
monastic life, sensitive, excluded both by his habit and tempera­
ment from an active life of the instincts, he concentrated his 
heart and mind on friendship with scholars of like tastes. A man 
of formidable intellectual ability and exquisite literary gifts, his 
vast reputation was built up not only by personal contact and 
familiar letters, but also by the new invention of the printing 
press. His sharp satire- The Praise oJFolly-exploited the sensa­
tionalism that only the press can give, and his Latin translation 
of the Greek Testament established his reputation .as a scholar 
with a rapidity that no one could have achieved in earlier centu­
ries. For Erasmus, the institutions of the Church and its learning 
were encrusted with silliness, stupidity, and barbarity. Christian 
faith could never regain its pristine clarity until this dross of cen­
turies was cleared away. ' . 

Yet he was no Protestant, no revolutionary, and he retreated 
rapidly from the positi~n toward which Luther with his furious 
denunciati9ns and precipitate actions seemed to be dragging 
him. Naturally he refused to listen to Albrecht Durer's ardent 
plea: "0 Erasmus of Rotterdam, where wilt thou tarry? ... 
Hear, Christian knight, ride forth with the Lord Jesus ... defend 
the right, obtain the martyr's crown!" He preferred to die in his 
bed: scared of the new age whose coming in 1517 he had wel­
comed with such joy. But for Durer the reformation of religion 
was an inspiration greater and deeper than any experience of his 
life, greater even than his artistic experience in Italy. 

Undoubtedly the scholars and critics had undermined, by 
their sharp attack on contemporary religious practices, the insti­
tutions of the Church; they mocked priests, bred resentment 
against papal taxation, and held the popes themselves up to the 
ridicule many deserved. Although some like Erasmus drew 
back, others such as Melanchthon and Peter Martyr, the Italian 
humanist, were prepared to go forward with Luther, feeling that 
he was leading them to the true dawn of a new age, to the 
rebirth of Christianity as Christ preached it. So the spirit of the 
Italian Renaissance, once it crossed the Alps, was diverted into 
new channels, plunging from the broad, sunlit meadows of sec­
ular delights into the dark ravines of religion. 

Yet this political and religious twist to Italian influence was, 
for the early part of the sixteenth century, largely, if not entirely, 
confined to England, the Netherlands, and Germany. In France 
there were men like Erasmus, friends of his, deeply concerned 

.~;, 

Shown here in a drawing by Durer, Erasmus, 
the bastard son of a priest and possessed of 
enormous intellectual and literary gifts, 
exemplified a new link between Italian 
humanism and reformed Christianity. 
During his lifetime his satirical masterpiece, 
The Praise ofFolly, was printed forty times. 
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with theology, deeply distrustful of scholasticism, as ardent as 
he was for pure religion. Yet they were not typical of French 
society as More and Colet or even Thomas Cromwell were typi­
cal of England. French society was more sophisticated, more 
secure, readier far to pursue that language of personal expression 
that lies at the heart of the Italian Renaissance. 

Much of Italian civilization-the gardens, the clothes, the fur­
nishings and decoration of houses and palaces, the general civil­
ity of life - had entranced Philippe de Comines and many 
another noble Frenchman with the, invading armies of Charles 
VIII and Louis XII. But it was Francis I who really fell in love 
with Italy and things Italian in spite of the fact that the greatest 
humiliation of his career-his defeat by the Emperor Charles 
V-took place at Pavia. He was the fIrst prince outside Italy to 
begin a collection of paintings and sculpture by the great Italian 
masters. He persuaded Leonardo da Vinci to spend his last years 
at Amboise, close to his great hunting lodges at Blois and 
Chambord. He did everything he could to entice Michelangelo 
to live in France and nearly succeeded. (He had to be content 
with a Hercules his agent bought.) With Benvenuto Cellini he 
was more successful. This fabulous rogue, a boastful, swash­
buckling liar yet a craftsman of genius, entranced Francis, who 
tolerated his extravagance and forgave his bad temper for the 
sake of the embellishments (among them Cellini's superb gold 
saltcellar that is so justly famous) with which he was adorning 
his chateaux. 

Francis I was not merely a collector; he wanted his court to 
outshine in literature and in manners, as well as in art, the most 
famous courts of Italy, and he flung his cloak of patronage on 
all who might bring distinction to his country. In this he was 
aided by his remarkable sister, Marguerite of Navarre, who can 
claim, perhaps, to be one of the most outstanding women of 
the Renaissance. She wrote the Heptameron, a bawdy collection 
of stories, after the style of Boccaccio, a mystical tract called The 
Mirror of the Sinful Soul, and a number of outstanding spiritual 
hymns. She corresponded with Erasmus, befriended Protes­
tants, was accused herself as a heretic by the Sorbonne, and 
patronized Rabelais. Her court contained the whole world of 
letters, as complex and as strange as her own temperament. 
Indeed, many of the contradictions in her own self-expression 
reflected the contradictions of French artistic and intellectual 

society as it struggled to assimilate the achievements of Italy not 
only with its own Gothic traditions but also with those new 
horizons-intellectual as well as geographical-that the great 
discoveries had disclosed to the Western world. For Italian 
humanists, discovery lay in the past, in the art and history of 
their ancestors or their country's ancestors, the Greeks. With 
Frenchmen and with Englishl1J;yn, discovery also meant new 
worlds that knew neither Chri'sb;nity nor Christian government 
nor Christian morality. To men such as Rabelais, Montaigne, 
Marlowe, Shakespeare, or Bacon, insecurity, anxiety, and ela­
tion mingled haphazardly and fused into art. Reverence for the 
past, a yearning for the safety 'of tradition, alternated with the 
intoxicating sense of the capacity of man, the uniqueness of his 
experience, and the splendor and freshness of the world that 
was about him. 

In Rabelais, the greatest writer of the French Renaissance, this 
conflict was apparent both in his restless, troubled life and in his 
writings. Like Erasmus, he was a rebel monk who hated the 
ignorance and immorality of monastic life. He sought truth in 
the world. "Abandon yourself," he wrote, "to Nature's truths, 
and let nothing in this 'world be unknown to you." Rabelais 
followed his own dictum and it led him to strange places-to 
alchemy, to astrology, to the mysterious exoticism that seemed 
to offer new truth in the int911ectual chaos of sixteenth-century 
Europe. 

And his great work Gargantua and Pantagruel is as odd and as 
moving as Rabelais's own quest for self-knowledge. Gargantua, 
Pantagruel, and Grangousier, the chief characters of this extraor­
dinary fantasia, have the twisted extravagance of Gothic gar­
goyles. They are gross representatives of the instinctive life, yet 
full of satire and wisdom, capable of nobility and understand­
ing. Above all they are in search of life and truth. And in the 
midst of their fantastic adventures comes the description of the 
Abbey of Thelema, a Utopian world that might have been 
dreamed by Castiglione. The turmoil and confusion of real life 
is stilled by the contemplation of realized ideals; men and 
women achieve the noble life. The whole book is written in a 
fabulous style, by a man utterly drunk with words. It is almost 
as if Rabelais had himself discovered language. This mixture of 
barbarity and civility, