion, in discovering excellencies which have escaped the notice of the world. We take up the volume with a previous 
determination to prove that it contains valuable matter.
We are unwilling that our pains should be unrewarded. We 
select a few lines from a long work, and, by a little cri
tical refinement, prove that they are wonderfully excellent. 
But the candid are ready to confess, that they have not 
often discovered in this department a sufficient degree 
or quantity of absolute merit to repay the labour of a profound and laborious search.” So difficult was it for 
the scholars of Elizabethan literature to bring about a 
change in taste and point of view.
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IV. The Middle Ages and the Renaissance

If the claim of the latter half of the eighteenth cen
tury to the honor of being the first to appreciate the 
Elizabethans is not altogether just, it can count on the 
authenticity of its primacy in the appreciation of the 
civilisation of the Middle Ages. "At a time, when truths 
of every kind are so eagerly investigated, and those of 
history in particular,” wrote Joseph Berington in the 
preface to The History of the Lives of Abei ilar_d_ and__H- 
oisa, "I have chosen a dark period; and if I can bring it 
before the public in any form that may raise attention, 
my design will be satisfied."36 It is significant that 
Berington is not afraid to bring to the notice of the 
eighteenth century reading public an era which had since 
the Renaissance been treated with very little sympathy.
The point is that Berington ?;as not alone in his research
es into the Middle Ages; historians of all subjects recog
nized that to trace through properly and systematically 
developments in politics or literature or science it was 
necessary to investigate the culture of the Middle Ages.

Moreover, students of the Renaissance soon perceived

36 Joseph Berington, The History of the Lives of _Abjgi_lj-ard 
and Heloisa; comprising a Period__of_Eighty— four _ f r om
1079 to 1163. With_ thei r Genuine Let t_ers^f rpm_ the_ Co11ec- 
JLion_ P.f Amboiee {Birmingliam, 1788"), p. vi .
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that a number of trends in different fields which they
thought had first appeared in the Renaissance could be
found in the Middle Ages and turned their attention to
the study of that neglected era. "I have chosen, indeed,
the dark ages," continues Berington in his preface:

those times, which it has long been the fashion to 
depreciate; over which ignorance is thought to have 
spread the dark mantle of barbarism and superstition, under which few traces can be found which the im
proved and enlightened minds of these days can sur
vey undisgusted. The judgment is unequitable. I will not say that there was not much darkness; but 
also that there were many rays, dispersed on characters, and beaming from events, which the less fasti
dious historian can collect and view with pleasure. 
The darkness was the necessary effect of causes which, in every circumstance, were organized to pro
duce it.The Goths, the Huns, the Vandals, the Franks, the 
Burgundians, and the Lombards, had descended, like clouds of locusts, from the north, and proudly fixed 
their iron thrones on the ruins of the western world. 
Triumphant in their strength, they despised the puny nations they had easily subdued. Arms and the ani
mating sports of the field could alone gain their 
attention. To them the arts were an unmanly occupation, and as they knew nothing of science, it even 
sank lower in their estimation. The manners and taste of the ruling part}*- are soon communicated to 
the other orders of society. These even will desert 
every former pursuit, and throw off the character 
thejr before esteemed, the better to conciliate the 
favour, and to make their way to the notice, of their new masters. Thus did the people, whom the barbarians 
had conquered, soon themselves become barbarous; the 
pursuits of science languished; and the powers of 
reason, for a time disused, seemed to have lost their 
native energjr.But as this disposition of things, from the natural 
instability of man, could not long continue, so did science soon revive, and the arts of peace were cul
tivated. Indeed, even in the worst moments, they were not utterly extinguished, as we know from the 
annals of the times. But in speaking 01 events, a 
general view only can be exhibited. I said that sci
ence soon revived, and with it the arts. In their
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revival they are but little superior to the imper
fection of their first growth; languid, tardy, and 
elementary. Even in the eleventh century, the per
iod I have ohoeen, when the new kingdoms were firmly established, the view of society is often uninviting 
and sometimes disgusting from its barbarous and un- ' enlightened character. But perhaps too severe a 
prepossession had engaged the judgment. TOien I con
sider the enlarged minds and virtuous endowments of 
some men, who then lived, I am inclined to think it. The reader will determine.
About the fifteenth century, when the more elegant 

productions of antiquity began to be more generally 
read, to decry the monkish writers was deemed a proof 
of great discernment. Their language, indeed, was barbarous, compared with better models; but I would 
rather read a monkish composition, of which at least 
the ideas are sometimes original, than the works of 
those fastidious critics. Affectedly imitative of 
Ciceronian elegance, they are vapid and disgusting.But we ourselves have been led a.'wa.y by the puerile 
judgment of the men, I allude to. We do not suffi
cient 13' reflect that, in the dark ages, even the most 
cultivated mind must have wanted language with which to clothe his ideas. Latin had long ceased to be 
spoken, and the modern tongues of Europe were as yet 
barren and unexpressive. They wrote in Latin. What 
judgment, let me ask, would posterity form of the classical elegance, at least, even of these times, 
if modern authors were tied down to the use only of 
the dead languages. I know not that the editor of 
Bellendenus, whom some admire, could promise to him
self a never-fading breath of glory. Yet for these four hundred years, have the ages which preceded them 
been principally despised, because the language of 
their authors was rude and unharmonious.Another circumstance has contributed to strengthen 
the unfavourable impression. When the Reformation 
began, in the sixteenth century, it was thought neces
sary to justify the measure by every plausible pre
text. It was owing to the darkness in which the 
world had been involved, they said, that error had 
so successfully made its way, and had sapped the^ foundations of religious truth. In all their wri
tings the first reformers dwell on this idea. The 
more gloomy the representation can be made, the more 
expedient becomes their work, and the greater success 
would attend their endeavours. Success did attend them; and their successors in the ministry have not 
been less sedulous to keep alive the same impression 
on the minds of the people. There was truth in the
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genera 1 view; but the deep colouring seemed some
times to disguise its strongest features.3?

This is an extremely ingenious defense of the Middle Ages. 
Berington rightly lays his finger on two of the most pow
erful forces inimical to a proper understanding of the 
Middle Ages, the humanists and the reformers of the Ren
aissance and Reformation, and then adapts to his purpose 
of defending the literature of the Middle Ages the very 
argument which scholars had previously used to make gen
eral the appreciation of the Elizabethans.

Furthermore, the beginnings of modern enlightenment 
were pushed yet deeper into the Middle Ages. According 
to Harris and Warton, there was no time during the Middle 
Ages when learning was altogether extinguished. Russell 
held that the beginnings of the revival dated back to the 
times of Alfred and Charlemagne but were succeeded by 
darkness onl}?- to be revived again in the twelfth century. 
Robertson placed the beginning of improvement in civiliza
tion at the end of the eleventh century while Gibbon linked

37 Joseph Berington, ojd. cit.. pp. xxxiv-xxxvi. Berington neatly disposes of the problem of using Catholic sources, ibid.. p. xxvi: "These I have mentioned are Roman Catholic 
historians; and it will be asked, if I have relied implicitly on their representations?——Let it be observed that,
I am describing times which preceded the existence of Prot
estantism four hundred years; the sources of my information 
therefore must necessarily be Catholic. As to modern wri
ters, I chose those, in whom, it seemed, I could place boo 
confidence; nor did I once think what mode oi religion t*.e 
had professed."



the commencement of letters to the origins of liberty in 
the twelfth century.38 However, scholarly attention was 
centered not so much on datings as on discovering what 
groups during the Middle Ages kept learning alive.

Despite familiarity with the work of the learned Greeks 
in the Renaissance, little was known of the course of learn
ing in Byzantium before the eastern invasions. Gibbon praised 
the Byzantine Greeks for transmitting the cultural traditions 
of the ancients to the west, but blamed them for failing to 
make any significant use of ancient learning themselves.32 
James Harris attempted a sketch of the history of learning 
in Byzantium, but his knowledge of the subject was extremely 
scanty, and it was only until the researches of Berington 
and Ha 11am in the early nineteenth century that any real 
appreciation of the Byzantine services was possible.

38 James Harris, ojo. cit., II, 419; Thomas Wartcn, The 
History of English Poetry, op. cit., II, 545-46; William Russell, ojo. cit., I, 500-01; William Robertson, op. oit., 
III, 30; Edward Gibbon, Miscellaneous Works, op. cit., II,
416.
39 Edward Gibbon. The Decline and Fall, op. oit., pp. 1010- 
3.2.
40 James Harris, ojo. oit., II, 421-25; 444-63.^ In a letter 
to Monboddo, Harris writes: "I cannot enough admire yournoble attempt to bring the Greek Philosophy again in fash
ion. To speak my mind freely, I think, though there^ was a 
time, when Plato and Aristotle were much more in faenion 
than they are now, they were cultivated or understood in 
Western or Latin Europe as they ought; and as I believe many of the learned Greeks cultivated^ them, even down to 
the taking of Constantinople,” cited in William Knighu,
2I>. cit.. p . 91.
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The part played by the Arabs in keeping learning vig
orous during the Middle Ages was analyzed in detail by a 
considerable number of writers during the second half of 
the eighteenth century. Scattered references in the pages 
of Adam Andersen's An Historical and Chronological Deduction 
of the Origin of Commerce attest to his recognition of the 
significant contributions made by the Arabs during the Mid
dle Ages. According to him, they invented algebra, were 
learned astronomers, introduced chemistry into Europe, were 
excellent geographers, translated Aristotle, and in general 
communicated learning to Europe at a time when the Christians 
did not possess even the rudiments of s c i e n c e . A c c o r d i n g  
to Thomas Astle, the Arabians translated into Arabic Plato, 
Aristotle, Euclid, Archimedes, Apollonius, Diophantus, 
Hippocrates, Galen, and Ptolemy so that "...from them, the 
first rays of science and philosophy began to enlighten 
the western hemisphere, and in time, dispelled the thick 
cloud of ignorance, which for some ages had eclipsed lit
erature." He goes on to say:

It will hereafter appear, that it was from the Arabians that these western parts became first acquainted 
with the Greek philosophy; and from them, several branches of science were introduced into Europe as early as the ninth century, and even into Britain before the end of the eleventh, in which, and in the

41 Adam Andersen, An Historical and Chronological Deduction 
of the Origin of Commerce, from"the" Earliest Accounts 
TLondon, 1801), I, 94, 188, 476.
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three succeeding centuries, several Englishmen trav
elled into Arabia and Spain, in search of knowledge; 
amongst others, Adelard, a Monk of Bath; Robert, a 
Monk of Reading; Retinensis, Shelly, Morley, and others.42

In his Principles which Lead and Direct Philosophical In
quiries; Illustrated by the History of Astronomy. Adam Smith 
speaks highly of the Arabian efforts to keep learning alive:

The ruin of the empire of the Romans, and, along with it, the subversion of all law and order, which happened 
a^few centuries afterwards, produced the entire neglect of that study of the connecting principles of nature, 
to which leisure and security can alone give occasion. After the fall of those great conquerera and civilizers of mankind, the empire of the Califfs seems to have 
been the first state under which the world enjoyed 
that degree of tranquillity which the cultivation of the sciences requires. It was under the protection of 
those generous and magnificent princes that the ancient philosophy and astronomy were restored and established 
in the East; that tranquillity, which their mild, just, and religious government diffused over their vast em
pire, revived the curiosity of mankind, to inquire into the connecting principles of nature. The fame 
of the Greek and Roman learning, which was then recent 
in the memories of men, made them desire to know, concerning these abstruse subjects, what were the doctrines of the so much renowned pages of those two nations....

The victorious arms of the Saracens carried into Spain the learning, as well as the gallantry, of the 
East; and along with it, the tables of Almamon, and 
the Arabian translations of Ptolemy and Aristotle; 
and thus Europe received a second time from Babylon, 
the rudiments of the science of the heavens. The writings of Ptolemy were translated from Arabic into 
Latin; and the Peripatetic philosophy was studied in Averroes and Avicenna with as much eagerness and with 
as much submission to its doctrines in the West, as 
it had been in the East....The schoolmen, who received, at once, from the Arab
ians, the philosopher of Aristotle, and the astronomy of Hipparchus, were necessarily obliged to reconcile

42 Thomas Astle, The Origin and Progress of Writing (London, 
1784), pp. xvi-xvii.
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them "to one another, and to connect together the revo
lutions of the Eccentric Circles and Epicycles of the one, by the solid Spheres of the other. Many different attempts of this kind were made by many different 
philosophers: but, of them all, that of Purbach, in the fifteenth century, was the happiest and most esteemed .. • .

When you have convinced the world, that an estab
lished system ought to be corrected, it is not very 
difficult to persuade them that it should be destroy
ed. Not long, therefore, after the death of Regiomontanus, Copernicus began to meditate a new system, 
which should connect together the celestial appear
ances, in a more simple as well as a more accurate manner, than that of Ptolemy.43

Gibbon, Harris, Hayley, Maclaurin, Monboddo, Priestley,
Pye, Robertson, Russell, and Warton likewise take occasion 
to acknowledge the extent and depth of Arabian learning 
during the Middle Ages, and, like Smith, to indicate its 
influence on the growth of modern science.^4

Several of the most important medieval institutions 
were praised for their contributions in maintaining learn
ing at a time when it was extremely difficult to do so, 
and this despite a lively anti-Catholic and anti-aristo-

43 Adam Smith, The Works, ed. Dugald Smith (London, 1811), 
V, 119-22.
44 Edward Gibbon, The Decline and Fall, op♦ cit., pp. 981- 83; Edward Gibbon, Miscellaneous Works, op. cit., II, 407; 
James Harris, pp. cit., II, 463-500; William Hayley, op. cit. . II, 36: ColirTUac laurin, An Account_of Sir Isaao Newton’s Philosophical Discoveries(London, 1746), pp. 
40-41; Lord Monboddo, op. cit., Ill, 441; Joseph Priestley,

P* 268; Henry James Pye, "The Progress oi Re
finement, A Poem, 11 Poems on Various Subjects (London,
1787), II, 135; William Robertson, op. oit., VI, 36;William Russell, op. cit., I, 501; Thomas Warton, The 
History of English Poetry, o p . cit., I, xci —xcv.

%
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oratio prejudice which saw the blighting hands of the Pope 
and the nobleman everywhere in the Middle Ages. However, 
of all the movements and institutions connected with the 
church, only the monasteries were singled out for commenda
tion. The most extensive treatment of the monasteries is 
made by Anna Barbauld who lists nine services performed 
by them which aided in protecting and fostering learning. 
They preserved classical learning, continued the habit of 
study when it was in danger of disappearing from disuse, 
maintained schools for the instruction of the young, pro
vided a means of communication by cherishing Latin, prac
ticed the art of polite composition, helped break down 
medieval isolation by encouraging members to travel, gave 
the poor but intelligent an opportunity for advancement 
through study and learning, harbored the pre-reformers of 
_the church from its attacks, and kept alive the sentiments 
of charity, poverty, and chastity which ultimately aided 
in bringing about a more refined culture.

Vicesimus Knox anticipates the modern scholarly con
cept of Christian humanism when he links the learned ec
clesiastics of the Middle Ages with the devout humanists 
of the Renaissance in his essay M0n the Obligations which

45 Anna Laetitia Barbauld, Memoir. Letters, and a. Selection 
from the Poems and Prose Writings, ed. Grace A. Ellis 
iBoston, 1874), II, 316-33.
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Learning Owes to the Christian Religion":
A considerable knowledge of history, and something of 
chronology and philosophy, was necessary in studying 
and defending the Scriptures, even in the earliest 
ages; and many Christians appeared well skilled in 
those parts of learning, at a time when they were gen
eral^ neglected. Religion and conscience operated 
as a stimulus, when all other motives were insufficient 
to retard the mind in its swift progress down the declivity of ignorance and degeneracy.

With a view, and solely with a view, to enable ecclesiastics to read and understand the Scriptures, 
even in the most dismal night of ignorance, there 
were some places of instruction, in cathedrals and 
monasteries, in which the embers of literature, if 
we may venture to use that expression, were preserved from total extinction; in which a spark lay latent, 
which was one day to relume a light destined to lighten the universe.

The little learning of those unfortunate ages, though 
it did not enable the persons who possessed it to taste and understand the beauties of the ancient poets and 
philosophers, yet gave them some idea of the value of books in general, and enabled them to transcribe, with 
tolerable accuracy, even what they did not entirely 
or accuratel3r understand. Thus were those inestimable treasures of all elegant and pleasing knowledge, the 
old Greek and Latin authors, handed down to happier 
ages; to those who were able to unlock them, and pour out their riches for the general utility. Nor are we 
indebted to Christians for the classics only; but also for the Roman law, and the codes of Justinian and Theo
dosius. Books, which were destroyed by ignorant and angry kings and conquerers, found a safe asylum in religious houses; and even Monkery, which has been 
justly reprobated as one of the follies of human nature, became, under the direction of Providence, the 
instrument of many of those blessings which now contribute greatly to the happiness and dignity of an 
enlightened empire.The revival of learning, as it is termed, or it3 
emancipation from churches and monasteries, and gen
eral diffusion over the world, i3 greatly owing to the efforts of ecclesiastics. There arose, in the auspicious morning of learning restored, a constella
tion of polite and profound Christian scholars, whose 
effulgence has scarcely been outshone oy any succeed
ing luminaries in the literal h o r i z o n . 46

46 Vicesimus Knox, 0£. cit., I, 546-47. Cf. Edward Giooon,
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That the destruction of the monasteries was an impediment 
to the progress of learning was an idea which was occasion
ally voiced. The Catholic historian, Hugh Tootell, asserts 
that ’’•..the nation suffered very much as to learning and 
improvement in the liberal sciences, by the dissolution of 
the monasteries” and cleverly quotes in support of his state
ment such staunch Protestant historians as Jeremy Collier, 
Thomas Tanner, John Bale, Thomas, and Anthony Wood.47

Another medieval institution which came in for its 
share of attention and praise was that of chivalry. The 
attitude of the new school of medievalists towards chivalry 
may be gathered from a study of Gilbert Stuart’s interest
ing account of feudalism. Stuart writes:

Thus war, gallantry, and devotion, conspired to form 
the character of the knight. And these manners, so lofty and so romantic, were for ages to give a splen
dour to Europe, by directing the fortunes of its na
tions, and b 3̂ producing examples of magnanimity and valour, which are unequalled in the annals of mankind.
But their effects in policy and war, however conspic
uous, are of little consideration, when compared with 
the permanent tone they communicated to society. The

Miscellaneous Works, op. oit., II, 409, 708; James Harris, 
op. oit.. II. 565-73; William Hayley, pp. pit.., II, 31.
47 Hugh Tootell, The Church History of England, from the 
Year 1500. to the Ye'ar 1680. Chiefly with regard to Cathq- licks ("Brussels, 17 37), I, 113-13. Cf. Horace Walpole,
Anecdotes of Painting in England, ed. James Dalloway TLondon, 18387, I, 103: "...and there is no forgiving
him that destruction of ancient monuments, and gothic piles, and painted glass by the suppression of monaster- 
ies; a reformation, as he callsd it, whicn we antipuaries 
almost devoutly lament."
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spirit of humanity, which distinguishes modern times in the periods of war, as well as of peace; the gal
lantry which prevails in our conversations and private intercourse, in our theatres, and in our public assem
blies and amusements; the point of honour which cor
rects the passions, by improving our delicacy, and 
the sense of propriety and decorum; and which, by 
teaching us to consider the importance of others, 
makes us value our own; these circumstances arose 
out of chivalrv and discriminate the modern from the ancient world.48

It is Stuart1s purpose to show that feudalism fell, not be
cause of outside factors operating on it, but because of 
its own inner decay, and he applies this method to the dis
solution of chivalry as well:

While the varying situation of fiefs and chivalry was to produce the most important consequences in polity 
and government, it was to be no less powerful in changing the general picture of society; and the man
ners, which were to figure in this state of confusion 
and disorder, are a contrast to those which attended their elevation and greatness. The romantic grandeur 
and virtue which grew out of the feudal association, in its age of cordiality and happiness, . could not ex
ist when that cordiality and happiness were decayed.
The disorders of fiefs had operated on chivalry, and 
the deviations of both from perfection, affecting 
strongly the commerce of life and the condition of the female sex, were to terminate in new modes of 
thinking, and new systems of action.The disastrous state of fiefs, disuniting the interests of the lord and vassal, gave rise to oppres
sions and grievances. These produced a proneness to 
venality and corruption. All ranks of men, from the 
sovereign to the slave, seemed at variance. Rapacity 
and insolence were to characterise the superior and the master; chicane and disaffection, the vassal and 
the servant. A relaxation of morals, total and vio
lent, was to prevail. Chivalry, losing its renown,^ the purity of the knightly virtues was to oe tarnished. When it fell as a military establishment, its generous 
manners were not to remain in vigour. The women were

48 Gilbert Stuart, op. c11 ., p. 70.
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to lose their value and their pride. The propensity 
to vice, fostered by political disorder, and the pas
sion for gallantry, driven to extremity by the romantic admiration which had been paid to the sex, were to en
gender a voluptuousness, and a luxury which, in the 
circle of human affairs, are usually to distinguish and to hasten the decline and fall of nations.49

Robertson is particularly enthusiastic about chivalry and 
holds that it refined manners, introduced liberal sentiments, 
and kept alive the feelings of such cultivated standards as 
humanity, courtesy, and h o n o r . B u t  Boswell, perhaps speak
ing from personal experience in a field in which he had had 
ample opportunity for investigation, took it upon himself 
to throw cold water on the tendenc}' to admire chivalry:

...that strange system of manners called Chivalry, the 
offspring of wild Go thick imagination, and of which 
the amazing prevalence must ever be held as one of the 
most astonishing facts in the history of human nature.By that system, Love was fancifully made a species of 
devotion. and the woman, who was the object of it, a divinity. The utmost prostration, therefore, was un
derstood to have nothing more of meanness in it than 
the profound humility of religious adoration. And now, though the system be worn away in the progress of time, a certain degree of its delusion and mode of 
expression remains, as we find the Heathen Gods and Goddesses introduced into our poems, though we have 
no belief in the Grecian or Roman mythology.51

49 Gilbert Stuart, ibid., pp. 146-47.
50 William Robertson, op.. cit., III, 65-68. Cf. Joseph 
Phillimore, "Chivalry," Oxford Prize Essays, op. cit.,II, 136-37; William Russell, op. cit., 1,^148, 502; Thomas 
War ton, Observations on the Fairy Queen of Spenser, op. cit.. n “ ”
51 James Boswell, "On Love," #13, September, 1778, in The 
Hypochondraiok, ed. Margery Bailey (Stanford University 
Press, 1938), I, 189. Cf. Vicesimus Knox, op. cit.-* 211-14, where "...the boasted age of chivalry" is casti-



The crusades were accorded a high place in effecting 
the transition from the Middle Ages to the Renaissance. 
Robertson is particularly zealous in advancing the claims 
of the crusades to have brought about the birth of the mod
ern era:

It was not possible for the crusaders to travel through 
so many countries, and to behold their various customs 
and institutions, without acquiring information and im
provement* Their views enlarged; their prejudices wore off; new ideas crowded into their minds; and they must 
have been sensible, on many occasions, of the rusticity 
of their own manners, when compared with those of a more polished people. These impressions were not so 
slight as to be effaced upon their return to their native countries. A close intercourse subsisted between the East and the West during the two centuries; new armies were continually marching from Europe to 
Asia, while former adventurers returned home, and imported many of the customs to which they had been 
familiarized by a long residence abroad. Accordingly, we discover, soon after the commencement of the crusades, greater splendour in the courts of princes, 
greater pomp in public ceremonies, a more refined taste in pleasure and amusements, together with a 
more romantic spirit of enterprise, spreading gradually over Europe; and to these wild expeditions, the 
effect of superstition or folly, we owe the first 
gleams of light which tended to dispel barbarism and 
ignoranc e* 53

The general opinion agreed with Robertson that the crusades

gated as "...an age of folly, madness, and misery," and scorn is heaped on those writers who "...have lately a- rissn, pretending to extraordinary degrees of the distinctive faculty of man, pretending to the mo3t unbounded phil
anthropy, but at the same time regretting that the age of 
chivalry is no more," the truth of the matter being than "...the spirit of chivalry was highly favourable to the 
spirit of despotism."
53 William Robertson, ojc. cit., Ill, 35.
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brought the west into contact with a more refined culture 
which penetrated into Europe through commercial channels 
and effected a change in sentiments and in the social or
ganisation of feudalism. Thus Adam Anderson writes:

The Holy War made the nations of the west acquainted with .the manufactures and productions of the east, 
and with the ports of the Levant. Even the Danes, 
as well as the Frisons and English, says Maimbourg 
in his History of the Crusade, had their fleets in 
that war. Although in succeeding times, especially 
in the more northern parts of Europe, the resort to 
the east fell into disuse, which was chiefly occa
sioned by the Turks overpowering the Greek empire. 
Several cities of Europe also, by advancing money 
for supplying the equipment of their lords-paramount 
to the Holy War, had gained immunities as enabled 
them greatly to improve their commerce, by which the 
old feudal constitution gradually lost ground in 
most parts; and the plants, fruits, drugs, &c . of the east were brought into the west, and some of 
. them were naturalized in Italy, and from thence, by 
degrees, introduced into Francs, Germany, Spain, England, and the Netherlands.53

The crusades as a factor in the breakdown of feudalism are 
linked with the rise of commerce in promoting the Renais
sance as will be seen below.

Turning now to an examination of the cultural tradi
tions of the Middle Ages which, it wa3 thought, had import
ant repercussions on the Renaissance, we find two aspects 
of medieval thought singled out for discussion. The first 
of these is an appreciation of proven^al literature, and

53 Adam Anderson, op. ci t», I, 248. Cf. Henry James Pyc 
Qit». II, 134; Joseph Priestley, ojo. oit,., p. 363; Mary Wo 11s tone raft, An Historical and Moral View of—the Origin and Progress of the French Revolution; and— the 

Effect it has Produced in Europe ('London, 1794), p. 23.



place is given detailed treatment by Robert Alves:
The nature of the feudal government strongly biassed 
in favour of liberty; the establishment of freedom 
in towns; the gallant regard paid to women, along 
with the practice of chivalry and the duel; all tend
ed to the civilization of manners, and to mitigate 
that ferocity and barbarity that disgraced the dark or Gothic ages.
About this time a new race of writers started up, 

and a new world of literature opened to view; differ
ent in kind, indeed, from that of the Greeks or Romans yet marked with genius, and gradually rising to dig
nity and importance. Even those regions that in the 
time of the elegant ancients, could produce nothing 
but barbarity or savage valour, now gave birth to 
sciences and arts, and enjoyed, in their turn, the 
splendid sunshine of knowledge and refinement.
Britain, Germany, France, and Spain, climates hith

erto inhospitable to literature; and that from time immemorial brought forth nations only agitated with 
discord, sunk in ignorance, or torpid with sloth; 
at last awakened from their long dream, and threw 
off those chains that seemed both their disgrace and 
misery. Europe assumed a new face; in it mankind 
began to feel their natural powers; and nations the 
most savage and unpolished shared more or less in 
the general information.Italy, however, was the first that figured in this 
restoration of learning; and produced such examples 
of genius in the fine arts, as left not much to be 
improved upon, even by the most eminent of their 
successors.It is worth while to observe, that this was chiefly owing to the Troubadours, or Provencal poets; who, 
about the time of the Crusades, attended the courts 
of the different European princes, and were greatly 
admired for the smoothness of their language, and 
their talents in poetic composition.But no where, were they more caressed and encour
aged than in Italy. Romantic love and feats of chivalry chiefly employed their songs, and were described
with all that enthusiasm for which the times were so
remarkable. They, likewise, dealt in satire a^morals, and were particularly severe_ agai net the^ clergy, the dissoluteness of whose lives, in those 
days, was shockingly notorious.The Italians insensibly caught their manner^ and 
aPPlying it to their own manner and tongue, twnicn grew every day more refined), they at las. supplants 
that of the Provencals, whose language as well as
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poetry, after lasting for two or three centuries 
fell into disuse, and in the fourteenth century ' entirely disappeared. '
However, to this set of strolling bards was ow

ing that remarkable revolution in literature that took place sooner or later in the different king
doms of Europe. Dante, Petrarch, and Boccace, in 
Italy; Chaucer and Spenser, in England, as well as other poets in France and Spain; all formed them
selves upon the provencal poetry; chose much the 
same objects, and breathed a spirit of wild romance and humours, extremely characteristic of the times.54

James Beattie has something of the same notion in his dis
sertation On Fable and Romance:

To investigate all the causes that brought about the revival of letters, is now impossible. The ages im
mediately preceding this great event were profoundly 
ignorant; and few memorials of them remain. The 
crusades, bloody and unnatural as they were, seem 
to have given a new, and a favourable impulse to the 
human soul. For the heroes of those wars, who lived to return home, brought along with them marvellous accounts of Asia, and of the misfortunes, triumphs, 
and other adventures that had there befallen them. 
Thus, it may be supposed, that the imagination of 
Europeans would be elevated, their memory stored with 
new ideas, and their curiosity awakened. The human mind, thus prepared, naturally betakes itself to in
vention. Or if we believe the dawn of modern liter
ature to have been previous to, or coeval with, the first crusade, it is not absurd to imagine, that the 
same spirit of activity, however raised, which made 
men think of signalizing themselves in feats of arms 
at home, or in quest of adventures abroad, might also 
stimulate the mental powers, and cause genius to ex
ert itself in new ways of thinking, as well as of 
acting. The wars of Thebes and of Troy are undoubtedly to be reckoned among the causes that gave rise 
to the literature of Greece.Be this however it will, certain it is, that about 
the beginning of the twelfth century, or perhaps a 
little earlier, there appeared, in the country of Provence, a set of men, called Troubadours, who are

54 Robert Alves, Sketches of a History of. _Li.tera our ̂ 
(Edinburgh, 1794), pp. 61-63.



to be considered the fathers of modern learning 
That country, known of old by the name of the °* 
Homan province, is situated in a genial climate: 
and, from its vicinity to Marseilles, which was 
a Greek colony, and from having so long enjoyed 
the benefit of Roman arts and manners, we need 
not wonder, that, when all the rest of Europe was in a rude state, it should retain some traces of 
antient discipline. An obvious advantage it must 
have had, in this respect, over Rome; owing to its 
distance from the seat of Papal despotism: which 
in those days, was friendly to ignorance; though 
in a later period, under Leo, it favoured the cultivation of arte and sciences.

The Crusades were in many other respects benefi
cial to Europe. They enlarged mens ideas of com
merce, improved their taste, and refined their 
manners; and occasioned new distributions of property: whereby the sovereigns acquired greater power, 
the laws became more effectual, the aristocracy 
became less formidable, and the people by degrees emerged into liberty. These causes, by a slow and 
almost imperceptible energy continued through sev
eral ages, brought on at last a total reformation of the Feudal System.55

The other aspect of medieval culture which was considered 
of significance was scholasticism. nThe scholastic theo
logy," wrote Robertson, "was the first production of the 
spirit of enquiry after it began to resume some degree of 
activit3̂ and vigour in Europe." Scholasticism, Robertson 
declared:

•. .occasioned a fermentation of mind that put ingen
uity and invention in motion, and gave them vigour.It led men to a new employment of their faculties, 
which they found to be agreeable as well as interesting. It accustomed them to exercises and occupations 
which tended to soften their manners, and to give them some relish for the gentle virtues, peculiar to

55 James Beattie, Dissertations Moral and Crqtjxnql (Dublin, 
1783), II, 281-93. Cf. Joseph Priestley, ££. cit.., P* ^-0* 



people among whom science has been cultivated withsuccess.5o
Nevertheless, for a real understanding of scholasticism, 
scholarship had to wait for the nineteenth century, and 
some students of medieval philosophy would argue that only 
in recent times has scholasticism really received adequate 
study.

Several features of feudalism as a political structure 
were thought worthy of commendation by the late eighteenth 
century students of medieval society. One of these was the 
establishment of law and order by means of a fixed sjrstem 
of justice; the revival of Roman law was recognized to have 
played an important part in stabilizing the feudal system. 
Robertson holds that this process was one of the most im
portant in effecting the transition from a state of barbar
ism to a peaceful civilization, and he traces three steps 
by which the transition was achieved: 1) the abolition of 
the right of individuals to wage war on their own initia-

56 William Robertson, op. cit., III, 72. Cf. Edward Giobon, 
The Decline and Fall, op. cit., p. 1208; William Russell,0£. cit. . I, 395. Godwin writes with a somewhat fatuous 
superiority in the Annual Register for 1785: "With all the 
misapplication of their talents, the school divines and 
philosophers were many of them great men. Thomas Aquinas 
in particular had extraordinary abilities, which,^if they 
had been properly directed, might have rendered him very 
useful to mankind. Nor is it to be imagined that everything in him is trifling and ridiculous. There are, it is 
believed, parts of his works which might even now be read 
with pleasure and advantage." Cited in C. ICegan Paul, 
William Godwin (London, 1876), I, 100-01.
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tive; 2) the prohibition of trial by judicial combat; and
3) the establishment of the right of appeal from the courts
of the barons to those of the king. The end result of this
development was the growth of a class of men to whom the
preservation of justice was a virtue superior to military
prowess, and who made possible respect and admiration for
the civil professions.57 This point is likewise made by
John Dalrymple in his study of feudalism:

The Spirit of laws first suggested in France, and 
the considerations upon forfeiture first suggested in England, that it was possible to unite philosophy 
and history with jurisprudence to write even upon a subject of law like a scholar and a gentleman.

That discovery*- being made, it appeared, that a 
system of law, once so universal, and still so much revered; during the progress of which, men arrived 
from the most rude to the most polished state of 
society?-; a system which has been the cause of the 
greatest revolutions both civil and military; a system connected equals with the manners and with the governments of modern Europe; deserved an en
quiry in the republick of letters, independent of 
the present particular use of that enquiry, in any particular nation.58
Another feature which was noticed was the rise of a 

system of representative government. As the feudal bonds 
broke, the lower and middle ranks of society? demanded a 
place in the political apparatus. The tide of commercial

57 William Robertson, op. cit., III, 39-65.
58 John Dalrymple, An Essay towards a General, History of 
Feudal Property in Great Britain" "(London, 17 59),̂  pp. ix-
x. 147; Henri Jax9BolF*op. cit.. II, 136-77; William Russell, op., crt., 1,



prosperity v/ashed over Europe but it was in the cities
where it reached its high water mark. As a consequence, 
the middle class, by virtue of its financial power, de
manded and received special privileges, first, in the pro
tection of its trade, then in securing independence for 
the cities where the wealth and merchandise were accumu
lated, and finally, in an ever increasing share of poli
tical power. That is the way the scholars of the half 
century under consideration saw the political and social 
history of the Middle Ages. In his "Essay on the Origin 
and Structure of the European Legislatures, " Adam Maccno- 
chie writes:

The fall of the feudal system was accomplished, in the principal states of Europe, at a period when 
the revival of learning had diffused in society a 
spirit of reflection, and communicated, to the bet
ter sort, some knowledge of the history of the Greek 
and Roman republics. As it was, in general, the kings who conducted the attack on the privileges of 
the feudal nobility, the principal part of the spoils 
had fallen naturally to their share. But the people 
were warlike, the nobles were still animated with 
the pride of rank, of family, and of their ancient 
consequence, and men, in general, had begun to spec
ulate on their rights, and were unaccustomed to xjer_ ceive, with satisfaction, the whole powers^ of govern
ment centered in the crown. Hence the rights of the 
kings, of the nobility, and of the people, came to 
be a matter of general discussion. And as men are 
usually prejudiced in favour of the wisdom of their remote ancestors, and derive their more common notions of their political rights from what was custom
ary in ancient times, the merits of the dispute were universally supposed to turn on the historical ques
tion of fact, What constitution was adopted by the 
original founders of each particular nation, xHence the first researches into the ancient hiaocr/ of the European governments were made witn a view t̂o 
support the tenets of political factions, - *ose 7^.0



wished "to gain "the favour of courts laboured to 
prove the ancient sovereignty of the Gothic kings, 
and founded their systems on the despotic powers 
of the leader of a conquering army, and the abso
lute nature of a right of conquest; from whence 
they inferred, that the privileges of aristocracy were usurpations on the crown, and the rights of 
the people the grants of its bounty. The partizans 
of the people again endeavoured to trace the political rights of the commons to a remote antiquity, 
and exhibited them as understood and exercised in 
the fullest manner in the earliest ages of the constitution; and they contended, that the happiness of those times was to be restored only, by the 
people resuming the constitutional powers which 
kings and nobles had alternately usurped. In fine, 
those who had imbibed from the Greek and Roman classics, or from family-connections, a profound 
reverence for aristocratic manners, delighted to espouse the cause of the falling nobility, to dis
play the ancient powers of the order, and to con
fute their antagonists, by tracing the circumscribed 
limits of the royal prerogative in remote times, 
the oppressions under which the commons laboured, and the little importance they possessed in national affairs.59

Maconochie thus traces the ideological struggles in which 
the basic economic, political, and social issues of the 
late Middle Ages are reflected. Robertson devotes con
siderable attention to the rise of the cities, the origin 
of the representative system of government, and the free
ing of the lower classes,50

59 Adam Maconochie, "Essay on the Origin and Structure^of 
the European Legislatures," Tr ansae tions_ ojF_ th_e_Rp^a^^p.- 
oiety_of Edinburgh, I (1788), 3-4. Maconochie shews a 
good command over the history of ideas method.
^  _ . . _ j_ t t t Qf. Edward
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The natural consequence of the development of these 
notions was the formation of a theory of nationalism, 
that is to say, of the rise of separate nations, each 
with an individual policy aimed at securing the maximum 
benefits for itself by planting colonies and by estab
lishing a balance of power, a task, our writers tell us, 
inherited with all its difficulties by the eighteenth 
century. Samuel Johnson writes:

The present system of English Politics may properly 
be said to have taken rise in the Reign of Queen 
Elisabeth. At this time the Protestant Religion 
was established, which naturally allied us to the reformed States, and made all the Popish Powers our 
Enemies.

We began in the same Reign to extend our Trade, by which we made it necessary to ourselves to watch 
the Commercial Progress of our Neighbours; and, if 
not to incommode and obstruct their Traffick, to 
hinder them from impairing ours.

We then likewise settled Colonies in America, 
which was become the great Scene of European ambi
tion; for, seeing with what Treasures the Spaniards 
were annually inriched from Mexico and Peru, every 
Nation imagined, that an American Conquest or Plantation would certainly fill the Mother Country with 
Gold and Silver. This produced a large Extent of 
very distant Dominions, of which we, at this Time, 
neither knew nor presaw the Advantage or Incumbrance 
We seem to have snatched them into our Hands, upon no very just Principles of Policy, only because every State, according to a Prejudice of long Continuance, concludes itself more powerful as its Terri
tories become larger.The Discoveries of new Regions, which were_ then 
every Day made, the Profit of remote Traffick, and 
the Necessity of long Voyages, produced, in a few Years, a great Multiplication of Shipping. The Sea 
was considered as the wealthy Element; and, by De
grees, a new Kind of Sovereignty arose, called
Naval Dominion. „As the chief Trade of the World, 30 the o.-iei 
maritime Power was at first in the Hands of the 
Portugese and Spaniards, who, by a Compact, o



-311-

which the consent of other Princes was not asked 
had divided the newly-discovered Countries between them; but the Crown of Portugal having fallen to 
the King of Spain, or being seized by him, he was 
Master of the Ships of the two Nations, with which 
he kept all the Coasts of Europe in Alarm, till the 
Armada, which he had raised at a vast Expence for 
the" Conquest of England, was destroyed, which put 
a Stop, and almost an End, to the naval Power of the Spaniards.

At this Time the Dutch. who were oppressed by the 
Spaniards, and feared ye"t greater Evils than they 
felt, resolved no longer to endure the Insolence"of their Masters: They therefore revolted; and after a 
struggle, in which they were assisted by the Money 
and Forces of Elizabeth. erected an independent and powerful Commonwealth.

When the Inhabitants of the Low-Countries had formed their System of Government, and some Remis
sion of the War gave them Leisure to form Schemes 
of future Prosperity, they easily perceived, that 
as their Territories were narrow, and their Numbers 
small, they could preserve themselves only by that Power which is the Consequence of Wealth; and that, 
by a People whose County produced only the Neces
saries of Life, Wealth was not to be acquired, but from foreign Dominions, and by the■Transportation 
of the Products of one Country into another.From this Necessity, thus justly estimated, arose 
a Plan of Commerce, which was for many Years prose
cuted with Industry and Success, perhaps never seen 
in the World before, and by which the poor Tenants 
of mudwalled Villages and impassable Bogs, erected 
themselves into high and mighty States, who put 
the greatest Monarchs at Defiance, whose Alliance 
was courted by the proudest, and whose Power was 
dreaded by the Nation. By the Establishment of 
this State there arose to England a new Ally, and 
a new Rival.At this Time, which seems to be the Period des
tined for the Change of the Face of Europe, France began first to rise into Power; and, ^from defending 
her own Provinces with Difficulty and fluccuating 
Success, to threaten her Neighbours with Incroach- 
ments and Devastations. Henry the Fourth having 
after a long Struggle, obtained the crown, ^ouna easy to govern Nobles exhausted and wearico. with a 
long Civil War, and having composed the Disputes be
tween the Protestants and the Papists, so as to ° tain at least a Truce for both_ Parties, was a u Leisure 
to accumulate Treasure, and raise Forces wbic .



proposed to have employed in a Design of settling for ever the Balance of Europe. Of this grand 
Scheme he lived not to see the Vanity, or to feel 
the Disappointment; for he was murdered in the Midst of his mighty Preparations.61

This succinct account of the rise of continental nation
alism lacks but a sketch of the rise of English national
ism and this was supplied by John Dalrymple in his Memoirs 
of Great Britain and Ireland where he traces the rise to 
power of the Tudors and describes the national unity which 
centered about Elizabeth.53 Robertson's story of the rise 
of nationalism which follows pretty much Johnson's account 
is criticized by Hume who argues that nationalism is not 
necessarily characteristic of the modern era but can be 
found in ancient times as well. But Roscoe very shrewdly 
points out in defence of Robertson that

...the transactions in Italy, during the fourteenth 
and fifteenth centuries, bear indeed a strong resemblance to those which took place among the Grecian 
states; but it was not till nearlj'- the close of the latter century that a system of general security and pacification was clearly developed, and precautions 
taken for insuring its continuance. Simple as this 
idea may now appear, yet it must be considered that, 
before the adoption of it, the minds of men, and 
consequently the maxims of states, must have under-

61 Samuel Johnson, "An Introduction to the Political State 
of Great Britain: Written in the Year 1756," Miscellaneous 
and Fugitive Pieces (London, 1774), I, 35-37.
63 John Dalrvmple. Memoirs of Great Britain_ and_ Ire 1 and 
(London, 1771), I, 14-15.



gone an important change: views of aggranclizement 
were to be repressed; war was to be prosecuted, not 
for the purpose of conquest, but of security; and, 
above all, an eye was to be found that could dis
cern, and a mind that could comprehend, so extended an object.63

Thus the intimate relationship between nationalism and the 
Renaissance which was recognized in the Renaissance itself 
hut neglected for the next hundred and fifty years is once 
again brought to light and studied. It is important to 
note that the rise of nationalism is considered as part of 
the break-down of the Middle Ages and not as an aspect of 
the rise of the modern era by the medievalists of the sec
ond half of the eighteenth century. Moreover, from this 
time on, no account of the Renaissance is considered com
plete without taking into consideration the influence of 
nationalism.

Finallj'-, those outgrowths of feudalism which in time 
came to produce the modern state are not the only reasons 
the historians of our period find for praising the insti
tution, for in itself feudalism carried the seed from 
which could spring a decent and noble way of life. "While 
the greatness and simplicity of those manners," writes 
Stuart:

which the conquerors of Rome brought with them 
from their woods, continued to animate their

63 william Roscoe, op. cit., II, 5-6. Gi. Joseph Philxi more, op. cit., II, 130-33; William Robertson op. c i ^  
Ill, 78-113; John Stedman, op. cit., pp. 306-08; Gi-b^r,. 
Stuart, ojg. cit. , p. 131.



prosperity, the feudal association was noble in its principles, and useful in its practices. The soli
citudes, and the mercenary spirit which rise up with 
commerce, were unknown, and the fullest scope was 
given to nature and the passions. The actions and 
conduct of men were directed by sentiment and affec
tion. In the ardour of private confederacies, the 
general feelings of generosit3>’ were augmented. The 
emotions of the heart increased their force of con
finement. And the lord and vassal were linked to 
each other in the closest connection. The arms and zeal of his followers were the strength and the bul
wark of the chief or supporter. The bount3r and power 
of the chief or of the superior, were the subsistence 
and protection of the followers or the vassals. Their 
interests and their passions were the same; and a constant communication of good offices kept alive their attachments.64

Stuart's statement indicates a tradition which, though it 
touches on the problem under consideration, I have not 
studied here. It is of course common knowledge that the 
northern invaders were looked on as barbarians. On the 
other hand, there is a tradition, which goes back to the 
ancient primitivistic writings, which regards them in an
other light. It was held that Rome fell because it had 
become effete and corrupt, and the Germanic invaders per
formed a great service to the human race by destroying a 
worn-out people and by infusing their own vitality into 
the European stock. The affinities of this notion with 
the myth of the noble savage and with the idea of German 
superiority are immediately obvious, and from this point 
the ramifications lead away from the subject. But some

64 Gilbert Stuart, op. oit., pp. 73-74.
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eighteenth century writers hold that the Goths gave to the
Middle Ages a vigor, a sense of heroism, and a taste for

£ romance which carried over into the Renaissance; this is
the focal point of Hurd's essays on romance and of Warton's
notes on the Faerie Queene. Thus, as Alves states the case

That a barbarous people coming from the north should 
at once overthrow an empire of such duration and renown as that of Rome, is at first view surprising; 
and indeed various causes mu3t have concurred to 3 
bring about so remarkable an event. But as every 
thing human is variable, and subject to change; so 
it was necessarjr that the empire of Rome should cease 
to exist at a period when those causes ceased to op
erate, that alone could support its existence.

It had lost its liberty, its virtue, and its mar
tial spirit. That love of their country, which like a sacred flame, spread from bosom to bosom, through 
a long succession of generous patriots, and contributed, with ambition, to retise their dominion to an 
enormous height, had long ago begun to languish, and 
was now totally extinguished....

No wonder, then, that a brave, a free people, how
ever unpolished in arts and arms, should overturn 
an empire already tottering by its own weight, and 
half-expiring by wounds of its own affection....The2̂ were, besides, actuated by a spirit of heroism 
peculiar to themselves; and which seemed to be in
spired into them by their first founders and leaders, 
whom they worshipped as gods, and who had taught 
them peculiar doctrine.That species of poetry which they sung, upon going 
into battle, must have breathed an uncommon spirit of romantic enthusiasm.65

65 Robert Alves, op. cit., pp. 57-59. Cf. Mrs. Piozzi's observation: "It is difficult, if not impossible, however,
to withhold one's respect for those barbarians who ooulc. 
thus change the face of art, almost of nature; who could 
overwhelm courage and counteract learning; who not only devoured the works of wisdom and the labours of strength, 
hut left behind them too a settled system of feudatcnal life and aristocratic power, still undestrcyea in Europe, 
though hourly attacked, battered by commerce,^ and sapped 
by civilization," ojo. ci t. , p. S9. The attacxs on the
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All these studies of the relationship between the 
Middle Ages and the Renaissance brought about a sincere 
appreciation of a period of history which had long been 
neglected, and which the Renaissance, in its endeavors 
to establish itself, had taken the lead in deprecating.
But from this time on, the study of the Middle Ages came 
into its own, though it was not until recent times that 
the investigation of the Middle Ages was pursued independ
ently of its tie-up with the Renaissance. Nevertheless, 
the essential aspects of the Middle Ages were analyzed 
and studied during the latter half of the eighteenth cen
tury. This is one of the most important contributions 
of the historians from 1742 to 1795 in England to the de
velopment of a more sound and scientific histor}'- of civi
lization.

V. The Renaissance and the Reformation

The writers of the latter half of the eighteenth cen
tury asked a number of interesting questions abcut the re
lationship of the Renaissance to the Reformation. Did the

French monarchy before the revolution as a survival of 
feudalism seem somewhat exaggerated to modern ears, but 
the evidence shows that, in the political sphere at least, it was thought that the Renaissance had effected no cnange 
at all. This is precisely the burden of Mary TCollston- 
craft'e complaint, ojo. o it., p. 3.
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same causes which produced one movement produce the other? 
Did the Renaissance result in the Reformation or was the 
process the other way about? Was the Reformation of bene
fit or a hindrance to the Renaissance? Conversely, was the 
spirit of the Renaissance inimical to that of the Reforma
tion? Finally, did both movements yield similar results, 
and were these results compatible with, or antagonistic 
to, each other? Of course, not all of these questions re
ceived equal attention, but it is significant that they 
were raised at all and they indicate a growing apprecia
tion of the complexity of historical research.

It is remarkable that of the writers who consider the 
problem of the causes of the Reformation all are agreed 
that the spirit of active and free inquiry^ resulted in a 
seal for truth which ultimately led to. the Reformation, 
but whence this spirit of inquiry is derived is not shown; 
here again is an instance of the tendency to ascribe ab
stract causes to historical phenomena. A typical expres
sion of the view just stated is that by John Gregory:

Yet the effects of religious controversy have some
times proved beneficial to Mankind. That spirit of free inquirŷ ", which incited the first Reformers to 
shake off the yoke of ecclesiastical tyranny, natur
ally begot just sentiments of civil liberty, especially’- when irritated by persecution. When such sen
timents came to be united with that bold enthusiasm, that severity of temper and manners that distinguished 
some of the Reformed Sects; they produced those reso
lute and inflexible Men, who alone were able to affect 
the cause of liberty, in an age when the Christian 
world was enervated by luxury or superstition; and



to such Men we owe that freedom, and happy constitution, which we at present enjoy.86
Now, since it was the spirit of free inquiry which 

led to the Reformation, what was the material manifesta
tion of this spirit, through what agency did it express 
itself? The answer was- unanimous: it was the invention 
of printing which made possible the spread of useful know
ledge which ultimately made the power of the church crumble. 
So great were the services rendered by printing that at 
the meeting of the Friends to the Freedom of the Press on 
June 15, 1793, the following ode was recited:

When crush*d beneath a barbarous host
Rome's Arts were with her Empire lost,
A midnight darkness gathered round Mankind in mental thraldom bound;
Confin'd to cloistered walls alone,
The light of Science dimly shone,

And only serv'd to show how thick the gloom,
Like the faint lamp that glimmers in the tomb.
For superstition held her reign;Whilst priests combined, a ready train,

Her throne on ignorance to rear,And rule her slaves by hope and fear;Obsequious, 'midst the trembling crowd,
Slaves of their arts, ev'n raonarchs bow'd;Force join'd with fraud to aid th' unhallow1 d plan 

And Tyrants leagued with Priests, the foes of man.
Long was the night, and thick the gloom,
'Till from Invention’s fruitful wombThat Art sprung forth, whose happy birth 

Again had Science blesa the earth,—

66 John Gregory, A Comparatlve View of the State^and tles of Man w ith those of the Animal Jjforld (London, 17 l r ), 
pp. 365-66. Cf. Richard Mant, "On Commerce," Oxford_Priae 
Essavs. op. cit., II, 53-54; Henry James Pye, 0£. cij/.,
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0, Art, whose magic spell can bind 
The wand’ring offspring of the mind;

And when mature, to due perfection brought,
Immortal stamp the fleeting form of thought!
Taught in one centre to combine,
By thee the rays of Science shine;

While in thy strong illumin'd page 
Beams forth the light of many an age;
Learning, no more to schools confin'd,Her lustre sheds to all mankind;

Secur'd from time from every enemy's base controul, 
She spreads from clime to clime, from soul to soul.
Arous'd at length, tho' long deprest,
As from a dream, the slumb’ring breast,

To life and energy awoke,
Spurn'd superstition's galling yoke;
Fetter'd no more by slavish rules,
And the vile jargon of the schools,It learn'd its powers and privilege to scan,

And claim its freedom, Heaven's best gift to man.
The chains of Rome then Britain broke,
Impatient of a foreign yoke:

Her sons to freedom ever dear,
Were foremost in the proud career!And long her Princes strove in vain 
To rivet a domestic chain:No end of fierce contest Europe saw'Till liberty was fix'd on the firm base of law.b '

Armstrong's poem makes the Renaissance and Reformation the 
joint products of a similar cause, while both have an iden
tical historical mission. Vicesimus Knox has an essay "On 
the Moral, Political, and Religious Effects of Printing" 
in which he lists nine effects produced by the invention 
of printing. These are a change in the manners and oenti-

67 "Ode for the Meeting of the i7g3^~3y Mr. Arm-
the Press. At London tne ^  i.4 ing on Freedom__ofstrong." in Archibald Bruce, Ref. y - gu^ resa
It by Penal Laws (Edinburgn, 1794), pp.



-330-

ments of the people, the diffusion of philosophy through 
all the ranks of society, the circulation of pamphlets 
on all subjects to all classes, the refinement of the 
lower classes through an increase in learning, the exhi
bition of virtue as well as vice, the spread of truth 
but of error too, the development of the idea of improve
ment, the growth of the idea of superiority, and the in
crease of science. He concludes his essay with these ob
servations:

Before the introduction of printing, the student who 
revolted at the idea of languishing in the sloth of monkery, had scarcely any Bcope for his industry and 
talents, but in the puerile perplexities of a scholastic philosophy, as little adapted to call forth 
the virtues of the heart, as to promote valuable knowledge; but since that important aera in the an
nals of learning, every individual, even the poorest of the muses' train, has been enabled to obtain, with
out difficulty, the works of those great masters in 
practical and speculative ethics, the Greek and Roman philosophers....

Whatever tends to diffuse new light on the under
standings of a whole people, or to effect a change 
in the general system of manners, soon produces a similar revolution in their political character.
Airy fabrics, which, when seen through the mists of 
ignorance, were supposed to be realities, vanished 
at the light of learning, as the enchantment is dissolved hy the operation of the talisman. The 
sun of science arose, the prospect cleared around, and they who had shuddered at the ideal phantoms of 
the night, ventured to walk forth and examine every object that solicited attention. The prejudices on 
the subject of civil government, formed by ignorance, 
and fostered by the policy of power, when once the 
art of printing had multiplied book3, and roused the spirit of inquiry, soon gave way to tne ̂ dictates of instructed reason. The natural rights of mankind 
became well understood, the law of nations was at
tended to, implicit obedience was neither exacted 
on the one part with the same rigour as before, nor 
paid on the other with equal servility. What re-



mained of the feudal institutions could not long 
submit, when more liberal ideas of the nearer equal
ity of mankind were imbibed from books, and when a great degree of dignity and power was attainable not only by birth and riches, but by mere literary 
eminence. The distinction of vassal and lord soon ceased to be the only one in the community, when 
men were led, by the ease with which books were procured, to aspire after the fine arts, philosophy, 
and erudition. Such studies infused a noble generosity of spirit, which scorned to pay an abject 
homage to ignorant opulence. Ignorant opulence, 
indeed, could not maintain, or even exact by force, that truly valuable respect which is naturally due, 
and cheerfully paid, to personal dignity. Men, by reading, were led to reflect, and by reflection dis
covered that they had been under an error when they looked up to their governors as to a superior order 
of beings; but at the same time the happiness of living under a well-regulated constitution, the 
duty of obedience in return for protection and the 
political necessity for subordination. History, and treatise of politics, suggested just notions 
of civil societjr, and a sense of expediency pro
duced at length that voluntary acquiescence which was once exacted by pretensions to divine right, 
or by the immediate interposition of authority.
The lust of dominion, which disgraced the iron 
reign of the sullen and unlettered tyrant, was suc
ceeded, in the enlightened father of his people, by 
a spirit of benevolence and philosophical moderation. 
That power, which was once placed on the sandy found
ation of popular prejudice and fear, when those fears and prejudices were dissipated by free disquisition, 
acquired an establishment on the basis of reason.

Nor let it be deemed idle speculation to attribute these salutary consequences to the invention of 
printing, since to him who attentively considers all its remote as well as proximate effects, it will 
appear fully adequate to their production. When all 
ranks of people on a sudden were enabled to exert with vigour the faculty of accurate and comprehensive 
thought, which had only lain dormant for want of opportunity, the effect on the moral and political world must be as striking, as that which takes place 
in the physical, at the return of day after night, 
and spring after winter.Thus has Faustus and Mentz, by an art invented exercised with views of private emolument, ultimately 
contributed more to the empires, and caused more important events in their history, than all tne e-xor^s



of the renowned, oonquerers and lawgivers of anti — qui t y • • • .
To the art of printing, however, it is acknow

ledged, we owe the Reformation. It has been justly remarked, that if the books of Luther had been mul
tiplied only by the slow process of handwriting, 
the}' must have been few, and would easily have°been suppressed by the combination of wealth and power: 
but, poured forth in abundance from the press, they 
spread over the land with the rapidity of an inun
dation, which acquires additional force from the 
efforts used to obstruct its progress. He who un
dertook to prevent the dispersion of books once 
issued from the press, attempted a task no less arduous than the destruction of the Hydra. Resis
tance was vain, and religion was reformed: and we 
who are chiefly interested in this happy revolution 
must remember, amidst the praises bestowed on Luther, 
that his endeavours had been ineffectual, unassisted by the invention of Faustus.68

In this interesting passage, Knox has linked the theory of 
democracy, the revival of learning, and ths Reformation to 
the invention of printing and at the same time made them 
all parts of a sweeping movement which effected the change 
from the old world of the Middle Ages to the new world of 
the modern era.69 The beneficial results which were attri
buted to printing by Anderson and Knox were ascribed to 
the liberty of the press by Archibald Eruce:

Every person, who is but moderately informed, knows 
how much the liberty of the press hath contributed 
to the downfall of tj'ranny, and the expulsion of ignorance and bigotry, and in what a pitiable state of

68 Vicesimus Knox, pp. cit., II, 86-89.
69 Cf. Robert Henry, op. cit., X, 300; William Roscoe, op. cit. , I, 43-45: John Stedman, op. cijt., pp. 4o0-ol. Oliver 
Goldsmith expresses a somewhat similar notion in nis jiiptory 
of England from the Earliest Times to the Deatr. o_f_'jg.qrg e 
"["London, 17 97), II, 143.



slavery the human mind is held, where it is jealously 
restrained. The freedom of preaching and writing were 
the principal means of accomplishing the Protestant reformation, as they have ever been the maintenance 
of it. Hereby learning lifted its head from its long 
slumber: truth darted forth its irresistiable Isic^ 
beams through the vast obscure; religion burst from 
its long confinement; superstition and tyranny were shown in their native ugliness; the reign of priesthood and mysterious imposition were at an end; the 
inchanting spell of venerated names and titles,— of mother church, and holy canons and bulls, was broken. 
The people who sat in darkness wondering saw a great light and rejoiced; while those whose deeds were evil, 
and who loved to dwell and act in darkness, were 
startled and affrighted, as much as Pluto in the 
fable, when the sun beams penetrated through an opening chasm, into his gloomy region.
To adduce examples of the belief that the Reformation 

broke the Popish hold on the minds of men would be a work 
of supererogation. The Protestant anti-Catholic bias of 
the English writers of the latter half of the eighteenth 
century could see no good in an era which was dominated by 
Catholic ideology, and as a consequence saw in the Reforma
tion not only an attack on the ecclesiastical prerogatives 
of the Catholic church, but also the first beginnings of 
the emancipation of the human mind and the establishment 
of the free exercise of reason. "As monkery increased," 
writes John Stedman:

...taste and sound philosophy declined. The acnools and the convents in which an}' vestige of literature 
was to be found, adopted the systems which they thought to be best suited to support the aoctrines 
of Christianity. Some of them making selections from the different s}rsterns of Greece, and frequently

?0 Archibald Bruce, ojo. pit., p. 13*
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inter larding these with their own opinions, framed 
systems unheard of before, and calculated rather 
to perplex than to enlighten the mind. In the sixteenth century, when the several states of Europe 
had shaken off the papal yoke, mens minds, feeling 
the sweet3 of relaxation, after so long and so heavy a bondage, learned to think with more liberality, 
and to disclose new opinions with less reserve.
While the sciences were cherished, and freedom of 
inquiry began to obtain in the reformed states, Gal
ileo was persecuted in Italy for physical discoveries and doctrines which are, at this day, universally 
recognised as certain truths: and Copernicus, in an 
earlier period, would have shared the same fate, had 
not a natural death prevented his persecution, when 
he had just seen the first impression of his works.7!

A letter addressed to Junius which appeared in the Public
Advertiser dated October 8, 1771 and signed "An Advocate
in the Cause of the People" links the Reformation to the
liberal philosophy:

Credulity and superstitious veneration have ever 
held in darkness the human mind. It was not till 
the Pope and his priests had forfeited their character of holiness and infallibility that the Refor
mation took place, and mankind began to think for 
themselves; the Scrixotures began to be understood 
in their original meaning, though many to this day 
interpret them, not as they have considered them in their own minds, but as, by their priests or 
their parents, they are taught to believe.7~>

And by a simple process of extension the Reformation was
held responsible not only for the destruction of the Roman
church but generally for having set the light of reason
ablaze, for freeing the human mind, and for producing a

71 John Stedman, ojd. cit., pp. 393-94.
73 C. W. Everett, ed., The Letters of jJunius (London, 1937), 
P. 370.



*7 3spirit of inquiry. Thus, the same results were attributed 
to the Reformation as were ascribed to the revival of learn
ing, as we have already seen.

From the theory that the Reformation made possible the 
spirit of free inquiry, it is an easy step to assert that 
the atmosphere of liberty of thought and expression made 
possible by the Reformation ultimately led to the Renaissance. 
Praising the writers who flourished under Elisabeth, George 
Ellis asserts that the "...literary splendour of this reign 
may be justly attributed to the effects of the Reformation."74 
Burns}' holds that had it not been for the Reformation and 
the invention of printing the art of music would have re
mained the monopoly of the church while Goldsmith suggests 
that it was the Reformation which created the taste for 
literature which led to the great works of the Renaissance,7  ̂
The intimate relationship between the Renaissance and Refor
mation is described by Samuel Johnson in his Life of Ascham:

Ascham entered Cambridge at a time when the last great 
Revolution of the intellectual World was filling every academical Mind with Ardour or Anxiety. The Destruc
tion of the Constantinopolitan Empire had driven the 
Greeks with their Language into the interior Parts of

73 David Mallet, The Works (London, 1759), III, 241; William 
Robertson, op. cit., IV, 13; N. William Wraxall, op. o i t.,
I, 479, II, 189.
74 George Ellis, op., cit., II, 158.
75 Charles Burney, op. oit. , I, 704; Oliver Goldsnii-h, op. 
cit., V, 308.



Europe, the Art of Printing had made the Books easilv 
attainable, and Greek now began to be taught in Eng-" 
land. The Doctrines of Luther had already filledall 
the Nations of the Romish Communion with Controversy 
and Dissention. New Studies of Literature, and new 
Tenets of Religion, found Employment for all who were desirous of Truth, or ambitious of Fame. Learning 
was at that Time prosecuted with that Eagerness and 
Perseverance which .in this Age of Indifference and 
Dissipation it is not easy to conceive. To teach or 
to learn was at once the Business and the Pleasure 
of the academical Life; and an Emulation of Study 
was raised by Cheke and Smith. to which even the' present Age perhaps owes many Advantages, without remembering or knowing its Benefactors.

Asoham soon resolved to unite himself to those who were enlarging the Bounds of Knowledge, and immedi
ately upon his admission into the College, applied 
himself to the Study of Greek. Those who were zeal
ous for the new Learning, were often no great Friends 
to the old Religion; and Ascham as he became a Grecian, became a Protestant.76

Alves points out that both Melanchthon and Erasmus were 
students of the great works of the ancient3 and reformers 
as well and shows the skill in editing which had been de
veloped as a result of the revival of ancient texts was ap
plied to the holy books.77 Finally, it was recognized at 
this time that Erasmus epitomized in his life and works 
the totality of Renaissance-Reformation relationships.
Two attitudes towards Erasmus have always seemed to pre
vail; one, cynical and realistic, emphasizes Erasmus1 re
fusal to follow out in action the logic of his thinking, 
while the other tends to skim over his hesitations but

76 Samuel Johnson, The Life of Roger Ascham in --i30 
eous and Fugitive Pieces, on. cit., I, 335.
77 Robert Alves, op. cit., pp. 106-07.



concentrates on hie services to learning and. the goodness 
of his character. The first is held by James Murray who 
in a terse sentence sums up his point of viewi "Erasmus 
before Luther appeared, had exposed the absurdities of the 
Church of Rome, though he either had not sufficient courage 
or never intended to go so far as Luther did."78 On the 
other hand, the more sympathetic attitude towards Erasmus 
is expressed by Knox in a very warm appreciation of the 
humani st:

It pleases Almighty God to raise up, from time to time, men of extraordinary abilities, combined with virtues no less extraordinary; who, in the dark 
night of ignorance and prejudice, shine like the 
nocturnal lamp of Heaven, with solitary but serene 
lustre; obscured indeed at first by the gathering 
clouds of envy, unseen awhile through the voluntary 
blindness of self-interest; almost extinguished by oivil and ecclesiastical bigotry; but at length, 
bursting through every obstacle, and reflecting a 
steady light on those labyrinths of error which 
lead to misery. Such was Erasmus; a name, at the mention of which, all that is great and good, and 
learned and free, feels a sentiment of cordial respect, and rises to pay a voluntary obeisance.
God had given him an intellect in a state of vigour rarely indulged in the sons of men. Trained in 

the school of adversity, he sought and found in it 
the sweet solace of learning and virtue. He there cultivated hi3 native talents by early and constant exercise; and thus accumulated, by indefatigable industry, a store of knowledge; which, b}' means of an 
eloquence scarcely exceeded in the golden ages, he 
lavishly disseminated over the world, at that time 
barren, dark, and dreary, to enlighten and to fer
tilise.God had given him not only a preeminent intellect,

78 James Murray, A History of the Churches ir. Eng Ian a a.nd 
Scotland, from the Reformation to this PresentJTime N e w 
castle upon Tyne), I, 4.



but a. gift still more estimable, a good and feeling 
heart, a love of truth, a warm philanthropy, which prompted him to exert his fine abilities, totally 
regardless of mean honours, or sordid profits, in 
diffusing most important information, in an age when 
human misery was greatljr augmented by gross ignorance, 
and when man, free-born but degraded man, was bound down in darkness, with double shackles, in the chains 
of a twofold despotism, usurping an absolute dominion, 
both in church, and state, over the body and the scul.

These two gifts combined formed Erasmus; a man 
justly deemed and called the Phoenix of his age. He it was who led the way both to the revival of learn
ing and the restoration of religion. Taste and polite letters are no less indebted to him than ration
al theology. Liberty acknowledges him as one of her noblest assertors. Had he not appeared and fought on the side of humanity, with the spear of truth and 
the lash of ridicule, Europe, instead of enjoying or 
contending for freedom at this hour, might perhaps 
have still been sunk in the dead repose c-f servitude, 
or galled with, the iron hand of civil tyrants; al
lied, for mutual aid, in a villainous confederacy, with the despotism of ecclesiastics. Force and fraud, 
availing themselves of the superstitious fears of 
ignorance, had united against the people, conspired 
against the majority of men, and dealt their curses 
through the land without mercy or ccntroul. Then 
rose Erasmus, not indeed furnished with the arms of 
the warrior, but rich 13/ adorned with the arts of peace. By the force of superior genius and virtue, 
he shook the Pontiff’s chair under him, and caused the thrones of the despots to tremble. They shrunk, 
like the ugly birds of the evening, from the light; 
they wished to hide themselves in the smoke that they had raised around them; but the rays of his genius 
penetrated the artificial mist and exposed them to the derision of the deluded and oppressed multitude. 
The fortress of the tyrant and the mask of the hypocrite were both laid open on the combined attack of 
argument and ridicule.
The writers who have been considered up to this poinb 

have been favorabl3‘ impressed by the Reformation's services

?9 Vicesimus Knox, o£. cit., V, 407-09.



in promoting or creating an atmosphere advantageous for 
the production of good studies and literature. On the 
other hand, there was an equally respectable group of wri
ters who thought that the Reiormation was prejudicial to 
the Renaissance. Warton carefully traceB the progress of 
learning in England anu comes to the conclusion that the 
Reformation hindered the study of humane letters by de
stroying the monasteries, by embroiling the minds of men 
in religious disputes, and by turning attention away from 
learning to the securing of wealth by plundering the mona
steries, a state of affairs which continued into Elizabeth’s 
reign(at which time it

...might have been expected to produce a speedy change for the better, puritanism began to prevail, and for 
seme time continued to retard the progress of ingenuous and useful knowledge. The English reformed clergy, 
who during the persecutions of queen Mary had fled 
into Germany, now returned in great numbers; and in consideration of their sufferings and learning, many 
of them were preferred to eminent stations in the 
church. They brought back with them those narrow principles about church-government and ceremonies, 
which they had imbibed, and which did well enough, in 
the petty states and republics abroad, where they lived like a society of philosophers; but which were 
inconsistent with, the genius of a more extended church, 
established in a great and magnificent nation, and requiring a settled system of policy, and the observance of external institutions. However, they were 
judged proper instruments to be employed at the head 
of ecclesiastical affairs, by way of .making reparation and to make the reformation at once effectual.^
But unluckily, this measure, specious as it appeared at first, tended to draw the church into the contrary 
extreme. In the mean time their reluctance or abso
lute refusal to conform, in many instances, to the established ceremonies, and their speculative thec- tore the church into violent divisions, and 
occasioned endless absurd disputes, uniavcurable to



the progress of real learning, and productive of 
an illiterate clergy, at least unskilled in liberal and manly science.80

Thus the way is prepared for an outright condemnation of 
the Reformation. In the first part of The Age of Reason. 
"Christianity and Education, in the Light of History,» 
Paine first praises the Reformation but immediately re
verses his judgment:

It is an inconsistency scarcely possible to be credited that anything should exist, under the name of 
a religion, that held it to be irreligious to study 
and contemplate the structure of the universe that 
God made. But the fact is too well established to 
be denied. The event that served more than any other 
to break the first link in this chain of despotic 
ignorance is that known by the name of the Reformation by Luther.

From that time, though it does not appes.r to have 
made any part of the intention of Luther, or of those 
who are called reformers, the sciences began to revive, and liberality, their natural associate, began 
to appear. This was the only public good the Refor
mation did; for with respect to religious good it 
might as well not have taken place. The mythology 
still continued the same, and a multiplicity of 
Rational Popes grew out of the downfall of the Pope of Christendom.31

But the most outspoken opponent of the Reformation was
Kume. Writing of the Lutherans, he says:

The quick and surprizing progress of this bold sect 
may justly in part be ascribed to the late invention 
of printing, and the revival of learning: Mot that reason bore any considerable share, in opening men1 s 
eyes with regard to the impostures of the Roman church

80 Thomas Warton, The Life of Sir Thomas Pcpe, QP« PjLb* > PP. 153-54. Cf. James Barry, o£. cit., II, 210-14; Thomas 
War ton, The History of English Poetry, op. c_it_., III,



For of all branches of literature, philosophy, had 
as yet, and till long afterwards, made the most in
considerable progress; neither is there any instance 
where argument has been able to free the people from 
that enormous load ox absurdit^r, with which supersti
tion has every where over?,-helmed then;: Rot to mention that the rapid advance of the Lutheran doctrine and ' the violence, with which it was embraced, prove suc
cinctly, that i b owed not its success to reason and 
reflection. The art of printing and the revival of 
learning forwarded its progress in another manner.
By^means of that art, books of Luther and his sectaries, full of vehemence, declamation and a rude eloquence, were propagated more quickly, and in 
greater numbers. The minds of men, somewhat awak
ened from a profound sleep of so many centuries, 
were prepared for every novelty, and scrupled less to tread in any unusual path, which was opened to them. And as copies of the Scriptures and other 
antient monuments of the Christian faith became more common, men perceived these innovations, which were 
introduced after the first centuries; and though ar
gument and reasoning could not give conviction" an 
historical fact, well supported, was able to make impression on their understandings.22

83 David Hume, The History of England, from the Invasion of Julius to the Revolution in 1688 (London, 1770*), IV,
41-42. Of course, Hume’s cynical attitude did not long 
go unchallenged. In his Observations on Mr. Hume’s Hist- 
ory of England in Tracts on Political and other Subjects 
Hondon, 179§7, I, 323-35, 338," Joseph Towers replies point by point to Hume’s criticisms, and has this to say of the passage quoted above: ”0ur historian also mentions 
'the invention of printing,' and the ’revival of learning, ’ 
as among the causes of the progress of the Reformation.
And it is true, that both these causes did considerably 
contribute to facilitate that great event. But notwith
standing what he has insinuated to the contrary, neitner of these causes would have operated in any great degree 
in favour of the Reformation, if the Romish religion had not been of such a nature, that the extension of knowledge, 
and the increase of books, must tend to render its absurdity, and the injustice of its pretensions, more obvious  ̂and more generally known. As men became more en_igr. ̂eneci, 
in consequence of the resurrection cf letters, ana o: the 
facility with which books were multiplied by tne impor.an. 
invention of the art of printing, it was highly nauurax,



The body of opinion on the relationship between the 
Renaissance and the Reformation as developed between 1742 
and 17^5 represents a considerable advance over the previous 
period covered. Not only are more facets of the relation
ship treated at this time, but they are given more mature 
and sophisticated handling. Once more there is evidence 
that the complexity of history is increasingly being re
cognized, while at the same time attempts are being made 
to develop new methods to meet the problems being raised.
The crucial questions connected with the relationship be
tween the Renaissance and the Reformation were ashed at 
this time in a form which later scholarship accepted while 
the answers given found many followers in later years.

that a system of superstition should give way, which had derived its existence from the ignorance and credulity of 
mankind, and which was utterly incapable of standing the test of free inquiry and rational examination. But Mr. 
Hume gives it as his opinion, that reason did not bear ’any considerable part in opening men's eyes with regard 
to the impostures of the Romish church, 1 and in another 
place he says, that the Reformation 'owed not its success to reason and reflection. 1 Indeed, our historian seems 
to have had but a very low idea of the efficacy of reason 
in religious controversy.... But Mr. Hume was willing to 
admit any supposition, however improbable, rather than acknowledge, that the Reformation owed its success to the 
force of truth and reason.” On pp. 316-13 and 319-20 of his tract, Towers prints extracts from the 1754 edition of Hume's History which were even more antagonistic to 
the Reformation, but which were dropped from subsequent 
edi ti ons.
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VI. The Rise of Commerce and the Renaissance

The period between 1743 and 1795 in England is note
worthy for having been the first systematically to work out 
the relationship between the state of the arts and sciences 
on the one hand and the economic and political structure of 
society. Though this is not the place to discuss that de
velopment, it must be at least mentioned.since it affected 
the study of the idea of the Renaissance. The decisive 
role played by the rise of large-scale commerce is seen as 
a powerful factor in destroying the feudal system, for it 
did away with provincialism, introduced new commodities, 
created new tastes, brought men into contact with differ
ent customs and new ideas, raised a more liberal class of 
men to power, and made possible the soil in which the arts 
and learning could flourish. "It is an observation I have 
already made in some former publications," writes Paine 
in his Letter to the Abb^ Raynal, on the Affairs of North
America: in which the Mistakes in the Abbes Account of the
Revolution of America are Corrected and Cleared Up:

that the circle of civilization is yet incomplete. 
Mutual wants have formed the individuals of each 
country into a kind of national society, and here the progress of civilisation has stopped. For it
is easy to see, that nations with regard to eachother (notwithstanding the ideal civil law, which every one explains as it suits him) are like indi
viduals in a state of nature. -They are regulated ^ by no fixed principle, governed by no compulsive^ la»?, 
and each does independently what it pleases or ft-*- 
itcan.Were it possible we could have known t~e woric.^  ̂ ^
when in a state of barbarism, we might have ccnc_uuea



that^it never could be brought into the order we now see it. The untamed mind was then as hard, if not 
harder, to work upon in its individual state, than 
the rational mind is in its present one. Yet we have 
seen the accomplishment of one, why then should we doubt that of the other?

There is a greater fitness in mankind to extend and 
complete the civilization of nations with each other at this day, than there was to begin with the unccn- nectea individuals at first; in the same manner that 
it is somewhat easier to put together the materials 
of a macnine after they are formed, than it was to form them from original matter. The present condition of the world, differing so exceedingly from what it former 13?" was, has given a new cast to the mind of man, 
more than what he appears to be sensible of. The 
wants of the individual, which first produced the 
idea of^ society, are now augmented into the wants of the nation, and he is obliged to seek from another country what before he sought from the next person....
A change in the mode of life has made it nscessarj'’ to be bus3r; and man finds a thousand things ■ to do now which before he did not. Instead of placing his ideas of greatness in the rude achievements of the savage, he studies arts, agriculture, and commerce, 

the refinements of the gentleman, the principles of socie13r, and the knowledge of the philosopher.There are many things which in themselves are nei
ther morally good or bad, but they are productive of consequences, which are strongl3r marked with one or 
the other of these characters. Thus commerce, though 
in itself a moral nullity, has had considerable in
fluence in tempering the human mind. It was the want 
of objects in. the ancient world, which occasioned in them such a rude and perpetual turn for war. Their 
time hung on their hands without the means of employment. The indolence they lived in afforded leisure 
for mischief, and being all idle at once, and equal in their circumstances, they were easiljr prcvoked or 
induced to action.But the introduction of commerce furnished the world with objects, which in their extent, reach ev
er y man, and give him something to think about and 
something to do; by these his attention is mechanic
ally drawn from the pursuits which a state of indo
lence and an unemployed mind occasioned, and he trades with the same countries, which in former ages, tempted by their productions, and toe indecent 
to purchase them, he would have gene to war^with.Thus, as I have already observed, the condition 
of the world being materially changed by the inilu-
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ence of science and commerce, it is put into a fitness not only to admit of, but to desire, an extension of civilisation.S3
It is to be noticed that Paine associates the rise of com
merce with the idea of progress and looks upon commerce as 
the chief civilizing force which breaks down national bar
riers and promotes international cooperation.

The close connection between the spread of commerce 
and the development of the arts is traced by Burney:

Before the Reformation, as there was but one religion, there was but one kind of music in Europe, which was Plain Chant, and the discant built upon that foundation; and as this music was likewise only applied to one language, the Latin, it accounts for the Composi- Tions of Italy, France, Spain, Germany, Flanders, and England, keeping pace with each other, in style and excellence. All the arts seem to have been the companions, if not the produce, of successful commerce; 
and they will, in general, be found to have pursued the same course, which an admirable modern Historian has so well delineated: that is, like Commerce, ths3>- 
will be found, upon enquiry, to have appeared first in Italy; then in the Hanseatic•towns; next in the Netherlands; and by transplantation, during the six
teenth century, when oonmierce became general, to have grown, flourished, matured, and diffused their 
influences in every part of Europe.If this were a place to illustrate such an idea, it would be easy to shew, that ecclesiastical music in the middle ages, was all derived from the Papal chapel, and court of Rome; that counterpoint was first cultivated for their use; that it travelled thence to the Hanseatic towns, and the Netherlands, where the affluence, which flowed from successful commerce, afforded encouragement and leisure for its cultivation; till about the middle of the sixteenth century, when, by the general intercourse which traffic and the new art of printing introduced, all the improvements in harmony, which haci been made 
in Italy and the low countries, were communicated

83 Thomas Paine, ojo. cit., pp. 1S6-7C.



?0 ,.eYe^ r othf? Part of Europe; which not only stimulated the natives to adopt and imitate them, but to 
improve and render them more different, by their own Inventions and Refinements.84

This concept of the importance of commerce won the approv
al of Adam Smith for in the third chapter of the third book 
on the progress of opulence in different nations in An In
quiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, 
he writes:

The cities of Italy seem to have been the first in 
Europe which were raised by commerce to any consid
erable degree of opulence. Italy lay in the centre of what was at that time the improved and civilized part of the world. The crusades too, though, by the 
great waste of stock and destruction of inhabitants which they occasioned, they must necessarily have 
retarded the progress of the greater part of Europe, 
were extremely favourable to that of some Italian cities. The great armies which marched from all 
parts to the conquest of the Holy Land gave extra
ordinary encouragement to the shipping of Venice, Genoa, and Pisa, sometimes in transporting them 
thither, and always in supplying them with provi-

84 Charles Burney, op., cit., I, 807-08. The historian referred to is Robertson who writes in his History of Charles 
££• cit., III, 77: "Commerce tends to wear off those prejudices which maintain distinction and animosity between nations. It softens and polishes the manners of 

men. It unites them by one of the strongest of all ties, 
the desire of supplying their mutual wants. It disposes them to peace, by establishing in everj^ state an order of 
citizens bound by their interest to be the guardians of public tranquillity. As soon as the commercial spirit ac
quires vigour, and begins to gain an ascendant in any society, we discover a new genius in its policy, its alii—  ̂ances, its wars, and its negotiations. Conspicuous prooi= 
of this occur in the historj7 of the Italian states, of the Hanseatic league, and the cities of the Netherlands d.ring the period under review. In proportion as commerce n.a_e 
its way into the different countries of Europe, ti.ey successively turned their attention to those objects, ana^ 
adopted those manners, which occupy and distinguis.. pol
ished nations."



sions. They were the commissaries, if one may Bay 
so, of those armies; and the vast destructive frenzy that ever hefel the European nations, was a source of opulence to those republics.

The inhabitants of trading cities, by importing1 
the improved manufactures and expensive luxuries of countries, afforded some food to the vanity of the 
great proprietors, who eager ly purchased them with great quantities of the rude x^roduce of their own lands. The commerce of a great part of Europe in those times, accordingly, consisted chiefly in the exchange of their own rude, for the manufactured, produce of more civilized nations. Thus the wool of England used to be exchanged for the wines of 
France, and the fine cloths of Flanders, in the same 
manner as the corn in Poland is at this day exchanged for the wines and brandies of France, and for the silks and velvets of France and Italy.

A taste for the finer and more improved manufactures, was in this manner introduced by foreign com
merce into countries where no such works were carried on. But when this taste became so general as to occasion a considerable demand, the merchants, in 
order to save the expence of carriage, naturally endeavoured to establish some manufactures of the same kind in their own countrjr. Hence the origin of the first manufactures for different sale that seem to have been established in the western provinces of Europe, after the fall of the Roman empire....

The increase and riches of commercial and manufacturing towns, contributed to the improvement and cultivation of the countries to which they belonged, 
in three different ways.First, by affording a great and read}?- market for 
the rude produce of the country, they gave encouragement to its cultivation and further improvement....

Secondly, the wealth acquired by the inhabitants 
of cities was frequently employed in purchasing such lands as were to be sold, of which a great part 
would be frequently uncultivated....Thirdly, and lastljr, commerce and manufactures gradually introduced order and good government, and 
with them, the liberty and security of individuals, 
among the inhabitants of the country, who had before lived almost in a continual state of war with their neighbours, and of a servile dependency upon their superiors. This, though it has been tne least oo — 
served, is by far the most important of all their
effec t s.85

35 Adam Smith, ojo. cit., Ill, 111-19.
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The effects of commerce in stimulating tlie arts and. learn
ing at the time of the Renaissance are noted, "by Anderson, 
Gibbon, Goldsmith, Mant, Piozzi, Priestley, Russell, and 
Warton, while Robertson treats the rise of commerce in con— 
siderable detail. Thus the connection between the rise 
of commerce and the state of the arts and learning in the 
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries was established.

The flourishing of commerce was seen as a point of 
similarity between the Renaissance and the Reformation by 
the historians of our period. Adam Anderson undertakes 
to reply to De Mailly's assertion that the Genoese and 
Florentines lost their valor as they indulged in commerce 
"...by observing that the valour of the ancient free states 
of Greece, was never higher than when their commerce was 
in its most flourishing condition. The same we conceive 
may be said of the stats of Venice, of Pisa, and of Flor
ence, and even in a great degree of Genoa itself, whose 
great commerce alone enabled them to perform such mighty

37exploits in support of the expeditions to the Koly Land.”

86 Adam Anderson, op. cit., I, 400; Edward Gibbon, TheMi sc el lan ecus Works , op. cit., II, 438; Oliver wolls^it.*,
22.* cit., ~ II'. 313-15; Richard Mant, oo. cit.., II, 33, ob- 54; Hester Lynch Piozzi, op., cit., pp. 93-94; Jo33pn Priestley, op. cit., p. 383; William Robertson, OjO. c_i_.., 
III, 73-77; William Russell, ojo- cit., I, 437-38; ^nomas 
Warton, The History of English Poetry, op.. 1-, .

87 Adam Anderson, ojo. cit.. I, 317. Cf. Richar,. ^.it, 
loc, c^t., II, 47-48.



In a dialogue between Cosmo de Medici and Pericles, Lord 
Lyttleton suggests that both eras were similar in that 
each was a flourishing state ultimately based on a bene
volent despotism exercised through guile:

PERICLES.
In what I have heard of your character and your fortune, illustrious COSMO, I find a most remarkable resemblance with mine. We both lived in republicks 
where the sovereign power was in the people; and, 
by mere civil arts, but more especially, by our eloquence, attained, without any force, to such a de
gree of authority, that we ruled those tumultuous and stormy democracies with an absolute sway, turned the tempests which agitated them upon the heads of our enemies, and after having long and prosper
ously conducted the greatest affairs, in war and peace, died revered and lamented by all our fellow citizens.

COSMO.We have indeed an equal right to value ourselves on that nob lest of empires, the empire we gained over the minds of our countrymen.— Foree or caprioe may give power, but nothing can give a lasting authority; 
except wisdom and virtue. By these we obtained, by 
these we preserved, in our respective countries, a 
dominion unstained by usurpation or blood, a dominion conferred on us by the pub lick esteem and thepublick affection.83

In connection with the state of politics at the time of 
the Renaissance, it is to be noticed that there were some 
writers who were not at all sure that that time was as 
free and flourishing as contemporary enthusiasts would 
have one believe. In an essay "A Review of the Present 
State of Society in this Century," Richard Cumberland

88 Lord George Lyttlston, ojo. o 11. , PP • 133-83
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writ ea :

From the accession of Henry the Seventh to the break
ing out of the great rebellion, the power of the sovereign was all but absolute; the rapacity of that 
monarch, the brutality of his successor, the perse
cuting spirit of Mary, and the imperious prerogative of Elisabeth left scarce a shadow of freedom in the 
people; and, in spite of all the boasted glories of 
Elisabeth’3 golden days, I must doubt if any nation 
can be happy, whose lives and properties were no bet
ter secured than those of her subjects actually were.83
Scanty though these observations are, they represent 

a distinct contribution to the history of the idea of the 
Renaissance and they foreshadow a development which in 
more recent times has occupied an increasingly large place 
in the discussion of the idea of the Renaissance. It 
would be incorrect to say, of course, that the remarks 
studied in this section can be classified under the eco
nomic interpretation of history; more properly, they con
stitute the anticipatory thinking which ultimately resulted 
in the economic interpretation. Why did it require at 
least two centuries before it was recognised that there 
was a tie between the economic base and the cultural super
structure? No really satisfactory answer occurs to me, 
but one or two factors may be suggested for consideration.
For one thing, the revival of classical learning brought

89 Richard Cumberland, The Observer (London, 1*22), Ii, 
870. Cf. Joseph Priestley, An_ Essay on the^Firat Prin
ciples of Government, and on the Nature pf_ roll Civil, and Religious "Liberty (London, 1771), pp.
Mary Wollstoncraft, op. oit., p. 3.



with it number of ancient attitud.es, one of which was 
the classical disdain ox all the activities we associate 
under the term economic. For another, the business ethic 
had not yet achieved, acceptance in the Renaissance and in
deed it was not until about the period under discussion 
that the capitalistic mode finally became the character
istic modern way of organization; coincidental with its 
acceptance, therefore, came an interest in its past. 
Finally, not until the eighteenth century did all the 
features of business civilization finally manifest them
selves so that scholars could study the phenomenon in 
itB entirety. These suggestions are merely tentative 
and are not intended as a complete explanation of why it 
was not until this time that the relationship between the 
rise of commerce and the Renaissance was discussed. How
ever that may be, it is the contribution of this period 
and should be noted as such.

VII. Science and the Renaissance

The part clayed” by the rise of science in tlie making 
of the Renaissance was recognized by the writers between 
1743 and 1795. The first aspect of the rise of science 
which was considered at this time was the role ox inven
tions as promoters of the Renaissance. Some writers single 
out the invention of the compass as of central i^.port^.^e
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in bringing about a new direction in the course of human 
events. To them, the invention of the compass resulted 
in improved navigation facilities which made possible the 
new discoveries which in turn gave Europe the luxuries 
and leisure necessary for artistic endeavors.80 On the 
other hand, Anderson thought that the early discoveries 
made imperative the invention of the compass and the im
provement in shipping facilities.81 The discovery of 
gunpowder which was eagerly discussed in the seventeenth 
century is at this time barely mentioned, but Gibbon and 
Priestley realized that gunpowder, by changing the mode of 
warfare, had forced a breach in the feudal structure, for, 
with the development of professional-armies, the feudal 
bond was shattered.8^ The use of double-entry accounts 
and decimal arithmetic is considered of importance ir; Ge- 
velopir.g commerce. Both the microscope and telescope 
are mentioned but are not linked up with the development 
of scientific method anu cert.ainl3r do not receive the en-

90 Joseph Priestley, Leetures, 
Robertson, op. cit., VI, 35.
91 Adam Anderson, op_. c_it . , 
ertson, loc. cit., VI, 43.
9 2 Edwa r d Gibbon, Th e Dec JL_i Joseph Priestley, Lee tares,
93 Adan Ander son, loc. cit.,

op. cit., p. 334; William

I, 538-4C. Cf. William Fcb-

ne a nd Fa12_t • - -1 • , 1  • 119 4loc”. ci t., p - . 23 2 , 4 23.
II, 3.



thusia8tic treatment accorded them in the seventeenth cen
tury.94 But of all the inventions attributed to the time 
of the Renaissance, printing is held to have had the great
est significance. We have seen how it was considered to 
have played an effective r6 le in bringing about the Refor
mation, but it was also given a more general function in 
that it was thought to have helped diffuse useful know
ledge.95 Two interesting sidelights on the role played 
by inventions in the promotion of the Renaissance ought 
to be mentioned. The liberal clergyman Knox was of the 
opinion that

The greatest scholars, poets, orators, philosophers, warriors, statesmen, inventors and improvers of the arts, arose from the lowest of the people. If we had waited till courtiers had invented the art of printing, clock-making, navigation, and a thousand others, we should probably have continued in darkness to this hour.96

94 Colin Maclaurin, oic. cit., pp. 42-43; Joseph C. Walker, Memoirs of Alessandro Tassoni (London, 1815), pp. lxxxxi- lxxxxii .
95 Edward Gibbon, The Miscellaneous Works, op. cit., II, ^37; Joseph Pri e3 1 ley, Lectures, op . cit. „ p. 289; Henry 
James Pye, o d . cit., II, 141; William Russell, op« cit.,
I, 501; Samuel Street, "On the Art of Printing," Oxford 
Prize Esaava, op. cit., II, 386.
96 Vicesimus Knox, op. cit., V, 247-43. Knox also thougho that the reformation was made by men of the lower classes, ibid., V, 346-47: "Who were the great reformers to wr.om̂  we of England and all Europe are indebted for emancipation from the chains of superstition? Erasmus and Luther; urao^ 
mus, as the monks of his day objected to him, lain t-.e eg& 
and Luther hatched it. But was it Archbisnoo urasmua^
Lord Luther, Marquis Luther, Sir Martin Luther? pid either of them, seek the favor of courts? Were tney not 
among the swinish multitude?"
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ln view of the recent tendenc}’’ to attribute the events of 
the fifteenth and. sixteenth centuries to the rising middle 
c l a 3 S , t h i 3  assertion is of some interest. And after all 
tne praise of the inventions under consideration, James 
Harri3' statement that clocks, telescopes, paper, gunpow
der, compass, and printing had all been known in the Mid
dle Ages but had produced no appreciable effects shows the 
folly of promiscuous attribution.^

Following the lead established in the seventeenth 
century, the writers of the second half of the eighteenth 
century in England saw in Francis Bacon the focus of all 
the forces which had gone to make up the concept of sci
ence in the Renaissance. As a precursor of Sir Francis 
Bacon, Roger Bacon is mentioned several times as one who 
struggled in vain to break the strangle-hold on thought 
held by scholasticism, but it is Francis Bacon who actually 
accomplished that task.^® To Bacon is attributed the break
down of scholasticism, the leadership in the struggle against 
Aristotelianism, the development of a new methodology 
which set the mind on a new path, and the emancipation of 
reason.®^ But, despite appreciation of Bacon because, as

9V James Harris, ojo. cit., II, 573.
98 Edward Gibbon, The Miscellaneous Works_, op. cit., 11 > 
433; Oliver Goldsmith, ojo. cit., V, 145; Rober o eniy, 
op. ci t. . IV, 25-39; David Mallet, op.. 2il^ 1 1 ‘
99 Oliver Goldsmith, loc . oi fc., IV, l^o; Sir Jo.in
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Benjamin Martin puts it, he
began to perceive those imperfections in the reigning Philosophy, which he afterwards so effectually ex- " 
posed, and thereby not only overturned that Tyranny which prevented the Progress of true Knowledge but 
laid the Foundation of that free and useful Philosophy, which has since produced so manv great and glorious Discoveries.100

eighteenth century interest in Bacon was centered on the
results of his work as they manifested themselves in the
application of his methodology, notabljr by Newton and his
followers. This is indicated by Richard Cumberla,nd:

I have always regarded Bacon as the father of philosophy in this country; yet it is no breach of candour to observe, that the darkness of the age which he 
enlightened affords a favourable contrast to set off the splendour of his talents: but do we, who applaud him, read him? Yet if such is our veneration for 
times long since gone by, why do we not? The fact 
is, intermediate writers have disseminated his original matter through more pleasing vehicles, and we concur, whether commendably or not, to put his volumes upon the superannuated list, allowing him however an unalienable compensation upcn our praise, 
and reserving to ourselves a right of taking him from the shelf, whenever we are disposed to sink the merit of a more recent author by a comparison 
with him.101

This indicates that Bacon was not read in the original but 
was interpreted b3r eighteenth century writers who considered

op. cit. , I, xvi-xvii; Lord Karnes, ojo. c.i_t., HI, 434; 
Vicesimus Knox, ojo. cit., I, 276; David Mallet, Jboc.III, 343; Joseph Pries tlejr, L ec t ur e s, ojo. c it. *, P- 239; John Steclman. 070. cit., pp. 403—0 4 ; Josepn Towers, ojo. oit.. 1 , 413-13. Towers defends Bacon's reputation as a 
philosopher from Humefs criticisms.
100 Beniamin Martin, Biogra-ohica Phi losonhica (London, 
1?64), p .  223.
101 Richard Cumberland, ojo. cit., II, 2x4.
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themselvea Baconians but whether they were truly in the 
Baconian tradition or not is a question outside of the 
present discussion. Though Bacon is usually regarded as 
the philosopher most strenuous in his opposition to Aris— 
totelianiern, Ramus, Patricius, Bruno, and Descartes are 
mentioned in the same connection.102 The part played by 
Platonism in the attack on scholasticism is not mentioned 
except by the Earl of Charlemont, and at that but sketch- 
ily.103

Though the ancient-modern controversy reached its 
height in the period before the one under consideration, 
it continued with vigor between 1743 to 1795, the only 
difference being that the moderns had not the opposition 
they had had in the seventeenth century and could state 
their point of view with greater certainty. There was, 
however, a group of writers who were willing to compro
mise to the extent that the ancients were superior in one 
class of activities and the moderns in another. Thus

103 James Anderson, Recreations in Agriculture, Natural-- History, Arts, and Miscellaneous Literature (London, 179s;), 
III, 359-60; William Benwell, "In what Arts have the Moderns Excelled the Ancients?” Oxford Prize Essays, pp.. cit,. , 
I; Lord Karnes, ojo. cit., Ill, 333-35; David Mallet, cit. . Ill, 243-43; Mary Wollstonecraft, ojo. cit,, p. ~>cb.
103 The Earl of Charlemont, "Some Hints concerning t'ne State of Science at the Revival of Letters, Grounoeo^on 
a Passage of Dante in his Infer no, Canto xV, .Y* 1̂ ' Transactions of the Royal Irish Academy, /I (1 ) >



Thomas Kershaw writes:
This short essay is intended to point out the excellencies of the ancients in the imitative arts: yet at the same time, to allow the moderns their due * 
share of fame, in^having, not only made some improvements, but inventions, of which the ancients were entirely ignorant.104

Kershaw then goes on to demonstrate the superiority of 
the ancients in sculpture and their inferiority in paint
ing, and he considers landscape design, etching, engraving, 
mezzotint, and aquatint to be modern innovations. Other 
writers extend the catalogue: the ancients are given the 
palm for architecture, moral philosophy, education, lang
uage, serious composition, mythology, oratory, and history, 
that is, the liberal arts, while the moderns are praised 
for science, music, astronomy, chemistry, the experimental 
philosophy, and the art of satire.1^5

But to an even larger group of writers, compromise 
was out of the question. The absolute superiority of the

104 Thomas Kershaw, T,0n the Comparative Merit of the An
cients and Moderns, with respect to the Imitative Arta,"
Memoirs of the Literary and Philosoohical Society of Man
chester. I (17851. 406'.
105 William Benwell, ojo. cit., I, 316; Hugh Blair, Lec
tures on Rhetoric and Belles Lettres (New York, 1815),
PP. 387-544; William Crotch to Charles Burney in_A_Gen- 
eral History of Music, op. cit., II, 1037; Viceaimus Knox, 
ojd. pit. , I, 118-19; George Richards, "On the Character
istic Differences between Ancient and Modern Poetry," 
Oxford Prize Essays, op. cit., I, 271;̂  John Th el.vail,
The Peripatetic ; or, Sketches of the Heart, ojf—
and of Society PLondon. 1793), pp. 11-13; Joseph Warton, 
essays 137 and 133 in The Adventurer (London, 17 9.3,, pp. 
154-60, 191-98.



moderns was asserted and a long list of excellencies was
drawn up. According to John Aikin, the moderns were su
perior in knowledge; to James Beattie, they were superior 
because they had a mors various literature, more varied 
manners, a sense of humor, and possessed the concept of 
romantic love. Sir John Hawkins considers that his main 
task is to defend the superiority of modern music while 
Roscoe asserts the superiority of modern poetry in a very 
interesting passage;

The province of the poet is not, however, confined to the representation, or to the combination of material and external objects. The fields of in- 
• tellect are equally subject to his control. The 
affections and passions of the human mind,-'the abstract ideas of unsubstantial existence, serve in their turn to exercise his powers. In arranging 
themselves under his dominion, it becomes necessary that they should take a visible and substantial 
form, distinguished by their attributes, their insignia, and their effects. With this form the im
agination of the poet invests them, and they then become as subservient to hi3 purpose as if they 
were objects of external sense. In process of time, some of these children of imagination acquire a kind of prescriptive identity; and the symbolic forms of pleasure, or of wisdom, present themselves 
to our minds in nearly as definite a manner as the natural ones of Ajax, or of Achilles. Thus embodied, they become important actors in the drama, and are scareeljr distinguishable from human character. But the offspring of fancy is infinite; and however the regions of poetry may seem to be peopled with these fantastic beings, genius v/ill still proceed to invest, to vary, and to combine.

If the moderns excel the ancients in any depart
ment of poetry, it is in that now under considera- tion. It must not indeed be supposed that the an
cients were insensible to the effects producea by this powerful charm, which more peculiarly tr.an any
other may be saidTo give to airy nothing
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but it may safely be asserted, that they have availed themselves of this creative faculty much more spar
ingly, <and with much less success, than their modern 
competitors. The attribution cf sense to inert ob
jects is indeed common to both; but that still bolder exertion which embodies abstract existence, and ren
ders it susceptible of ocular representation, is almost exclusively the boast of the moderns. If, how
ever, we advert to the few authors who preceded Lorenzo de* Medici, we shall not trace in their writings many striking instances of those embodied pictures of ideal existence which are so conspicuous in the 
works of Ariosto, Spenser, Milton, and subsequent 
writers of the higher class, who are either natives of Italy, or have formed their taste upon the poetacf that nation.106 

Roscoe uses the word prosopopeia to designate the superior 
poetical power of the moderns but it must be obvious that 
he is laboriously trying to work out the rationale of ro
manticism. Other arguments in favor of the moderns were 
that modern life was capable of yielding more refined 
pleasures; the moderns were in possession of greater com
forts and luxuries; the art of government was raised to 
a height not attained by the ancients; the possession of 
scientific methodology is the decisive factor in the super
iority of the moderns; human genius at the present day is 
at least the equal of, if not superior tc, ancient powers; 
the world, far from decaying, shows greater improvements

0£. oit. , I, 37; James Beattie, Eaeaj[±l__^LJ^3^£. 
Music , as they Affee t__ the_ Mindj_cn_ Laughter_, 
orous Coruoosition: on th_e_ Usefu_ln.e_ss_pj.__ CJIaso_iwp._ 
ing (Londcn7"~"177 9*̂ , pp . 421-41; Sir Jc nn ha ■>.1 -

106 William Roscoe, op. c i t., I, 3 63-64; cf. J
* ■■■ * ; , . — . _____    r- *  TO/-,

cf. John Aikin, 
Cn Poetry and 
ter, _ and_ jbu_di-

ing '(London,“‘177 9 
£it., II, 917-18.



with each new year.-^1̂ Something of* the easv sursness of* 
the modems may he sensed from Boswell*s essa^ "On Pas"fc 
and Present" in The Hypochondriac^.:

We have the advantages of all the modern discoveries in science and in art; and of the numerous ccnven— 
iencies and elegant aids to pleasure, unknown to our ancestors. So that we may have more happiness in 
one day in London, than they could have in a large portion of their lives. It is narrow thinking to 
maintain, that it is more desirable to have few wants; I hope I have shown in a former paper, my opinion 
that the more innocent pleasures we enjoy the better we are.

Eut I feel with peculiar fondness the advantage of this age over ancient times in civilit3r of man
ners; not the constrained affection and deceit recommended by a celebrated nobleman; but such an 
habitual complacency and politeness as is intended onl3̂ for the mutual happiness of social int erccurse. 1C

But the most doughty champion of the moderns is the eccen
tric but learned Sir John Hawkins who, though a lawyer by 
profession, spent the beet years of his life in the prepa
ration of a histor3’’ of music, only to see it superseded 
in popiular favor but a few years after its publication by 
Burney1s work on the same subject. Hawkins delivers an 
attack on the upholders of the ancients which is so devas
tating in its range and so shrewd in its method that it 
compares favorably- with the giant moderns cf the seven-

10? Vicesimus Knox, ojo. cit., I, 357; Thomas Paine, T^§- --Ts?cn . 125: Marv VvollBtonCT;C“Political Works (Chicago, 1S7S), p. 125; Mar:, craft, oo. 'cTtT, p. 3; Edward Young, Conjectujkh.Plk9l±' 
gina_l_ Composit ion ( London, 17 59), pp • 46- - .
108 James Boswell, op,. cit., „-C 6 ̂ e't'ru'*'nobleman" mentioned in the text is Ches-erxic
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teenth century:
The loss of arts is a plausible topic of declaration, but the possioility of such a calamity by other means 
than a second deluge, or the interposition of any less 
powerful an agent than God himself is a matter of doubt 
and when appearances everjr where around us favour the 
opinion of our improvement not only in literature, but in the sciences and all the manual arts, it is wonderful that the contrary should ever have gotten a footing among mankind.

As to the general prejudices in behalf of antiquity, it has been hinted above that a reason for them is to be found in that implicit belief which the course of 
modern education disposes us to entertain of the super
ior virtue, wisdom, and ingenuity of those, who in all these instances we are taught to look on as patterns the most worthy of imitation; but it can never be deemed an excuse for some writers for complimenting 
nations less enlightened than ourselves with the possession or enjoyment of arts which it is pretended we have lost; as they do when they magnify the attainments of nations comparatively barbarous, and 
making those countries on which the beams of knowledge can scarcely be said to have yet dawned the theatres of virtue and the schools of science, recommend them as fit exemplars for our imitation.Of this class of authors, Sir William Temple and Isaac Vossius seem to be the chief; the one a states
man retired from business, an ingenious writer, but possessed of little learning, other than what he acquired in his later years, and which it is suspected 
was not drawn from the purest sources; the other a man of great erudition, but little judgment, the^ 
weakness whereof he manifested in a childish credulity, and a disposition to believe things incredible.

Hawkins proceeds to refute with great skill and learning
the opinions of Temple and Vossius, and also of Goguet, on
the superiority of the ancients and the Chinese. He then
turns to consider the specific case of music and it is his
method of attack which is of particular signnicancc:

...The method hitherto pursued by these writers who have attempted to draw a parallel betvreen tne^ancien. 
and modern music, has been to bring together in.n one point of view the testimonies in favour^of the .̂oructr, 
and to strengthen them by their own sufira^es, wuich



upon examination will be found to amount to just 
nothing; for these testimonies being no more than 
verbal declarations or descriptions, every reader is at liberty to supply them by ideas of his own: 
ideas which can only have been excited by that music which he has actually heard or at least perused 
and contemplated. An instance borrowed from the practice of some critics in painting, may possibly 
illustrate this sentiment: the works of Apelles, 
Parrhasius, Zeuxis, and Protogenes, tog'ether with those of other artists less known, such as Bular- 
ohus, Euphanor, Timanthes, Polygonotus, Polyclet.es, and Aristides, all famous painters, have been cele
brated in terms of high applause by Aristotle, Philo- stratus, Pliny, and the poets; and those who attend to their descriptions of them, associate to each 
subject ideas of excellence as perfect as their imaginations can suggest, which can only be derived 
from such works of later artists as they have seen; in like manner as we assist the descriptions of 
Helen in Homer and of Eve in Milton, with ideas of female beauty, grace, and elegance, drawn from our observation: the result of such a comparison in the case of painting, has frequently been a determina
tion to the prejudice of modern artists; and the 
works of Raphael, Domenichino, and Guido have been condemned as not answering to those characters of 
sublime and beautiful, which are given to the productions of the ancient artists. In like manner ■ 
to speak of music, we can form ideas of the perfection of harmony and melody, and of the general effect resulting from the artful combination of musical sounds, from that music alone which we have ac
tually heard; and when we read of the music of Timotheus and Antigenides, we must either resemble 
it to that of the most excellent of the modern art
ists, or forbear to judge about it; and if in the comparison of such critics as Isaac Vossius, Sir William Tenrole, and some others, reject the music of the moderns as unworthy of attention or notice, 
how egregiously are they' deceived, and what do they 
but forgo the substance for the shadow?10a

lOS Sir John Hawkins, oji. cit., I, xxiii-xxv. I- I may ^ he allowed an aside for the expression of a personal prej i 
dice, Hawkins* History appears to me to be superior to  ̂Burney*s in vigor of style and philosophic grasp over the 
movement of ideas, and I rather suspect that Eurney ewes 
Hawkins an idea or two which he neglected to acknowledge.
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Hawkins then proceeds to demonstrate that modern music is 
as capable of moral influence as ancient music is supposed 
to have "been. He asks the crucial question: "...where are 
those productions of the ancients that must decide the ques
tion? Lost, it will "be answered, in the general wreck of 
literature and the arts. If so, they cease to be evidence." 
Hawkins' remarks represent the high water mark in the ancien 
modern debate as it was conducted in the latter half of the 
eighteenth century and they served to clinch the case for 
the moderns. From this time on, the ancient-modern contro
versy disappears from the history of the idea of the Ren
aissance and indeed from literature generally. It is pos
sible, however, to consider the romantic-classical debate 
in the first half of the nineteenth century as a mutant of 
the ancient-modern controversy, but this is a point which 
will be taken up in the next chapter.

While the late eighteenth century contributions to 
the discussion of the relationship of the rise of science 
to the Renaissance are not original or particularly pro
found, they serve to maintain a tradition begun in the 
Renaissance itself. It is possible that since by this 
time there was no question that science had established 
it self there was no need to come to its defence. Scien
tists are notoriously unhistoric-al and they felt no need 
in this period, to assert the value of what they were doing,



- 354-

a task which "to "the seventeenth century scientist was as 
important as his experiments * As X have pointed, out "be
fore, it is at this time that the concept of the special
ization of labor reaches its maturity and. its effect on 
scientific activity resulted, in the idea of science qua 
science, or let the scientist stick to his laboratory, 
and with it the divorce of science from society. Further
more, as a result of the great increase in technical know
ledge it became more and more difficult for the historian 
to write the history of science, and since the scientists 
could not or would not undertake to do so, the result, 
for the time being at least, was that the study of the 
relationship between the idea of the Renaissance and the 
rise of science was not on the same level as the study of 
the relationship between, say, the Middle Ages and the 
Renaissance.

VIII. Late Eighteenth Century Theories of History 
and the Idea of the Renaissance

Since the period from 1742 to 1795 is characterised 
hy a flourishing of historical studies, some consideration 
of the attitudes towards historical study halo by t^w wri
ters who have been treated in this section will *.e-p tw 
account for their choice of historical crob^viuS oc scl<~ 
and the methods of solution they adopted, especially in 
connection with the idea of the Renaissance. In this a a j,
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it is possible "to form an estimate of the contributions of 
the late eighteenth century writers not only to the idea 
of the Renaissance itself but to the methodology for the 
study of the idea of the Renaissance.

One of the most persistent views in the history of 
historiography is that which regards history as performing 
the rfile of moral teacher. History, it is held, teaches 
a salutary lesson by exhibiting instances of good and bad 
conduct. On a slightly higher plane this attitude is ex
pressed by Bolingbroke1s aphorism: "History is philosophy 
teaching by example." And in an essentially didactic age 
this view of history can hardly be said to be lacking.
But a broader approach toward the study of histor3r was 
gaining acceptance. For example, it was recognised that 
adequately to explain a movement, discussion of major fig
ures was not enough, but that the ramifications of an idea 
had to be traced wherever the3r led. Burne37’ makes this clear

It m&y be thought a useless labour by some to have drawn from the tomb the names of so many obscure and barbarous authors, whose insipid productions, if pre
served, would but degrade human nature, and shew the imbecility of their endeavours; but^the progress of 
science, and the principles of its declension, can only be discovered by tracing the steps hy which it has advanced towards perfection or tended to corrup
tion . Ill

110 John Aikin op. cit., II, 234; Anna ^aroauic-, op. j II, 3S3-4Q7; C. Baker, "On the Use of History," Oxiorci 
Prize Essavs. op. cit., I, 125-40; John Hawkins, ojg. ext., T T s T i m T *  Joseph Priestley, Lectures, o£.. crc., pp. l-c4.
111 Charles Burns3)', ojc. cit., II, 1204— Co.
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Again, the necessity for studying a problem in its histor
ical setting ana. evolution before a correct understanding 
of it can be attained was emphasized. James Harris criti
cizes Locke for failure to do so in a letter to Lord Mon- 
boddo:

I freely subscribe to your ideas of Mr. Locke. Ig
norant of all Ancient Literature, he had an inclination to spin out everything from his own brain, as 
if so stupendous a work as an Analysis of the Human 
Understanding could be raised by the effort of one unassisted man. Euclid and Archimedes among the 
ancients, Copernicus, Kepler, and Galileo among the 
moderns, preceded our illustrious Newton. 1 Twas thus that Homer and Tasso pointed out the road to Milton.112

A reaction set in against histories which were mere com
pilations of political, military, and personal events.
What was demanded was a rounded view of a past era, and 
Renrjr, Hums, Robertson, Russell, and Wraxa.ll undertook to 
write histories which should include an account of cultural 
progress in the eras selected for consideration. This is 
indicated by Hume:

It may not be improper, at this period, to make pause; and to take a survey of the state of the kingdom, with regard to government, manners, finances, 
arms, trade, learning. Where a just notion is not formed of these particulars, history can be very^ little instructive, and often will not be intelli
gible . 113

Similar progress was made in the field of literary idstcr,- .

112 Cited in William Knight, o£. c_it_. , p. 79. Dated *iay 
14, 1773.
113 David Hume, op., cit., VI, 177.



The essence of the method of literary study which came 
into greater prominence each year was clear!}7- perceived 
by Johnson in his letter of commendation to Thomas Warton 
on his Observations:

...I now pay you a very honest acl:ncwledgment, for the advancement of the literature of our native 
country. You have shewn to all, who shall hereafter attempt the study of our auncient authours, the way to success; by directing them to the perusal of the books which these authours had read.Of this method, Hughes and men much greater than Hughes, seem never to have thought. The reason 
why the authours, which are yet read, of the six
teenth century, are so little understood, is, that they are read alone; and no help is borrowed from those who lived with them, or before them. Some part of this ignorance I hope to remove by my booh, which now draws towards its end.H4

Of course, Johnson exaggerated the importance of Warton
as an innovator for he was preceded in the use of the new
method by Theobald, Upton, and Gre}7 in their editions and
commentaries on Shakespeare, by Seward in his edition of
Beaumont and Fletcher, by Whalley and Newton on Milton,
and again by Grey and Upton on Butler and Jonson; however,
Johnson is pointing in the right direction. Finally, we
get the work of the new school of historians 01 culture,
Adam Anderson, Barry, Beattie, Bromley, Burney, Dalrymple,
Ferguson, Harris, Hawkins, Karnes, Monbcddo, Prior;, Stuart,

114 Dated July 16, 1754, in George B. hill, ed.,
Life of Johnson together, wito the Hebrides and J p hn sonJ_s^u a ry_ jo ̂ _ a J b  -̂---Wales. edT"L7”~f . Powell XOxford: Clarendon -res~, 1=>3-),
I, 370-71.
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and Wollstonecraft, all of whom are characterized by their 
attempts to grasp the course of events philosophically, by 
ascribing one or more ideological causative agents as de
cisive, b3r penetrating below the surface of historjr to its 
deepest roots. Certain of these key conceptions will repay 
investigation for they throw light on how the idea of the 
Renaissance was treated at this time.

The influence of the climate in molding the character 
of a people and in affecting their works of art is a theory 
of long* standing and it found its adherents in the latter 
half of the eighteenth century. Whatever may be said a- 
gain3t this notion, it at least has the merit of forcing 
a larger view of the historical process than that held by 
the moral teaching school on the h i s t o r i a n . B u t  the 
climate theory is obviously naive and it was rather severe
ly handled. John Armstrong writes a vigorous and biting 
refutation of it in his essay on "The Influence of the 
Climate upon Genius":

There are many people so bigoted to some particular 
theory, to false opinions and prejudices, as indo
lently to surrender even their own sensations to 
them. There are in this island some renegadoea ab-

a -  V  u -i. .115 Henry Fuseli, 0£. cit., pp. 348-49; Oliver uoldsmi 
2E.* oit. . Ill, 470; Vicesimua Xnox, ojo. II,George Richards, otj« cit.. I, 341,



surd enough to tell you, that Britain lies at too 
greao a distance from the sun to produce any genius.
It is really paying too much attention to such taste
less, ignorant, superficial connoisseurs, to ask 
them, what country in Eurojje, what climate the near
est to the sun, has displayed a richer bloom of gen
ius, in almost any department, than has spontaneously 
sprung up in this foggy island; without even any kind 
fostering influence from the superior powers— except
ing those alone of heaven and nature.— In what kind 
of genius is this island inferior to any nation under 
the sun?--How many genixises has the happy climate of 
Italy produced, in any shape, since the days of Aug
ustus?— The genial fruitful latitude of Greece has 
now lain quite fallow for near two thousand years. 
Spain should be ashamed to boast of, or even to own 
her noble, generous, her delightful Cervantes, whom 
she pitifully suffered to starve.— But what great 
geniuses has ever the warm climate of Africa produced? 
from the coast of Barbary to that of Guinea? from 
the mouth of the Nile to the Cape of Good-Hope? H 6
Like~irise of ancient repute, but less vulnerable to 

attack, because less specific and more plausible, is the 
cyclical theory of history which held that all human in
stitutions have their rise from lowly origins, ascend 
slowly to the height of perfection, and then inevitably 
d e c a y . O n  the other hand, a group of theorists thought 
that there was no evidence of a circular progress, but 
rather that institutions are in a constant stats of de—

118cline from an original perfect and uncorrupted condition.

116 John Armstrong, Miscellanies (London 177?), pp. 333 
34. Cf. James Barry, ojs. cit., H >  176-7»; Ana... Fer6 uo0.i, 
op. cit., p p . 165-67.
117 James Beattie, o£. c i t . , 1 ^  3 1 2 I I , ; ^Charles nur-
ney, “ ' ' " ...........
Olh 
Har:II
118 John Armstrong, loc . o i P », I > 170, Jaii.ĉ  ^_r_y, Cl±.
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gut as a gay writer said in. a flippant essay on trie anoisnt- 
modern controversy, the best way to flatter a scholar is 
to lament the decay of the world, and, having paid jrour re
spects to nis prejudices, go on to enjoy the new worlds 
which are daily being discovered in ideas, government, so
cial relations, and the good things of life generally. For, 
popular as were the theories of decay ana degeneracy at this 
time, they did not represent the basic temper of the time 
which was grounded in the optimism of the idea of progress. 
"Reason, as well as tradition and revelation, " Richard Price 
assures us:

lead us to expect that a more improved and happy state 
of human affairs will take place before the consumma
tion of all things. The world has hitherto been grad
ually improving. Light and knowledge have been gaining 
ground, and human life at present compared with what 
it onee was, is much the same that a youth approaching 
manhood is compared with an infant.

Such are the natures of things that this progress 
must continue. During particular intervals it may be 
interrupted, but it cannot be destroy'd. Every present 
advance prepares the way for farther advances; and a 
single experiment or discovery may sometimes give rise 
to so many more as suddenly to raise the species high
er, and to resemble the effects of opening a new sense, 
or of the fall of a spark on a train that springs a 
mine. For this reason, mankind may at last arrive at 
degrees of improvement which we cannot now even 3ua- 
pect to be possible. A dark age may follow an enlight
ened age; but, in this case, the light, after being 
smothered for a time, will break out again witn a

cit., I, 49-51; John Brown, op. cit., p. 341; Adam Ferguses, 
op. cit., -op. 338-61; David Hume, The^JSprx3, op. ext., Ii_, 
146-49; Lord Kames, op., c i t ., I, 30C; Lord Hcnoodao as 
cited in William Knight, op. c it., pp. 2^b-/7; ^icc3imns 
Knox, on. cit., V, 144-46; John Stedman, op. o p., P'P ♦ 
^08-11,



- 361-

brighter lustre. The present age of increased light, 
considered aa succeeding the ages of Greece and Roue 
and an intermediate period of thick darkness furnish
es a proof of the truth of this observation. There 
are certain kinds of improvement which, when once made, 
cannot be entirely^ lost. During the dark ages, the 
improvements made in the ages that preceded them re
mained so far as to be recovered immediately at the 
resurrection of letters, and to produce afterwards 
that more rapid progress in improvement which has dis
tinguished modern times.

| There can scarcely be a more pleasing and encourag
ing object of reflection than this. An accidentalm _    .... -------------------| observation of the effects of gravity in a garden h

gbeen the means of discovering the laws that govern 
the solar system, and of enabling us to look down 
with pity on the ignorance of the most enlightened 
times among the ancients. What new dignity has been 
given to man, and what additions have been made to 
his powers, by the invention of optical glasses, 
printing, gun-powder, &c. and by the late discover- 

| ies in navigation, mathematics, &c.
§ Who could have thought, in the first ages of the

world, that mankind would acquire the power of de
termining the distances and magnitudes of the sun 
and planets?— Who, even at the beginning of this cen
tury, would have thought, that, in a few years, man
kind would acquire the pov/er of subjecting to their 
wills the dreadful force of lightening, and of fly
ing in areo-static machines?— The last of these pow
ers, though so long undiscovered, is only an applica
tion of a power always known.— Many similar discover
ies may remain to be made, which will give new direc
tions of the greatest consequence to human affairs; 
and it may not be too extravagant to expect that 
(should civil governments throw no obstacles in tne 
wayr) the progress of improvement will not cease till 
it has excluded from the earth most of its worst

| evils, and restored that Paradisaical state, which,
according to the Mosaic History, preceded the pres
ent state.dd9

8

I

M

#
119 Richard Price. Observations _on_Jdie Impor.-^"!e—

1 -------*---- ~    i t  'Ci -  -  I-r .  Cl X ' -  .Arnerican Revolution” and the Mg_a_ns _of_—  ----------------. ___
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The high point in the exposition of the idea of orogrsss
oc cur s in Joseph Priestley *b Es say on Government *

Man derives two capital advantages from the superiority of his intellectual powers. The first is, that 
as an individual, he possesses a certain comprehension 
of mind, whereby he contemplates and enjoys the past and the future, as well as the present. This compre
hension is enlarged witn the experience of every day/* 
and by this means the happiness of man, as he advances in intellect, is continually leas dependent on temporary circumstances and sensations.

The next advantage resulting from the same principle, and which is, in many respects, both the cause and 
effect of the former, is that the human species itself 
is capable of a similar and unbounded improvement; 
whereby mankind in a later age are equally superior to mankind in a former age, the individuals being 
taken at the same time of life. Of this progress of 
the species, brute animals are more incapable than they/ are of that relating to individuals. No horse 
of this age seems to have any advantage over other horses of former ages; and if there be any improvement in the species, it is owing to our manner of breeding and training them. But a man at this time, who has been tolerably well educated, in an improved Christian country, is a being possessed of much greater power, to be, and to make happy, than a person of the same age, in the same, or any other country, some centuries 
ago. And, for this reason, I make no doubt, that a 
person some centuries hence will, at the same age, 
be as much suicerior to us.The great instrument in the hand of divine providence, of this progress of the species towards perfec
tion, is society, and consequently/ government. In a state of nature the powers of any/ individual are dissipated by an attention to a multiplicity of objects. The employments of all are similar. From generation 
to generation every man does the same that evsry^otner 
does or has done, and no person begins where anofcner ends; at least, general improvements are exceeuingly slow, and uncertain. This we see exemplified in al

they are not necessarily so in the history matter of fact, it would be profitable to e 
a.s a combination of these two iueas plus tn ant idea of anti-institutional!sm as expres 
enthesis. This is what John Gregory at ue,̂ p 
preface to his very stimulating but litt_e^ 
View; he combines the three ideas m e n t i o n e d  
purpose of making " . . .human life more cc^fc

of idea 3 . A s a
xam ine 300 j. ̂  ll o
e eqoal ly impor V
e ed in t h e p a r -*L*  ̂U w ̂A- to do in th o
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barbarous nations, and especially in countries thinly inhabited, where the connections of the people are 
slight, and consequently society and government very imperfect; and it may/ be seen more particularly in North America, and Greenland. Whereas a state'of 
more perfect society admits of a proper distribution and division of the objects of human attention. In 
such a state, men are connected with and subservient to one another; so that, while one man confines him
self to one single object, another may give the same undivided attention to another object.
Thus the powers of all have their full effect; and hence arise improvements in all the conveniences of 

life, and in every branch of knowledge. In this state of things, it requires but a few years to comprehend 
the whole preceding progress of any/ one art or science; 
and the rest of a man's life, in which his faculties are the most perfect, may be given to the extension 
of it. If, by this means, one art or science should grow too large for an easy comprehension, in a moderate space of time, a commodious subdivision will be 
made. Thus all knowledge will be subdivided and extended; and knowledge, as Lord Bacon observes, being 
power, the human powers will, in fact, be enlarged; nature, including both its materials, and its laws, 
will be more at our command; men will make their situation more easy and comfortable; they will probably/ 
prolong their existence in it, and will grow daily more happy/, each in himself, and more able (and, I 
believe, more disposed) to communicate happiness to others. Thus, ’whatever was the beginning of the world, 
the end will be glorious and paradisaical, beyond what our imaginations can now conceive. Extravagant as 
some may suppose these views to be, I think I could show them to be fairly/ suggested by the true theory of human nature, and to arise from the natural course of human affairs. But, for the present, I waive this subject, the contemplation of which always makes me 
happy. 1^0

120 Joseph Priestley, An Essay on the Fir3t Princip_lg_g ofGovernment. op. cit., pp. 1-5. Again, there is no^ n=cessj.ry contradiction between anti-institutionalism and laitr. ir. 
government; the radical is anti-institutional when he is^ 
out of power, but thinks that the state of mankind .vill im
prove if he is in control of the state apparatus. It is a 
noteworthy fact that the politically radical scientist insists on the close connection between science and soui-^ty
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Hot only was Priestley made happy by the contemplation of 
the notion of perfectibility but so many of his contempor
aries were too that it unmistakably colored all their think- 
ing.

The idea of progress assumed a future state in which 
all men would be free to develop their personalities to the, 
utmost and where therefore the arts and sciences would flour 
ish. From this point of view it is an easy transition to 
the idea that without liberty the arts and sciences were 
impossible. Under a despotic government, personal initia
tive was crushed, and the only arts possible were degraded 
by a fawning servility, really no arts at all. But a people 
living under a free constitution, enjoying the exercise of 
their personal liberties, created the soil in which an in
dependent and vigorous art could flourish. This was the 
lesson drawn from an analysis of the relations between gov
ernment and the arts in ancient times, in the Renaissance, 
and in eighteenth century England. History taught that a

while the conservative scientist, politically speaking, insists just as strongly on the separation between the two. Gf. on the idea of progress, John Aikin, ojo. cit., I, IS; James Barry, pp.. cit.. I, 343, II, 196; James Beattie, Essays. op. cit., p. 443; Archibald Bruce, op. cit., pp. 
42-43; Charles Burney, op.. cit., I, 703; Thomas Gordon,Tfte Humorist. Being Essays on Several Subjects (London,
41), IT, 133; John Gregory, op. cit., pp. i v-xvi; Henry Headley, ed., Select Beauties of Ancient English Poetry (London, 18 70), I, x-xiii; Samuel Johnson, The Works (New York, 1343), I, 416-17; Lord Karnes, pp. cit., I, 135; hary 

Wollstonecraft, op. cit., p. 1; Edward Youncr, pp. cit.,PP. lo—30 ..
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free people produce great art, and. the hope was held out 
that as society inevitably progresses toward greater im
provements and consequently more liberties, the better the 
art which will arise under these optimum conditions. Such 
was the view of a considerable number of writers between

ip -l1743 and 1795. Indeed, so widespread and pervasive was

121 John B a r t l a m ,  " L i b e r t y , ” O x f o r d  P r i z e  E s s a y s , o p . cit.
II, 318; J a m e s  Barry, op_. c i t ., I, 363-65; J ames B e a t t i e T  ' 
D i s s e r t a t i o n s , o p . c i t . , I, 198; R o b e r t  Bromley, o£. c i t .,
I, 32-35; A r c h i b a l d  B r u c e ,  ojo. oi t . , pp. 11-13; C h a r l e s  
Burney, 0£ .  c i t ., I, 341; R o b e r t  Burns, "To the E d i t o r  of 
the E d i n b u r g h  E v e n i n g  C o u r a n t , " d a t e d  N o v e m b e r  8, 1738, in 
The L e t t e r s  o f  R o b e r t  B u r n s , ed. J. De L a n c e y  F e r g u s o n  
(Oxford: C l a r e n d o n  P r e s s ) ,  I, 269-70; E d w a r d  Gibbon, The 
Miscellaneous W o r k s , o p . c i t .. Ill, 541; O l i v e r  Goldsmith, 
op. c i t .. Ill, 469; D a v i d  Hume, T h e  W o r k s , o p . c i t .. Ill,
"503; S a m u e l  J o h n s o n ,  M i s c e l l a n e o u s  a n d  F u g i t i v e  P i e c e s , o p . 
cit. . II, 2-7; V i c e s i m u e  Knox, ojo. c i t ., I, 60-61; R i c h a r d  
Mant, ojo. c i t . , II, 53-54; T h o m a s  Paine, ojo. c i t ., V, 8 5; 
Joseph P r i e s t l e y ,  E s s a y s , o p . c i t . , pp. 68-69; Joseph 
Priestley, Lee t u r s s , o p . c i t ., pp. 3 30— 31; W i l l i a m  Ro'oert- 
8°n, 0]3. c i t ., I, 4 9 7 - 9 8 ;  J o h n  Upton, C r i t i c a l  O b s e r v a t i o n s 
on S h a k e s p e a r e  (London, 1746), p. 33; N. W. Wraxall, o p . 
cit., I, 333. In less e n t h u s i a s t i c  a n d  m o r e  c a n d i d  passages, 
Gibbon, H ume, a n d  K n o x  p o i n t e d  out that a r t s  have f l o u r i s h e d  
under d e s p o t i s m s ,  a n d  e s p e c i a l l y  i n  the R e n aissance, but 
this did n o t  p r e v e n t  the t h e o r y  of the r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  
the arts a n d  l i b e r t y  f r o m  b e i n g  w i d e l y  held. The c o n n e c t i o n  
between the i d e a  of p r o g r e s s  a n d  the t h e o r y  of liberty is 
made e x p l i c i t  b y  B o s w e l l  in h is A c c o u n t  of C o r s i c a  (London, 
1759), pp. 3 3-38: " L i b e r t y  is so natural, a n d  so dear to 
mankind, w h e t h e r  a s  i n d i v i d u a l s ,  or as m e m b e r s  of society, 
that it is i n d i s p e n s i b l y  n e c e s s a r y  to o u r  h a p p i n e s s .  Every 
thing g r e a t  a n d  w o r t h y  a r i s e t h  f r o m  it. L i b e r t y  gives 
health to the mind, a n d  e n a b l e s  us to enjoy the full e x— 
ercise of o u r  f a c u l t i e s .  He -who is in chains c a n n o t  move 
either e a s i l y  or g r a c e f u l l y ;  n o t h i n g  elegant or noble can 
ke e x p e c t e d  f r o m  those, w h o s e  spirits are s u b d u e d  oy tyranny, 
and w h o s e  p o w e r s  a r e  c r a m p e d  b y  r e s t r a i n t . . . .  L i o e r o y  is i n 
deed the p a r e n t  of f e l i c i t y ,  of e v e r y  n o b l e  virtue, a n a  even 
of everv art a n d  s c i e n c e .  W h a t e v e r  v a m  a t t e m p t s  -ave o een
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the v i e w  t h a t  l i b e r t y  w a s  the i n d i s p e n s a b l e  f o u n d a t i o n  for 
the arts a n d  s c i e n c e s  a n d  f or m a n k i n d  g e n e r a l l y  that it a f 

fected t he t h e o r y  of h i s t o r y . J o h n  G r e g o r y  is v e r y  d e t e r _
mined on t h i s  p o i n t :

Bub t h e  p r i n c i p a l  a n d  m o s t  i m p o r t a n t  end of H i s t o r y  
is to p r o m o t e  t h e  i n t e r e s t s  of L i b e r t y  a n d  Virtue, * 
a n d  not m e r e l y  to g r a t i f y  c u r i o s i t y .  I m p a r t i a l  H i s t 
o r y  w i l l  a l w a y s  b e  f a v o u r a b l e  to t hese i n t e r e s t s .
The e l e g a n c e  of its s t i l e  a n d  c o m p o s i t i o n ,  is c h i e f l v  
to be v a l u e d ,  as it s e r v e s  to e n gage the r e a d e r ' s  a t 
t e n t i o n .  B u t  if an H i s t o r i a n  has no r e g a r d  to w h a t  
we h e r e  s u p p o s e  s h o u l d  b e  t h e  u l t i m a t e  e n d  of History, 
if he c o n s i d e r s  it o n l y  as c a l c u l a t e d  to g i v e  an e x 
e r c i s e  a n d  a m u s e m e n t  to the Mind, he m a y  -undoubtedly 
m a k e  h i s  w o r k  a n s w e r  a v e r y  d i f f e r e n t  p u r p o s e . . . .
T here is a c e r t a i n  s p e c i e s  of i m p a r t i a l i t y  w i t h  w h i c h  
no m an, w h o  has g o o d  p r i n c i p l e s ,  or a s e n s i b l e  heart, 
wil.l sit d o w n  to w r i t e  H i s t o r y ;  that i m p a r t i a l i t y  
w h i c h  s u p p o s e s  a n  a b s o l u t e  i n d i f f e r e n c e  to w h a t e v e r  
m a y  b e  its c o n s e q u e n c e s  o n  the m i n d s  cf the readers. 
Such a n  i n d i f f e r e n c e ,  in r e g a r d  to the result of our 
e n q u i r i e s ,  is n a t u r a l  a nd p r o p e r  in the a b s t r a c t  S c i 
ences, a n d  in t h o s e  P h i l o s o p h i c a l  disquisitions, where

made to r a i s e  t he g e n e r o u s  p l a n t s  u n d e r  a n  o p p r e s s i v e  c l i 
mate, h a v e  o n l y  s h e w n  m o r e  e v i d e n t l y  the v alue of freedom... 
They w h o  e n t e r t a i n  a n  e x t r a v a g a n t  v e n e r a t i o n  for antiquity, 
would m a k e  u s  b e l i e v e ,  that a n y  a p p e a r a n c e s  of it which are 
to be f o u n d  in m o d e r n  times, a r e  but f eeble a n d  dim. T hey  
would m a k e  us b e l i e v e  t h a t  the w o r l d  is g rown old, that the 
strength o f  h u m a n  n a t u r e  is decayed, and that we are  ̂ no more 
to e xpect t h o 3 e  n o b l e  p o w e r s  w h i c h  d i g n i f i e d  m an in foriaer 
ages. B u t  the t r u t h  is, that h u m a n  n a t u r e  is tne same at _
all times, a n d  a p p e a r s  in d i f f e r e n t  lights m e r e l y  from a
diff e r e n c e  of c i r c u m s t a n c e s .  In the language of the s c h o o l 
men, the s u b s t a n c e  is fixed, the a c c i d e n t s  o n l y  vary. R o m e  
has yet s e v e n  h i l l s  o n  w h i c h  the c o n q u e r o r s  of the w o r l d  
dwelt, a n d  t h e s e  are i n h a b i t e d  b y  R o m a n s . ^  A t h e n s  still o c 
cupies t h e  s p a c e  f r o m  w h i c h  p h i l o s o p h y  and g enius a i i f u s e d
a r a d i a n c e  to a l l  the n a t i o n s  around, a n d  is p o s s e s s e d  b y  
Athenians. But n e i t h e r  of these -people now r e t a i n  a n y  r e 
semblance o f  t h e i r  i l l u s t r i o u s  a n c e s t o r s ;  this i e n t i r e l y ^  
owing to t h e  c o u r s e  of p o l i t i c a l  e vents ,  ̂w hich has _^rc..uc-c 
a total c h a n g e  in t h e i r  m a n n e r s .  That the s p i r i t  01 l i c e r . y  
has f l o u r i s h e d  in m o d e r n  times, w e  m a y  a p p e a l  to the m a t -  ̂  
ories 0 f the Swiss, a n d  of the Dutch; a n d  the b o l d e s t  p r o o f s  
°f it are to b e  found in the a n n a l s  of cur own e c u .  ,1 .
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truth is the s i n g l e  a n d  u l t i m a t e  object, not c o n n e c t e d  
w i t h ^ a n y  t h i n g  t hat m a y  e ngage the a f f e c t i o n s  or e s 
s e n t i a l l y  a f f e c t  the i n t e r e s t s  of Mankind. But a c e r — 
did H i s t o r i a n ,  w h o  is the f r i e n d  of ilankincl, w i l l  d i s 
c l a i m  this c o l d n e s s  a n d  i n s e n s i b i l i t y :  He w i l l  o p e n l y  
a v o w  h i s  a t t a c h m e n t  to the c a u s e  of  liberty a nd virtue, 
a n d  w i l l  c o n s i d e r  the s u b s e r v i e n c y  of h is H i s t o r y  to 
their i n t e r e s t s  as  its h i g h e s t  m e r i t  a n d  h o nour. He 
w i l l  b e  p e r s u a d e d  that Truth, that i m p a r t i a l  History, 
c a n  n e v e r  h u r t  t h e s e  s a c r e d  interests; but he w i l l  
n e v e r  p r e t e n d  so f a r  to d i v e s t  h i m s e l f  of the fee l i n g s  
of a Man, as to b e  i n d i f f e r e n t  w h e t h e r  t hey do or not. -22
The t h e o r i e s  of h i s t o r y  a n d  the i d e o l o g i c a l  p r e c o n c e p 

tions u n d e r l y i n g  t h e m  w h i c h  h ave b e e n  d i s c u s s e d  in this sec
tion e n a b l e d  the w r i t e r s  o f  the late eighteenth ceiiturir in 

England to d e v e l o p  a m o r e  c o m p r e h e n s i v e  theory of the R e n 
aissance t h a n  h a d  t h e i r  p r e d e c e s s o r s .  The t endency of their 
theoretical t h i n k i n g  p o i n t e d  in the d i r e c t i o n  of a br o a d e r  

kind of h i s t o r i c a l  w r i t i n g ,  one in w h i c h  a l l  the a c tivities  
of man w e r e  seen as f o r m i n g  a Is.rge p a t t e r n  for the h i s t o r 
ian to s t u d y  a n d  l a t e r  to p h i l o s o p h i z e  about. Though the 
attempts at wrriting t h e  h i s t o r y  of cu l t u r e  seem at this time 
scanty a n d  s o m e w h a t  naive, t h e y  f o r m  the indispe n s a b l e  ground 
work u p o n  w h i c h  l a t e r  a n d  m o r e  s u c c e s s f u l  theories were 
erected. T h i s  is a p e r i o d  of t r a i n i n g  in the kind of t: ink
ing which r e s u l t e d  in  t h e  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  h i s t o r i e s  of the 
nineteenth c e n t u r y .  As a c o n s e q u e n c e  of the efforts to vie,, 
history in its l a r g e s t  compass, the ice a of the r.entii ̂ 0 -.^ e 
gained in c o m p l e x i t y  a n d  r i chness, t h o u g h  at the same time

122 John G r e g o r y ,  ojo. c i t ., pp. 2 2 1 -ao.
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a greater d e g r e e  o f  c o n t r a d i c t i o n  a n d  c o n f u s i o n  in the 
understanding o f  t he c o n c e p t  f i l t e r e d  in. N e v e r t h e l e s s  

the a t t i t u d e s  t o w a r d s  h i s t o r y  w h i c h  e n a b l e d  the n i n e t e e n t h  
century to b e c o m e  the h i g h  p oint in  h i s t o r i c a l  studies 
existed in e m b r y o  in the p e r i o d  b e t w e e n  1742 a n d  1795.

As soon as t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  p r o c e s s  was seen as a large, c o m 

plex, a n d  d i v e r s i f i e d  m o v e m e n t  w h i c h  r e q u i r e d  both a c c u r a t e  
scholarship a n d  p h i l o s o p h i c  g r a s p  over the i n t e r c o n n e c t i o n s  
of ideas to u n d e r s t a n d ,  the e s s e n t i a l  features of n i n e t e e n t h  
century m e t h o d o l o g y  w e r e  revealed, and t hey were shown in 
their o r i g i n  a n d  e a r l y  d e v e l o p m e n t  in the p e r i o d  just d i s 
cussed.

IX. Conclusion

The p e r i o d  1742 to 1795 in E n g l a n d  represents a d i s 
tinct a d v a n c e  in the h i s t o r y  of the idea of the Renaissance. 
For one thing, it m a r k s  a r e t u r n  to the more comprehensive 

and more b a l a n c e d  v i e w  c f  the R e n a i s s a n c e  cr.arac teri stic 
of the R e n a i s s a n c e  itself. E ^ u a l  a t t e n t i o n  is g iven to the 

revival of t h e  fine a r t s  a n d  of c l a s s i c a l  learning as to 
science, and no one a s p e c t  is g i v e n  a d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e  pla^- 
in the d i s c u s s i o n  of the idea of the n e m i i s s a r ^ c . ^cr an
other, the i m p o r t a n c e  of the r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  the r e n 

aissance and M i d d l e  A g e s  is f u l l y  r e c o g n i z e d  ana
+  V  -a / i ptial f e a t u r e s  of the relationship studied. Tr.irc., tr.e rc ̂  J
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ox the Reformation in bringing about the Renaissance as 
well as the opposite movement are brought into prominenc 
again, this foreshadows later and more thorough studies.
A fourth c o n t r i b u t i o n  of this p e r i o d  is the first r e c o g n i 

tion of the r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  the economic b a s e  a n d  c u l 
tural s u p e r s t r u c t u r e  a n d  the a p p l i c a t i o n  of this m e t h o d  of 

h i s t o r i c a l  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  to the s t u d y  of the R e n a i s s a n c e .

these lines m a y  be, t h e y  r e p r e s e n t  a d e v e l o p m e n t  whicl has 
gained g r e a t e r  p r o m i n e n c e  a l l  along. Finally, there is to 
be n o t e d  at t his time a d e c i d e d  s u p e r i o r i t y  in the m e t h o d o 
logical t e c h n i q u e s  for the s t u d y  of history. The e n l i g h t 
ened c o n c e p t i o n  of the f u n c t i o n  of h i s t o r y  c o u p l e d  w i t h  
the idea of p r o g r e s s  led to the t e n d e n c y  to go far a field 
in the d e s c r i p t i o n  of a p a s t  era, to the c h o i c e  of decisive 
eras for p a r t i c u l a r  a n a l 3rsis, a n d  t o  the selection of more 
f u n d a m e n t a l  p r i n c i p l e s  as the g u i d i n g  lines of h i s t o r i c a l  
evolution. The late e i g h t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  marks the b e ginning 
of the e f f o r t  to d e s c r i b e  the R e n a i s s a n c e  in terms of a b 
stract i d e o l o g i c a l  causes, b u t  t hough this r e presents an

Sketchy t h o u g h  the late e i g h t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  ef f o r t s  alon,

is an a d vance which



out to b e  n o t h i n g  m o r e  t h a n  the s e l e c t i o n  of facts to fit 
a p r e - d e t e r m i n e d  p a t t e r n ,  h o w e v e r  b r i l l i a n t  that p a t t e r n  

Kay turn o u t  to be. T h o u g h  this a s pect of the h i s t o r y  of 
the i d e a  of t he R e n a i s s a n c e  is not tc be f o u n d  in the p e r 
iod u n d e r  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  in this chapter, it is f o r e s h a d o w e d  
by the d e v e l o p m e n t s  in the b r o a d e n i n g  of h i s t o r i c a l  m e t h o d 
ology at this time. Indeed, the importance of these n e w  
concepts for the s t u d y  of histor}/ g e n e r a l l y  a n d  of the 
R e n a i s s a n c e  p a r t i c u l a r l y  is seen in the fact that while 
the n e x t  f i f t y  y e a r s  a f t e r  1?S5 seem to swarm with d i s c u s 
sions of t h e  i d e a  of t he R e naissance, scant a t t e n t i o n  is 

paid to the m e t h o d o l o g i c a l  p r o b l e m s  involved. In other 
7/ords, the t e c h n i q u e s  w o r k e d  out by  the late eighteenth  
centur}' b e g a n  to y ield results in the earl}* nineteenth, 
for in each of the f i e l d s  t o u c h e d  at this time, there are 
to be s e e n  l a t e r  on, not n e w  departures, b u t  rather a 
w i d e n i n g  a n d  d e e p e n i n g  of  the u n d e r s t a n d i n g  of the p r o b 

lems i n v o l v e d .



CHAPTER IV

THE IDEA OF T H E  R E N A I S S A N C E  IN E N G L A N r  F R O M  R O S C O E
TO K E N R Y  H A L L A M ’S I N T R O D U C T I O N  TO TEE 

LITERA T U R E  O F  E U R O P E  IN THE F I F T E E N T H  S I X T E E N T H  
A N D  S E V ENTEEN_TH_ G E N T U R T H I 1 183?^----------- '

I. Introduction

W i t h  the t u r n  into the n i n e t e e n t h  century, interest in 
the R e n a i s s a n c e  spurts, a h e a d  a n d  the idea of the R e n a i s s a n c e  
becomes o ne o f  the m a j o r  s u b j e c t s  for research and e j a c u l a 
tion on the p a r t  of E n g l i s h  scholars. The e f f l o r e s c e n c e  of 
studies of t h e  i d e a  of the R e n a i s s a n c e  m a y  b est be shown b y  
a s t a t i s t i c a l  s u r v e y  of w o r k s  in E n g l i s h  de a l i n g  w ith this 
theme w h i c h  a p p e a r e d  in the t h i r t y  years b e t w e e n  1800 a n d  
1830. In t h a t  p e riod, t he i d e a  of the R e n a i s s a n c e  appears:; 
in the w o r k  of t h i r t e e n  b i b l i o g r a p h e r s ,  thirt}- biographers 
of R e n a i s s a n c e  figures, s i x  c o m p i l e r s  of b i o g r a p h i c a l  d i c 
tionaries, f o u r t e e n  travellers, ten u n i v e r s a l  historians, 
three h i s t o r i a n s  of the M i d d l e  Ages, one h i s t o r i a n  of the 
Arabs, e i g h t  h i s t o r i a n s  of England, five h i s t o r i a n s  cf 
E n g l a n d  u p  to a n d  i n c l u d i n g  E l i s a b e t h ’s reign, four h i s t o r 
ians of  the u n i v e r s i t i e s ,  four h i s t o r i a n s  of the church, 
two h i s t o r i a n s  of  London, four h i s t o r i a n s  of architecture, 
five h i s t o r i a n s  of art, two h i s t o r i a n s  of music, two h i s t 
o r ians of p r i n t i n g ,  n i n e  h i s t o r i a n s  of science, nine ei_ -.^rs 

of c o l l e c t i o n s  o f  e a r l y  p o e t r y  a n d  drama, ar.^ tvrenty-tr.ree
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h i s t o r i a n s  o f  l i t e r a t u r e .  These fi g u r e s  r e p r e s e n t  o n l v  
7/0rhs w h e r e  the R e n a i s s a n c e  p r o b l e m  is discu s s e d ,  a n d  is 
not i n t e n d e d  as a b i b l i o g r a p h i c a l  r e c o r d  of the l i t e r a r y  
a c t i v i t y  o f  tne p e r i o d  as a whole. The fact that over a 
h u n d r e d  a n d  f i f t y  w r i t e r s  in the short span of t h i r t y  y e a r s  
find o c c a s i o n  to treat the R e n a i s s a n c e  p r o b l e m  shows that 
it has b e c o m e  a s u b j e c t  of c o n s i d e r a b l e  interest.

B o t h  E l i z a b e t h a n  l i t e r a t u r e  a n d  the r e v i v a l  of l e a r n 
ing w e r e  p o p u l a r  l e c t u r e  s u b j e c t s  at this time. C o l e r i d g e ' s  
and H a z l i t t 1 a lec t u r e s  are of c o u r s e  w e l l  known; the b i b 

l i o g r a p h e r  T h o m a s  F. E i b d i n  d e l i v e r e d  a series of twenty- 
eight l e c t u r e s  on E n g l i s h  l i t e r a t u r e  from the b e g i n n i n g s  
to R a l e i g h  in 1806-08 at the R o y a l  Insti t u t i o n  w h i c h  were 
a p p a r e n t l y  w e l l  attended, w h i l e  W i l l i a m  Beloe, Charles 
Butler, a n d  F r a n c i s  H o r n e r  i n t e n d e d  to v/rite full length 
h i s t o r i e s  o f  the r e v i v a l  of literature. Moreover, it is 
at t h i s  t i m e  t hat the w o r d  R e n a i s s a n c e  first begins to be 
used in E n g l a n d .  So far as I have b een able to determine, 
Scott is t h e  first to use the w o r d  in the sense of d e s i g 
ns, t i n g  the p e r i o d  a n d  not m e r e l y  as a w o r d  in the title 
cf a F r e n c h  w o r k  on the subject. In the cu r i o u s  work 
c a l l e d  P a u l's Letters, to _his_ j^nsfoj-h, Scott refers to 
the M u s e u m  des M o n u m e n s  F r a n ^ a i s  of Le Ncir in Les petite

A u g u s t i n s  a n d  says of it:
Y o u  accom p a n y ,  therefore, at once the pro g r e s s  of 
the a r t s  a n d  that of history, as you w a n d e r  _ron 
h a l l  to hall, a n d  c o m p a r e  t h e  rude images cf Clovis
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a.nd P h a r a m o n d  w i t h  w h a t  the I t a l i a n  c h i s e l  p r o d u c e d  
to c o m m e m o r a t e  d e p a r t e d  g r eatness, in that h a o p y  
e p o c h  w h i c h  the F r e n c h  a r t i s t s  c a l l  Le S i e c l e  de la 
R e n a i s  sane e .1 —  -----------------

This is d a t e d  1 8 1 5 ^ b u t  the next a p p e a r a n c e  of the w o r d  is
not u n t i l  1 8 4 6  w h e n  H e n r y  Cary, the son of Henrj' F r a n c i s
Cary, in h i s  " I n t r o d u c t o r y  S ketch of the H i s t o r y  of  F r e n c h
Poetry" to a v o l u m e  of t r a n s l a t i o n s  b y  his f a t h e r  writes:

We are n o w  a p p r o a c h i n g  that p e r i o d  of the h i s t o r y  of 
F r e n c h  literature, to w h i c h  F r e n c h  a u t h o r s  h a v e  g i v e n  
the v e r y  q u e s t i o n a b l e  n a m e  of La R e n a i s s a n c e .2

C a r y ’s .sus p i c i o n  of the w o r d  is not m ade exp l i c i t  a n d  we 
have no w a y  o f  t e l l i n g  w h a t  C a r y  h a d  in m i n d  b ut it m a y  
have b e e n  t h a t  C a r y  s a w  that as the w o r d  g a i n e d  in p r o m 
inence it t e n d e d  to b e  u s e d  as a n  e x p l a n a t i o n  of the p h e 
n omenon it w a s  c o i n e d  to d e scribe.

As I p o i n t e d  o u t  in the p r e v i o u s  chapter, the early 
part of  the n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  in E n g l a n d  wa3 not specially  
i n t e r e s t e d  in h i s t o r i c a l  t h eories b ut c o n c e n t r a t e d  on g r e a t 
er a c c u r a c y  in d etail. For the m o s t  part, the c h a racteristic 
a t t i t u d e  t o w a r d  the p a s t  w a s  s u m m e d  up b y  M a c a u l a y ’s a p h o r i s m  

"For, in fact, it is t h e  a g e  that f orms the man, not the man 
that f o r m s  the age." The clue to the a t t i t u d e  t o ward s c h o l 
arship t a k e n  at this time is f u r n i s h e d  b y  the intense b i b l i c -

1 Sir Walter Scott, The M i s c e l l a n e c u s , $92*2 (Edinburgh 
1848), V, 3 36-37.
2 Henry Carv, "Introductory Sketch," The_ Far ly Fje£ch_ rpe_t3 , 
a Series of*' Notices and Translat_ipns_̂ _̂ y_. the_ Late_ ^eury 
Francis Cary (London, i£46’)~ XV, xxxix.
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graphic a 1 activity, for from this period stems the endeavor 
to discover and describe all extant Renaissance and parti
cularly Elizabethan books. Scholarship comes into its own 
and while no new departures in the history of the idea of 
the Renaissance may be expected, a more accurate approach 
to it will be found. Finally, it is during this period 
that the foundations are laid for the intensive historical 
activity which marked the latter half of the nineteenth cen
tury,

II. The Revival of the Fine Arts

The history of the revival of the fine arts occupied 
a respectable place in the attention of the writers between 
1795 and 1837 . However, the essential features of the story 
remained the same as in the previous period while any/- changes 
which were made were made in detail. The one g'reat contri
bution of this period to the history'- of the arts is the 
recognition of the merits of medieval art and especially 
medieval architecture, but this will be taken up in a later 
section. A typical account of the revival of the fine arts 
and one which shows how slowly appreciation of medieval art 
grew is that by Michael Bryan:

The arts, which, had continued to degenerate among^the^ 
Romans from the reign of Nero, appear to have peri shea 
with the Colossus of the Roman empire, and to been totally lost in the succeeding dominion cf barbarism. If they preserved a degraded existence in c, miserable asylum in Greece, they'’ owed it tc d.e pie. 3/



of the people, rather than the protection of the 
government. The artist was employed, not honoured. The exercise of his talent procured him a wretched 
subsistence, by colouring what were called images rudely stained, for the purposes of public worship 
which were chiefly admired for the gold and precious stones with which they were ornamented. It was, 
however, to Greece, where the art had languished in that state of decrepitude, that Italy was indebted for the origin of what is called the modern school. 
Although its renovation has been generally attributed 
to Cimabue, it is sufficiently proved by the Italian writers on art, that painting was practised at Pisa, Florence, and other parts of Italy nearly two centuries before him. It is, however, universally admitted, that he was the first that rescued the art 
from the gross and. barbarous state in which it was previously practised.3

The influence of Vasari is obvious as it is in Hewson
Clarke’s and John Dougall's account of the revival of the
arts in their Cabinet of Arts.̂

The subject of art was as interesting to Kazlitt ae
literature and no small part of his work is devoted to -
art criticism. While he wrote no unified account of the
revival of the fine arts, there are occasional references
to it to attest to hie interest in the subject. In an
essay titled ’’Why the Arts are not Progressive? A Fragment"
which appeared in The Round Table: A Collection of Essays

1 Bryan, A Biographical and Critical Dictionary erf anti Fngravers. from the Revival of Art under_ C_imab3 Michael Bryan, A Biographical and Crip icp^J Painters and Engravers, from the Reviva_l_ of_Ar 
...to the Present Time "(London, 1816), I, 276.
4 Hewson Clarke and John Dougall, The_ Cabinet, of Artg^^or Genera 1 Inst rue to r in Arts, Science, _ Trade, ..r ac_-1. c 1.1 hh-hn the Means of Preserving Human Lif_e,.^nd^Polj^ica-^ -u,c . 
Tfendon, 18171, pp. 317-19. Cf. Alexander Cna_wer=General Biographical Dictionary (Lonuon, i-r î >, , —  >
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on L11 erature_,— Men and Manners, 18 17, he makes the point 
that the arts have usually sprung full blown into perfec
tion without any gradual progression toward it and uses 
the art of the Renaissance to make his case clear:

Nothing is more contrary to the fact than the supposition that in what we understand by the fine arts, 
as painting and poetrjr, relative perfection is only the result of repeated efforts, and that what has 
been once well done constantly leads to something better. What is mechanical, reducible to rule, or capable of demonstration, is progressive, and admits of gradual improvement: what is not mechanical or 
definite, but depends on genius, ta3te, and feeling, only soon becomes stationai-y or retrograde, and 
loses more than it gives by transfusion. The contrary opinion is, indeed, a common error, which has grown up, like many others, from transferring an 
analogy of one kind to something quite distinct, without thinking of the difference in the nature of the things, or attending to the difference of the results. For most persons, finding what wonderful advances have been made in biblical criticism, in chemistry, in mechanics, in geometry, astronomy, 
etc.,— i.e., in things depending on mere inquiry and experiment, or on absolute demonstration, have been led hastily to conclude, that there was a general tendency in the efforts of the human intellect to improve by repetition, and in all other arts and 
institutions to grow perfect and mature by time.We look back on the theological creed of our ancestors, and their discoveries in natural philosophy, 
with a smile of pity: science, and the arts connected with it, have all had their infancy, their youth, and 
manhood, and seem to have in them no principle of limitation or decay; and, inquiring no farther about the matter, we infer, in the height of our 3 elf-  ̂congratulation, and in the intoxication of our price, 
that the same progress has been, and will continue to be, made in all other things which are the work of man. The fact, however, stares U 3 sc plainly in the face, that one wculd think tne sn.alles^ refo.ec-10.1 
must suggest the truth, and overturn our sanguine theories^ The greatest poets, the ablest orators, the best painters, and the finest sculptors o-c. u --̂  ̂ 
world ever saw appeared soon after the oir^n oi ..sm
arts, and lived in a state of society ic"other respects, comparatively barbarous. ...oo -
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which depend on individual genius and incommunicable power, have always leaped at once from infancy to manhood, from the first rude dawn of invention to 
their meridian height and dazzling lustre, and have in general declined ever after. This is the peculiar distinction and privilege of each, of science and of 
artj of the one, never to attain its utmost summit of perfection, and of the other, to arrive at it almost at once. Horner, Chaucer, Spenser, Shakspeare, 
Dante, and Ariosto (Milton alone was of a later age, and not the worse for it), Raphael, Titian, Michael Angelo, Correggio, Cervantes, and Boccaccio— all lived near the beginning of their arts— perfected, and all 
but created them. These giant sens of genius 3tand, indeed, upon the earth, but they tower above their fellows, and the long line of their successors does 
not interpose anything to obstruct their view, or lessen their brightness. In strength and stature 
the3’- are unrivalled, in grace and beauty they have never been surpassed. In after ages, and more re
fined periods, (as the3̂ are called), great men have arisen one by one, as it were by throes and at intervals: though in general the best of these uncxiltivated 
and artificial minds were of an inferior order, as Tasso and Pope among poets, Guido and Vandyke among painters. But in the earliest stages of the arts, 
when the first mechanical difficulties had been got 
over, and the language as it were acquired, they rose by' clusters and in constellations, never to 
rise again.5

This is indeed a formidable attach on some of the most 
cherished eighteenth centum ideas, progress, training, 
the superiority of science, and perfectionism. As a neu
ter of fact, while the passage does contain a kind of 
rationale of romanticism, other romantics would not neces- 
saril3'r agree with Hazlitt, as for example, Shelley in his 
views on science. The temper of the period, though usually 
designated as romantic, was far from that, so that this

\

William Hazlitt, The C o m p l e t e , .Works, 8<J. P. Howe
(London, 1930), IV, 161
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passage does not represent the views of most historians
of the time who "believed with the eighteenth century in
a slow evolution from rude beginnings to modern superiority.

In the first lecture of the 1318 series as reported
by J. H. Green, Coleridge spoke on the "General Character
of the Gothic Mind in the Middle Ages" and undertook to
explain the relationship bet?/een the art of the Middle Ages
and of the Renaissance:

He then proceeded to describe the generic character 
of the Northern nations, and defined it as an independence of the whole in the freedom of the individual, noticing their respect for women, and their 
consequent chivalrous spirit in war; and how evidently the participation in the general council laid the foundation of the representative form of government, the onljr rational mode of preserving individual liberty in opposition to the licentious democracy of the ancient republics.

He c a l l e d  our  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  p e c u l i a r i t y  o f  t h e i r  
a r t ,  a n d  Bhovred how i t  e n t i r e l y  dep en de d  on a s y m b o l 
i c a l  e x p r e s s i o n  o f  t h e  i n f i n i t e , — which  i s  n o t  v a s t 
n e s s ,  n o r  i m m e n s i t y ,  n o r  p e r f e c t i o n ,  b u t  w h a t e v e r  
c a n n o t  b e  c i r c u m s c r i b e d  w i t h i n  t h e  l i m i t s  o f  a c t u a l  
s e n s u o u s  b e i n g .  In  t h e  a n c i e n t  a r t ,  on t h e  c o n t r a r y ,  
e v e r y t h i n g  was f i n i t e  and m a t e r i a l .  A c c o r d i n g l y ,  
s c u l p t u r e  was n o t  a t t e m p t e d  b y  t h e  G o t h i c  r a c e s  t i l l  
t h e  a n c i e n t  s p e c i m e n s  o f  t h e  p a i n t i n g s  o f  modern a g e s ,  
a s  i n  t h o s e  o f  G i o t t o  and h i s  a s s o c i a t e s  i n  t h e  ceme
t e r y  a t  P i s a ,  t h i s  c o m p l e x i t y ,  v a r i e t y ,  and s y m b o l i c a l  
c h a r a c t e r  a r e  e v i d e n t ,  and a r e  more f u l l y  d e v e l o p e d  
i n  t h e  m i g h t i e r  w ork s  o f  M i c h e l  A n g e l o  and R a f f a e l .The contemplation of the works of antique art excites 
a feeling of elevated beautjq and exalted notions of the human; but the Gothic architecture impresses the beholder with a sense of self-annihilation; he be
comes, as it were, a part of the work contemplated.An endless complexity and variety are united into one whole, the plan of which is not distinct from the execution. A Gothic cathedral is the petrifica
tion of our religion. The only work of truly moaer*. 
sculpture is the Moses of Michel Angelo.0

6 Thomas M. Raysor, e d . ,  C o l e r i d g e /  s ,3 a sq ella ,n ejq .xc 
(Harvard University Press, 1933), pp. S-7.



Coleridge’s merging of tne Gothic into the modern is an
extremely significant phenomenon for it indicates a shift
ing of the definition of modern; this will be considered
in a later section. John S. Memes compares the age of th
Renaissance to that of Pericles:

Notwithstanding the very considerable attainments alread]*- exhibited, to the perfection of Sculpture 
there yet wanted greater ease and grace of execution, more perfect and elevated expression, more 
refined selection of form and composition,— more, in short, of that heightening charm which fancy 
lends to reality— of that which constitutes the 
poetry, not the fictions of art. The first blush of the times, too, at the commencement of the six
teenth century, seemed to promise a most propitious era for the accomplishment of these remaining improvements. In Italy, yet the only fixed and native seat of art, a spirit of refinement and a love of 
elegance, a high and general respect for art, per
vaded all ranks. Universal activity, al3o, and energy of character, growing out of the conscious dignity of independence, animated the republican cities. Each vied with its neighbour in the splendour of public buildings, and in munificence of 
patronage. Florence, indeed, from her peculiar advantages and superior opulence, sooner distanced 
rivalry; but her schools were open to all, and her 
Medici, the most enlightened of patrons, were as yet but merchants and simple citizens. In those states, too, where free and popular government was not yet established, kings and princes affected to love and encourage the arts. Literature, in most of the countries of Europe, had spread. its lights around; the ancient models of eloquence were known, 
at least in their precepts, to all who laboured in the fields of genius; and even in sculpture, some of the most breathing fragments haa been, or, in the course of the century, were restored^ to day.
The 3tir of spirit had penetrated even the rsces3m of papal domination and priestly ease.^ Means 01 empire were now to be essayed more congeniax to tne complexion of the times, and to the minds m  nen,^ than spiritual weapons, unhallowed in every cnurcn, 
because unscriptural, or than— more unjusuifiao^ still, when wielded by ministers of peace--aerin.r 
arms. Rome was to be rendered the home ana nacxua
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tion of art, as of religion. She was to contain the temple vainly hoped to become the Zion of the Christ
ian world. All these causes, favourable as they were 
to general developsment of talent, tended with a peculiar energy to the advancement of sculpture, in which, with the exception of poetry, the greatest progress had yet been accompli shed since the revival of intelligence. The path, too, which had here been pursued, led directly to excellence. Nothing m 3 to be unlearned. The era bore a striking resemblance 
in its leading features to that of Pericles; there 
was wanting only a Phidias to realize it3 expectancy; and in Michael Angelo, the genius of Greece seemed to be supplied.7

Memes links the revival of the arts to the rise of the city 
republics as well as to the revival of letters and the entire 
spirit of activity which characterized the Renaissance; in
cidentally, Memesr praise of Angelo is representative of his 
age, for Angelo was thought to be the apex of Renaissance art.

The state of architecture in England during Elizabeth’s 
reign is described by Scott in an essay "On Landscape Garden
ing" which appeared in the Quarterly Review for 1338:

If the reader will imagine a house in the irregular form of architecture which was introduced in Elizabeth’s time, its varied front, graced with projecting oriels, and its angles ornamented with turrets;^ it 3 columnar chimneys, so much adorned as to make tnat a

8

7 John S. Memes, History of Sculpture, Pa 1 n n r ,— and Archi 
tecture (Edinburgh, 1829), pp. 100-01.
8 Cf. William A. Cadell,_A_^urnux4 n3̂ C a r ^ o l a ^ l ^ v ^ a ^  
France, in the Years 1817. 1818 (Edinourgn, Iw^O;, h. Id Georse Mi"l ler . Lectures on the P h 1 lo 3.op.mPL-hh hdPlhha- -.RhdamL-L 
(Dublin, ie30 5 , n f v r ^ T ^ H 5 ^ I S ^ T s ,gra-ohy (London, 1835), III, 35b> Alexander F'.^Tytxer, _1_. 
menta of General History (Concord, n . h ., 1 .Sinclair. An ""Autumn in Italy (Eamoargn, ) > _PP • '>Sharon Turner, The History of England iro^ m g  Period to the heath of Elizabetn (London, 1-3^;, • j.,
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beauty which is generally a deformity; its fair 
hallsj banqueting-rooms, galleries, and lodgings 
for interior accommodation,— it will afford us no uncomfortable notion of the days of good Queen Bess. In immediate and close connexion with the mansion lie its gardens, with their terraces, urns, statues, staircases, screens, alcoves, and summer— 
houses; its dry paved or turfed walks, through a succession of interesting objects, the whole line of architecture corresponding with that of the house, with its Gothic labels and entablatures, but assuming gradually a plainer and more massive character, as the grounds" extended and seemed to connect themselves with the open country.9

But not all students of Elizabethan architecture were as
enthusiastic about it as was Scott. Edmund Aikin writes:

On the whole, this, though a glorious period for lit
erature, was lost for the fine arts. The incongruous mixture of the conflicting principles of Grecian and 
Gothic architecture produced buildings, more trul}' barbarous, more disgusting to a cultivated taste, than the rudest Norman work.10

John Milner and Southey criticize the ecclesiastical archi
tecture of the Tudor era for the reason that it was a bad 
imitation of medieval architecture debased by extraneous 
influences.11 Indeed, John C. Eustace went so far as to 
criticize the whole of Renaissance architecture because it 
fell short of the ancient standards. He writes:

9 Sir Walter Scott, ojo. oit. , XXI, 94-25.
10 Edmund Aikin, "On the Domestic A r c h i t e c t u r e  of the -sign 
of Elizabeth, » in Lucy Aikin, Memoirs of
Ellzabeth (London, 1818), II, 515.
11 John Milner, A. Treatise on the Ecoleaiastic.aUt_Arcr.itecturj 
of England, during the Middle Ages (nonucn , P:-• -Lio-
TTf Robert Southey, “Review of Britton 3 JUt -Ll—ties, ” Quarterly Review, XXXI 'J (Is36) , 3^o „ . .
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At length a happier period, succeeded in the fifth era, the arts and sciences smiled once more upon 
their ancient seat, and architects of high name and reputation succeeded each other; their exertions 
were called forth and rewarded by the authority and 
munificence of Pontiffs; they had sites formed by nature before them, and every material ready prepared at hand. In such circumatances, and with such models as Rome presents on every side, who would not have 
expected to see architecture carried to its highest perfection, and even the ideal fair and beautiful, so long conceived in theory, at length realised in practice? But such was not the event. Architects 
imagined that with so many advantages it would be mean to copy, and easy to surpass antiquity. They 
sought in the luxuriancy of an irregular imagination forms more fair, combinations more majestic, and even proportions more beautiful than the ancient 
world had beheld. They all made the attempt; they have all failed; and have proved by their failure that in the same proportion as -we follow or abandon the ancients, we approach or deviate from p e r f e c t i o n . ^

This survey of the history of the revival of the arts 
daring 1795 to 1837 does not show the real extent of schol
arship devoted to the study of Renaissance art, but while 
this scholarship is detailed, it is not imaginative nor 
given to speculation. It would seem as though the Renais
sance were now taken for granted but what was needed was a 
more complete cataloguing of the treasures of Renaissance 
art, and this the historians of this period tried to sup
ply. Thus, while attention is directed to Renaissance art, 
it is not directed at the same time to the idea of the Ren
aissance .

13 John C. Eustace, A Classical Tour_through_ItalZ (Londr 
1817), h i , 313-14.
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III* The Revival of Classical Learning

The study of the revival of classical learning contin
ued to overshadow discussion of the revival of the arts. 
However, the main outlines of the story remain the same, 
though there is this innovation, namely, that more attention 
is paid to the results effected by the revival of learning 
than at any previous period. This is the consequence not 
so much of a growth in theoretical studies of the Renais
sance as in the maturing of scholarship which opened up 
new aspects of the Renaissance to study. While the word 
Renaissance is not used, there is a tendency to use the 
concept of the revival of learning, which is but one fac
tor in the idea of the Renaissance, for the Renaissance as 
a whole.

The tradition that the revival of classical learning 
began with Petrarch or with Petrarch, Dante, and Boccaccio 
had many followers at this time. William Shepherd calls 
Petrarch and Boccaccio "those eminent revivers of letters" 
while Roscoe shows that Dante, Petrarch, and Boccaccio 
v/ere both restorers of learning as well as critics of the 
church.-*-3 The role played by Petrarch in bringing aocut

13 William Shepherd, The Life of Posgio By.acĉ lo.li-i {Liv^r 
pool, 1803), p. 3; William Roscoe,of Leo the Tenth (Liverpool, ISCs), III, loa-4^. _ =Life of Leo was not as popular as his LorenzoTo be admired in the early nineteentr. century. c o u t s u y ^
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the revival of letters is analyzed by Georgs Burnett:
About the middle of the fourteenth century. Dante... etrarca, witu his pupil and friend, Boccace in 
Italy; and soon after, Chaucer and Gower in England 
by the cultivation of their vernacular languages commenced a new aera in literary ta3te, and contri- buoed to enlarge the sphere of intellectual pleas
ures. Petrarca was organized for the higher and more refined; and hi 3 genius, inspired by the most 
pure and exalted passion, expressed his glowing feelings in language of correspondent truth and delicacy. The strings of the human heart, vibrat
ing in harmony, acknowledged the touch of nature; and the poetry of Petrarca creating a finer intellectual tact, produced in a few minds, a distaste for romantic imagery and the peculiarities of Gothic manners. This incipient diffusion of a juster sentiment, prepared the way for the complete establishment of classical refinement in the succeeding century. 14

The concluding section of Berington's Literary History of 
the Middle Aeres contains an account of the revival begin
ning with Petrarch which is extensive; Chalmsr's sketch of 
Petrarch* s influence is taken from Berington. -*-5

According to Hazlitt, Dante was the father of modern 
literature, "the first lasting monument of modern litera—

of it in his Letters from England: by Don Manuel Alvarez Espriella. Translated from the Spanish (London, 1803), II, 121: "...even the Italians have thought worthy of translation. The libraries of Florence were searched ior maueriais 
for this work, and many writings of Lorenzo himseli firsu 
given to the world in Liverpool. This work of mr^ Roscoe s has diffused a general taste for the literature ox I — y.
14 George B u r n e t t ,  Sp eo i ie e na of Eng 1 i 3h Pro ae-'?r 1 *e-Pd (Lon-
don, 1807), I, 307-08.
15 Joseph Berington, A Literary History of 
(London, 1314), pp. 466-510; Alexander m a u -XXIV, 399-401. Cf. A H a s  ton Burgn, A n ^ d o t^s o-
(London, 1814), I, 243-43.



- 385-

ture.11 He fir3t mentions this idea in a review of Sismondi‘3 
Literature of the South which appeared in the Edinburgh R e
view for 1815 and elaborated on it three years later in the 
first lecture of the Lectures on the English Poets:

Dante was the father of modern poetry, and he may therefore claim a place in this connection. His poem is the first great step from Gothic darkness and barbarism; and the struggle of thought to burst the thraldom in 
which the human mind had been so long held, is felt in every page. He stood bewildered, not appalled, on that dark shore which separates the ancient and modern world; and saw the glories of antiquity dawning through the abyss of time, while revelation opened its passage to the other world. He was lost in wonder at what had been done before him, and he dared to emulate it. 16

On the other hand, Byron gave his praise to Petrarch in the 
thirtieth verse of the fourth canto of Childe Harold*s Pil
grimage :

There is a tomb in Arq.ua; reared in air,Pillared in their sarcophagus, repose The bones of Laura’3 lover; hers repair 
Many familiar with his well-sung woes,The Pilgrims of his Genius. He arose To raise a language, and his land reclaim From the dull yoke of her barbaric foes:Watering the tree which bears his Lad]/13 name With his melodious tears, he gave himself to Fame.

Among the improvements in learning which took place during
the twelfth and fifteenth centuries, according to Hallan,
was the cultivation of new languages by Dante, Petrarch,
and Chaucer; coincidental with the rise of iiiodera vernacu-

16 William Hazlitt, ojc. cit., XVI, 4C, V, 17.
17 Lord Byron, The Works, ed. Ernest H. Coleridge arm Row
land E. Prothero (London, 1313), II, 35^ .



lars was the revival of classical learning which was aided 
by those who were the first to compose in the new languages. 
Leigh Hunt did noo fail to express his appreciation of Pe
trarch; according to him, Petrarch "...was the greatest 
light of his age; . . .although so fins a writer himself, and 
the author of a multitude of works, or rather because he 
was both, he took the greatest pains to revive the knowledge 
of the ancient learning, recommending it everywhere, and 
copying out large manuscripts with hi3 own hand."13 Cole
ridge has an interesting note to his poem "The Garden of 
Boccaccio" in which he points out Boccaccio's contributions 
to the revival of ancient letters:

Mid gods of Greece and warriors of romance,Seel Boccace sits, unfolding on his knees The new-found role of old Maeonides;
But from hi3 mantle's fold, and near the heart,Peers Ovid'3 holy book of Love's sweet smart!

18 Henry Ha 11am, Vie?/ of the State of Europe during the 
Middle Ages (Mew York, 1866), Il"i~ 389-445.
19 Leigh Hunt, "On Receiving a Sprig of Laurel from Vaucluse, 
in Essays (Selected), ed. J. B. Priestley (London, 1939),pp. 1C4—Q 5. The essay is from The Indicator for IS SC. In a later work, "An Essay on the Cultivation, History and Varieties of the Species of Poem Called the Sonnet" in The Book of the Sonnet, ed. Leigh Hunt and S. Adams Lee (London, 1867), T] 38, Hunt adds Boccaccio to his list of the influences which brought about the revival of classical learning. "Literary ambition, too, at that period was turned ir.tu n s .7 directions by the novels of Petrarca's friend 3occacc_o, oy the increasing discoveries of ancient classics, by tns^suo- 
stitution of the Greek language itself for tranaijrsnoes oi its authors through Arabic and Latin versions, ana^ 
by the disturbed condition of Italy in Churci- ana ota the rise of ostty sovereignties, ana the downfall oi rĉ -̂-
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I know few more striking or more interesting proofs of the overwhelming influence which the study of the 
Greek and Roman classics exercised on the judgments, feelings, and imaginations of the literati of Europe 
at the commencement of the restoration of literature, than the passage in the Filocopo of Boccaccio: where the sage instructor, Racheo, as soon as the young 
prince and the beautiful girl Biancofiore had learned 
their letters, sets them to study the Holy Book. Ovid's Art of Love.30

The period under consideration is noteworthy for two full 
length studies of Petrarch and it is significant that both 
are agreed on the r6le played by Petrarch. Ugo Foscolo 
writes:

The important object of Petrarch's study and ambition was to dissipate the darkness which during the middle 
ages, had enveloped the literature of tiie ancients.But what genius and ardour could have been equal to the magnitude of this undertaking? Me has so far succeeded, however, in clearing the road to the study of 
antiquity as to acquire the title, which he still justljT- retains, of the Restorer of Classical Learning.1̂1

And Thomas Campbell has something of the same idea in his
extensive study of Petrarch:

After the deluge of barbarism in modern Europe had subsided, he stood, like a post-diluvian patriarch, 
connecting our knowledge of the old world with that of the new: and he had over his head a rainbow of genius, promising that the flood of ignorance shoule. 
never return. 22

Campbell's rather lush imagery sums up very well the atti
tude taken by the writers of the early nineteenth century

20 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, The C o m p l e t e ,  Works, ed. Professor 
Shedd (Hew York, 1853), VII, 330.
21 Ugo Foscolo, Essays on Petrarch (London, 1S23), p. 55.
22 Thomas Campbell, Life of,Petrarch (London, 1041), I, 3-4.
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in E n g l a n d  t o w a r d  the p a r t  P e t r a r c h  p l a y e d  in b r i n g i n g  a b o u t  
the r e v i v a l  of a n c i e n t  learning.

A n o t h e r  g r o u p  o f  s c h o l a r s  i n v e s t i g a t e d  the i n f l u e n c e  of 
the l e a r n e d  G r e e k s  b e f o r e  the f a l l  of C o n s t a n t i n o p l e .  In 
this c o n n e c t i o n ,  K o d y * s  l ittle b o o k  w a s  not f o r g o t t e n  and 

it is safe t o  s a y  that the b i o g r a p h i c a l  d i c t i o n a r i e s  d r e w  
their i n f o r m a t i o n  f r o m  Hody. It is p e r h a p s  not n e c e s s a r y  
to repeat in a n y  d e t a i l  the a c c o u n t s  g i v e n  at this time of 
the l e a r n e d  Gr e e k s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  since t h e y  do not supe r s e d e  
Hody, Mavor, G r eswell, Beloe, Chalmers, Stewart, Morrell, 
Tannehill, P latts, a n d  T u r n e r  d i s c u s s  the w o r k  of the learned 
Greeks and s e r v e  to s h o w  that this a s p e c t  of the re v i v a l  of 
classical l e a r n i n g  w a s  n o t  n e g l e c t e d . 01'

The c l i c h e ’ a b o u t  the fall of C o n s t a n t i n o p l e  did not 
fai 1. to f i n d  a d h e r e n t s  at this time. C o l e r i d g e  must be 
numbered a m o n g  t h e m  f o r  in the f irst n u m b e r  of The W a t c h m an

23 William Mavor, Universal History, Ancient and Modern 
(New York, 1804), XVI, 269-70;'William P. Greswell, Memoijf- of Angel us Politianus, Jeannes Picus_ c i Mirandul.a, _ ..etc:. 
TManchester," ISOS'), pp. 7 5-77';' Vfi lliam_ Selo e, Anecdotes of 
Literature and Scarce Books (London, 1311), V, 31-32, S7;
Ale xa nd e r' C halmerV, ~op . ~ ci t., IX, 303; DugaId Stewart, Dip - 
sert a t i o n j Exhibiting 'the_Progress of.Hetaphysical,_ Ethica±, 
and2"PolIti ny 1 ~PhJ Josophy^_ ~sInoe the Revival^ c-f_ Le11ers_ in 
Europe in The Collected Works, ed. Sir William Hamilton  ̂
"(Edinburgh, 1854"), I, 27; Thomas Morrell, StudJ. e s_ in_ nis -cry
(London, 18 23), I, 33-3; Wilkins Tannehill, .Ske^cS-es Ox.yhe 
History.cf Literature, from the Earli9 st_Peripcy to__tne Re
vival of Letters in the Fifteenth Century (Jasni j. - 
p. 334';'J o h n  Platts',' op'." cyl", ill, 505, 464, 4o., i , -oo 
54; S h a r o n  Turner, op. c i t ., XI, 4-7.
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he wrote:
A m o n g  t he c a l a m i t i e s ,  w h i c h  e v e n t u a l l y  h a v e  p r o d u c e d  
the m o s t  i m p o r t a n t  b l e s s i n g s ,  we m a y  o a r t i c u l a r i z e  
the c a p t u r e  of C o n s t a n t i n o p l e  b y  the T u r k s  in 1453. 
The n u m b e r  o f  l e a r n e d  Greeks, w h o m  this event d r o v e  
into the West, in c o n j u n c t i o n  with the recent d i s c o v 
ery of p r i n t i n g ,  k i n d l e d  t he love of k n o w l e d g e  in 
Europe, a n d  s u p p l i e d  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  for t h e . a t t a i n m e n t  
of it. P r i n c e s  e m u l a t e d  each o t h e r  in the p a t r o n a g e  
of m e n  of abi l i t y ,  a n d  e n d e a v o u r e d  to excite a spirit 
of l i t e r a t u r e  a m o n g  their s u b j e c t s  b y  e v e r y  e n c o u r 
a g e m e n t  w h i c h  t h e i r  r u d e  p o l i c y  suggested, or the 
g e n i u s  of the a g e  w o u l d  p e r m i t .  The first s c a n t y  
t w i l i g h t  of k n o w l e d g e  was suff i c i e n t  to shew what 
h o r r o r s  h a d  r e s u l t e d  f r o m  ignorance; a n d  no e x p e r i 
ence h a d  yet t a u g h t  t h e m  that ge n e r a l  i l l u m i n a t i o n  
iB i n c o m p a t i b l e  w i t h  u n d e l e g a t e d  power. This i n c i 
p i e n t  d i f f u s i o n  of t ruth was a i d e d  b y  the L u t h e r a n  
schism, w h i c h  r o u s e d  the c l e r g y  of E u r o p e  f rom their 
long d o z e  of s e nsuality, a n d  b y  the k e e n  g o a d i n g  of 
r e l i g i o u s  c o n t r o v e r s y  f o r c e d  e ach p a r t y  into l iter
a r y  e x e r t i o n . 24

It is c u r i o u s  that n a i v e t e  about one subject should be 
matched b y  s o p h i s t i c a t i o n  or. a n o t h e r .  It is significant 
that the t h e o r y  that the r e v i v a l  of c l a s s i c a l  learning took 
place a f t e r  1 4 5 3  was m o s t  p r o m i n e n t l y  d i s p l a y e d  in the pop- 

ular h i s t o r i c a l  w o r k s  such as t hese b y  Kett, Tytler, and 
Platts; it is i n t e r e s t i n g  too, t hat in each case the in
vention o f  p r i n t i n g  was h e l d  to h a v e  h e l p e d  the spread of 
the o l d  l e a r n i n g .  This ic e x e m p l i f i e d  b y  P latts who also

adds a s u g g e s t i o n  a b o u t  the rise of nationalism:
Iso b e g a n  to revive 
lost; and the inven- 
t t he same time, 
sr. ever to take 

All nations of



the w o r l d ,  indeed, s e e m  n o w  to h a v e  laid a s i d e  m u c h  
of t h e i r  f o r m e r ^ f e r o c i t y ;  a n d  t h o u g h  w a r s  h a v e  b y  
no m e a n s  b e e n  g i v e n  up, t h e y  h a v e  not b e e n  c a r r i e d  
on w i t h  s u c h  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  of  f u r y  a n d  savage c r u e l t y  
as b e f o r e .  I n s t e a d  of a t t e m p t i n g  to enrich t h e m s e l v e s  
w ith p l u n d e r ,  a n d  the s poils o f  their neighbours, 
m a n k i n d  in g e n e r a l  h a v e  a p p l i e d  t h e m s e l v e s  to commerce, 
the o n l y  t rue a n d  d u r a b l e  s o u r c e  of riches. This 
soon p r o d u c e d  i m p r o v e m e n t s  in n a v i g a t i o n ;  a n d  these 
i m p r o v e m e n t s  l ed to the d i s c o v e r y  of m a n y  r egions 
f o r m e r l y  u n k n o \ m . At the s a m e  time, the E u r o p e a n  
p o w e r s  b e i n g  at last t h o r o u g h l y  sensible that e x t e n 
sive c o n q u e s t s  c o u l d  n e v e r  be  p e rmanent, a p p l i e d  
t h e m s e l v e s  m o r e  to p r o v i d e  for the sec u r i t y  of those 
d o m i n i o n s  w h i c h  t h e y  a l r e a d y  poss e s s e d ,  than to a t 
tempt t h e  c o n q u e s t  of one an o t h e r ;  and this p r o d u c e d  
the p o l i c y  to w h i c h  so m u c h  a t t e n t i o n  was lately 
paid, nameljr, the p r e v e n t i n g  a n y  one of the n a tions 
f r o m  a c q u i r i n g  s u f f i c i e n t  s t r e n g t h  to o v e r p o w e r  a n 
o t h e r  .25

Henry Soan.ee w r i t e s  t h a t  "Pre v i o u s  to the f all of C o n s t a n 
tinople, the h a b i t s  of thinking, w h i c h  h ad o c c u p i e d  E u r o 
peans of s u p e r i o r  i n t e l l i g e n c e  f r o m  the p e r i o d  w h e n  they 
partial 13  ̂ e m e r g e d  f r o m  the C i m m e r i a n  da r k n e s s  w h i c h  suc
ceeded the a g e  o f  C h a r l e m a g n e ,  w e r e  r a p i d l 3r b e c o m i n g  ob
solete, a n d  t h e  m i n d s  of i n q u i s i t i v e  m en were d i l i g e n t l y  
seeking n e w  m o d e s  of i n t e l l e c t u a l  c o m m u n i c a t i o n "  and after 
1453 a n c i e n t  l e a r n i n g  s p r e a d  t h r o u g h o u t  Europe w hich "... 
gave a n e w  d i r e c t i o n  to the m i n d s  of those men, wno think 
for t heir c o n t e m p o r a r i e s . "  The i n v e n t i o n  of p rinting fol

lowed a n d  the " . . . u n w o n t e d  f lood of light, wr.ich thus il

lumined the i n t e l l e c t u a l  horizon, u n s e t t l e d  the minus cx

25 John P l a t t s ,  o p . c i t ., IV, 2. Ci . H e n r y  nett, ojx. 2..1U. 
1 , 249-54; A l e x a n d e r  F. T y t l e r ,  op. cit., p.



ffien, and d i s p o s e d  t h e m  to r e g a r d  w i t h  d i s t r u s t  or c o n t e m p t

the p r i n c i p l e s  a m i d s t  w h i c h  their f a thers h a d  p a s s e d  t h r o u g h  
26life• ” At  t h e  same time that the w r i t e r s  d i s c u s s e d  in 

this p a r a g r a p h  h o l d  to a m i s t a k e n  n o t i o n  of the d a t i n g  of 
the R e n a i s s a n c e ,  t h e y  do t r y  to d e v e l o p  a m ore s o p h i s t i c a t e d  
view of t h e  r e v i v a l ;  t h i s  is n o t a b l y  true of Soames.

M e n t i o n  of the r $ l e  of p r i n t i n g  in the p a s s a g e s  just 
considered b r i n g s  up its i n f l u e n c e  on the revival of c l a s s 
ical lea r n i n g .  In a d d i t i o n  to the o p inions e x p r e s s e d  b y  
Coleridge, Tytler, Kett, Platts, a n d  S o a m e s  on this r e l a 
tionship, A l e x a n d e r  B o w e r  w r i t e s  that the " . . . d i s c o v e r y  of 

the art of p r i n t i n g  had, b y  this time, promoted, c o n s i d e r 
ably the r e v i v a l  of l e a r n i n g "  w h i l e  in his Sir Thom a s More, 

Southey h a s  M o r e  s ay t hat " . ..the p ress w as then too m uch
occupied in p r e s e r v i n g  such p r e c i o u s  re m a i n s  of a n t i q u i t y

?*7as c o u l d  b e  r e s c u e d  f r o m  d e s t r u c t i o n . "  However, the b u l k  
of d i s c u s s i o n  c e n t e r i n g  a b o u t  the e f f e c t s  of p r i n t i n g  is to 
be found in the c o n s i d e r a t i o n  of the r e l a t i o n s h i p  between 

printing a n d  t h e  r i s e  of science.
The s p e c i a l  p r o b l e m  of the c o u r s e  of the revival Oi

26 Henr3/- Soames, The Kistory of the_ Reforniajtion_of^the.
Church, of Eng la.nd^ London," 1826^ , 1 , 105-C6 .
on X-,----  ̂    of Luther (Philadelphia, 16 24) ,
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learning in E n g l a n d  r e c e i v e d  some a t t e n t i o n ,  t h o u g h  not 

as much as m i g h t  b e  e x p e c t e d .  Xn h i s  H i s t o r y  of the U n i —

vergijby— and— Co_ll_ege_s— o_f C a m b rid.g6 . G. Dyer discusses the

influence o f  E r a s m u s  in p r o m o t i n g  t h e  s t u d y  of a n c i e n t  c u l 

ture and says o f  h i m  that "..in the w i s e  a n d  c r i t i c a l  use 
of ancient m a n u s c r i p t s ,  in l i b e r a l i s i n g  our u n i v e r s i t i e s ,  

and in b r e a k i n g  the l o n g - r i v e t e d  s h a c k l e s  of their s u p e r 
stitions a n d  i g n o r a n c e ,  b y  writing, no one d i d  so m u c h  as 
this m a n — a n d  as to o t h e r  m a t t e r s — H o m o  fuit atq. h u m a n u s  
Erasmus." D y e r  g o e s  on to c o n s i d e r  the w o r k  of Crooke,

Smith, Cheke, a n d  A s c h a m  a n d  p o i n t s  out that w i t h  them the 
advocacy of P r o t e s t a n t i s m  a n d  the p u r s u i t  of the n e w  l e a r n 
ing were i n d i s s o l u b l y  c o n n e c t e d . ^ ®  The s i t u a t i o n  in E n g l a n d  
during the r e i g n  o f  E l i s a b e t h  is d e s c r i b e d  b y  John Bigland 

in his H i s t o r y o f  E n g l a n d :
The c h a r a c t e r  of  the E n g l i s h  nation, d u r i n g  this p e r 
iod, is m o r e  w o r t h y  of a t t e n t i o n  a n d  p r a i s e  than that 
of the p r i n c e s s  w h o  s w a y e d  the sceptre. It exhibits 
the g l o r i o u s  a n d  i n t e r e s t i n g  spectacle of a p e o p l e 
e m e r g i n g  f r o m  b a r b a r i t y  to c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  from i g n o r 
ance to s c i e n c e  a n d  learning. The v ices and virtues, 
the h a p p i n e s s  or m i s e r y  of a nation, d e pends in^part, 
but n o t  w h o l l y  on the d i s p o s i t i o n  o f  the sovereign.
M a n y  c a u s e s  m u s t  c o n c u r  to p r o d u c e  these important 
e f fects. It w a s  n o t  o wing to E l i z a b e t h  alone that 
E n g l a n d  o w e d  its r i s i n g  p r o s p e r i t y .  This w as an age 
in w h i c h  a n e w  i l l u m i n a t i o n  h a d  just been aifsusea, 
a n d  a n e w  s p i r i t  of a d v e n t u r e  excited throughout Eur
ope, The r e v i v a l  o f  learning, a n d  its dissemination^ 
b y  p r i n t i n g ,  h a d  e n l i g h t e n e d  the minds of the people;

28 G . Dyer, The Histor v of the Uni v e r sity_and_Co_11 eges_ o± 
Cambridge (Lon dor' "Ts 1477~lTT&S-'71.



the r e f o r m a t i o n  h a d  g i v e n  rise to i n d e p e n d e n c e  of 
thought; a n d  the d i s c o v e r y  of A m e r i c a  h a d  e x t e n d e d  
the s p h e r e  of c o m m e r c i a l  s p e c u l a t i o n .  E n g l a n d  w a s  
n ot a m o n g  the n a t i o n s  that f irst p r o f i t e d  b y  this 
c o n c u r r e n c e  of f a v o r a b l e  c i r c u m s t a n c e ;  but, a m i d s t  
the g e n e r a l  r e s u s c i t a t i o n  of  Europe, she c o u l d  not 
r e m a i n  in a s t a t e  of a p athy. In the r e i g n  of E l i z a 
beth, t h e  p e o p l e ,  as it w e r e  b y  a s u d d e n  impulse, 
b e g a n  to exert a ll t heir n a t i v e  vigour, a n d  g e n i u s  
p u t  f o r t h  a l l  its po w e r s .  A n  i n c r e a s i n g  c o m m e r c e  
p r o d u c e d  a n  i n f l u x  o f  w e a l t h  and a n a v a l  strength, 
b y  w h i c h  E n g l a n d  a c q u i r e d  g r e a t e r  p o w e r  than she 
h a d  e v e r  d e r i v e d  f r o m  the f o r e i g n  c o n q u e s t s  a n d  
s p l e n d i d  v i c t o r i e s  of h e r  c e l e b r a t e d  kings.... It 
w o u l d  b e  t e d i o u s  to e n u m e r a t e  the v a r i o u s  m a n u f a c 
tures a n d  m e c h a n i c a l  a r t s  that were introduced, 
i n vented, o r  i m p r o v e d  d u r i n g  this p e r i o d .  I n d u s t r y  
and c o m m e r c e  e n r i c h e d  the pe o p l e ;  a g r i c u l t u r e  was 
i m p r o v e d :  the f e u d a l  s y s t e m  b e g a n  r a p i d l y  to d i s 
a ppear; a n d  the i n f l u x  and d i f f u s i o n  of w ealth 
e x c i t e d  a n d  disseirdnated a spirit of l iberty w h i c h 
g r a d u a l l y  p r o d u c e d  the p r e s e n t  h a p p y  a n d  free c o n 
s t i t u t i o n  of this ki n g d o m .

A m o n g  the g l o r i e s  of this r e i g n  m ust b e  r e c k o n e d  
the f l o u r i s h i n g  state of learning.... B acon f reed 
p h i l o s o p h y  f r o m  the j argon of the schools, and 
f i x e d  it o n  r a t i o n a l  principles.23

Bigland h a s  n o t  o n l y  a n  e m a n c i p a t e d  v i e w  of h i s t o r i c a l  

m e t h o d o l o g y  b u t  o f  t h e  i dea of the R e n a i s s a n c e  as well, 

for he sees the r e v i v a l  of l e a r n i n g  as part of  a b r o a d e r  
movement w h i c h  m a d e  d e c i s i v e  c h a n g e s  in a n u m b e r  of fields 
of endeavor. T h o m a s  M o r r e l l  is m o r e  conven t i o n a l ;  he c o n 

fines h i m s e l f  to the r e v i v a l  e x c l u s i v e ^ :
The i n t e l l e c t u a l  d a r k n e s s  w h i c h  had long prevailed, 
c o n t i n u e d  u n d i m i n i s h e d  till t h e^death of H e n r y  VII., 
e x c e p t  that, in a f e w  s o l i t a r y  instances, (,_ike 
t hose of G r o c y n  a n d  Tilly, e m i n e n t  scholars, wno 
f l o u r i s h e d  in t h a t  reign,) l i t e r a t u r e  was cultivate.:

39 J o h n  Bie:land. The Hi.etori_of J n s l a n d ^ ^ r a ^ h e  Ear 11 
P e r i o d , t o _ t h e  C l o 5 e ~ 5 f ~ he Year, 1813 (herr Yox... 1S1-),

i esjtT
130-33.
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a r d o u r  a n d  s u c c e s s .  But the a c c e s s i o n  of H e n r y  
y l l l . f o r m s  a m e m o r a b l e  a e r a  in the h i s t o r v  of l e a r n —

^ n S ^ 9 m * Then m a n y  l i t e r a r y  i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  
w h i c h  h a d  f a l l e n  into decay, r e n e w e d  t h e i r  youth: a n d  
m a n y  b r a n c h e s  of science, w h i c h  h a d  b e e n  long neg'lected b e g a n  to f l o u r i s h . 30 b ° '

A p r o v o c a t i v e  a c c o u n t  of  t he p r o g r e s s  of l e a r n i n g  a n d  of 
c i v i l i z a t i o n  g e n e r a l l y  in E n g l a n d  is g i v e n  b y  Leigh Hunt 

in "The S t r e e t s  o f  t h e  M e t r o p o l i s :  t h e i r  M e m o r i e s  a n d  Great 

Men," w h i c h  f o r m s  p a r t  of the i n t r o d u c t i o n  to his L o n d o n 
Journal:

E r a s m u s  _ w r o t e  in the time of H e n r y  the Eighth, w h e n  
the c i v i l  w a r s  h a d  t e r m i n a t e d  in a v o l u p t u o u s  security;-, 
and w h e n  the p r i d e  of the c o u r t  a n d  n o b i l i t y  was at 
its h e i g h t .  K n i g h t h o o d  was b e c o m i n g  r a t h e r  a shew 
t h a n  a s u b s t a n c e ;  a n d  the c h a n g e s  in religion, the 
d i s s o l u t i o n  of the m o n a s t e r i e s ,  a n d  a b o v e  all, the 
p e r m i s s i o n  to r e a d  the Bible, set m e n  thinking, a n d  
i d e n t i f i e d  h i s t o r y  in f u t u r e  w i t h  the p r o g r e s s  of the 
g e n e r a l  m i n d .  Opi n i o n ,  a c c i d e n t a l l y ,  set free b y  a 
tyrant, w a s  n e v e r  to b e  put down, t h o u g h  tjnranny tried 
n e v e r  so h ard. P o e t r y  r e v i v e d  in the p e r s o n  of H e n r y  
Howard, E a r l  of Surrey; and, b y  a m a t u r i t y  n a t u r a l  to 
the f i r s t  u n s o p h i s t i c a t e d  e f f o r t s  of imagination, came 
to its h e i g h t  in the n e x t  a g e  w i t h  S h a k e s p e a r e .  The 
m o n a s t e r i e s  b e i n g  diss o l v e d ,  L o n d o n  was b ecome e n t i r e 
ly t h e  c o m m e r c i a l  c i t y  it has r e m a i n e d  ever since, 
t h o u g h  it s t i l l  a b o u n d e d  w i t h  n o b l e m e n ' s  mansions, 
a n d  d i d  so t i l l  a m u c h  later p e r i o d . . . .

I n - t h i s  a g e  of E l i z a b e t h  , ever w o r t h y  of h onour 
a n d  g r a t i t u d e ,  the i l l u s t r i o u s  B a c o n  set free the 
h a n d s  of  k n o w l e d g e ,  w h i c h  A r i s t o t l e  h a d  c h a i n e d  up, 
a n d  p u t  i nto t h e m  the t o u c h s t o n e  of experiment, the 
m i g h t y  m o v e r  of t h e  ages to come. This w a s ' t h e  great 
a g e  a l s o  o f  E n g l i s h  p o e t r y  a n d  drama. Former ma n n e r s  _
and o p i n i o n s  n o w  b e g a n  to be  s e e n  o n l y  on the stage; 
i n t e l l e c t  s i l e n t l y  g a v e  a m a n  a rank in s o ciety he 
n e v e r  e n j o y e d  b e f o r e ;  and n o b l e s  a n d  m e n  of letters 
m i x e d  t o g e t h e r  in c l u b s .  P e o p l e  no?/ a ls 9 b egan  ̂ to^ 
s p e c u l a t e  on g o v e r n m e n t  as w e l l  as religion; and^ tre 
f i r s t  e v i d e n c e s  of that u n s a t i s f i e d  r e a s o n i n g  spirit

30 Thomas Morrell, ojo. cit., 1, 444.



a p p e a r e d ,  w h i c h  p r o d u c e d  the d o w n f a l l  of  the s u c c e e d 
ing d y n a s t y ,  a n d  u l t i m a t e l y  the R e v o l u t i o n  a n d  a l l  
that w e  n o w  enjoy.

The g o v e r n m e n t s  o f  E l i z a b e t h  a n d  James, f e a r i n g  that 
the g r e a t e r  the c o n c o u r s e  the w o r s e  would, be the c o n 
s e q u e n c e  of sickness, a nd s e c r e t l y  a p p r e h e n s i v e ,  no 
doubt, o f  the g r o w t h  of large a n d  i n t e l l e c t u a l  b o d i e s  
of m e n  n e a r  t h e i r  h e a d - q u a r t e r s ,  d i d  a l l  in t h e i r  
p o w e r  to  c o n f i n e  the m e t r o p o l i s ,  to its s h e n #  limits 
b u t  in v a i n .  D e s p o t i s m  itself, even in its m i l d e s t  
shape, c a n n o t  p r e v a i l  a g a i n s t  the spirit of an age; 
a n d  B a c o n  w a s  at that m i n u t e  f o r e — seeing- the k n o w 
l e d g e  t h a t  was to quicken, increase, a n d  el e v a t e  h u 
m a n  i n t e r c o u r s e ,  b y  m e a n s  of the growth of commerce.31
The p a s s a g e s  f r o m  B i g l a n d  a n d  Hunt i n d i c a t e  a s t r o n g l y  

growing t e n d e n c y ,  which, as we h a v e  seen, b e g a n  in the latte: 
half of the e i g h t e e n t h  century, to a s c r i b e  results to the 
revival of l e a r n i n g .  It is at this p oint that the re v i v a l  

of l e a r n i n g  b e c o m e s ,  in the m i n d s  of a n u m b e r  of writers, 
synonymous w i t h  the R e n a i s s a n c e  a s  a whole. If we examine 

the o p i n i o n s  of the w r i t e r s  of the p eriod under c o n s i d e r a 
tion on t he s u b j e c t  o f  the r e s u l t s  o f  the revival of l earn
ing, it o u g h t  to be p o s s i b l e  to d r a w  some concl u s i o n s  as 

to the a t t i t u d e  t a k e n  t o w a r d  it at this time. A c c o r d i n g  
to Peter B e c k f o r d ,  the f i f t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  in Italy, like the 
age of P e r i c l e s  a n d  of Augustus, h a d  the h a p p y  faculty of 
d rawing f o r t h  g e n i u s . 32 To Greswell, the same p eriod saw 

the f r e e i n g  o f  p h i l o s o p h y  f rom the d ust of b a r b a r i s m  and

31 Leigh Hunt, L e i g h  H u n t ' s  _London__ Journal (Lcr.dcn 1-35, ,
I, iii. # T h i s  r i c o r r i c t e d  to "then" in T h e^Jpnn (Lor.ucn, 
1848), p. IS.
32 P e t e r  B e c k f o r d ,  F a m i  l i ^ r  , Letjters_from^Ita I;:^_,tp_ a _ F r ien_.i 
in England (Salisbury, 1805), II, 272.
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the e s t a b l i s h m e n t  of c r i t i c i s m  o n  a m a n l y  a n d  r a t i o n a l  

basis, b o t h  t h e  d i r e c t  c o n s e q u e n c e  of the r e v i v a l  of l et

ters.33 "The r e v i v a l  of c l a s s i c a l  lea r n i n g  a b o u t  the m i d 

dle of this c e n t u r y , ” w r o t e  G e o r g e  Burnett, " c r e a t e d  a n e w  
aera in l i t e r a t u r e ,  a n d  in h u m a n  affairs, a u s p i c i o u s  to 

every s p e c i e s  o f  i m p r o v e m e n t . " 4̂ * Thomas T h o m s o n  h o l d s  that 
the revival, w h i c h  w a s  both the c a u s e  and the result of 

the n e w  s p i r i t  of i n q u i r y  s w e e p i n g  t h r o u g h  Europe, u l t i m 

ately led t o  the f o u n d a t i o n s  of m o d e r n  science; this is 
an idea s h a r e d  b y  a c o n s i d e r a b l e  n umber of w r i t e r s  and 

will be c o n s i d e r e d  later on. A n o t h e r  v i e w  is taken b y  

John B i g l a n d  w h o  w r i t e s  that c o m m e r c e  and c i v i l i s a t i o n  

"...had m a d e  a c o n s i d e r a b l e  p r o g r e s s "  d uring the reign of 

Kenr 3»- VIII " . . . a n d  t h r o u g h o u t  Europe, the h u m a n  m i n d  was 

b e g i n n i n g  to d i s p l a y  t h o s e  energies, w h i c h  had long b e e n  

buried in the g l o o m  o f  o b s c u r i t y .
In a r e v i e w  o f  D u g a Id S t e w a r t ’ s P i s s e r t a t i o n , Sir 

James M a c k i n t o s h  h a d  t his to say a b o u t  t h e  r e v i v a l  o f  l i t 

e r a t u r e  :

The r e v i v a l  of l i t e r a t u r e  p r o d u c e d  a revolution at 
o n c e  in the s t a t e  of society, a n d  in the mode of 
p h i l o s o p h i z i n g .  It a t t r a c t e d  r e a d e r s  from t^e c o m 
m o n  r a n k s  of society, who were g r a d u a l l y  led on from

33 w i l l i a m  P. Greswell, o£. c i t ., pp. ? 5 - 7 ?.

34 G e o r g e  B u r n e t t ,  op_. c i t . ,  I, 3C6.

35 J o h n  B i g l a n d ,  op., ci t ., p.
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eloquence and poetry, to morals and philosophy. 
Philosophers and moralists, after an interval of 
almost a thousand years, during which they had 
spoken only^to each other, once more discovered 
that they might address the great body of mankind 
with the hope of fame and of usefulness. Inter
course with this great public, supplied new mater
ials, and imposed new restraints. The feelings, 
the common sense, the ordinary affairs of men, presented themselves again to the moralist.36

According to Mackintosh, More, Machiavelli, and Montaigne
were the leaders in this movement to bring philosophy back
to the problems which affected men in the more practical
spheres of life. In his Essay on English Poetry, Thomas
Campbell writes:

Shakspeare’s genius was certainly indebted to the intelligence and moral principles which existed in 
his age, and to that intelligence and to those moral principles the revival of classical literature undoubtedly contributed.27

It is the opinion of Edward Hares that the revival of learn
ing was "...an extraordinary stimulus given to the minds of 
men, to awaken them effectually from the deep sleep, the 
superstitious apathy, into which they had fallen, and in 
which they had been ignominiously buried for so many cen
turies."^3 Four pages later Hares writes that the Reforma
tion coincided, with the spirit of inquiry which the revival

36 Sir Jaimes Mackintosh, "Review of D u g a l d  Stewart1 s Di_?ser 
tat ion," Ed inburgh Rev1ew, XXVII (1816), 307-Cc.
37 Thomas Campbell, An Essay on Eng li_Bh_ Poet ry (London, ld4o), 
P. 44.
38 Edward Hares, Memoirs of, thg_Lifthe Right Honourable wil_lian Cecil, Lorj 1 _ * l82f:T, T,~2 5~.
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of learning had stimulated and provoked. A more detailed 
statement of the effects produced by the revival of liter
ature is given by Robert Thomson:

The change which took place on the revival of letters 
in Europe was equally rapid and prodigious. Whether 
the human intellect had continued dorma.nt throughout 
the darkness of the middle ages; or had been nursing its vigour, as has been ingeniously maintained, in ° 
mental exercises, which, though not conducive to im
mediate use, tended to sharpen and quicken the under
standing, it is evident that a new day burst on 
society with the discovery of ancient literature, or 
rather with the revival of a taste for what had been 
possessed, in some measure, before, without any proper notion of its value. The cultivation of ancient lit
erature did not tend to fetter the free exercise of 
the human faculties, as it might probably have done, if the public taste and habits of thinking had been 
previously formed upon it. The European nations 
brought to the study of this literature a character, 
habits of thinking, and a course of history and tradition, which were quite original; and hence the in
troduction of ancient literature served not to fetter but to invigorate their powers of thought, by opening up new fields of research and illustration. The 
ages of learning, which followed the revival of literature, were thus most eminently distinguished for intellectual exertion and scientific discovery.

Thomson goes on to show that the Reformation made freeaom
of discussion possible, liberty was established on a firm
foundation, commerce opened up new worlds, science began
its triumphant march, and he concludes his observations
as follows:

The same age in England was the most scientiiic, u.iS 
most learned, and the most poetical that has ever 
occurred 3ince the revival of letters. Bacoii 
contemporary with Shakespeare. Mewuon a no. Leibr.ioz, 
Locke and ciarks, flourished nearly a t ^ t n e  e a r n e s t  a.-:, e 
with Milton. Many of the distinguished eve^w^ .iO» 
alluded to were at a consideraole distance Tv"1'
other in point of time; but they ail aro^e same original impulse that was given, vrr.e.± ti.~ -.urn— .



mind awaked from the long slumber of ages, and again began, like a giant refreshed.39 s
Thomson’s last statement recalls Leigh Hunt’s introduction 
to his London— Jojirna 1, already quoted, in which he points 
out uiiau the English Revolution was ultimately/ the ‘oroduct 
of the revival of learning.

The keenest and most penetrating student of the effects 
of the revival of learning at this time was Sharon Turner, 
one of the foremost authorities of his generation on early 
English history. His History of England from the beginnings 
to the death of Elizabeth runs to twelve volumes and is 
marked by exact scholarship, lucid style, and a speculative 
bent. Turner was as much interested in intellectual hist
ory as in political and social events; the first part of 
the eleventh volume of his history, which may properly be 
called an intellectual history of the Renaissance, serves 
to show his ability and range. Turner begins by stating 
that

...if a new aera in the mind and history of mankind 
was felt by some of the most distinguished of his contemporariss to oe accompany_ng the a^e and i - of Henry VIII. it is still more manifest to us, who can now look bach thro the three centuries of events which have since succeeded, that an extraordinary 
and beneficent revolution, still enlarging m  it 3 
consa yusnces, was then advancing on Europe, ânc. ginning to penetrate into the Britisn I slums. A simultaneous activity; a desire of improvement,_pnd 
of oersonal distinction connected with • r* r* h  P.

39 Robert Thomson, Treatise on the r r u g g v- ° - ;and its Effects on Society  ̂tidinburgn, lod^i, pp. m
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new di rec tiona of thought, and new facta or opinions 
resulting from industrious research and very varied 
pursuits, appeared to be rising in everv dexiartment of human exertion and inquiry.

The labors and the results were not, as in former times, partial and limited; the mind began to act 
vvith an universality ana with an emulous diversity 
which preceding ages had never equally witnessed. i-
In science; in art; in war; in literature; in mech
anical inventions; in navigation; in civil polity 
and in a more diffused and elaborate education, as 
well as in the venerated topics of religion and it3 
establishments, individuals from every class of life, 
and in every region on the continent,-emerged into 
notice by their activity, their improvements, their 
speculations, and their discoveries. The intellec
tual princirjle, which animates and guides the human frame, displayed in all things an excited and an 
investigating curiosity; awakening from the sleep 
of its former contentedness, and never to be dead
ened or satiated again.This great commotion and new evolution of mind began in the fourteenth century; and in Italy and Eng
land more decidedly/ than in any other nation. In 
both these countries, Literature suddenly'- ascending 
out of its vernacular rudeness, yet deviating from 
ancient models, assumed original forms and topics of cormcosition, which kindled future genius, and 
interested the public heart. They became the general study and conversation both to the noole and 
middle ranks; and by this happy/ effect diffused the 
taste and means of mental cultivation, and gave to society/ at large, improving as well 0.3 additional 
acurcS 3  of individual e n j o y m e n t .40

Of the revival of classical learning, Turner says that 
"...it diffused a taste for elegance of style, for dis
crimination and delicacy of expression and meaning, and 
for an aa'oiring philosophy of thought which was too stim- 
ulating, and often too rash, not to excite the alarm ox 
the well intentional, and at last the enmity of tnose wno,

40 Sharon Turner, or. o i t., XI, 1-3.



for selfish purposes, wished, tine torpid, submission of the 
human mind to be it3 unaltering condition, and its conten
ted degradition. As a result, there was a succession
of excitements which impelled all who felt and thought to 
new views and new patn3; these excite.'uents were printing, 
architecture, oil painting, optical glasses which ". . . in
creased the general admiration of the human capacity, and 
an individual desire to be among those who would be memor
ialised for enlarging or enriching it," the Copernican 
theory, chemistry, pulpit oratory, navigation, anatomy, 
botany, mathernatics, freedom of the sexea, the introduction 
of the venereal diseases into Europe, the destruction of 
the Moorish kingdom, the expulsion of the Jews from Spain, 
the destruction of Venetian greatness, the invasions of 
Italy/, the inroads of the Turks into Europe, and the 
growth of commerce and manufactures: "To be distinguished,

sand to excel in some line of human action, or otner, wa
43 a. —the general passion." It must be oovious that Turner

is lacking but two words to express succinctly what he has
in mind: the first, the Renaissance, to designate the wiae
extent of the activity of the era he is discussing; an-
the second, individualism, to specify tne nature of

41 I£id*, XI, 5.
42 Ibid. . XI, 8-36. The first citation is ircm p. 1-', 
"the other from p. 14.



motivating force which animated the Renaissance. This is 
not to suggest that Turner anticipated Burckhardt, but it 
would certainly seem as though Turner had something of the 
same concept in mind, though of course he did not push it 
to the extremes which Burckhardt did in his work.

The example of Turner shows conclusively, it seems to 
me, that the term revival of learning was beginning to bear 
more weight than it could legitimately carry before confu
sion set in. A better word was needed to convey the idea 
of a broad movement in which the revival of learning could 
be clearly studied as but one aspect, and it is significant 
that the next generation of writers on the subject of the 
Renaissance in England took over the word and used it free
ly. As a check on this notion, it is important to note 
that so far as criticisms of the revival of learning are 
concerned, they specifically have reference to the new 
taste produced by the revival of ancient literature. The 
chief complaint was that the revival served to stifle new 
genius because it brought with it servile imitation.

In his Lectures on Belles Lettrss and Logic, William 
Barron asserts:

The transition from the use of the Latin language, 
in which almost all the modern authors began to 
write after the revival of learning, and t/ie tation under which literary men long re..:a,ms( , 
they should relinquish that language, ana^cuhi 
their own more imperfect language-, ̂ repr 
siderably the efforts of modern genius.

43 William Barron, Leet ares -
(London, 1806), II, 16.
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Colsridge voices the conventional criticism of the revival
of classical learning but gives it a twist of his own:

The revival of classical literature, like all other 
revolutions, was not an unmixed good. One evil was 
the passion for pure Latinity, and a consequent con
tempt for the barbarism of the scholastic style and 
terminology. For awhile the schoolmen made head 
against their assailants; but alast all the genius 
and eloquence of the world was against them, and by 
an additional misfortune the scholastic logic was 
professed by those who had no other attainments, namely, the monks, and these, from monkishness, were 
the enemies of all genius and liberal knowledge.
They were, of course, laughed out of the field as 
soon as they lost the power of aiding their logic 
by the post-predicaments of dungeons, fires, and 
faggot. Henceforth speculative philosophy must be 
written classically, that is, without technical 
terms— therefore popularly— and the inevitable con
sequence was that those sciences only were progress
ive which were permitted by the apparent as well as 
real necessity of the oaae to have a scientific 
terminology— -as mathesis, geometry, astronomy, and 
so forth— while metaphysics sank and died, and an 
empirical highly sxiperficial psychology took it3 
place.44

A middle of the road position was taken by Francis Jeffrey 
in his review of Henry Weber’s edition of Ford which ap
peared in the Edinburgh Review for August, 1811:

In the times of which we are speaking, classical learning, though it had made great progress, had 
not yet been permitted to subdue men’s minds to a 
sense of hopeless inferiority, or to condemn the moderns to the lot of humble imitators.... while 
they enriched the imagination, and insensio^y im
proved the taste of their successors, “they ui' ^at all restrain their freedom, or impair tneir or
iginality. No common standard had yet^oee.. er.^t..a, 
to which all the works of European genius wsr- r_

44 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Anima Poet.a 3 . Frgffl tp  
lished Notebooks, ed. Ernest H . ColenuV, C 
pp. 274-7 5.



quired to conform; no general authority was acknowledged., by which all private or local ideas of excel
lence must submit to be corrected.... Men, indeed 
seldom toox to writing in those days, unless they 
had a grsau aeal of matter to communicate;... They 
were habituated, therefore, both to depend upon their 
own resources, and to draw upon them without fear or 
anxiety; and followed the dictates of their own taste 
and judgment, without standing much in awe of the ancients, of their readers, or of each other.45

In the first lecture of the series on the dramatic litera
ture of the age of Elisabeth, Hazlitt points out that the 
ancient classics prohibited the efforts of native genius 
from gaining recognition for some time.46

The study of the revival of classical learning in the 
period under consideration, while it did not pioneer in 
any new directions, dug more deeply into the established 
traditions and gave them a factual basis which had hitherto 
been lacking. As a result of this mors intensive scholar
ship, it was seen that the period of the Renaissance was 
made up of many interconnecting strands of thought and 
action. As soon as this was recognised, the need was im
mediately felt for a work which would integrate the diver
sity of the Renaissance; this was supplied in the latter 
half of the nineteenth century. Also to be noted is the 
fact that the results of the revival are increasingly 
studied, which means that the Renaissance is at last suf

45 Francis Jeffrey, Contributions to the Edinburgh Review
(New York, 1864), p. 300.
45 William Hazlitt, op_. ci t., VI, 17S-30.
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ficiently removed for it to be examined all around and 
gtudied. This leads one to wonder whether the idea of the 
Renaissance has by now played out its part in the estab
lishment of the modern mind along with other leading ideas; 
its essential task done, it leaves the arena of active de
bate and becomes a subject for scholarship to investigate. 
It is for this reason that the aggressive, manly tone 
which has characterized the idea of the Renaissance up 
to this point now becomes reflective and subtle. Unlike 
another idea with which it has been very closely associated 
up to this point, namely, the idea of progress, the idea 
of the Renaissance does not continue to activate the minds 
of men generally nor to serve as a strongly motivating and 
deep-rooted preconception, but becomes the almost exclusive 
property of scholars to be analyzed and dissected; its 
energizing days are over. Thi3 does not mean of course 
that interest in the idea of the Renaissance dies down; 
on the contrary, after this time, it is one of the chief 
centers of scholarly activity, but that is exactly where 
the difficulty conies in, for in proportion as it finds it
self possessed by scholarship, it loses its tremendous 
vitality. In the idea of the Renaissance are reflected 
the narrow, though none the less interesting, assumptions 
sill aims of scholarship, and while these aims may oe said 
to he related to the fundamental problems of society, to 
trace the bond is so long and devious a searcn, tuat the



connection is often forgotten and even deliberately denied

IV. The New Defence of the Elizabethans

It is of course unnecessary to point out that the per
iod under consideration is the high water mark in the appre
ciation of the Elizabethans, especially since the writers 
at this time were agreed among themselves that they were 
the first to understand the Elizabethans properly. Words
worth is very critical of Johnson’s Lives:

We open the volume of Prefatory Lives, and to our 
astonishment the first name we find is that of Cowley’.— What is become of the morning-star of English 
Poetry? Where is the bright Elizabethan constellation? Or, if names be more acceptable than images, 
where is the ever-to-be-honoured Chaucer? Where is 
Spenser? Where Sidney? And lastly, where he, whose 
rights as a poet, contradistinguished from those which he is universally allowed to possess as a 
dramatist, we have vindicated,— where Shakspeare?—  
These, and a multitude of others not unworthy to be placed near them, their contemporaries and suc
cessors, we have not. But in their stead, we have (could better be expected when precedence was to be 
settled by an abstract of reputation at any given period made, as in this case before us?) Roscommon, 
and Stepney, and Phillips, and Walsh, and Smith, and Duke, and King, and Spratt— Halifax, Granville, 
Sheffield, Congreve, Broome, and other reputed Mag
nates— metrical writers utterly worthless and use
less, except for occasions like the present, when 
their productions are referred to as evidence what 
a small quantity of brain is necessary to procure a considerable stock of admiration, provided the aspir
ant will accommodate himself to the likings and 
fashions of his day.47

4? William Wordsworth, "Poetry as a Study," The Prose Works_,
®d. A. B. Grosart (London, 1876), II, 134-35.



Wordsworth is as prejudiced in his way a3 those he accuses 
of bias, and he not only wrongs Johnson, but fails to take 
into account, just as Lamb and Coleridge and Hazlitt failed 
to acknowledge, first, the continuous tradition of appreci
ation of the Elizabethans, and second, the work of the schol 
are and bibliographers of the eighteenth century and of his 
own time without which a deepened appreciation of the Eliza
bethans would have been impossible. Nevertheless, the pre
vailing opinion was well expressed by T. Barnes when he said 
that "In the present age,...the passion for ancient English 
literature has become almost e p i d e m i c . "43 Robinson reports 
that Tieck boasted that he had read every accessible printed 
drama before and contemporaneous with Shakespeare and had 
come over to England to inspect manuscript copies and rare 
editions.

But when we inspect the justifications made at this 
time for the adulation of Elizabethan literature, we find 
them to be elaborate recastings of rhe same ideas 7/hich 
the eighteenth century first developed. Thi3 is true with 
but one exception, namely, that of the classical-romantic, 
or ancient-modern, discussion which, taken over from the 
Germans, occupied the attention of but a small number of 
early nineteenth century writers as we shall soon see. As

48 T. Barnes, "Stafford's Niobe," Th e R e f 1 sp_ t p r, l (IS 10 ) , 
p. 59.



to the more conventional type of defense, this is to be 
found in greater numbers and among more varied writers. 
Scott's life of Dryden contains a mature appreciation of 
the writers who flourished during the reigns of Elizabeth 
and James I, while Southey's Select Works of the British 
Poets from Chaucer to Jonson attempted to supply the defi
ciencies in Johnson's Lives noted by Wordsworth. Typical
of the attitude taken towards the Elizabethans is Sir
Egerton Brydges' statement in his Imaginative Biography:

But every thing concurred, in the Elizabethan aera, 
to give a vigour and a range to genius, to which
neither prior nor subsequent times have been equally
propitious. An heroic age, influenced with the discovery of new worlds, gave increased impulse to fan
cies enriched by access' both to the recovered treas
ures of ancient literature, and the wild splendours 
of Italian fiction. A command of language equal to the great occasion wa3 not wanting.49

According to Isaac Disraeli, it was in the age of Elizabeth 
that "...the English mind took its first bent; a nevv-born 
impulse in the nation everywhere was working cut its reli
gion, its legislation, and its literature. In every class 
of genius there existed nothing to copy; everything that 
was to be great was to find a b e g i n n i n g F i n a l l y ,  the

49 Sir Egerton Brydges, Imaginative Biography (London, 1334) II, 131. Cf. Thomas Zouch, Memoirs of the Life and Writings 
of Sir Philip Sidney (York, 18C9), pT 9; Thomas De '.̂ uincey, "Homer' and the Homerides, " The Collected Writings, ed. David 
Masson (Edinburgh, 1393), VI, 73; Samuel Taylor Coleridge, 
Biographia Literaria, ed. J. Shawcroas (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1907), II, 119.
50 Isaac Disraeli, "Bacon," Amenities of Literature, ed. 
Benjamin Disraeli (London, 1359), 11, 334.
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culmination of appreciation comes in the work of Francis 
Jeffrey:

The aera to which they belong, indeed, has alwaysappeared to us by far the brightest in the history
of English literature,— or indeed of human intellect and capacity. There never was, any where, any thing 
like the sixty or seventy years that elapsed from 
the middle of Elizabeth's reign to the period of the 
Restoration, In point of real force and originality of genius, neither the age of Pericles, nor the age 
of Augustus, nor the times of Leo X., nor of Louia XIV., can come at all into comparison:51
So far as I have been able to determine, the discussion 

of the difference between classical and romantic occurs in 
the work of Coleridge, Hazlitt, Scott, Robinson, and De
Quincey, with the bulk of exposition centering in Coleridge
and De Quineey. Considering the number of writers at work 
at this time, it is hard to understand why the idea was not 
treated more extensively, especially since it had the pres
tige of the major writers of the period behind it. For 
this reason, the importance of the claasical-romantic de
bate must be estimated with considerable caution. The main 
Question in the debate was how to determine the difference 
between ancient literature and modern productions, especially 
between the two dramas. How, the reason why this discussion 
is of interest to ua here is that it raised the problem of 
what lines of demarcation could be set between the ancient 
and the modern world. Did the unique characteristics of

51 Francis Jeffrey, cjc. c it. , p. 23S.



the Elizabethan drama signify a new era in human history?
If Elizabethan literature was a romantic literature as dis
tinguished from the ancient or classical literature, what 
was the position of medieval romance; to which was it more 
closely allied? As we shall see, it ?‘as sometimes thought 
that Gothic and Elizabethan literature were alike considered 
modern literature in distinction from Greek and Roman work.

Under the entry dated January 39, 1811 in his diary, 
Renry Crabb Robinson reports the following conversation with 
Coleridge:

I walked with Coleridge to Rickman's, where we dined.
He talked on Shakespeare, particularly his Fools.
These he regarded as supplying the place of the ancient chorus. The ancient drama, he observed, is distinguished from the Shakespearian in this, that it exhibits a sort of abstraction, not of character, but of idea. A certain sentiment or passion is ex
hibited in all its purity, unmixed with anything that could interfere with its effect. Shakespeare, on the other hand, imitates life, mingled as we find, it with 
joy and sorrow. We meet const an tly in life with persons who are, as it were, unfeeling spectators of the most passionate situations. The Fool serves to supply the place of some such uninterested person, where all 
the other characters are interested.52

Coleridge m a k e s  a n o t h e r  p o i n t  of c o m p a r i s o n  b e t w e e n  the
ancient and modern stages in the first lecture of the 1813-
14 series:

The Greeks were polytheists, their religion was local, the object of all their knowledge, science, and taste, was their gods; their productions were therefore (if the expression may be allowed) statues^ue. The moderns

53 Henrv Grabb Robinson, Diary, HeLunpscenceSj_anc i-prr 
Eondence, ed. Thomas Sadler'(Boston, 18 70), I, 205-0c.



we may designate as pictureequ e ; the end, complete harmony. The Greeks reared a structure, which, in 
its parts and as a whole, filled the mind with the 
calm and elevated expression of perfect beauty and 
symmetrical proportion. The moderns, blending mater
ials, produced one striking whole. This may be il
lustrated by comparing the Pantheon with York Minster cr Westminster Abbey. Upon the same scale we may compare Sophocles with Shakespeare: in the one there 
is a completeness, a satisfying, an excellence, on which the rnind can rest; in the other we see a blend
ed multitude of materials, great and little, magnifi
cent and mean, mingled, if we may so say, with a dis
satisfying, or falling short of perfection, yet so promising of our progression, that we would not ex
change it for that repose of mind which dulls the forms of symmetry in acquiescent admiration of grace. 
This general characteristic of the ancient and modern poetry might be exemplified in a parallel of their 
ancient and modern music: the ancient music consisted 
of melody by the succession of pleasing sounds; the modern embraces harmony, the result of combination and effect of the whole.53

In the tenth lecture of the 1816 series, on Dante, Coleridge
adds yet another element to the catalogue of differences:

In studying Dante, therefore, we must consider carefully the differences produced, first, by allegory being substituted for polytheism; and secondly and mainly, by the opposition of Christianity to the spirit of pagan Greece, which receiving the very 
names of its gods from Egypt, eoon deprived them of 
all that was universal. The Greeks changed the ideas 
into finite©, and these finites into anthropomorphi,

53 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Shakespearean Cri tic ism, ed. 
Thomas M. Raysor (Harvard University Press, IS30*) , I, 223- 63. Cf. the passage in the same volume, p. 232: "Ancients,statuesque; moderns, picturesque. Ancients, rhythm and melody; moderns, harmony. Ancients, the finite, and, there
fore, grace, elegance, proportion, fancy, dignitjq majesty,-- 
whatever is capable of being definitely conveyed by defined forme or thoughts. The moderns, the infinite and # he! in
definite as the vehicle of the infinitive; hence more Cf e- 
votecp to the passions, the obscure hopes and fears— the 
’"andering thro’ LtheJ infinite, grander moral feelings, 
more august conceptions of nan as man, the future rather 
than the present, —  sublimity.1'
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or forms of men. Hence their religion, their poetry, 
nay, their very pictures, became statuesque. The 
revere of this was the natural effect of Christianity, 
in which finites, even the human form, must, in order 
to satisfy the mind, be brought into connexion with, 
and be in fact symbolical of, the infinite; and must 
be considered in some enduring, however shadowy and indistinct, point of view, as the vehicle or representative of moral truth.

Hence resulted two great effects; a combination of poetry with doctrine, and, by turning the mind inward 
on its own essence instead of letting it act only on 
its outward circumstances and communities, a combination of poetry with sentiment. And it is this inward
ness or subjectivity, which principally and most fund
amentally distinguishes all the classic from the modernpoetry.

Coleridge then compares vv.•119-336 of the sixth book of
the Iliad with stanzas 30—33 of the first book of the Or
lando Furioso and points out that Ariosto’s own feelings 
are more important to him than the storjr he is telling;
Eomer of course does not comment. Coleridge continues:

The two different modes in which the imagination is 
acted on by the ancients and modern poetry, may be 
illustrated by the parallel effects caused by the 
contemplation of the Greek or Roman-Greek architec
ture, compared with the Gothic. In the Pantheon, the whole is perceived in a harmony with the parts 
which compose it; and generalIgr you will remember 
that where the parts preserve any distinct indivi
duality, there simple beauty, or beauty simply, arises; but where the parts meet undistinguished 
into the whole, there majestic beauty, or majesty, is the result. In York Minster, the parts, the grotesques, are in themselves very sharply distinct and separate, and this distinction and separation of the parts is counterbalanced only by the multitude and variety of those parts, by which the atten
tion is bewildered;— whilst the whole, or that there is a whole produced, is altogether a feeling in which the several thousand distinct impressions lost 
themselves as in a universal solvent. Hence in a Gothic cathedral, as in a prospect frcm a mountain's 
top, there is, indeed, a unity, an awful oneness;—  but it is, because all distinction evades the eye.And just such is the distinction between the Antigene
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of Sophocles and the Hamlet of Shakespeare.54 
Note that in this passage Coleridge has identified the medi
eval with the modern while in his Table Talk for August IS, 
1833, he pushes the separating line even farther back:

Claudian deserves more attention than is generally 
paid to him. He is the link between the old classic 
and the modern way of thinking in verse. You will 
observe in him an oscillation between the objective poetry of the ancients and the subjective mood of the 
moderns. His power of pleasingljr reproducing the 
same though in different language is"remarkable, as it is in Pope. Read particularly the Phoenix, and see how the single image of renascence is v a r i e d . 55

Finally, in a passage on classical and romantic drama, Cole
ridge links these terms to ancient and modern:

...T have named the true genuine modern poetri^ the romantic; and the works of Shakespeare are romantic poetry revealing itself in the drama. If the tragedies of Sophocles are in the strict sense of the word 
tragedies, and the comedies of Aristophanes comedies, 
we must emancipate ourselves of a fEilee association from misapplied names, and find a new word for the plays of Shakespeare. They are in the ancient sense neither tragedies nor comedies, nor both in one, but 
& different genus, diverse in kind, not merely different in degree,— romantic dramas, or dramatic ro
mances. And even a recurrence to my recent explanation of Romance would make a presentiment that the 
deviation from the simple forms and unities of the ancient stage is an essential principle and, of course, an appropriate excellence, of the romantic; that these unities are to a great extent the natural 
form of that which in its elements was homogeneous, and its representations addressed eminently to the 
outward senses; and tho’ both fable, language and 
characters appealed to the reason rather than the 
mere understanding, inasmuch as they supposed an 
ideal state rather than referred to an existing reality, yet it was a reason which must strict l]r ac-

54 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, T^e^ ellanec:np_ Critic is. 
°P • ci t . , pp. 148-50.
55 Ibid.. p. 436.



commodate itself to the senses, and so far became 
a sort of more elevated understanding. On the other 
fhandj, the romantic poetry, the Shakespearian drama, 
appealed to the imagination rather than to the sen
ses, and to the reason as contemplating our inward nature, the workings of the passions in their most 
retired recesses. But the reason, as reason, is in
dependent of time and space; it has nothing to do 
with them. Hence the certainties of reason have 
been called eternal truths; ex. gr., the endless properties of the circle— what connection have they 
with this or that age, this or that country? The reason is aloof from time and space; the imagination 
[hasiJ an arbitrary control over both; and if only the poet have such powers of exciting our internal emotions as to make us present to the scene in im
agination chiefly, he acquires the right and privi
lege of using time and space as they exist in the imagination, obedient only to the laws which the imagination acts by. These laws it will be our ob
ject and aim to point out as the examples recur which 
illustrate them; but once more let me repeat what can 
never be too often reflected on by all who would in
telligently study the works either of the Athenian 
dramatists or of Shakespeare— 'that the very essence of the former consists in the sternest separation 
of the diverse in kind; the latter delights Cin variety?] 56

In summary, then, Coleridge points out that modern liter
ature is distinguished for its realism, its picturesque 
Qualities, its diversity and coraplexity, its striving to
wards the infinite, its subjectivity, and its imagination; 
these are characteristics of the literature and art of the 
medieval era as well as of the work of modern poets and 
artists. This suggests that in Coleridge's mind the trarm—

5 6 Shake sp earean Criticism, on. cit ♦, I, lS°-23. I have ftot tried to identify German~borrowinge; this has been 
cone fully by Professor Raysor who has also demonstrated 
Coleridge's technique of source adaptation as well as his 
reasons for such close borrowings*
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ition 'between the ancient and the modern world took place 
with the introduction of Christianity which possesses the 
features noted above.

Hazlitt definitely acknowledges the influence of the 
Germans in his discussion of the classical and romantic, 
while he follows Coleridge in comparing the ancient drama 
to ancient architecture and Shakespearean drama to Westmin
ster Abbey. According to Hazlitt, antique or classical 
drama (the synonyms are Hazlitt* s) is characterized by 
naturalness, dignity, selection, and unity. On the other 
hand, the Gothic or romantic (again, the synonyms are Haz- 
litt’s) has a larger design and boldness, is freed from a 
close connection with time and space, and has range and 
variety in the language; this is typical of Shakespearean 
drama. He continues:

Sophocles differs from Shakespear as a Doric portico does from Westminster Abbey. The principle of the 
one is simplicity and harmony, of the other richness and power. The one relies on form or proportion, 
the other on quantity and variety and prominence of 
parts.. The one owes its charm to a certain union 
and regularity of feeling, the other adds to its ef
fects from complexity and the combination of the greatest extremes. The classical appeals to sense 
and habit: the Gothic or romantic strikes from novelty, strangeness and contrast. Beth are founded in essential and indestructible principles of human 
nature. We may prefer the one to the other, as we 
chuee, but to set up an arbitrary and bigctted standard of excellence in consequence of this preference, 
and to exclude either one or the other from poetrj' and art, is to deny the existence of the first prin
ciples of the human mind, and to war with nature, ^which is the height of weakness and arrogance at cr.ce.-

57 William Hazlitt, op. c it ., VI, 347-43

i
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Kowever, Hazlitt*s most extensive contribution to the dis
cussion of the difference between the classical and romantic 
was made in the Edinburgh Review for February, 1816 in an 
article entitled "Schlegel on the Drama." "The most obvious 
distinction between the two styles, the classical and the 
romantic," he writes:

is, that the one is conversant with objects that are 
grand or beautiful in themselves, or in consequence 
of obvious and universal associations; the other, 
with those that are interesting only by the force 
of circumstances and imagination. A Grecian temple, for instance, is a classical object; it is beautiful 
in itself, and excites immediate admiration. But the ruins of a Gothic castle have no beaut}' or sym
metry to attract the eye; and yet the}/ excite a more 
powerful and romantic interest from the ideas with 
which they are habitually associated. If, in addi
tion to this, we are told that this is Macbeth's castle, the scene of the murder of Duncan, the in
terest will immediately be heightened to a sort of pleasing horror. The classical idea or form of any thing, it may also be observed, remains always the 
same, and suggests nearly the same impressions; but the association of ideas belonging to the romantic character, may vary inf ini tel}', and take in the whole 
range of nature and accident.

Haslitt then instances A.ntigone waiting near the grove of 
the Furies and Electra offering sacrifice at the tomb of 
Agamemnon as examples of the classical temper, while Flori- 
niel sitting on the ground in the Witch’s hut, Othello’s 
handkerchief, and Lear are examples of the romantic spirit; 
also, he contrasts in some detail the different character
istics of the Furies of Aeschylus and the Pitches of Shake
speare. He shows hew like Greek iooetr}' and sculpture are: 
they are exquisite imitations of nature, ana are perfect 
ideas of the subjects described. But in the metal Is ox
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representation and. in the vividness of depiction, the
ancient poet was inferior to the sculptor, but the modern
post does not admit this deficiency.

The ideas of the ancients were too exact and definite, 
too much attached to the material form or vehicle in which they were conveyed, to admit of those rapid com
binations, those unrestrained flights of fancy, which, 
glancing from heaven to earth, unite the most opposite 
extremes, and draw the happiest illustrations from 
things the most remote. The two principles of imitation and imagination indeed, are not only distinct, but almost opposite. For the imagination is that 
power which represents objects, not as they are, but as they are moulded according to our fancies and feel
ings. Let an object be presented to the senses in a state of agitation and fear-— and the imagination will 
magnify the object, and convert it into 'whatever is most proper to encourage the fear. It is the same in all other cases in which poetry speaks the language 
of the imagination. This language is not the less 
true to nature because it is false in point of fact; but so much the more true and natural, if it conveys 
the impression which the object under the influence of passion makes on the mind....

The great difference, then, 'which we find between 
the classical and the romantic style, between ancient and modern }ooetry, is, that the one more frequently 
describes things as the}' are interesting in themselves,—  
the other for the sake of the association of ideas connected with them; that the one dwells more on the immediate impressions of objects on the senses— the 
other on the ideas which the}' suggest to the imagina
tion. The one is the poetry of form, the other of effect. The one gives only what is necessarily implied in the subject; the other all that can possibly 
arise out of it. The one seeks to identify the ini- tation with an external ob ject,--c 1 ir.g3 to it,— j ŝ
inseparable from it,— is either that or nothing; the other seeks to identify the original impres ?icn with whatever else, with the range of thought or feeling, can strengthen, relieve, adorn or elevate it. ^Hence 
the severity and simplicity of the Greek tragedy, which excluded everything foreign or unnecessary to the subject. Hence the unitiesrfcr, in order to identify the imitation as much as possible with the reality, 
nd leave nothing to mere imagination, it was neces_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _    0  VJ i l i C I C  J. W      - - - - - --- _ y
to give the same coherence and ccnsi ster.cy to the --li
ferent parts of a story, as to the different limbs of
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a s tatue. H e n c e  the b e a u t y  a n d  g r a n d e u r  o f  t h e i r  
m a t e r i a l s ;  for, d e r i v i n g  t h e i r  p o w e r  o v e r  the m i n d  
from the t r u t h  o f  the imit a t i o n ,  it was n e c e s s a r y  
that t h e  s u b j e c t  w h i c h  t h e y  m a d e  c h o i c e  of, a n d  
from w h i c h  t h e y  c o u l d  not depart, s h o u l d  b e  in i t 
self g r a n d  a n d  b e a u t i f u l .  H e n c e  the p e r f e c t i o n  of 
t heir e x e c u t i o n ;  w h i c h  c o n s i s t e d  in g i v i n g  the u t 
most h a r m o n y ,  d e l i c a c y ,  a n d  r e f i n e m e n t  to the d e t a i l s  
of a g i v e n  subject. Now, the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  e x c e l 
lence of t he m o d e r n s  is the r e v e r s e  of  a l l  this.
As, a c c o r d i n g  to o u r  author, the p o e t r y  of  the G r e e k s  
is the same as t h e i r  sculpture; so, he says, o ur own 
m o r e  n e a r e r  r e s e m b l e s  p a i n t i n g , — w h e r e  the a r t i s t  
can r e l i e v e  a n d  t h r o w  b a c k  h i s  f i gures at p l e a s u r e , —  
use a g r e a t e r  v a r i e t y  of c o n t r a s t s ,- - a n d  w h e r e  light 
a n d  shade, like the c o l o u r s  of fancy, are r e f l e c t e d  
on the d i f f e r e n t  o b j e c t s .  The M u s e  of c l a s s i c a l  
p o e t r y  s h o u l d  b e  r e p r e s e n t e d  as  a b e a u t i f u l  n a k e d  
figure: the M u s e  of  m o d e r n  poetrjr s h o u l d  b e  r e p r e 
s e n t e d  clothed, a n d  w i t h  w i n g s .  The first h a s  the 
a d v a n t a g e  in p o i n t  of form; the last in c o l o u r  a n d  
m o tion.

Hazlitt t h i n k s  t h e s e  d i f f e r e n c e s  m a y  be t r a c e d  to the d i f 
ferences in p h y s i c a l  o r g a n i z a t i o n ,  situation, religion, 
and m a n n e r s .  The G r e e k s  w e r e  in tune with nature; the 
stern a s p e c t s  of the N o r t h  d r o v e  m e n  into introspe c t i o n .

.The G r e e k s  l i v e d  in h a r m o n y  with e a c h  other; in the ages 
of c h i v a l r y  and romance, the b o n d s  w e r e  loosed and men 
were free to r a n g e  at will, b o t h  on earth a n d  in the mind, 
while this freedom, c o m b i n e d  w i t h  C h r i s t i a n i t y ,  led to the 

freedom o f  the sexes, a n d  h e n c e  the spirit of chivalry, 

romantic love, a n d  h o n o r .  The p a g a n  r e l i g i o n  w a s  ma t e r i a l 
and d e finite; the C h r i s t i a n  religion, s p i r i t u a l  a n d  abstract 
The Greeks w e r e  c i r c u m s c r i b e d  b y  the b o u n d s  of t heir l a n g u 

age , customs, a n d  h i s t o r 3r; the m o d e r n s  have the a d v a n t a g e
cp

of time, h i s t o r 3'-, a n d  g r e a t e r  i n f o r m a t i o n .  ^ H a z l i t t 1 s

58 William Hazlitt, op. c i t ., XVI, 61-66.
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article a f f o r d s  a c o n v e n i e n t  s u m m a r y  of t h e  i d e a s  of the 
romantics o n  t he d i f f e r e n c e s  b e t w e e n  the c l a s s i c a l  a n d  
romantic p o e t s .

Scott p o i n t s  out that t h e  u s e  of the p a s s i o n  of love 
distinguishes t h e  m o d e r n  d r a m a  f r o m  the a n c i e n t ,  w h i l e  

Robinson a d d s  t he w o r d s  o b j e c t i v e  a n d  s u b j e c t i v e  to the 
discussion, the f i r s t  h a v i n g  r e f e r e n c e  to the a n c i e n t  lit

erature, t h e  o t h e r  to the m o d e r n . ^ ®  De Q u i n c e y ’s w r i t i n g s  

on the s u b j e c t  u n d e r  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  are e x t e n s i v e  a n d  at 
the same t i m e  k e e n  and subtle. In his a u t o b i o g r a p h y  w h i c h  
appeared in T a i t ’s M a g a z i n e , he w r i t e s  that w h i l e  he w as 

at Oxford he r e a d  G r e e k  a n d  E l i z a b e t h a n  t r a g e d y  "...and, 
without h a v i n g  r e a d  a line of G e r m a n  at that time, or k n o w 
ing of a n y  s u c h  c o n t r o v e r s y ,  I b e g a n  to m e d i t a t e  on the 

elementary g r o u n d s  of d i f f e r e n c e  b e t w e e n  the P a g a n  a n d  the 
Christian f o r m s  of poetrjr." He a d d s  that the d i s p u t e  b e -

V

59 W alter Scott, "An E s s a y  on the D r a m a  First P u b l i s h e d  
in the S u p p l e m e n t  to the E n c y c l o p e d i a  B r i t a n n i c a , " o p . 
o i t . , VI, 343; H e n r y  C r a b b  R o b i n s o n  as c i t e d  in John M.
Baker, H e n r y C r a b b  R o b i n s o n  of  B u r y , J e n a , "The Tim e 8,"
and R u s s e l l  Sciuare*~TLondon. pp. 2 10-11. In a very
interesting l e t t e r  to J o h n  H a m i l t o n  R e ynolds, d a t e d  Feb- 
ruarjr 3, 1818, K e a t s  s e v e r e l y  c o n d e m n s  the m o d e r n  tenden^ 
toward s u b j e c t i v i t y  a n d  i n t r o s p e c t i o n ,  The L e t t e r s  of John 
K e a t s . ed. M a u r i c e  3. F o r m a n  ( O x f o r d  U n i v e r s i t y  Press, 1935), 
I* 96: " P o e t r y  s h o u l d  b e  g r e a t  a n d  u n o b t r u s i v e ,  a thing 
which e n t e r s  into o n e ’s soul, a n d  d o e s  not s tartle it or 
amaze it w i t h  itself, b u t  w i t h  its s u b j e c t . — H o w  b e a u t i f u l  
are the r e t i r e d  f l o w e r  si h o w  w o u l d  t h e y  lose tneir oeauty 
were they to t hrong i n t o  the h i g h w a y  c r y i n g  out, ’admire 

I an a v i o l e t ! — d o t e  u p o n  me I a n  a p r i ^ r o a H  1 " 
c a l l 3 m o d e r n  p o e t r y  the r e s u l t s  of the w h i m s  oi an  egoism 
who b r o o d s  a n d  p e a c o c k s  o v e r  hi a spec:
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tween the c l a s s i c a l  a n d  r o m a n t i c  h a s  b e e n  c a r r i e d  o n  in 

Francs a n d  in G e r m a n y  but w i t h o u t  a d v a n c i n g  it a step.
He c o n t i n u e s :

The s h a p e  into w h i c h  I t h r e w  the q u e s t i o n  it m a y  be  
v/ell to state; b e c a u s e  I a m  p e r s u a d e d  that out of 
that o n e  idea, p r o p e r l y  p u r s u e d ,  m i g h t  be e v o l v e d  
the w h o l e  s e p a r a t e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of the C h r i s t i a n  
a n d  t he A n t i q u e .  W h y  is it, I asked, t h a t  the C h r i s t 
ian i d e a  of sin is a n  i dea u t t e r l y  u n k n o w n  to the 
p a g a n  m i n d ?  T he G r e e k s  a nd R o m a n s  h a d  a c l e a r  c o n 
c e p t i o n  of a m o r a l  ideal, as we have; b u t  this t h e y  
e s t i m a t e d  b y  a r e f e r e n c e  to the will; a n d  t h e y  c a l l e d  
it v irtue, a n d  the a n t i t h e s i s  they c a l l e d  vice. The 
l a c h e t6 or  r e l a x e d  e n e r g y  of t he w i l l , b y  w h i c h  it 
y i e l d e d  to the s e d u c t i o n s  o f  s e n s u a l  p l e a s u r e ,  that 
was vice; a n d  the b r a c e d - u p  tone b y  w h i c h  it r e s i s t e d  
these s e d u c t i o n s  w a s  v i r t u e .  But the idea of h o l i 
ness, a n d  the a n t i t h e t i c  I d e a  of sin, as a v i o l a t i o n  
of t h i s  a w f u l  a n d  u n i m a g i n a b l e  sanctity, was so ut
t e r l y  u n d e v e l o p e d  in the P a g a n  mind, t hat no w o r d  
exists in c l a s s i c a l  G r e e k  or c l a s s i c a l  L a t i n  w hich  
a p p r o a c h e s  e i t h e r  p o l e  of this synthesis; n e i t h e r  
the i d e a  of h o l i n e s s , n or of its correlate, s i n , 
c o u l d  b e  30 e x p r e s s e d  in L a t i n  as at o n c e  t o - s a t i s 
fy C i c e r o  a n d  a s c i e n t i f i c  C h r i s t i a n .  A g a i n  (but 
this v/as s o m e  y e a r s  after), I f o u n d  S c h i l l e r  a n d  
G o e t h e  a p p l a u d i n g  the b e t t e r  t a s t e  of the a n c i e n t s  
in s y m b o l i z i n g  t h e  i d e a  of d e a t h  b y  a b e a u t i f u l  
youth, w i t h  a t o r c h  inverted, etc., as c o m p a r e d  
wi t h  the C h r i s t i a n  t ypes of a s k e l e t o n  a n d  h o u r 
g l a s s e s ,  etc. A n d  m u c h  s u r p r i s e d  I v/as to hear Mr. 
C o l e r i d g e  a p p r o v i n g  of this G e r m a n  sentiment. Yet, 
h e r e  a g a i n ,  I felt, t he p e c u l i a r  g enius of C h r i s t 
i a n i t y  was c o v e r t l y  at w o r k  m o v i n g  a long a dif f e r e n t  
road, a n d  u n d e r  o p p o s i t e  ideas, to a just result, in 
w h i c h  t he h a r s h  a n d  a u s t e r e  e x p r e s s i o n  yet p o i n t e d  
to a d a r k  reality, w h i l s t  the b e a u t i f u l  G r e e k  a d u m 
b r a t i o n  was, in fact, a v e i l  a n d  a disguise. The 
c o r r u p t i o n s  a n d  t he o t h e r  " d i s h o n o u r s "  of the grave, 
and w h a t s o e v e r  c o m p o s e s  the s t i n g  of d e a t h  in tne 
C h r i s t i a n  v i e w  is t r a c e d  up to 3in as its ultimate 
c a u s e .  Hence, b e s i d e s  the e x p r e s s i o n  of Christian^ 
h u m i l i t y ,  in t h u s  n a k e d l y  e x h i b i t i n g  the w r e c k s  and 
r u i n s  m a d e  b y  sin, there i3 a l s o  a latent p r o f e s s i o n  
i n d i c a t e d  of C h r i s t i a n  hope. For the C h r i s t i a n  c o n 
t e m p l a t e s  s t e a d f a s t l y ,  though w i t h _t r e m b 11ng awe, 
the l o w e s t  p o i n t  o f  his d e scent; since, xor 
that p oint, the last of his fall, is also tne lirst
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of h i s  r e - a s c e n t ,  a n d  serves, b e s i d e s ,  a s  a n  e x p o n e n t  
of its i n f i n i t y ;  the i n f i n i t e  d e p t h  b e c o m i n g ,  in the 
rebound, a m e a s u r e  o f  t h e  i n f i n i t e  r e - a s c e n t .  W h e r s -  
as, on  t h e  c o n t r a r y ,  v/ith the g l o o m y  u n c e r t a i n t i e s  
of a P a g a n  on the q u e s t i o n  of  h i s  f i n a l  r e s t o r a t i o n ,  
and a lso (which m u s t  n o t  be  o v e r l o o k e d )  with his u t t e r  
p e r p l e x i t y  as to the n a t u r e  of h i s  r e s t o r a t i o n ,  if a n y  
w ere b y  a c c i d e n t  in reserve, w h e t h e r  in a c o n d i t i o n  
t e n d i n g  d o w n w a r d s  o r  u p w a r d s ,  it was the n a t u r a l  r e 
source to c o n s u l t  t he g e n e r a l  f e e l i n g  of a n x i e t y  a n d  
d i strust, b y  t h r o w i n g  a t h i c k  c u r t a i n  a n d  a v e i l  of 
b e a u t y  o v e r  the w h o l e  too p a i n f u l  sub j e c t .  To p l a c e  
the h o r r o r s  in h i g h  r e l i e f  c o u l d  here h ave a n s w e r e d  
to no p u r p o s e  b u t  that of w a n t o n  cru e l t y ;  w hereas, 
w ith the C h r i s t i a n  hopes, the very, s a d d e s t  m e m o r i a l s  
of the h a v o c k s  m a d e  b y  d e a t h  are a n t a g o n i s t  p r e f i g u r — 
a t i o n s  of g r e a t  v i c t o r i e s  in the rear.

T h e s e  specula.tions, at that time, I p u r s u e d  e a r n e s t 
ly; a n d  I t h e n  b e l i e v e d  myself, a s  I yet do, to h a v e  
a s c e r t a i n e d  the t w o  g r e a t  a n d  o p p o s i t e  laws under 
w h i c h  the G r e c i a n  a n d  the E n g l i s h  t r a g e d y  has each 
s e p a r a t e l y  d e v e l o p e d  itself. W h e t h e r  w r o n g  or right 
in t hat be l i e f ,  sure I a m  that those in G e r m a n y  who 
h a v e  t r e a t e d  the c a s e  of C l a s s i c a l  a n d  R o m a n t i c  are 
not e n t i t l e d  to c r e d i t  f o r  a n y  d i s c o v e r y  at all. The 
S c h l e g e I s ,  who w e r e  the h o l l o w e s t  of men, the w i n d i e s t  
and w o r d i e s t  (at least, F r e d e r i c k  was so), p o i n t e d  
to the d i s t i n c t i o n ;  b a r e l y  i n d i c a t e d  it; a n d  that w as 
a l r e a d y  some s e r v i c e  done, b e c a u s e  a p r e s u m p t i o n  
a r o s e  that t h e  a n t i q u e  and m o d e r n  literatures, h a v i n g  
c l e a r l y  some e s s e n t i a l  d i f f e r e n c e s ,  might, perhaps, 
rest o n  f o u n d a t i o n s  o r i g i n a l l y  distinct, and o b e y  
d i f f e r e n t  laws. A n d  h e n c e  it o c c u r r e d  that m a n y  d i s 
putes, as a b o u t  t h e  unities, etc., m i g h t  o r iginate  
in a c o n f u s i o n  o f  t h e s e  laws. Thi3 c h e c k s  the p r e 
s u m p t i o n  of .the s h a l l o w  c r i t i c i s m ,  and p o i n t s  to 
d e e p e r  i n v e s t i g a t i o n s . B e y o n d  this, neither the 
G e r m a n  nor the F r e n c h  d i s p u t e r s  on the subject have 
ta l k e d  to an}' p r o f i t a b l e  purpose. SO

De Q u i n e e y  p u r s u e d  t h e s e  s p e c u l a t i o n s  in c o n s i d e r a b l e  d e 

tail and he w a s  e s p e c i a l l y  i n t e r e s t e d  in the p r o b l e m  of 

sin as it a f f e c t e d  t r a g e d y .  In "A B r i e f  A p p r a i s a l  of tne 
Greek L i t e r a t u r e  i n  i b s  F o r e m o s t  P r e t e n s i o n s ” w h i c h  appear-c

60 Thomas De Quineey, ojc. oi t., II, 73-74.
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in Tai t 1 s for D ecember, 1838, he m a k e s  the c o n v e n t i o n a l  
distinction b e t w e e n  t he p i c t u r e s q u e  a n d  statuesque, b u t  
adds to this t e r m i n o l o g y  two s t r i k i n g  words, life, w h i c h  
is the m a r k  o f  E n g l i s h  drama, a n d  death, w h i c h  is the 
mark of c l a s s i c a l  d r a m a .  Dr. J o h n s o n  c ame in for s e v e r e  

criticism in a n  a r t i c l e  on the " P h i l o s o p h y  of H e r o d o t u s "  
which a p p e a r e d  i n  B l a c k w o o d 1a f o r  January, 1843. Dr. 
Johnson h a d  s a i d  t h a t  a l l  t h e  p l o t s  of m o d e r n  l i t e r a t u r e  
ultimately d e r i v e d  f r o m  Homer; De Q u i n e e y  a r g u e s  that in 
the first p l a c e  the G r e e k s  i n s i s t e d  t h a t  a l l  t h e i r  l i t e r 
ature be  b a s e d  o n  p r e v i o u s l y  k n o w n  tales, a n d  in the s e c 
ond place a n d  m o r e  s i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  m o d e r n  l i t e r a t u r e  is 
hased on C h r i s t i a n i ty as w e l l  as on differ e n c e s ,  in s e n t i 
ment, usages, a n d  m a n n e r s .  The e s s a y  t i t l e d  "The Theban 
Sphinx" w h i c h  a p p e a r e d  i n  H o g g 1s I n s t r u c t o r  for 1349 takes 
up once m o r e  the i m p o r t a n c e  of the i d e a  of sin.

The p o s t h u m o u s  w o r k s  of De Q u i n c e y  are full of p a s s 
ages r e l a t i n g  to the c l a s s i c a l - r o m a n t i c ,  a n d  all insist 
on the d e c i s i v e  i m p o r t a n c e  of sin in este.bli shing the 
difference b e t w e e n  the two l i t e r a t u r e s .  The e s s a y  "Why 
the Pagans c o u l d  not I n v e s t  t h e i r  G o d s  w i t h  a n y  Iota of 
Grandeur" a d d s  a n o t h e r  d e f i c i e n c y  to the G r e e k  mythology, 
namely, the a b s e n c e  of  a n y  r eal i d e a  of immortality; the 
Paper on "»W h a t  is T r uth?' The J e s t i n g  P i l a t e  S a i d — A 
False G l o s s "  shows t h a t  the r e a s o n  C h r i s t i a n i t y  made so 
many c o n v e r t s  a m o n g  t he u p p e r  c l a s s  R o m a n s  was that it



offered a s y s t e m  o f  m o r a l i t y  b a a e d  on  sin a n d  i m m o r t a l i t y .  
These ideas a r e  e l a b o r a t e d  o n  in "B r e v i a :  S h o r t  E s s a y s  (In 
Connection w i t h  E a c h  O t h e r ) 11 n o t a b l y  n u m b e r s  one, four, 

and nine. De Q u i n e e y  i l l u s t r a t e s  the d a n g e r  the c l a s s i c a l  
romantic d e b a t e  ran into, for, s t a r t i n g  w ith s p ecific 
pieces of l i t e r a t u r e ,  the d i s c u s s i o n  b e c a m e  m o r e  a n d  m o r e  
speculative a n d  at the same time the f a r t h e r  r e m o v e d  f r o m  
the p o i n t .

It w o u l d  b e  t e m p t i n g  to a s c r i b e  m o r e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  to 
the c l a s s i c a l - r o m a n t i c  d e b a t e  t han it a c t u a l l y  d e s e r v e s .
For one thing, w h i l e  it is true that some of the m ost i m 
portant f i g u r e s  in the e a r l y  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  p a r t i c i 
pated in the debate, it o c c u p i e s  a r e l a t i v e l y  s m a l l  p a r t  
in the b u l k  of t h e i r  c o l l e c t e d  writings, t h o u g h  a p o s s i b l e  
exception m i g h t  b e  m a d e  in the c a s e  of C o l e r i d g e  who links 
the d e b a t e  to o t h e r  m o r e  s i g n i f i c a n t  as p e c t s  of his t h i n k 
ing which, h o w e v e r ,  do not h a v e  a n y  b e a r i n g  on the idea 
of the R e n a i s s a n c e .  A s e c o n d  p o i n t  to b e  b o r n e  in m i n d  
is that a s i d e  f r o m  the m a t e r i a l  just c o n s i d e r e d  there is 
a c o mplete s i l e n c e  o n  the s u b j e c t  in the -writings of C o l e 
ridge’s, H a z l i t t ’s, a n d  De Q u i n c e y ’s c o n t e m p o r a r i e s .  This 
silence m a y  b e  the r e s u l t  e i t h e r  of a lack of interest in 
the d i s c u s s i o n  or  of a n  a c t i v e  d i s l i k e  of it. B y r o n * s 
letter to  M u r r a y  d a t e d  O c t o b e r  17, I S 30 w o u l d  indicate  
that the l a t t e r  supposition, is m o r e  accurate:

P . S . — I p e r c e i v e  that in Germany,^ as r e h  as
there is a g r e a t  s t r u g g l e  a b o u t  w h a t  they ca
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a nd 1 R o m a n t i o  1 .— t e r m s  w h i c h  w e r e  riot s u b j e c t s  of 
c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  in E n g l a n d ,  at least w h e n  I left it 
f our or f ive y ears ago. S o m e  o f  the E n g l i s h  S c r i b 
blers, it is true, a b u s e d  P o p e  and Swift, b u t  the 
r e a s o n  w a s  that t h e y  t h e m s e l v e s  d i d  n o t  k n o w  h o w  
to w r i t e  e i t h e r  p r o s e  or v erse; b u t  n o b o d y  t h o u g h t  
t h e m  w o r t h  m a k i n g  a sect of. P e r h a p s  t h e r e  m a y  b e  
s o m e t h i n g  o f  the k i n d  sTn'ung up lately, but I h a v e  
not h e a r d  m u c h  a b o u t  it, a n d  it w o u l d  b e  such b a d  
taste t hat I s h a l l  b e  v e r y  s o r r y  to b e l i e v e  i t . 61

Nevertheless, t h e  c l a s s i c a l - r o m a n t i c  d e b a t e  i3 o f  some 
significance f o r  o u r  p u r p o s e s  for it e x p a n d e d  the c o n c e p t  
of m o d e r n  a n d  p a v e d  the w a y  for a m o r e  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  a p 
proach to the R e n a i s s a n c e  p r o b l e m  g e n e r a l l y .  M o r e o v e r ,  
it h e l p e d  in the d e v e l o p m e n t  of a m o r e  f u n d a m e n t a l  t e c h 
nique for the w r i t i n g  of i n t e l l e c t u a l  h i s t o r y  w h i c h  in 
turn h a d  s a l u t a r y  r e p e r c u s s i o n s  o n  the h i s t o r y  o f  the 
idea of the R e n a i s s a n c e .

V. The Renaissance and the Middle Ages

The s t u d y  of the r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  the M i d d l e  A g e s  
and the R e n a i s s a n c e  c o n t i n u e d  w i t h  v i g o r  at this time. 
Moreover, t h e r e  is s u r p r i s i n g l y  l i t t l e  p a t r o n i s i n g  of the 
Middle Ages, nor is t h i s  s u r p r i s i n g  in v i e w  of the c o n s i d 
erable s c h o l a r s h i p  d e v o t e d  to the m e d i e v a l  p e r i o d .  Also 
to be  n o t e d  is the fact that f r o m  the e a r l y  -part of the 
n i neteenth c e n t u r y  d a t e s  the r e a l  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  of m e d i e v a l

61 Lord Byron, ojq. c 11. , IV, 343.
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art. One o f  the m o 3 t  e n t h u s i a s t i c  a d m i r e r s  o f  the c u l t u r e
of the M i d d l e  A g e s  was C o l e r i d g e .  In a l e t t e r  to Southey,
dated July, 1803, he s u g g e s t e d  that it w as h i g h  t i m e  a
history of  the d a r k  a g e s  in G r e a t  B r i t a i n  h e  wr i t t e n ,  w i t h
attention to the h i s t o r y  of m e t a p h y s i c s ,  t h eology, m e d i c i n e ,
alchemy, c a n o n  law, a n d  R o m a n  law. On s e v e r a l  o c c a s i o n s
Coleridge goes out of his way to state that the notion of
a c omplete d a r k n e s s  d u r i n g  the M i d d l e  Ages is a f alse one.
In the f i f t h  l e c t u r e  of t he 1 8 1 1 - 1 3  series, a c c o r d i n g  to
the T o mlin report, he  said:

T here p e r h a p s  n e v e r  w a s  a t ime in c i v i l i z e d  and 
C h r i s t i a n i z e d  E u r o p e  w h i c h  ~;ould he c a l l e d  an age 
of u n i v e r s a l  a n d  c o m p l e t e  d a r k n e s s .  W h e n  we  spoke 
of the d a r k  ages, w e  o u g h t  o f t e n  r a t h e r  to say ages 
in w h i c h  w e  w e r e  in the dark, for there was a l w a y s  
a c h a i n  a l o n g  w h i c h  the b r i g h t  ele c t r i c  sjsark was 
conveyed,, f r o m  the p e r i o d s  o f  its p r i s t i n e  b r i g h t 
n e s s  e v e n  to o u r  o wn day.63

The same i d e a  is r e p e a t e d  in the l e c t u r e s  of 1813-14, He
himself p r o p o s e d  to write, as p a r t  of a w o r k  c a l l e d  L o g o -
sophia. a "philosophical history of philosophy" in which
equal e m p h a s i s  w a s  to h e  g i v e n  to the scholastic p h i l o s o p h y
as to ancient and post—Baconian philosophy. Also, the
syllabus for the 1818 lectures called for an introductory
lecture on the manners, moral3, literature, philosoffny,
religion, and stats of society in general in Europe from
?00 to 1400 with reference to England, France, Italy, and



Germany: "in other words, a portrait of the (so called)
Dark Ages o f  E u r o p e . "  A c t u a l l y ,  h o w e v e r ,  as is u s u a l  w i t h  
Coleridge, t h e s e  p r o m i s e s  w e r e  n o t  r e a l i z e d  a nd what we 
have on m e d i e v a l  c u l t u r e  c o n s i s t s  of s c a t t e r e d  r e f e r e n c e s .  
Co leridge1s o p i n i o n  of m e d i e v a l  art h a s  a l r e a d y  b e e n  q u o t e d  
his a t t i t u d e  t o w a r d  s c h o l a s t i c i s m  w i l l  b e  c o n s i d e r e d  b e l o w .  
Also, we h a v e  seen h o w  he i d e n t i f i e d  the G o t h i c  w i t h  the 
modern a n d  w h a t  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  he d i s c o v e r e d  in it. A ll 
in all, t h e  c o r p u s  o f  C o l e r i d g e  m a t e r i a l  on the M i d d l e  A g e s  
is c o n s i d e r a b l e  a n d  n o t e w o r t h y .

In h is L i f e  of T o r q u a t o  T a s s o . J o h n  B l a c k  a t t r i b u t e s  
to the M i d d l e  Ages the i n v e n t i o n  of the compass, paper, 
printing, g u n p o w d e r ,  w i n d m i l l s ,  a n d  glass; also, a r c h i 
tecture, m a n n e r s ,  s e n t i m e n t s ,  a n d  p o e t r y  were r e f i n e d  a nd  

63improved. D u g a l d  S t e w a r t  c h a r a c t e r i z e s  the M i d d l e  Ages
as a melanchol37- b l a n k  t h o u g h  to be sure he insists that
the c o n t i n u i t y  of  k n o w l e d g e  was n e v e r  e n t i r e l y  broken.
But even t h i s  q u a l i f i c a t i o n  did not s a t i s f y  Sir James
Mackintosh for S t e w a r t ’s D i s s e r t a t  ion c a m e  in for sharp
criticism o n  this p o i n t  in M a c k i n t o s h ’s r e v i e w  cf it in
the E d i n b u r g h  R e v i e w :

The m i d d l e  age is s p o k e n  of w i t h  a c o n t e m p t  too un- 
d i s t i n g u i s k i n g . The i n a c t i v i t y  of the n u m a n  mind 
w as v e r y  far f r o m  b e i n g  a l i k e  in all the p o r t i o n s

63 John Black, Life of  T o r q u a t o  Tasso (Edinburgh, 16 ;,
I, TO. Cf. H e n r y  Xett, o£. c i t . , I, 341-4 3.
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of t his long p e r i o d .  D u r i n g  the d a r k e s t  p a r t  of it, 
w h i c h  e x t e n d s  f r o m  the f a l l  of the W e s t e r n  e m p i r e  
to the b e g i n n i n g  o f  t he t h i r t e e n t h  oentury, the 
n u m e r a l s  c a l l e d  A r a b i c  w e r e  i n t r o d u c e d .  P a p e r  w a s  
f a b r i c a t e d  f r o m  linen. G u n p o w d e r  a n d  t h e  c o m p a s s  
w e r e  discovered.. B e f o r e  its t e r m i n a t i o n ,  o i l  p a i n t 
ing, p r i n t i n g  a n d  engr a v i n g ,  c l o s e d  this s eries o f  
i m p r o v e m e n t s ,  u n e q u a l l e d  in u s e  a n d  b r i l l i a n c y ,  
since t h o s e  f irst i n v e n t i o n s  w h i c h  a t t e n d e d  the 
r i s e  o f  c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  a n d  w h i c h  t h e r e f o r e  prece.ded 
h i s t o r y .  T h e s e  i n v e n t i o n s  w e r e  p r o o f s  of m e n t a l  
a c t i v i t y  a s  w e l l  as i n c i t e m e n t s  to it; a n d  it m a y  
e v e n  b e  d o ubted, w h e t h e r  the h u m a n  m i n d  c o u l d  h a v e  
r e n d e r e d  a g r e a t e r  s e r v i c e  to the s c i e n c e  of the 
s u c c e e d i n g  age, t h a n  in thus p r e p a r i n g  the soil 
w h i c h  it w a s  to c u l t i v a t e ,  a n d  c o n s t r u c t i n g  n e w  i n 
s t r u m e n t s  for its use. In the tw e l f t h  a n d  t h i r t e e n t h  
c e n t u r i e s ,  h o w e v e r ,  it c a n n o t  b e  d o u b t e d  that the 
f a c u l t i e s  of m e n  t h r o u g h o u t  E u r o p e  w ere g e n e r a l l y  
a n d  v e r y  s i g n a l l y  t u r n e d  t o w a r d s  v a r i o u s  studies.
A b o u t  the s ame p e r i o d  we f i n d  the c u l t i v a t i o n  of 
the R o m a n  Law, t he r i s e  of t h e  S c h o o l  P h i l o s o p h y  
[which is l a t e r  p r a i s e d  as the ed u c a t o r  of t he E u r 
o p e a n  u n d e r s t a n d i n g ] , a n d  t he c o m m e n c e m e n t  of P o e t r y  
i n m o d e r n  lang u a g e s ,  in Sicily, in Tuscany, in P r o 
vence, in C a t a l o n i a ,  in Normandy, in England, in 
S c o t l a n d ,  a n d  in Suabia. T h e s e  d i s s i m i l a r  studies, 
a p p e a r i n g  to us, at this d i s t a n c e ,  to a r i s e  s u d d e n l y  
in c o u n t r i e s  r e m o t e  f r o m  each other, a n d  at a p e r i o d  
of  s m a l l  i n t e r c o u r s e  b e t w e e n  nations, m a r k  a g e n e r a l  
r e v o l u t i o n  in t h e  m i n d  of E u r o p e . C 4

In his V i e w  o f  t h e  S t a t e  of E u r o p e  d u r i n g  the Middle A g e s ,
Hal lain c o n s i d e r s  that it is " ...not i m p r o p e r  to d i s t i n g u i s h
the first s ix of the t e n  c e n t u r i e s  w h i c h  the p r e s e n t  w o r k
embraces u n d e r  the a p p e l l a t i o n  of the d a r k  ages; an epithet
which I do n o t  e x t e n d  to the t w e l f t h  and three f o l l o w i n g . " 00

64 Sir J a m e s  M a c k i n t o s h ,  "Review of D ugaid 3 tew a m  • s ss 
tat i o n . " Ea i n b  ur gh R e v i e w , XXVII (18 I S ) , 195-33. Ir^ m e

of ethical ? hilosophy,own D i s s e r t a t i o n  on the P r o n e  
M a ckintosh s t a t e s  
in science

■H ri 1 lethat the Iliad 
arts, a n d  g o v e r n m e n t .

no.

65 K e n r y  H a11am, op. c l t . Ill, 3C
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Aooording "to him, t h e r e  7/as no b r e a k  in the c o n t i n u i t y  of 
learning t h r o u g h  the M i d d l e  Ages, t h o u g h  at t i m e s  the lamp 
burned d i m l y  i n d e e d .  B u t  b e t w e e n  the t w e l f t h  a n d  f i f t e e n t h  
centuries, i m p r o v e m e n t s  t o o k  p l a c e  in t h r e e  m a i n  c a t e g o r i e s  
wealth, m a n n e r s ,  a n d  l e a r n i n g .  The first two of these w i l l  
be d i s c u s s e d  below, but H a l l a m ' s  a c c o u n t  of the slow s p r e a d  
of l e a r n i n g  is n o t a b l e  f o r  its s weep a n d  at the same t i m e  
its e x c e l l e n t  u s e  of i l l u s t r a t i v e  de t a i l .  The p o i n t  to be 
noted a b o u t  h i s  a p p r o a c h  to the R e n a i s s a n c e  proble... is that 
he sees the R e n a i s s a n c e  n o t  as a b r e a k  f r o m  the M i d d l e  Ages 
but r ather as e v o l v i n g  s l o w l y  a n d  r e g u l a r l y  f r o m  them. To 
him, the R e n a i s s a n c e  w a s  t h e  f l o w e r i n g  of the s e e d 3 w h i c h  
had b e e n  p l a n t e d  long b e f o r e ;  t h i s  is a t hesis w h i c h  he 
works out f u l l y  so far as l i t e r a t u r e  is c o n c e r n e d  in his 
I n t r o d u c t i o n .

In h i s  essa]/ o n  " H a chiavelli, " M a c a u l a y  p o i n t s  out
that I t a l y  h a d  a l w a y s  h a d  some d e g r e e  of culture:

D u r i n g  the gloomy a n d  d i s a s t r o u s  c e n t u r i e s  w h i c h  f o l 
l o w e d  the d o w n f a l l  o f  the R o m a n  Empire, I t a l y  h a d  
p r e s e r v e d ,  in a far g r e a t e r  d e g r e e  than any other 
p a r t  of W e s t e r n  E u rope, the t r aces of a n c i e n t  c i v i 
l i z a t i o n .  The n i g h t  w h i c h  d e s c e n d e d  upon her was 
the n i g h t  of a n  A t t i c  summer. The d a w n  b e g a n  to 
a p p e a r  b e f o r e  t h e  last r e f l e c t i o n  of the p r e c e d i n g  
sunset h a d  f a d e d  f r o m  the h o r i z o n .^ 6

William W h e w e l l  c h a r a c t e r i z e s  the s t u d y  of the p h y s i c a l
sciences d u r i n g  the M i d d l e  A g e s  as b e i n g  i n d i s t i n c t  in its

66 T h o m a s  3. Mac a u l a  3/, " Mac hi av el li if " Or.
and M i s c e l l a n e o u s  E s s a y s  and P oems (Mew 
197.



-439-

ideas, a3 w e l l  as d i s p u t a t i o u s ,  m y s t i c a l ,  a n d  dog m a t i c ,

but is f o r c e d  to a d m i t  that ws owe to the M i d d l e  A ges the
use of p are  h m e n  t , p a p  s r , p r i n t  m g , e ngr avz n g , g la 3 s, steel,
gunpowder, clocks, t e l e s c o p e s ,  the m a r i n e r ' s  compass, the
reformed c a l e n d a r ,  d e c i m a l  n o t a t i o n ,  algebra, trigono m e t r y ,
chemistry, c o u n t e r p o i n t , a n d  a n e w  s p e c i e s  of a r c h i t e c t u r e . ^ 7
The r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  a t t i t u d e  t o w a r d  the M i d d l e  A g e s  at this
time is w e l l  e x p r e s s e d  b y  Turner:

These, h o w e v e r ,  w e r e  not i n t e r v a l s  of t o r o i d  inutility, 
but that e m b r y o  s t a t e  of n e w  f o r m a t i o n s  of the h u m a n  
c h a r a c t e r ,  w hich, as at m a n y  f o r m e r  p e r i o d s ,  s u s p e n d e d  
its p r e v i o u s  a c t i v i t y ,  in o r d e r  to e v o l v e  f r o m  it 
g r e a t e r  s t r e n g t h  a n d  beauty, a n d  r i c h e r  p r o d u c e .  W h i l e  
the f u t u r e  g i a n t  is forming, t he a p p e a r a n c e  is i n c o h e r 
ent, c o n f u s e d  a n d  o bscure; b u t  from the f a l l  of the 
R o m a n  e m p i r e  to the a e r a  of the R e f o r m a t i o n ,  a mid the 
a b s e n c e  of a l l  l i t e r a r y  splendor, a n d  of the g r a c e s  
of c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  a m i g h t i e r  a n d  n o b l e r  M i n d  than h u m a n  
n a t u r e  h a d  ever k n o w n  before, w as b r o o d i n g  in the. s e e m 
ing c o n f u s i o n ,  a n d  w a s  s e c r e t l y  m o u l d i n g  a n d  a r r a n g i n g  
-the b r o k e n  m e m b e r s  a n d  d i l a p i d a t i o n s  of f ormer ages, 
a n d  t h e  s u b s e q u e n t  a c c e s s i o n s ,  into fi g u r e s  a n d  pcv/ers 
of an i n t e l l e c t u a l  v i g o r  a n d  grandeur, w h i c h  have n ever  
since d i m i n i s h e d ;  a n d  w h i c h  a re r a p i d l y  s u r p a s s i n g  in 
t heir c o n t i n u e d  a c h i e v e m e n t s ,  w h a t e v e r  a n t e r i o r  Time 
h a s  r e c o r d e d ,  or c a n  be b e l i e v e d  to h a v e  e x p e r i e n c e d . 03

Like K allam, T u r n e r  s ees the R e n a i s s a n c e  as the end p r o u u c t  
of a long p r o c e s s  of g e s t a t i o n  a n d  d e v e l o p m e n t  b e g u n  deep 

in the M i d d l e  Ages.
W h i l e  the o n l y  a c c o u n t  of the B y z a n t i n e s  of a n y  i m p o r t 

ance is that c o n t a i n e d  in the f i r s t  a p p e n d i x  to B e r i n g t o n 's

6? \7i 11 i am hewell, H i s t o r y  of xn e In d  
form, 1356), I, 1 3 7 — 251.
53 Sharon Turner, OjO. c 11. , XI, 33-33.
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Lltarary H i s t o r y  of  the M i d d l e  A g e s , the s e r v i c e s  of the 
Arabs w e r e  m o r e  f u l l y  t r e a t e d .  W r i t e r s  w e r e  f o n d  of p o i n t 
ing out t h a t  w h i l e  C h r i s t i a n  E u r o p e  w a s  at its l owest s t a g e  
of learning, the A r a b s  w e r e  c u l t i v a t i n g  the a r t s  a n d  s c i e n c e s  
with g r e a t  succssa: "If we c o n t e m p l a t e  the p h i l o s o p h y  a n d
science o f  t h i s  p o w e r f u l  p e o p l e , "  w r i t e s  P a t h a n  Drake, "it 
v/111 be f o u n d  that t h e i r  a g e  of l e a r n i n g  c o n t i n u e d  for n e a r
five h u n d r e d  years, and w a s  c o e v a l  w i t h  the d a r k e s t  c e n t u r -

6Siee of C h r i s t i a n  E u r o p e . "  B e r i n g t o n  d e v o t e s  a l m o s t  a
hundred p a g e s  to a s t u d y  of A r a b i a n  l e a r n i n g  a n d  d e c l a r e s
that h a d  it not b een f o r  them-, the w e s t e r n  w orld w ould
have b e e n  w i t h o u t  a s t r o n g  s t i m u l u s  to l e a r n i n g  as well
as w i t h o u t  m a n y  of the m o s t  i m p o r t a n t  c l a s s i c a l  t e x t s . 73
A spi r i t e d  d e f e n c e  cf the A r a b s  is f o u n d  in J ames M u r p h y ’s
Hi story o f the M a h o m e t a n  E m p i r e  in Sp a i n :

At the r e v i v a l  of letters, it w a s  the f a s h i o n  for 
the l i t e r a t i - - P e t r a r c h  h i m s e l f  n ot e x c e p t e d — to r e 
g a r d  t h e m  as the c o r r u p t e r s  of the sciences, as a 
rut h l e s s ,  w a r l i k e  nation, h o s t i l e  to p o l i t e  l i t e r a 
ture ....

vVhiie l i t e r a t u r e ,  the a r t s  a n d  sciences were m o s t  
s u c c e s s f u l l y  c u l t i v a t e d  b y  them, E u r o p e  was e n v e l o p e d  
in the g r o s s e s t  d a rkness, p a r t i c u l a r l y  from the s e v 
enth to the e l e v e n t h  c e n t u r y :  e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  studies 
a l o n e  w e r e  p r o s e c u t e d ;  the G r e e k s  c o u l d  no longer 
r ead E u c l i d  o r  P t o l e m y ;  and the Latins were ignorant 
even o f  t h e i r  a n c i e n t  l a n g u a g e s .  The school? of the 
C h r i s t i a n s  r e - e c h o e d  o n l y  with g u e e t i c r e  r e l a t i v e  to

69 Hatha r. Drake, Lit era r^ H o u r s  (Sudbury, 1 3 C C ), I, 31 d
70 J< fep-h S e r i ngton, ojc . c i t ., pp 3 C IT ? z4
Ellis, "Pre f ac e, " Fab 11 a u x  o r Tales. Translated.. , . by_ the 
Eate CM L_._ Hav (London, 1315), I, ix-x.



the Gregorian chant, or disputes relative to the paschal c yc le for the observance of Easter; while the Arabs in Africa, in Spain, and in the kingdoms cf Naples and Sicily, cultivated all the sciences, 
and preserved the remains of Grecian knowledge.
From this state of barbarism, Eurone xas delivered by the Moors of Africa and Spain.?!

Murphy then tries to prove that the revival of literature, 
medicine, astronomy, the sciences, mathematics, scholasti
cism, jurisprudence, Provencal verse, rhyme, musical in
struments, paper making, gunpowder, and the mariner’s 
compass were all owing to the Arabs. While in this re
spect Murphy lets his enthusiasm get the better of him, 
his account of the course of Arabian culture at its peak 
from 754 to 333 is detailed and comprehensive: he discusses 
Arabian theology, philosophy, literature, astronomy, medi
cine, jurisprudence, mathematics, education, language, 
eloquence, rhetoric, poetry, tales, history, geography, 
statistics, metaphysics, natural sciences,- useful arts, 
manufactures, commerce, architecture, fine arts, and music, 
a long list which indicates considerable familiarity with 
the Arabian culture of the Middle Ages; in each case hurpl.3- 
tries to show the effect of these studies on western culture 
An interesting thesis is advanced by Jn.. ?e Montgomery who 
suggests that Arabian literature made possible the world 
of romance by providing a new kind of mytheleg y, "gloomy,

71 James C. Mumhv, The History of the_ in Seal n (London,* 1816), pp . *30 f -0 S .
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eplendid, gay, and terrible," which excited European lit
erature . 72

The r3le played by the monks in keeping learning alive
is not extensively treated at this tine; this is true of
the crusades likewise. So far as the services of the monks
are concerned, George Burnett writes:

The connection between the ancient and modern learning, was never entirely dissolved.... The monastic libraries contained all the literature of the times; and a few: 
out of the numbers who were intellectually idle, were prompted either from inherent activity of character, or simply as a remedy for listlessness, to read, and afterwards to write. We are thus indebted to the monkish writers for those few rays of light 'which gleam through the darkness of that savage period.72

Grudging as this statement is, it is the most enthusiastic 
•which can be found at this time. And with the exception 
of Henry Kett, not much is to be found concerning the cru
sades as stimulants to the revival of learning. Henry Kett 
writes:

Rude and ignorant as the crusades were, they could not travel through and continue in so many interesting countries with indifference; or behold their various customs and institutions, without acquiring information and improvement. Among the Greeks they surveyed the productions of the fine arts, and the precious remains of antiquity, the magnificence cf the eastern

72 James i'cntgcouery, Lectures cry Genera 1_ Literature_,__poetry
&c. (Hew York7 1833?, P R • op. cit., pp. 325-45.
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73 George Burnett, cjc. c 11 . , I, 3GS- op. o it., II, 4 34; John Playfair,
h i b l t ing ._  Generr. 1__ View_ p f _ t h P r c g r  e s of__ hat_r e. a tp c
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court, and the models of extensive and curious 
manufactories. In Asia they beheld the traces 
of knowledge and arts which the patronage of the Caliphs had diffused through their empire. Every object which struck their attention pointed out a far higher state of improvement than their own countries had readied; every object, therefore, •while it excited the wonder"of them all, could not fail to excite a spirit of imitation among those who were active and ingenious. As these 
new scenes presented themselves, their eyes were 
gradually opened to a more extensive prospect of the world, and they acquired new modes of thinking, felt a sense of new wants, and a taste for new gratifications.74

On- the other hand, Berington states dogmatically: ”1 
believe then, that these expeditions were utterly ster
ile with respect to the arts, to learning, and to every 
moral advantage, and that they neither retarded the pro
gress of the invading enemy, nor, for a single day, the

7 Sfate of the eastern empire.” However, it ought to be 
pointed out that the crusades were thought to have ef
fected in some part at least the transition between the 
medieval and the modern modes cf commerce.

The most enthusiastic admirer of the institution of 
chivalry was Scott, of whom Coleridge wrote in a letter 
to an unknown correspondent dated December, 1311 that 
Scott was ” . . .habituall3r conversant with the antiquities 
of his country, and of all Europe during the ruder period 
cf society, living as it -were, in whatever is four- in 
them ir-roosing either to the Fancy or interesting to tr e

74 Henry Kett, on. c i t ., I, 228-33.
75 Joseph Berington, op . c i t ., p. 2S3 .
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Feelings."7 6 In "An Essay on Chivalry. First Published 
in the Supplement to the Encyclopedia Eritannica," Scctt 
wrote his most elaborate analysis and defence of chivalry. 
Without attempting a summary, Scott’s attitude is epito
mized in his statement to the effect that "...excepting 
only the change which flowed from the introduction of the 
Christian religion, we know no cause which has produced 
such general and permanent difference betwixt the ancients
and moderns, as that which has arisen out of the institu-

77tion of chivalry." What chivalry accomplished was the 
diffusion of the general feeling of respect for women, 
the rules of decorum in society, the duty of speahing 
truth and observing courtesy, the concept of respcnsibility 
in regard to person and property, and the dignity of in
dividuals; in short, chivalry softened the ferocit;- of a 
barbarous age, as Scott put it. In point of fact, Scott 
did not add much to the late eighteenth century ideas on 
the part pla]/eel by chivalry, but these notions when incor
porated into his romances did much to bring about a more 
sympathetic understanding of the 'diddle Ages outside the 
academic world. The special position held by the trouba
dours is noted by Kett:

76 Samuel Tavlor Coleridge, Unp ub 1 Jl h he d _ _L e t1 e. 
L. Griggs (London, 13 32), II, 6 6 . >

Par 1

77 Sir .Iter 'iC o OJC, i t VT
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We discover the first dawnings of modern literature in the cultivation of the language of Provence, and the rude productions of the Troubadours. The first of this order, whose names stands recorded, was William Count of Poiton,' a nobleman, who distinguished himself by his prowess in the crusades. Many of the men of rank, who embarked in the first expedition to the Holy Lctnd, were of that number. Their romances, composed upon the striking subjects of gallantry, war, satire, and history, first awakened Europe from its ignorance and lethargy, amused the minds of men with grotesque and lively images and descriptions, 
and first taught them to think, reflect, and judge upon subjects of imagination. The Troubadours occupied the middle place between Gothic ignorance and Italian excellence; and after this period literature is indebted to them for raising the earliest fruits of European genius, and inspiring the moderns with a love of poetry.78
It is at this time that scholasticism first receives

more than passing mention. In a letter to Robert Southey,
dated July 3, 1803, Coleridge writes:

I have received great delight and instruction from Scotus Erigena. He is clearly the modern founder of the school of Pantheism; indeed he expressly defines the divine nature as quae fit et facit, et creat et creatur ; and repeatedly declares creation to be manifestation, the epiphany of philosophers.The eloquence with which he ’writes astonished me, but he had read more Greek than Latin; and was a Platonist rather than an Aristotelian. There is a good deal of omne meus oculus in the notion of the dark ages, etc., "'taken inter, sively; in extension it might be true. They had wells: we are flooded ankls- height: and what comes cf it but grass rank or rotten.
This is the first straightforward appreciation of a medie
val philosopher qua philosopher since the Renaissance; it

7:

78 Henry Kett, ojs. cit. , I, 248. pit.. I, 136; Alexander E. Tytler,
; r
O)

Alla ’ ** - *" 3iCC*“w.
7 3 Samuel Tavlor Coleridge, Letters, ed, 
(London, 13 95), I, 434.
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is true that Roger Bacon is mentioned but he is singled 
out precisely because he was thought to have been in op
position to scholasticism. Coleridge’s lecture on "Dante” 
contains a statement of the historical method of scholar
ship which insists on the need for a knowledge of the 
schoolmen before Dante can be understood properly:

It is impossible to understand the genius of Dante, and difficult to understand his poem, without some knowledge of the characters, studies, and writings 
of the schoolmen of the twelfth, thirteenth, and fourteenth centuries. For Dante was the living link between religion and philosophy; he philosophised the religion and Christianized the philosophy of Ital3r; and, in this poetic union of religion and philosophy, he became the ground of transition into the mirced Platonism and Aristotelianiem of the Schools, under Tillich, by numeroiis minute articles of faith and ceremony, Christianity became a craft of hair-splitting, and was ultimately degraded into a complete fetisch worship, divorced from phi 1csophy, and made up of* a*’faith without thought, and a credulity directed by p a s s i o n . SC

De Quincey defends scholasticism by separating it from the
Papal, divinity which it was intended to support but when
the Reformation threw down Catholicism scholastic phi 1c-
sophy was likewise rejected, though not on the grounds cf
its logic or value.®-*

The stages in the slow development of appreciation
of m e d i e v a l  a r c h i t e c t u r e  are t r a c e d  b y  Southey. Referring
to the days of Sir Christopher Tren, Southey wr:

SO The Mi sc e1 laneons C r i t ic ism, op. o it., p. 147.
81 Thomas De Quincey, on. c it., IX, 147, n . 1.



But in his time it waa so much the fashion to speak 
with contempt of whatever was Gothic, and to despise the architecture of their forefathers, that, if the nation could have afforded money enough to have replaced these edifices, there would not novr have been one remaining in the kingdom.— Luckily the national wealth was at that time employed in preserving the balance of power and extending commerce, and this evil was avoided. Since that age, however, the Eng
lish have learnt better than to treat the Gothic with contempt; they have now discovered in it so much elegance and beauty, that they are endeavouring 
to change the barbarous name, and, with feeling partiality to themselves, claim the invention for their 
own countrymen: it is therefore become an established article of Antiquarian faith to believe that this Architecture is of native growth, and accordingly it is denominated English architecture in all the publications of the Antiquarian Society.S3

Southey is not quite accurate in saying that his contempor
aries were the first to appreciate Gothic architecture since 
the eighteenth century had its enthusiasts too, but the 
early nineteenth century worked out the aesthetics of that 
appreciation. Robinson refers to "...sort of reverential 
awe which Gothic architecture is peculiarly calculated to 
impress" while in his diary he laments the lack of theoret
ical writers on Gothic architecture.®** He tells of a dinner 
conversation about Gothic art in which the Messrs. Porden, 
Flaxrnan, Gunn, and Robinson took part; Robinson says that 
he made Mr. Gunn admit that the Gothic was beautiful be- 
oause it had a consistency and character of its own. One

83 Robert Southey, Letters from England, op., c it., I, 262-

83 The quotation is from Baker, op. clt., p. 33; the pass
age from the diary will be found op. ci t., I, 398.
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of the moat ardent exponents of medieval architecture was
the Rev. John Milner who thought that the apex of medieval
art was reached in the creations of the Norman architects:

In short, next to the effect of sublimity, what these ingenious and indefatigable architects chiefly aimed at, in their religious structures, was beaut3r. An equal attention to these two effects did, by degrees, produce a perfectly new style in architecture, properly called, THE POINTED STYLE, being one of the greatest efforts of human genius, that has been witnessed in the course of ages.84
The study of the Middle Ages at this time must be con

sidered as a falling off from the standard set during the 
latter part of the eighteenth century. The reason for this 
may be attributed in part to the fact that greater attention 
was devoted to the examination of medieval political and 
social institutions than to medieval artistic productions. 
Furthermore, the romantic adulation of the Middle Ages and 
of the North did not point to such elements in medieval 
life as could be considered anticipatory of the Renaissance. 
On the contrary, if the medieval way of life was to be 
taken as a aummum bonum. it is not likely that any factors

84 John Milner, ojc. clt.. p. 50. Like Southey, Milner points out the English failure to aicpreciate medieval architecture: "The restorers of the Grecian orders in Italy, by way of disgracing all the architecture of the preceding oenturies, not conformable to them, called it indiscrimin- ately the Gothic. In this they have been followed by modem French architects as likewise by Sir Christopher Wren, Mr. Evelyn and other English writers, whose ignorance or whose prejudice has even led them to believe that the Goths and other barbarians of the fourth and fifth centuries really invented a new style of architecture for that of the Roman monuments which they destroyed." Milner criticizes Evelyn, Wren, Warburton, Warton, Bentham, Dallaway, and Whittington for failure to discriminate properly between the different 
styles of medieval architecture.



calculated to disparage it would be allowed to enter. And 
so, though this is the great period of romantics history in 
which medieval studies reached new heights on the contin
ent, those aspects of medieval culture which are our con
cern here do not receive treatment.

VI. The Renaissance and the Reformation

One of the strongest elements in the idea of the Ren
aissance at this time was the investigation of the relation 
ship between the Renaissance and the Reformation. Consider 
able effort was expended on this aspect of the Renaissance 
problem and the result3 seem to justify the labor spent.
The first problem connected with the studjr of the relation
ship bettsreen the Renaissance and the Reformation was the 
determination of the general effects produced by the Refor
mation. On this point, Roscoe has some important things 
to say:

The effects produced by the reformation on the poli
tical and moral state of Europe, are of a much more important nature. The destruction of the authority 
of the Romish see, throughout many flourishing, and many rising nations, whilst it freed the monarch from the imperious interposition of an arrogant pontiff, released the people from that oppressive and undefined obedience to a foreign power, which exhausted their wealth, impeded their enjoyments, and interfered in all their domestic concerns. The abolition of the odious and absurd institutions of monastic life, by which great numbers of persons were restored to the common purposes of society, infused fresh vigour into those states which embraced the opinions of the reformers; and the restoration of the ancient and apostolic usage of the Christian church, in allowing
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the priesthood to marry, was a circumstanoe of the 
utmost advantage to the morals and manners of the age. To this may be added the destruction of many barbarous, absurd, and superstitious dogmas, by 
which the people were induced to believe that crimes could be commuted for money, and dispensations purchased even for the premeditated commission of sins.But perhaps the most important advantage derived from the reformation, is to be found in the great example of freedom of inquiry, which was thus exhibited to the world, and which has produced an incalculable effect on the state and condition of mankind. That liberty of opinion v̂hich. was first exercised only on religious subjects, was, by a natural and unavoidable progress, soon extended to those of a political nature. Throughout many of the kingdoms of Europe, civil and religious liberty closely ac
companied eaoh other; and its inhabitants, in adopting those measures which seemed to them necessary to secure their eternal happiness, have at least ob
tained those temporal advantages, which, in wanjr instances, have amply repaid them for their sacrifices and their labours.o5

Allaston Burgh likewise thought that the Reformation led 
to freedom of the mind while Hazlitt in his very sympa
thetic Memoirs of Thomas Holoroft points out that the 
belief in the progress of truth and its power to crush 
error had steadily gained ground in England since the 
R e f o r m a t i o n . A n o t h e r  contribution made by the Reforma—

85 William Roscoe, 0£. oit., IV, 58-59. In all fairness to Roscoe1s liberalism, it ought to be added that he continues this passage with the statement that the Reformation resulted in conflicts between Catholics and Protestants, and between the Protestant sects. The consequence was the spread of persecution, intolerance, and bigotry: "...the human mind, a slave in all ages, has rather changed its master, than freed itself from its servitude." This is 
Roscoe^ final judgment on the Reformation.
86 Allaston Burgh, o£. cit.. I, 319; William Hazlitt, op. cit.. Ill, 133-33. In his Life of Napoleon, Hazlitt terms 
the Reformation "...the great event in modern times" because
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tion is that it dethroned the scholastic authority and 
the infallibility of Aristotle; this is the opinion of 
Thomas Campbell in his Essay on English Poetry. In con
nection with the Reformation, the part played by Wiclif 
is pointed out in an anonymous life of him:

John Wiokliff, the father of the Reformation, is perhaps more justly entitled to the epithet of a great man, than most others who have had that epithet bestowed on them. In the midst of the deepest intellectual slavery, under which the human mind had groaned for more than a thousand years, he was the first who successfully struggled to be free, and who exerted a noble liberty of thought, when comfort, and station, and life itself, were likely to be sacrificed in the adventure. He was greater in one respect, than his future follower Luther, because the darkness of ignorance which overspread the world in the time of Wiokliff, was deeper and more helpless than when the German reformer began his high career, because Luther was cheered and assisted by the light and force of reviving letters, while Wick- liff, on the contrary, had to work alone, and surrounded by the profoundeat scholastic gloom.8?
Having subjected scholasticism to a severe semantic an
alysis by pointing out the error involved in thinking 
that the term aureity, for example, explained the prop
erties of gold, Coleridge states in his "Hints towards 
the Formation of a More Comprehensive Theory of Life" 
that

it brought arbitrary power, both secular and spiritual, 
to the test of reason and conscience.
87 The Life of John Wiokliff (Edinburgh, 1836), pp. 3-4. Cf. Robert Southey, "Chalmer1 s Engliah Poets, 11 Quarterly 
Review. XII (1814), £5.
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...ao it continued, even to the time that the Reformation sounded the second trumpet, and the authority of the schools sank with that of the hierarchy, under the intellectual courage and activity which this great 
revolution had inspired. Power, once awakened, cannot rest in one object. All the sciences partook of the new influences. The world of experimental philosophy was soon mapped out for posterity "by the comprehensive and enterprising genius of Bacon, and the laws explained by which experiment could be dignified into e x p e r i e n c e . 88

Macaulay expresses substantially the same idea in his essay 
on "Lord Bacon" for there he writes that "...it is chiefly 
to the great reformation of religion that we owe the great 
reformation of philosophy."39 In summary, then, the Reforma
tion resulted in the establishment of freedom of inquiry 
generally and in the rise of science specifically; what 
relationship these movements had to the Renaissance will 
now be considered.

While the bulk of opinion held that either the Reforma-

88 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, The Works, op. ci_t., I, 378-80. The passage just quoted is amplified in an article which appeared in Fraser1s titled "Monologues of the Late Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Esq. No. II. The Science and System of Logic," Fraser*a. XII (1835), 634 to read after the phrase "so it continued" as follows: "with slight and ineffectual opposition, even after the era considered as the new dawn or restoration of literature, coincident with the final extinction of the Greek empire and the arrival of the learned fugitives in Italy— even to the time" etc.. Professor Shedd does not mention this addition. This is buta simple editorial difficulty which a reader of Coleridge must face. Not only are Coleridge*s works uncollected and in a state of chaos so far as the ordinary student is concerned, but what there is, is often uncertain and con
fused.
89 Thomas B. Macaulay, ojd. cit. . II, 330. Cf. Isaac Dis
raeli’s essay on "Bacon," op. cit., II, 385-86.
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tion had aided the revival of learning or the revival of
learning the Reformation, there were some writers who saw
a reciprocal advantage to each. For instance, Henry Kett
writes that "...it is very remarkable that the reformation
of religion, and the revival of classical learning, were
reciprocally advantageous; they reflected mutual lights
and afforded mutual assistance."" Burnett asserts that
the Reformation and the revival of letters had an identical
aim, to shake and enliven the wits of men and the result
was the rise of science. A few writers pointed out that
often the reformers were humanists as well. "Who were the
first English reformers," asks Thomas Morell:

but the individuals who contributed more than any other to the revival of letters in their day? What were the causes which co-operated to produce the reformation of religion, but those which also concurred to revive literature and extend s c i e n c e ? 9 1

While most writers argued that the revival of learn
ing was indebted to the Reformation, a considerable number 
asserted that it was the revival of learning which produced 
the conditions which ultimately made the Reformation poss
ible. Thus Roscoe writes in reference to Dante, Petrarch, 
and Boocaccio:

In the fourteenth century, when the human mind began to be emancipated from its long thraldorn, one of the first indications of liberty appeared in the bold and

90 Henry Kett, op.* cit., I, 353. .
91 Thomas Morrell, pp. oit., I, 453.
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pr©sumptuous manner, in which the fathers and promoters of literature penetrated into the recesses, and arraigned the conduct of the Roman pontiffs and chief dignitaries of the church.93
In another place, Roscoe states that one of the reasons 
for Luther*s success is the fact that he was a man of con
siderable learning who had the foresight to link his cause 
with that of the advancement of learning and in that way 
seoured the assistance of the most eminent scholars of his 
time. Stewart holds that Erasmus did more to advance the 
progress of the Reformation among men of education and 
taste than did Luther while the Reformation as a whole 
"...was one of the natural consequences of the revival of 
letters.**" Thomas McOrie is more specific:

Ancient literature was now cultivated with the greatest enthusiasm; it spread with amazing rapidity through Italy, and, surmounting the Alps, reached, within a short period, the northern extremities of Europe. The human mind was roused from the slumber by which it had been oppressed for ages; its facul
ties were sharpened by the study of languages; the stores of ancient knowledge were laid open; the barbarism of the schools was exploded; and opinions and practices which had long been held sacred, and which a little before it would have been deemed impious to suspect, were now openly called in question, opposed, and repudiated. The rise of the papal monarchy, and the corruption of Christianity, may be traced in a great measure to the ignorance and the barbarism which fell on western Europe, and increased during the middle ages. The revival of letters, by banishing the darkness, broke the spell on which the empire of superstition rested, and opened the eyes

93 William Roscoe, ojd. cit.. Ill, 139-40.
93 Dugald Stewart, The Collected Works, op. cit., I, 37, 
a. 3; 38.
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of mankind on the chains with which their credulity- had suffered their spiritual leaders to load them.94
Finally, Turner*s estimate of Erasmus* position serves to
show that Erasmus was still considered to be a key figure
both in the revival of literature and the Reformation:

While the mind was thus every where ripening for some great religious revolution, which could not be averted, tho it might be delayed, an obscure man of literature imperceptibly grew into an intellectual activity and influence, which made him an unexpected precursor and promoter of the advancing change, without having any direct or distinct intention, or foresight, of producing it. This individual, who, while Luther was a contented monk and academical preceptor, began to open the public eye to the perception of the errors and absurdities in its vast venerated order...was...Erasmus .95
However, most writers were agreed that the Reformation 

was a necessary condition for the revival of learning. Ros
coe puts the nature of the relationship this way:

As the progress of literature had concurred with other great causes in giving rise to the reformation; so that great event produced in its turn a striking ef
fect on the studies and taste of Europe.... The ancient authors began not only to be studied for th8 charms of their composition, but were called in as auxiliaries by the contending parties, who by affecting an intimate acquaintance with the writers of anti
quity, supposed that they gave additional credit to their own cause; and the period which immediately succeeded the reformation, was that in which Europe saw the luminary of classical learning at a higher

94 Thomas McCrie, History of the Progress and Suppression of the Reformation'in Italy in the Sixteenth Century (Phila
de lphi a, 1843), pp. 15-16.“ Cf. Edward Nares, o£. cit., I,35 where the revival of learning is called "...an extraordin- ary stimulus given to the minds of men, to awaken them effectually from the deep sleep, the superstitious apathy, into 
which they had fallen."
95 Sharon Turner, ojd. cit., XI, 106.
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meridian than at any time either before or since.95
In the lectures for 1813-14, Coleridge writes:

The Reformation sounded through Europe like a trumpet; from the king to the peasant there was an enthusiasm for knowledge; the discovery of a MS, was the subject 
of an embass3r. Erasmus read by moonlight, because he could not afford a torch, and begged for a penny, not for the love of charity, but for the love of learning.97

A very interesting analysis of the effects of the Reforma
tion on the literature of the Renaissance is made by Charles 
W. Dilke in the introduction to his edition of Old English 
Plays:

In the chivalrous ages, that preceded that eventful period Cthe Reformatiorj literary honours, and, indeed, literature itself, seem to have been held, as by prescriptive right, by the high classes of society and the members of the religious houses; but at that great revolution of opinion the barriers were broken down, and all classes of society burst into the arena to contend without distinction. The translation of the Bible only, independently of the advantages derived by religion and pure morality, was of great and essential advantage; it opened to all the purest springs of knowledge, and wisdom, and poetry; and the dramatic writers of that age availed themselves of the advantages it held out:.,. The Reformation therefore ploughed and cleared up the surface of an almost uncultivated soil, spreading the seeds of instruction, that in the reign of Elizabeth and James burst forth into a rich and luxuriant harvest.98

96 William Roscoe, op_. cit.. IV, 53-53.
97 Shakespearean Criticism, op. cit., II, 361. In the third lecture of the 1811-13 series, Coleridge states that Shakespeare "...lived in an age in which from the religious controversies, carried on in a way of which we have no conception, there was a general energy of thinking, a pleasure in hard thinking"; the same idea is repeated in the sixth 
lecture of the same series.
98 Charles W. Dilke, ed., Old English Plays (London, 1814),
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Keats1 criticism of Milton is worth citing in this con
nection since it shows a side of Keats* mind often for
gotten:

From the Paradise Lost and the other Works of Milton, X hope it not too presuming, even between ourselves to say, that his Philosophy, human and divine, may be tolerably understood by one not much advanced in years. In his time englishmen were just emancipated from a great superstition— and Men had got hold of certain points and resting places in reasoning which were too newly born to be doubted, and too much opposed bjr the Mass of Europe not to be thought etherial and authentically divine— who could gainsay his ideas on virtue, vice, and chastity in Comus, just at the time of the dismissal of Cod-pieces and a hundred other disgraces? who would not rest satisfied with his hintings at good and evil in the Paradise Lost, when just free from the inquisition and burning in Smithfield. The Reformation produced such immediate and great benefits, that Protestantism was considered under the immediate eye of heaven, and its own remaining Dogmas and superstitions, the, as it were, regenerated, constituted those resting places and seeming sure points of Reasoning— from that I have mentioned, Milton, whatever he may have thought in the sequel, appears to have been content v/ith these by his writings— He did not think into the human heart, as Wordsworth has done— Yet Milton as a Philosopher, had sure as great powers as Words
worth— What is then to be inferr’d? 0 many things—It proves that there is realljr a grand march of intellect— , It proves that a mighty providence subdues the mightiest Minds to the service of the time QO being, whether it be in human Knowledge or Religion.

I, xi-xii. Of. George Ellis, Specimens of the. Early, English Poets (London, 1811), I, 158 where literature of the Elizabethan era is characterized as follows: "The literary splendour of this reign may be justly attributed to the effects of the Reformation." However, Berington, ojo. cit. , pp. 516-17, argues that while the cause of literature was benefited by the Reformation, it would have progressed 
without it and without strife.
99 John Keats, Letter 64, to John Hamilton Reynolds, May 3, 
1818, 0]D. cit., I, 144-45.
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In one of hie earliest essays, “Criticisms of the
Principal Italian Writers. No. I. Dante," Macaulay lays
down an important rule in the investigation of the rela-
tionshii) between literature and society:

The finest works of imagination have always been produced in times of political convulsion, as the richest vineyards and the sweetest flowers always 
grow on the soil which has been fertilized by the fiery deluge of a volcano. To look no further than the literary history of our own countrjr, can we doubt that Shakespeare was in a great measure 
produced by the Reformation, and Wordsworth by the French Revolution? Poets often avoid political transactions; they often effect to despise them.But, whether they perceive it or not, they must be influenced by them. As long as their minds have any contact with those of their fellow-men, the electric impulse, at whatever distance it may originate, will be circuitously communicated to them. 3-00

The introductorjr lecture of the Lectures Chiefly on the 
Dramatic Literature of the Age of Elizabeth by Hazlitt 
contains a considered statement of the relationship be
tween the Reformation and Renaissance literature:

The first cause I shall mention, as contributing to this general effect, was the Reformation, which had just taken place. This event gave a mighty impulse and increased activity to thought and inquiry, and agitated the inert mass of accumulated prejudices throughout Europe. The effect of the concussion was general; but the shock was greatest in this country. It toppled down the full-grown, intolerable abuses of centuries at a blow; heaved the ground from under the feet of bigotted faith and slavish obedience; and the roar and dashing of opinions, loosened from their accustomed hold, might be heard like the noise of an angr3?- sea, and has never yet subsided. Germany first broke the spell of misbegotten fear, and gave the watct-word; but

100 Thomas B. Macaulay, pjc. oit., I, 52.
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England joined the shout, and echoed it back with her island-voice, from her thousand cliffs and craggy shores, in a longer and louder strain. With 
that cry, the genius of Great Britain rose, and threw down the gauntlet to the nations. There was a mighty fermentation; the waters were out; public opinion 
was in a state of projection. Liberty was held out to all to think and speak the truth. Men’s brains were busy; their spirits stirring; their hearts full; and their hands not idle. Their eyes were opened to expect the greatest things, and their ears burned with curiosity and zeal to know the truth, that the truth might make them free. The death-blow which had been struck at scarlet vice and bloated hypocrisy, loosened their tongues, and made the talismans and love-tokens of Popish superstition, with which she had beguiled her followers and committed abominations with the people, fall harmless from their necks.The translation of the Bible was the chief engine in the great work. It threw open, by a secret spring, the rich treasures of religion and morality, which had been there locked up as in a shrine. It revealed the visions of prophets, and conveyed the lessons of inspired teachers (such thej' were thought) to the 
meanest of the people. It gave them a common interest in the common cause. Their hearts burnt within 
them as they read. It gave a mind to the people, by giving them common subjects of thought and feeling.It cemented their union of character and sentiment: it created endless diversity and collision of opinion. They found objects to employ their faculties, and a motive in the magnitude of the consequences attached to them, to exert the utmost eagerness in the pursuit of truth, and the most daring intrepidity in maintaining it. Religious controversy sharpens the understanding by the subtlety and remoteness of the toi>ics it discusses, and braces the will by their infinite importance. We perceive in the history of this period a nervous masculine intellect. No levity, no feebleness, no indifference; or if there were, it is a relaxation from the intense activity which gives a tone to its general character. But there is a grav— itjr approaching to piety; a seriousness of impression, a conscientious severity of argument, an habitual fervour and enthusiasm in their mode of handling al
most every subject. 3*01

101 William Hazlitt, 0£. cit., VI, 181-83



True Christianity, as operating through Protestantism, 
contributed to Elizabethan literature the feelings of 
awe, admiration, sympathy, originality, tenderness, bene
volence, humanity, and compassion; it provided romantic 
interest, a touching simplicity in the mode of narration, 
and, in the character of Christ, a figure of sublime hu
manity who taught love of the good for the sake of good; 
"the literature of this age then, I would say, was strongly 
influenced," concludes Eazlitt, "first by the spirit of 
Christianity', and secondly by the spirit of Protestantism." 
Hazlitt has just as enthusiastic but less high-flown praise 
of the services rendered literature by Protestantism in 
his essay "Old English Writers and Speakers" which appeared 
in The Plain Speaker: Opinions on Books. Men, and Things 
for 1836. He characterizes the learning of the Reformation 
as ascetic and profound, weighted with thought, sinceritjr, 
integrity, and sanctity of purpose. "The seriousness, in
deed, amounts to an air of devotion; and it has to me some
thing fine, manly, and old English about it." He describes 
the eagerness with which the reformers studied the classics:

They ransacked libraries, they exhausted authorities. The}'' acquired languages, consulted bocks, and deciphered manuscripts. They devoured learning, and swallowed antiquity whole, and (what is more) digested it. They read incessantly, and remembered what they read, from the zealous interest they took in it....It is curious to observe the slow progress of the human mind in loosening and getting rid of its trammels, link by link, and how it crept on its hands and feet, and with its eyes bent on the ground, out of the cave of Bigotry, making its way through one dark



passage after another; those who gave up one half of an absurdity contending as strenuously for the remaining half, the lazy current of tradition stemming the tide of innovation, and making an endless struggle between the two. But in the dullest minds of this period there was a deference to the opinions of their leaders; an imposing sense of the importance of the subject, of the necessity of bringing all the faculties to bear upon it; a weight either of armour or of internal strength, a zeal for or against; a head, a heart, and a hand, a holding out to tKe death for conscience sake, a strong spirit of proseljrtism—  no flippancy, no indifference, no compromising, no pert shallow scepticism, but truth was supposed indissolubly knit to good, knowledge to usefulness, and the temporal and eternal warfare of mankind to hang in the balance.102
Hazlitt is a notable instance of a writer who goes to a
past age to look for those qualities which he finds lacking
in his; he is using the Reformation in an hortatory sense.

Edward Nares points out that the revival of learning
might have dissipated its energies had it not been called
into the service of the Reformation:

...yet when called to the aid of a reformation vrhich struck at the very root of the evil, which threatened the very foundations of a tyranny too hard to bear, and which made an appeal to the noblest faculties and highest principles of the human mind, the restoration of letters was calculated to give a surprising force and strength to the reformed party throughout Europe, by enabling it not onl^r to hold up its head against its opponents, but to loosen, dissolve, and scatter in the air, those visionary chains by which it had hitherto been held captive, the forgeries of the canonists, the servile tenets of the civilians, and, above all, the insidious (because ingenious and plausible) subtleties and sophistrj' of the schoolmen, especiallj'- their casuistical morality. If, as has been well argued, the restoration of letters, beginning amongst the Romanists, brought light, it was

102 William Hazlitt, op. cit., XII, 314-16.
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Luther1s Reformation that brought liberty.103
There exists a considerable body of opinion at this time,
then, which held that the Reformation, by stimulating the
mind to argue about subjects of serious importance, created
a state of mind which proved favorable to the creation of
literature of outstanding merit.

Despite the existence of such a sympathetic attitude
towards the Reformation, there were a few writers who dared
to dissent from the generally received opinion. This group
held that the Reformation was prejudicial to the creation
of art and literature. For example, Roscoe writes:

For some time the important discussions which took place, in both political and ecclesiastical concerns, afforded ample topics for the exercise of that eloquence and facility of composition, which were then so generally extended; but as the contests of the pen gave way to those of the sword, and subjects of great and general interest were neglected as useless, or prohibited as dangerous, a new stile of writing arose, like a weak sc yon from the root of a treefelled by the axe, which ill compensates by elegance
of form and luxuriance of foliage, for the loss of 
the more majeBtic trunk....Nor was the reformation of religion favourable in its consequence to the progress of the fine arts, which extending themselves to Italy, had now begun to be cultivated with great attention in other parts of Europe. The effect of this struggle was to call off the public attention from these studies as useless and insignificant, and to fix it on those more important discussions which were supposed so nearly

103 Edward Nares, op. cit., I, 30. Cf. Sir Walter Scott,The History of Scotland f London, 1830), II, 259; Alexander Bower, The Life of LutFer (Philadelphia, 1824), p. 44; Rob
ert Thomson, op.* cit., pp. 104-06; J. H. Hippisley, Chapters on Early English Literature (London, 1837), pp. 340-43.
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to affect both the temporal and eternal happiness of mankind. But the injurio\is consequences of the reformation on the arts, were yet more direct. Before this event the Roman religion had not onl}*1 relinquished its hostility to the productions of the chisel or the pencil, but had become the foster mother of these pursuits, and supplied the noblest and most interesting subjects for the exercise of their powers.
Roscoe goes on to say that the tendency of the Reformation 
was to deprive the artist of the benefits of association 
with religion, rewards on a lavish scale, a sympathetic 
audience, and a safe repository for his works. Burnett 
makes a distinction between the effects produced by the 
Reformation on learning on the one hand and belles lettres 
on the other:

This great event, so beneficial to the interests of humanity, served only to clog the progress of elegant literature, and to postpone the reign of taste. The objects of study were now entirely changed.... All were absorbed in religious speculations.... The reformers, not content with cleansing Christianity from catholic corruptions, carried their absurd refinements so far as to assert the inutility of all human learning; and this reformation degenerated into fanaticism..Yet, notivithstanding these untoward circumstances, the reformation was an event perhaps more auspicious to huraan improvement than any which adorns the annals of time. It produced, beyond all other causes that can be imagined, intellectual activity, the harbinger of free inquiry— the only sure cause of the progress 
of society....This general state of intellectual excitement, however unfavourable, in the first instance, to that department of literature commonly stiled the Belles Lettres. was eventually conducive to the advancement of' every kind of learning. The minds of men were awake and active; and required only to be favoured

104 William Roscoe, oj>. cit., IV, 53-55.



by their political condition to exert some of the highest efforts of intellect.105
In another place Burnett mentions the bad effects of the 
dissolution of the monasteries; Southey makes the same 
point in his review of Disraeli's Calamities of Authors 
which appeared in the Quarterly for 1812. Leigh Hunt ac
cuses the Reformation of having caused the English people 
to be less musical than they were before it while Allan 
Cunningham laments the destruction of the masterpieces of 
Italian art by the ignorant zeal of the reformers.106 In 
his rather sketchy Historic Survey of German Poetry, the 
Platonist William Taylor of Norwich argues that while the 
benefits of tolerance and of the liberty of the press, 
without which the creation of literature wotild be impos
sible, arose at the same time the Reformation did, they 
are independent of Protestantism and in fact the sceptical 
temper lay outside the stream of development of the Reforma
tion. Taylor even goes so far as to say that had it not
been for the German Reformation, as he calls it, Italy

T o7would have developed into a free country. w

105 George Burnett, ojd. cit.. II, 3-6.
106 Leigh Hunt, "Notes," Bacchus in Tuscany, a DithyrambicPoem from the Italian of Francesco Redi, w1th Notes Orl-gina 1 and Se1ec t 7London, 18251, p. 161; Allan Cunningham, The Lives"of the Most Eminent British Painters. Sculptors, 
and* Architects (London, 18391", 1*7 19-20.
107 William Taylor, Historic Survey of German Poetry (London, 1830), I, 161-63. On the other hand, Thomas McCrie,



While the study of the relationship between the Ren
aissance and the Reformation at this time adds nothing 
basically new to the ideas on the subject as developed in 
the latter part of the eighteenth century, it deepened and 
broadened the discussion and at the same time raised it to 
a higher literary level, thus pointing the way to the great 
histories of the latter part of the nineteenth century. 
Again, there is to be noted the tendenoj' to merge the re
sults of both the Renaissance and the Reformation, while 
both are held to be accountable for each other, thus re
sulting in an ideological confusion.

VII. The Rise of Commerce and the Renaissance

Begun, as we have seen in the latter part of the 
eighteenth centurjr, the investigation of the relationship 
between the rise of commerce and the Renaissance gained 
momentum in this period. The introduction of the economic 
factor as a-'pre-condition for literature and the arts be
fore the turn of the century now assumed larger proportions 
as more writers became attracted to varying kinds of socio
logical approaches to history. Generalizations gave way 
to more detailed resear dies into the exact nature of the

op. cit.. p. 18, states that the revival of learning re-_ suited in the spread of scepticism to which the Reformation 
fortunately put a stop.
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relationship, while more than one suggestion of Marxist 
methodology was put forward. Moreover, this field of in
vestigation had the sanction of some of the most respect
able and outstanding scholars; the onus which the economic 
interpretation, to use the crude designation for the sake 
of brevity, had later to bear was not yet on it.

William Playfair*s Inquiry into the Permanent Causes 
of the Decline and Fall of Powerful and Wealthy Nations 
makes the point that even during the Middle Ages Alexandria, 
Venice, Genoa, and Constantinople were the channels through 
which the people of Europe procured the luxuries and along 
which followed arts and learning. "All the arts," writes 
A Hast on Burgh:

have been the companions, if not the offspring of successful commerce; and they will in general be- found to have pursued the same course, which an admirable modern historian has so finely delineated: that is, like commerce, the3/- will be found upon inquiry to have appeared first in Italy, then in the Kanseatic Towns, next in the Netherlands; and, by transplantation during the sixteenth century, when commerce became general, to have grown, flourished, matured, and diffused their' influence, through every part of Euror)3 .1QS
In 1815, Charles Butler delivered "The Inaugural Motion 
at Laying the First Stone of the London Institution" dur
ing the course of which he defended the thesis that "... 
the commercial sucoes 353 of & nation tend di reo tly to pro — 
mote lit eraturs, th e sc ienc es, and the arts, admit 3 of no

108 Allas ton Burgh, ojo. oit., I, 343.
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doubt." One of the examples he used was the following:
The architecture, painting, and sculpture, which adorn the cities between the Alps and Middle Italy, equally owe their existence to the burghers of Lombardy. Had it not been for her commerce, Venice would never have had the school of painting, for which she is so illustrious. Had not the family of the Medici...been successful merchants, half, perhaps of the preoioua remains of antiquity which we now possess, would not have reached us.109

Among the circumstances ’which aocelerated the progress of
knowledge, asserts Stewart in his Dissertation:

...another has co-operated very extensively and powerfully; the rise of the lower orders in the different countries of Europe,— in consequence partly of the enlargement of commerce, and partis'- of the efforts of the Sovereigns to reduce the overgrown power of the feudal aristocracy.HO
Stewart's phrase ‘lower orders' does not of course mean our 
notion of proletariat; it has reference to the middle class.

Hallam devotes considerable attention to the improve
ments in wealth in Europe from the twelfth to the fifteenth 
centuries. As a result of the spread of commerce, manufac
turing establishments sprang up and banking houses came to 
the fore. Once the merchants and bankers had established 
themselves as an indispenaable part of the social order, 
they felt themselves free to patronize the arts; at the 
same time, increases in the luxuries of life, especially 
in houses and their ornaments, were a visible sign of per
manence and power. Byron neatly sums this up in his Childe

*
109 Charles Butler, Reminiscences (New York, 1824), pp. 301-OP,
110 Dugald Stewart, ojd. oit., I, 33.

I



-458-

HaroId when he describes Florence:
Along the banks where smiling Arno sweeps Was modern Luxury of Commerce born,And buried Learning rose, redeemed to a new morn.111

Liberty and commerce are linked together by Macaulay to
result ultimately in the flourishing of learning:

Thus liberty, partially indeed and transiently, revisited Italy; and with liberty came commerce and empire, science and taste, all the comforts and all the ornaments of life. The Crusades, from which the inhabitants of other countries gained nothing but relics and wounds, brought to the rising commonwealths of the Adriatic and Tyrrhene seas a large increase of wealth, dominion, and knowledge. The moral and geographical position of those commonwealths enabled them to profit alike by the barbarism of the West and by the civilization of the East....The progress of elegant literature and of the fine arts was proportioned to that of the public prosperity.... The study of the Latin writers had never been wholly neglected in Italy. But Petrarch introduced a more profound, liberal, and elegant scholarship, and communicated to his countrymen that enthusiasm for the literature, the history, and the anti— ciuititss of Rome, which divided his own heart with a frigid mistress and a more frigid Muse. Boccaccio turned their attention to the more sublime and grace
ful models of Greece..,.Knowledge and public prosperity continued to advance together. Both attained their meridian in the 
age of Lorenzo the Magnificent. H 3

In his Sir Thomas More, Southey has More voice a protest 
against the rise of commerce in his day for while it pro
duced improvements in some spheres, it dislocated the 
peasantry by giving them an economic freedom they could 
not use. Thomas Keightley traces the steps by which the

111 Lord Byron, op.. cit., II, 365.
113 Thomas B. Macaulay, op. cit., I, 199—301. Cf. ibid., 
II, 147.
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middle class came into prominence: monarcha protected the 
people from the tyranny of the nobles, and in the mean 
time the people acquired wealth, established town3 , and 
secured their liberties by obtaining charters and immuni
ties or even set up their own defence organizations. In 
this atmosphere of independence and eagerness, learning, 
science, religion, and art f louri shed.

It is Leigh Hunt's opinion that "...a nation may be 
commercial, and yet have a true taste. The Florentines 
had it, when they were at once the leaders of trade and 
of the fine arts, in the times of Lorenzo de Medici.
De Quinoey contributed an article to Tait1 a called "A 
Tory13 Account of Toryism, Whiggism, and Radicalism in 
a Letter to a Friend in Bengal1' in which he describes the 
rise of the middle class in England:

How, what great change was silently going on in this country throughout the Tudor reigns? What civil forces were then gradually evolving? These in particular: a new distribution of landed wealth, and a gentry. Upon the basis of two great changes—  let, the breaking down of the feudal aristocracy by Henry VII, 3d, the breaking down of the church aristocracy by his son— that mighty revolution was effected for England in particular which Harrington has propounded in his "Oceana” as universally the determining ground of power. Civil power and its equilibrium, says Harrington, is determined solely

113 Thomas Keightley, Outlines of History (London, 1830), 
pp. 314-15.
114 Leigh Hunt, "English and French Females Their Costumes and Bearing." Essays by Leigh Hunt, ed. H. Bennett (London, 
1907) .
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by the distribution of the landed balance; where that is placed, there is placed the power. Gradu— ally, therefore, the power, because gradually the land, had been slipping down from the hands of the high nobility and the church, where originally it was concentrated, into those of a new order, having new political relations, — viz. a gentry. This class was chiefly a growth of the Tudor days; indeed, for three parts in four, of Queen Elizabeth's days.... Such was the abject condition of the Common's House through the long reign of the last Tudor. The gentry were then in the process of growth; but, as yet, their strength was neither matured nor consciously made known. How, leap over the entire reign of her successor, the first Stuart, during which things were in a struggle; and pass, by a rapid transition, to the Parliaments convoked about the middle of the first Charles' reign. The effect is like that of a pantomime. From a House of Commons as homely and as humble as a Storthing 
of Norway, composed of farmers, village "leaders of vestries, and illiterate attorneys, or procurators for the narrowest local interests, time and political growth have brought us to a brilliant and enlightened assembly, renewing the image of a Roman Senate, and claiming a jurisdiction co-extensive with the affairs of Christendom. What was it that had worked the change? . The growth of a new order.A gentry had gradually been reared. Taking advantage of the opportunities which had first arisen in the jealousy directed to the great baronial landholders of Henry VII, which had since been favoured by the spirit of the law courts, and by the legal fictions in the subversion of entails, and which had subsequently been greatly promoted by the distribution of the church lands— a new class had silently developed itself in the course of about one century; and the great political value of that revolution lay in this, that the new class was essentially a middle class, having relations downwards as well as upwards, and common Interests connecting them with the order below them as well as that above them. Hitherto the only phantom of a middle class had been confined to towns; and it was a class most imperfectly adapted to the functions of a middle order, being in violent repulsion to the landed interest, and narrow in its powers. But this new order of landed gentry was diffused over the face of the country, and, for the first time, effected a real cohesion between all the forces of the state,
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by filling up the gulf which had divided hitherto the aristocracy from the commonalty, and the interests of real from those of moveable property. U 5
Finally, some notion of the refinements which the new
theory of the relationship between the rise of commerce
and the Renaissance had reached may be seen in George
Mi 1ler's Lectures on the Philosophy of Modern History:

But it is a very curious fact, that all this commercial prosperity failed to generate a literary spirit among the Venetians. The Florentines were literary amidst manufacturing industry and the occupations because every intellectual faculty was sxcited to activity by the restlessness of a popular and unsettled government; but the Venetians, under the tranquil administration of a jealous aristocracy, were dull amidst all their industry and opulence, contented to seek a trading profit by publishing the works of others, but never contributing to en- crease the stores of literature.
While the observations just considered do not bulk 

large in comparison with the other aspects of the Renais
sance studied at this time, they represent an advance on 
the ideas suggested in the latter half of the eighteenth 
century* The technique for the investigation of the re
lationship between the economic base and the cultural 
superstructure still required considerable refining be
fore it could become a useful instrument in the hands of 
scholars, but it is to be observed that as soon as histor
ical materialism was at last full}/ explained, it became

115 Thomas De Quineey, op. oit.. IX, 320-34.
116 George Miller, Lectures on the Philosophy of Modern 
History (Dublin, 1830), IV, 37 3—74.



identified with other considerations and often rejected 
for reasons not at all connected with its own validity.
At this time, however, the prestige of Stewart, Hallam, 
Macaulay, and De Quineey saved the economic approach from 
the condemnation it was later to receive. The expanding 
vigor of a flourishing capitalist imperialism did not see 
anything degrading in the connection between commerce and 
the arts; it was only later when the nouveau riche had 
become established and wished to forget the sordid founda
tions of its position that it became vulgar to mention 
art and economics in the same breath and so any approach 
which considered that relationship as fundamental would 
be bound to be neglected as well as feared for its threat
ening political connections.

VIII. The Renaissance and the Rise of Science

The writing of the history of science emerged from the 
decline into which it had fallen in the latter half of the 
eighteenth century. Coincidental with the turn science 
was now taking toward the more theoretical approaches 
came a revival of interest in the history of science. As 
science becomes more philosophical the ideological founda
tions of science are mors and more called into question 
and the history of science is investigated in an attempt 
to determine the origin and nature of scientific methodology



and to see whether the problems now being raised may be 
explained, in terms of any peculiar developments taken in 
the course of the history of methods. In addition, the 
triumph of science demanded that its history be written 
and this need was supplied in great part by the work of 
Whewell.

The role of inventions in effecting a transition 
between the old world and the new was investigated at 
this time. The mariner's compass, improvements in the 
art of navigation, gunpowder, the telescope, the air 
pump, the discovery of the circulation of the blood, and 
Toro ell's experiment are singled out by Kett as incontro
vertible evidence of modern superiority. According to 
William Playfair, the Middle Ages fell before the onslaught 
of three inventions; the first, the invention of the mar
iner's compass, gave a mortal blow to the Mediterranean 
nations; the second, the discovery of gunpowder, changed 
the mode of warfare; the third, the invention of printing, 
diffused culture. Playfair continues:

It was then that northern nations began to cultivate arts and sciences, as those of the south under a mild heaven, and on a fertile soil, had done three thousand years before. But ingenuity and invention took a different direction in the north from what they had done in the southern climates; instead of sovereigns and slaves, men were more in mutual want of each other, and therefore a more equal division of the fruits of industry was required. H ?

11? William Playfair, o£. cit.. p. 73.



Scott was another who thought that the invention of gun
powder brought about a change in the art of war which 
ultimately resulted in the breakdown of medieval civili
zation. "In the histories of the fourteenth and fifteenth 
centuries," writes George Miller:

various occurrences and usages may be distinguished, which operating generally upon society, rather than influencing the transactions of any particular state, may be more conveniently contemplated in one collective view, however dissimilar they may be when compared upon themselves. Though however these were of very different characters, they admit of an arrangement in respect of those parts of the general concerns of nations, which they immediately affected, and may accordingly be classed in relation of the political^ the moral, and the intellectual character of European society. They are the invention and use of gunpowder and modern artillery, the great plague of the fourteenth century, the appearance of the Gipsies, the practice of card-playing, the introduction of the venereal disease, the restoration of the fine arts, and the invention of printing:118
Miller explains this rather surprising list as follows: 
gunpowder effected the transfer from feudalism to nation
alism, the plague upset the feudal structure, the gipsies 
led to the necessity for police, card playing brought 
about a greater intimacy and at the same time a greater 
freedom between the ssxes, the venereal diseases resulted 
in a more restrained morality, the fine arts brought about 
a diffusion of refinement, and printing helped effect the 
Reformation. Southey makes a very ingenious point in his

118 George Miller, ojd. cit., IV, 464.
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dialogue Sir Thomas More when he points out that toward 
the end of the Middle Ages the art of war was on the de
cline hut was revived, not hy the invention of gunpowder,

... • *

but because the rising nationalisms were compelled to de
fend themselves from each other; gunpowder merely acceler
ated the process. The general opinion was well summed up 
by James Montgomery:

The discovery of the mariner’s compass, the invention of printing, the revival of classic learning, the Reformation, with.all the great moral, commercial, political, and intellectual consequences of these new means, materials, and motives for action and 
thought, produced corresponding effects upon literature and science.119

Science is seen as part of a greater process of change in 
which a number of other movements participated as well.

As we have seen before in previous years, the inven
tion of printing is usually singled out for special atten
tion and this period is no exception. According to Kett, 
not only did printing bring about rational improvement in 
all fields, but it was the safeguard of liberty and the 
ally of religion; it provided amusement as well as instruc
tion.130 T. Holt White and Hazlitt believe that without 
the art of printing progress would have been impossible.

119 JameB Montgomery, op. cit., p. 398.
130 Henry Kett, op. cit., I, 354—55; William Barron, pp. pit., II, 16; Dugald Stewart, pp. cit., I, 30-33; Thomas 
Morrell, pp. pit., I, 339-30; Sir John F. W. Herschel, Preliminary Piscourse on the Study of Natural Philosophy 
fLondon, 1830), p. 348.



White states:
But this superlative art brought Books within the reach of almost all the classes in Society, and excited a spirit of ardent inquiry among them. The extended Circulation of Knowledge communicated a new and vigorous impulse to the public mind. It now felt powers which had hitherto lain dormant; in exercising them, it gradually shook off the load 
of rubbish which had overwhelmed it during the coexisting domination of Monarchy and Feudality.From this epocha, the tide in improvement in human affairs set in with a steady and accelerated course. So steady as to have now nearly worn away the most formidable obstructions; and latterly so accelerated as to induce some who perceive distinctly the 
capacity for many and great improvements in social Man to aspire after Perfectibility; the hope of a vi3ionary but praiseworthy enthusiasm.121

The liberal's attitude toward the invention of printing
is expressed by Hazlitt in his Life of Napoleon:

The French Revolution might be described as a remote but inevitable result of the invention of the art of printing. The gift of speech, or the communication of thought by words, is that which distinguished man from other animals. But this faculty is limited and imperfect without the intervention of books, which render the knowledge possessed by every one in the community accessible to all.There is no doubt, then, that the press (as it has existed in modern times) is the great organ of intellectual improvement and civilisation. It was impossible in this point of view, that those institutions, which were founded in a state of society and manners long anterior to this second breathing of understanding into the life of man, should remain on the same proud footing after it, with all their disproportions and defects....The feudal system was in full vigour almost up to the period of the discovery of printing. Much had been done since that time: but it was the object of the French Revolution to get rid at one

121 T. Holt White, "Cursory Observations, by the Present Editor, on the Invention of the Art of Printing," Areopa- 
gitica (London, 1819), p. xcii.
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blow of the framework and of the last relios of that system. Before the diffusion of knowledge and inquiry, governments were for the moat part the growth of brute force or of barbarous superstition. Power was in the hands of a few, who used it only to gratify their own pride, cruelty, or avarice, and who took every means to cement it by fear and favour. The lords of the 
earth, disdaining to rule by the choice or for the 
benefit of the mass of the communit 3̂ , whom they regarded and treated as no better than a herd of cattle, derived their title from the skies, pretending to be 
accountable for the exercise of abuse of their authority to God only— the throne rested on the altar, and every species of atrocity or wanton insult having power on its side, received the sanction of religion, which it was thenceforth impiety and rebellion against the will of Heaven to impugn. This state of things continued and grew worse and worse, while knowledge and power were confined within mere local and personal limits. Each petty sovereign shut himself up in his castle or fortress, and scattered havoc and dismay over the unresisting country around him. In an age of ignorance and barbarism, when force and interest decided every thing, and reason had no means of making itself heard, what was to prevent this, or act as a check \ipon it? ... .From the moment that the press opens the eyes of the communitjr beyond the actual sphere in which each moves, there is from that time inevitably formed the germ of a body of opinion directly at variance with the selfish and servile code that before reigned paramount and approximating more and more to the manly and disinterested standard of truth and justice. Hitherto force, fraud, and fear decided every question of individual right or general reasoning; the possessor of rank and influence, in answer to any censure or objection to his conduct, appealed 
to God and to his sword:— now a new principle is brought into play which had never been so much as dreamt of, and before which he mu3t make good his pretensions, or it will shatter his strongholds of pride and prejudice to atoms, as the pent-up air shatters whatever resists its expansive force.This power is public opinion, exercised on men, things, and general principles, and to which mere 
physical power must conform, or it will crumble to powder. Books alone teach us to judge of tr\ith and good in the abstract: without a knowledge of things at a distance from us, we judge like savages or animals from our senses and appetites only; but by the aid of books and of an intercourse with the
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world of ideas, we are purified, raised, ennobled from savages into intellectual and rational b e i n g s .  ^ - 2 3

"If I were asked to describe Bacon as briefly as I
could," said Hunt in his Table-Talk."I should say that he
was the libere.tor of the hands of knowledge."123 Hunt's
contemporaries agreed with him and expressed their views
in many an enthusiastic passage. Thus George Burnett writes

The two great events, the revival of letters and the reformation, had shaken and enlivened the wits of men; and many had struck out into new paths of successful research. But these were travellers on journeys of discovery. The map of the intellectual 
regions had not yet been sketched. A few positions only were ascertained; the others were desert and 
unknown. But Bacon came, and with the light of his effulgent genius, illumined the whole hemisphere of things; the various objects of enquiry now became distinctlj' marked, with their relative positions and bearing; the several tracts towards them were 
likexvise indicated, and even made plain; and men had nothing more to do than to proceed patiently and perseveringly to reach with certainty the expected end of their labours. From the time of Bacon therefore the progress of knowledge of all kinds has been rapid and continual. That his writings constituted the sole cause of this general progression, I by no means intend to assert; but that they taught solely and established the only true method of acquiring knowledge, will not be disputed. The minds 
of men thus enlightened, their views of things became clear and settled. All future change, relative to the method of proceeding, is now out of the quee-

123 William Hazlitt, op. cit.. XIII, 3S-40. On the other hand, William Taylor, op., clt. . I, 166-67, argues that the invention of printing took place too soon because it disseminated the very same outworn mystical and scholastic literature among the untutored and unprepared people which 
the more enlightened Italians had already cast aside. The result was an ascetic morality, an irrational dogmatism, 
and an intolerant bigotry.
123 Leigh Hunt, Table-Talk (London, IS51), p. 88.
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tion; and we may go on without any risk that our labour shall be in vain, to accumulate knowledge, 
to spread illumination and happiness. The writings 
of Bacon, therefore, form one of the moat important aeras, not merely in the histor?/- of English literature, but in the annals of mankind.134

Bacon's part in the anti-Aristotelian movement is indi
cated by Herschel:

By the discoveries of Copernicus, Kepler, and Galileo, the errors of the Aristotelian philosophy were effectually overturned on a plain appeal to the 
facts of nature; but it remained to show on broad and general principles, how and why Aristotle was in the wrong; to set in evidence the peculiar weakness of his method of philosophizing, and to substitute in its place a stronger and better. This important task was executed by Francis Bacon, Lord Verulam, who will, therefore justly be looked upon in all future ages as the great reformer of philosophy, ...

An immense impulse was now given to science, and it seemed as if the genius of mankind, long pent up, had at length rushed eagerly upon Nature, and commenced with one accord, the great work of turning up her hitherto unbroken soil, and exposing the treasures so long concealed. A general sense nowprevailed of the poverty and insufficiency of knowledge in matters of fact ; and, as information flowed fast in, an era of excitement and wonder commenced, to which the annals of mankind had furnished nothing- similar .125
The high point in the appreciation of Bacon at this time
is of course Lord Macaulay's essay "Lord Bacon." V/ithout
attempting to summarize so well known an essay, Macaulay's

134 George Burnett, o j d . oit . . II, 353-54. Cf. John Bigland, pp. cit. . p. 133; Alexander F. Tytler, op., cit., p. 337;
Sir John F. W. Herschel, op. cit., p. 105.
125 Sir John F. W. Herschel, loc. oit., pp. 113-15. Cf.Leigh Hunt, London Journal, op. cit., p. iii; Isaac Disraeli, op. cit., Il” 384; Hazlitt, op. cit., II, 113-16.



attitude towards Baoon1s position in the development of 
philosophy seems to be most clearly summed up in the fol
lowing passage:

At this time Bacon appeared. It is altogether incorrect to say, as has been often said, that he was the first man who rose up against the Aristotelian philosophy when in the height of its power. The 
authority of that philosophy had, as we have shown, received a fatal blow long before he 7/as born....The part which Bacon played in this great change 
was the part, not of Robespierre, but of Bonaparte. The ancient order of things had been subverted, some bigots still cherished with devoted loyalty the remembrance of the fallen monarchy, and exerted themselves to effect a restoration. But the major- it}' had no such feeling. Freed, not yet knowing how to use their freedom, they pursued no determinate course, and had found no leader capable of conducting them.

That leader at length arose. The philosophy which he taught was essentially new. It differed from 
that of the celebrated ancient teachers, not merely in method, but also in object. Its object was the good of mankind, in the sense in which the mass of mankind always have understood and always will understand the word good.136

Macaulay then states that Bacon*s philosophy rested on a
triple foundation of utility, progress, and fruit, that
is, the good.

The importance of the revival of Platonism in the
Renaissance is given consideration at this time. Robert
Blakey writes in his History of Moral Science:

The philosophy of Aristotle still maintained its 
supremacy up to the middle of the fifteenth century, when circumstances arose which favoured to a considerable extent the re-establishment of the doctrines of Plato. The downfall of the Grecian states by

136 Thomas B. Macaulay, op. o it., II, 321.



the invasion and conquests of the Mahometans, compelled the Greek litera.ti to flee for protection to Italyj where they fortunately met with every degree of assistance and encouragement from the noble end munificent patrons of learning, the house of Medici, Alphonsus VI. king of Naples, and the other Neapolitan princes of the house of Arragon.
The attention paid to these Greek philosophers naturally paved the ray for the general dissemination of their peculiar tenets, and in the course of a veryr limited period, they made great inroads upon the quibbling and subtile philosophy of the Peripatetics.137

Macaulay has something of the same idea in the essay on
Bacon:

Many causes predisposed the public mind to a change. The study of a great variety of writers, though it did not give a right direction to philosophical research, did much towards destroying that blind reverence for authority which had prevailed when Aris
totle ruled alone. The rise of the Florentine sect of Platonists, a sect to which belonged some of the finest minds of the fifteenth century, was not an unimportant event. The mere substitution of the Academic for the Peripatetic philosophy would indeed have done little good. But anything was better than the old habit of unreasoning servility. It 
was something to have a choice of tyrants.... 128
The early nineteenth century attitude towards the

place held by science in the Renaissance is most fittingly
expressed by Turner:

This brief review of the universal motivity of the human mind during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, and of the simultaneous changes or improvements which arose in everj’- subject of human attention may lead us to the inference, that altho in the ori-

137 Robert Blakey, History of Moral Science (London, 1833) 
I, 40.
138 Thomas B. Macaulay, 0£. cit., II, 319-30. Incidentall Coleridge thought Bacon a Platonist, as he did Shakespeare 
Milton, Dante, Angelo, and Raphael.



ental division of our well-peopled globe, the in
tellect of man was assuming a stationary^ fixity which stopped all progression, and has never since 
varied, yet that in Europe it had ceased to be limited or quiescent in any of its paths of inquiry 
or pursuit. When Asia had been a scene of fertile and vigorous mind, our western quarter of the earth was dark, desolate and savage. The prospect was now reversed. The East revolved into a slumbering night and Europe began to glow with all the beauty and ardor of a bright morning sun, which has advanced with increasing lustre to a splendid meridian. As if roused and guided by some invisible agency, which every where operated, Mankind emerged to a superior condition, and felt that they were actuated by a superior impulse, and could not and did not continue what they had been. The intellectual sovereignty of A.ristotle, which the new Greek books and schools 
had for a while confirmed with new force, began every where to shake, from the rebellion of the studious mind, and from the decisive counteraction of the acciimulating knowledge. Compilations of natural facts were made by those who preferred the enriching study of nature to the barren theses of metaphysical logic; nor did the inevitable and multiplying innovations depend on the rise or talent of any particular individuals. The whole intellectual world was either moved or moving, in its waves and tides, in every quarter of the great 
ocean of life....12=

In some measure, then, the early nineteenth century has
returned to the enthusiasm for science which marked the
seventeenth century. Where the difference comes in is
that in the seventeenth century science is used actively,
as an instrument of debate and conviction, in a struggle
of momentous consequences to the establishment of the
modern mind; at this time, on the other hand, science
has become divided, one part the concern of the practicing

139 Sharon Turner, 0]D. cit. , XI, 37-3S.
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scientist with little or no regard for its past, the other 
part the study of historians who make it a subject of in
quiry and not a burning issue.

IX. Conclusion

With the exception of the new defense of the Eliza
bethans, the early nineteenth century did not contribute 
anything original to the history of the idea of the Ren
aissance. This does not mean, however, tha.t it is not 
an important part of the story. On the contrary, it was 
a period of assimilation and preparation. For one thing, 
it added to the stud^r of the Renaissance a wealth of de
tail which it has been impossible to show here. The em
phasis on fact forced theoreticians to modify their en
thusiasm for one-sided theories and at the same time com
pelled scholars with their attention riveted on minutiae 
to realize, by the very wealth of information, the vast
ness of the movements of which the facts were countless 
parts. The more the facts accumulated, the greater the 
necessity became for working out theories both comprehen
sive enough and accurate enough to account for them.
Henoe the path was laid for the large scale histories of 
the latter half of the nineteenth century. The publica
tion of Ha1lam1s Introduction marks the beginning of a 
new era in the study of the Renaissance in England for
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it is the first full length study of the culture of the 
Renaissance, English and continental both, to appear in 
England.

At the same time, it must be noticed that the idea 
of the Renaissance is more and more becoming the exclus
ive property of the scholar. Enthusiasm for the idea of 
the Renaissance arises not from its hortatory possibili
ties nor from its part in the creation of the modern temper 
but from the small and isolated excitement which debate 
over theories of scholarship occasions. The discussion 
over the idea of the Renaissance tells us more about the 
mind of the scholar than about the mind of man in his 
more vigorous activities. No disparagement is intended 
either of the scholar or of the idea of the Renaissance 
but these are the facts and as such must be recorded.
The early nineteenth century points to an extremely ex
citing period of historical investigation to come, one 
in which philosophy is written in histories and in which 
the idea of the Renaissance plays an important part. In
genious and complex theories of the Renaissance are sug
gested, indeed none more worthy of investigation than 
those of the latter part of the nineteenth century in 
England, but v/hen all is said, and done they ultimately 
lack the compelling force, the sense of aliveness and 
urgency, which characterized the treatment of the idea
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of the Renaissance from the Renaissance itself, and there 
especially so, to about the end of the eighteenth century. 
The idea of the Renaissance grows up, but it also grows 
less vital.



CONCLUSION

It has "been my purpose in this dissertation merely 
to accumulate and arrange the opinions of writers from 
Petraroh to Hallam on the subject of the idea of the 
Renaissance. I use the word •merely* advisably because 
novi'here have I knowingly expressed my personal prefer
ences for one writer*s ideas as against another*s nor 
have I selected any particular theory of the Renaissance 
to serve as a basis of judging other theories. Of course, 
it would be absurd to deny that value words have crept 
in but the ordinarjr exigencies of composition alone would 
account for such intrusion. However, where such phrases 
as "more comprehensive," "less thorough," "more complete," 
and the like occur, they are not intended as my criticisms 
of the ideas they are applied to, but are simply compari
sons based on the work of the writers previous to those 
being treated at the moment. Thus, when I say that the 
studies of eighteenth century writers on the relationship 
between the Renaissance and the Middle Ages are comprehen
sive in scope, I mean that compared with the seventeenth 
century studies on the same subject, they deal with more 
facets of the same topic and in greater numbers. In other 
words, such phrases are strictly quantitative; they are 
in no sense qualitative.

I do not deny that it is quite possible to brush 
aside these assertions as to my objectivity in the collec
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tion of evidence with the statement that the very attempt
to record the history of the idea of the Renaissance is in
itself a way of looking at the Renaissance problem. I mean
that it is a characteristic contemporary procedure in many
disciplines to study the history of a problem in an effort
to determine whether errors in method are not the result of
the defects in the early approaches to the same problem;
that is to say, the methodological assumptions of the first
investigators may have so permeated the approaches to a
problem that subsequent investigators have unconsciously
taken over these assumptions with the consequence that the
problem cannot be solved along traditional lines. Though
to answer this charge is to get into that happy realm of
theoretical discussion where one figuratively plays, as
Gilbert puts it:

On a cloth untrue,with a twisted cue,and elliptical billiard balls.
nevertheless, I think it necessary to point out that the 
history of ideas which I have used throughout the disser
tation by the nature of its technique comes closer to re
cording what the writers of the past have had to say on 
the subject of the idea of the Renaissance than any other 
method which could have been employed.

By breaking down the theories of the Renaissance con
sidered here into a number of constantly recurring and 
well-defined idea units, the history of ideas is able to
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exhibit the origin and development of the idea of the 
Renaissance in an orderly, detailed, and objective fash
ion. It was seen that the idea of the Renaissance was, 
if one may use the word, the invention of the Renaissance 
itself and that the main elements of the concept of the 
Renaissance were worked out in considerable detail at 
that time. Furthermore, one gets the impression that 
the writers of the Renaissance on the idea of the Renais
sance were describing contemporary phenomena; these wri
ters describe and are at the same time the source material 
for subseq'usnt treatment of the idea of the Renaissance. 
For this reason, the history of the idea of the Renaissanc 
after the Renaissance shows a double atx’ain: 'while writers 
on the subject recognised the necessity of dealing with 
facts, they realised that these facts were simultaneously 
objective and subjective, and hence they felt themselves 
free to theorise about the idea of the Renaissance almost 
at will. This is the reason, I think, why the history of 
the idea of the Renaissance shows a fairly constant use 
of the same major ideas yet combined to form essentially 
different pictures of the idea of the Renaissance. While 
the writers of different periods have felt the necessity 
of adhering to the major components of the idea of the 
Renaissance, they have also felt themselves at liberty to 
recombine them and to select particular ones for special 
emphasis, and this they have usually done under the influ-
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ence of the methodological preconceptions peculiar to 
their own ages.

However, so far as this thesis is concerned, bias 
in favor of any particular theory of the Renaissance was 
obviated by the demands of the method used which necessi
tated the gathering of the greatest number and variety of 
ideas on the subject before it was possible to make any 
generalizations. The method employed has been inductive, 
almost statistical: starting with primary materials ranging 
over as wide an area as possible, it has been seen that in 
these materials a number of ideas have appeared and re
appeared, and these, when sifted out of other but irrele
vant ideas and arranged in sequence, constitute the history 
of the idea of the Renaissance. The history of ideas did 
not in anj'- way affect the nature of the ideas which were 
uncovered since these were embodied in the texts studied 
and could not have been known beforehand; the method mere
ly enabled the researcher to assume that such idea units 
would exist and to be on the alert for them. I should 
like to point out that while the history of ideas does 
have its own assumptions, it i3 possible by the applica
tion of the same method to analyze these assumptions and 
consequently to take them into account if necessary, a 
procedure which is the fundamental test of the pretensions 
of any method which is thought to be scientific. The 
history of ideas is linked up with the development of the
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concept of the sociology of knowledge, and the latter ulti
mately stems from Marxism. While Marx and Engels were not
the first to perceive the inter-relatedness of the disci
plines and of their relation as a whole to the society of
which they were a part, they were the first to expound this
idea systematically, to discover the laws of its motion, 
and to apply it on a large scale. According to Marx, upon 
the economic basis of society there is erected an ideological 
superstructure which is conditioned by the economic base 
and in turn conditions the base itself. In other words, 
ideas are important not so much for their validity as for 
their social function, i.e., the use to which they are put 
by men in their efforts to justify their needs, aspirations, 
and actions. Moreover, ideas are hardly ever found in iso
lation, but exist in combination, in the form of ideologies, 
or self-contained systems of ideas which systematically 
deal with the nature of the universe, man's relation to 
it, his character and motivations, his institutional struc
tures and his relation to them, his past and his future, 
and his ability to know the world outside of himself. Now, 
while the ability of the Marxian theory of ideology actually 
to demonstrate the one-to-one relationship of ideological 
superstructure to economic base has been strongly questioned, v 
nevertheless the theory has become one of the most fructify
ing suggestions in the history of history writing, and there 
can be no doubt that the thinking of such non—Marxist and
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even anti-Marxist scholara as Arnold, Mannheim, Pareto, 
Robinson, and Veblen is in its basic assumptions directly 
related to the Marxian theory of ideology. The history 
of ideas is a more recent development of this theory and 
is particularly concerned with the discrimination and tra
cing of the component elements in the ideologies of the 
past. Since the history of ideas deals with the unit ideas 
which go to make up systems and not with the validity of 
the systems themselves, it has the merit of being descrip
tive yet it is without assumed and unconscious judgments.

In a sense, it is difficult to set down the conclu
sions which this study has arrived at since they are im
plicit in the narrative itself. To do more than has been 
done in the conclusions to the individual chapters would 
be to superimpose on the idea of the Renaissance a contin
uity and unity which it does not in fact possess. By this 
I mean that while the thesis has sequence by virtue of its 
necessary condensation of materials, this is in many re
spects an artificial creation. I do not intend to suggest, 
however, that there is no continuity to the idea of the 
Renaissance since this would be a contradiction in terms, 
but it is a much more casual and loose conlocation of more 
or less connected opinions on the subject than the thesis 
would indicate. In point of fact, there is no tradition 
of study of the Renaissance problem; what we have is a very 
considerable number of opinions ranging over a long stretch
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of time on a subject which many writers found in varying 
degrees interesting to them. The study of the idea of the 
Renaissance before Hallam is not a specialised field of 
research in which a group of scholars operates with mors 
or less awareness of the nature of the problem and of the 
work of their predecessors and contemporaries. This aspect 
of the history of the Renaissance problem does not enter 
into the consideration of the subject treated here until 
the study of history becomes an end in itself and attracts 
to itself specialists willing to devote themselves to par
ticular areas of investigation.

Nevertheless, one or two aspects of the study of the 
Renaissance problem from Petrarch to Hallam deserve dis
cussion. For one thing* the awareness of the Renaissance 
in the Renaissance itself is a matter of considerable sig
nificance. The main features of the idea of the Renaissance 
as they are subsequently developed are already delineated 
in the Renaissance itself. The range and depth of the Ren
aissance awareness of itself are surprisingly great, but 
they should also be a strong sign of suspicion, for if it 
was the Renaissance which laid down the lines which subse
quent investigation of the era was to follow, it is possible 
to think of the whole notion of the Renaissance as the in
vention of a group of writers who wished to use the notion 
of a difference between themselves and previous ages for 
perhaps religious or x^olitical or other reasons. After all,
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the assertion of difference is not necessarily the guaran
tee of that difference, especially when the motives for 
that assertion are under suspicion. Or again, it is poss
ible to take such self-consciousness as a mark of the mod
ern. Finally, one may consider the bare fact of expressed 
awareness of difference, whether real or not, as in itself 
a criterion of difference.

Another interesting aspect of the history of the idea 
of the Renaissance is the way in which subsequent periods 
single out particular facets for special consideration. 
Thus, the writers of the seventeenth century emphasized 
the relationship of the Renaissance to the rise of science 
to the almost total exclusion of other ideas. It is easy 
to see why they should have done this because the study 
of science was at that time at a peak of enthusiasm but 
the fact in itself is in the nature of a warning. The 
Renaissance writings on itself have the freshness and di
rectness of contemporary observation, but once we move 
beyond the event and as it becomes more and more deeply 
embedded in the past so that we have to rely not on obser
vation but on reconstruction through others* observations 
which in this case may be looked on with some degree of 
suspicion, the danger of creating a past period in the 
image of the present increases disturbingly. In the mater
ials studied here, the danger is only latent; it exists to 
be sure, but it can be ascertained and taken into account.



But when philosophy and history merge, as they did in the 
nineteenth century, then we are faoed with very serious 
problems, especially since the more complex the methodology 
becomes the greater the danger of the intrusion of precon
ceptions. However, it is just when this begins to happen, 
and for that very reason, that the dissertation stops. 
Nevertheless, adequately to treat the history of the idea 
of the Renaissance, the work of the last hundred years on 
the subject requires minute and concentrated study.

It is the practice of the contemporary historian to 
disclaim any suggestion that history teaches lessons, to 
use the old phraseology. This i3 possibly true, though 
an examination of the notion of historical impartiality 
might very well show that it is an historically conditioned 
attitude developed to cope with a specific and not neces
sarily universal situation. Nevertheless, if the thesis 
is to have a justification beyond the ordinary reasons, I 
should like it to be thought of as the beginnings of an 
essay in historical semantics. What the thesis shows, 
and this would be especially true of the study as a whole 
when completed, is that there is no graver threat to clear 
thinking than the tendency to accept concepts as real 
things. By this I mean that when we deal with large gen
eralizations we tend to forget that they are but constructs 
devised by ourselves as temporary hypotheses based on im
perfect and incomplete inductions. If the purpose of scienct



and I include history in this category, is directed at ar
riving at ever more accurate descriptions or correspondences 
in language of the world outside of ourselves as observers, 
then the danger of confusing our preconceptions with the 
real world we are trying to approximate is ever present yet 
very easy to forget. Now, what I have tried to do here on 
a small scale of course and perhaps in a not very important 
area of study is to show that concept and reality are not 
the same thing and that for every concept used there must 
be a referent in the real world. Obvious and simple though 
this idea may be, the failure to apply it as a criterion in 
thinking beyond the realm of scholarship is seen on all 
sides today and with what results it would be too painful 
to enumerate, I should be the first to deny that the thesis 
is intended as propaganda for clear thinking, though I 
should see nothing wrong in that, nor that historical seman
tics is a universal panacea. Nevertheless, at a time when 
scientific method is under attack, when rational thinking 
is decried, and when the arrogance of ignorance seems to 
lord it over the hnmi 1 i ty and uncertainty of the democratic 
method of reason, I should like my thesis to stand as an 
example of simple discourse and clear communication, small 
virtues perhaps, but essential ones.



BIBLIOGRAPHY

Chapter I

Georgius Agricola, De Re Metallioa. tr. Herbert and Lou H. Hoover, London, 1912.
Henry Cornelius Agrippa, The Vanity of Arts and Sciences. London, 1676. -----------------------
Leon Battista Alberti, The Architecture, tr. James Leoni,3 vols., London, 1736.
_________ Kleinere Kunsttheoretische Schriften.ed. Hubert Janititschek, Vienna, 1877.
Sir William Alexander, The Poetical Works, ed. L. E. Kastner and II. B. Charlton, 3 vols., Edinburgh, 1921-39.
Jacques Amyot, Les Vies des Hommes Illustres Grec3 et Romains 

Pericles et Fabius Maximus, ed. Louis Clement, Paris, 1906.
Henry Anstey, ed., Epistolae Academioae Oxon.. 3 vols.,Oxford: Clarendon Press, 13 §8.
Edward Arber, ed., An English Garner. 8 vols., London, 1377-96
Richard Arnold, The Customs of London, otherwise Called Arnold's Chronicle. London, 18II.
Roger Asoham, The English Works, ed. James Bennet. London, p-761'Q
___________  . Rogeri Aschami Epiatolarum, Oxford, 1703.
E. W. Ashbee, ed., Occasional Faosimilie Reprints of Rareand Curious Tracts of the 16th and 17th Centuries, 3 vols., 

London, 1868-73.
Geoffroy Atkinson, Les Nouveaux Horizons de la Renaissance 

Fran^aise, Paris, 1935.
John Awdeley, The Fraternity of Vacabondes, Thomas Harman, ”  A Caueat or Warenins: for Commen Cursetora, Parson Haben,A Sermon in Praise of Thieves and Thievery, ed. Edward Vile3 and F. J. Furnivall, Henry Brinkow, Complaynt of Roderyk Mors, ed. J. M. Cooper, Simon Fish, A Supplicacyon for the Beggars, ed. F. J. Furnivall, London” 1874.
Iohannes Baleus, Index Brittannlae Scriptorum, ed. Reginald L. Poole and Mary Bateson, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1903.



-487-

Sir Richard. Barckley, A Discourse of the Felicitie of Man, London, 1603.
Richard Barnfield, The Poems, ed. Montague Summers, London, 1936?
Robert Barret, The Theorike and Practike of Moderns Warre. London, 1598.
Gasparino Barzizza, Opera, ed. Joseph Furiettus, Rome, 1733.
Antonius Beccatellus, Antonii Beocatelli...Eoistolarum. Naples, 1746. --------------------- -----------
Pietro Bembo, Opera. Argentotati, 1652.
Gregorius Bersmann, Poamatum. Lipsiae, 1593.
Petrus Bertius, ed., Illustrium &_.Clarorum Virorum EpistolaeSelectiores. Lugduni Batavorum, 1617.
Jaoques Besson, Theatrura Instrumentorum et Machinarum. Lyons* 

! 5 S 3 . :--------------:---------

George Best, The Three Voyages of Martin Frobisher, ed. Vilhjalmur" Stefanaaon ana Eloise McCaskill, 3 vols.,London, 1938.
Theodore de Beze, Poemata, London, [l597?J
Flavio Biondo, De Roma Triumphate...Romae Instauratae...De Qrigine Venetorum...Italia Illustrata...Historiarum ab Inclinatio Ro.''imperio, Basle, 1559.
Thomas Blundeville, M. Blundeville His Exercises. London, 1633.
____________________ , "The True Order and Methode of Wrytingand Reading Hystories (1574)," ed. Hugh G. Dick, Hunt.

Lib. Quart., III (1940), 149-70.
Giovanni Boccaccio and Lionardo Bruni Arstino, The Earliest Lives of Dante, tr. James R. Smith, New York, 1901.
 , On Poetry, tr. Charles G. Osgood, Princeton

University Press,“1930.
, Opera Latine Mlnori, ed. Aldo F. MaBsera,^

Bari, 1938.
Jean Bodin, Les Six Livres de la Republique, Paris, 1583.
 ___________ t Methodus ad Faoilexn Historioriarum Cognitionea.

London, 1583.



Sir Thomas Bodley, Lettera...to Thomas James, ed, C. W. Wheeler, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1S26.
, The Life.•.Written by Himself, Edinburgh,18 $4.

Johann Boemus, The Fardle of Facions, 3 vols., Edinburgh, 1888 
Jean Jacques Boissard, Poemata, Basle, 1574.
Andrew Boorde, The Fyrst Boke of the Introduction of Knowledge 

ed. F. J. Furnivall, London, 1370.
Tycho Brahe, De Nova Stella, Hauniae, 1901.
Aurelio Brandolini, De Rations Scribendi, Coloniae Agrippinae, 1573.
Nicholas Breton, The Works in Ver3e and Prose, 3 vols., Edinburgh University Press, 187^.
Mary E. Brown, ed.. Dedications an Anthology, New York, 1913.
Leonardo Bruni Aretino, Hiatorlarum Florentini Populi Libri XIIe Rerum Suo Tempore Gest'arum Commentarius, ed. Emilio Santini and Carmine de Pierro, 1914.
___________ ._____________ , Laudatio Florentinae Urbis, ed.

Theodor Klette,' Griefswald, 1889.
  , "Vita di Dante e del Petrarca, " inAutobiografio e Vite De1 Maggiori Scrlttorl Italian1, ed. Angelo So’lerti l[Milan, 1903), pp^ 871134.
Giordano Bruno, The Heroic Enthusiasts, tr. L. Williams,3 vols., London, 1887. " ‘ *
Giovanni Bruto, Historiae Libri Octo, Lugduni, 1563.
George Buchanan, "The Opinion of George Buchanan concerning the Reformation of the University of St. Andrews," The Bannatyne Miscellany, II, Edinburgh, 1836.
Gui 1 la urn e Bud s, De Studio Liter arum_ Recte et_ Co aaode Instltu- 

endo, ...De Philologia Libj_ II., Basle, 1533.
A. H. Bullen, ed., Shorter Elizabethan Poems, Westminster, 1903

, ed., Some Longer Elizabethan Poems, Westminster,
1§03"

Johannes Butzbach, The Autobiography, tr. Robert F. Seybolt M  and Paul Monroe, Ann Arbor, 1933.



-489-

Giovanni Calvacanti, Istorie Florentine, 2 vols., Florence, 1838
John Calvin, The Necessity of Reforming; the Church, tr. H. Beveridge, Philadelphia, 1843.
Joachim Camerarius, Io achiini Camerarii.Epistolarurn Fami liar urn. Frankfort, 1583.
Phillip Camerarius, The Walkinp; Librarie, tr. John Molls,London, 1531.
Giovanni Campano, Opera Selsctiora. Lipsiae, 1734.
John Capgrave, Ye Sola.ce of Pilsriines. ed. C. A. Mills. London. 1911. -------

Jerome Cardan, The First Book of...De Subtilltate, tr. Myrtle M. Cass, Williamsport, Pâ ~, 1934.
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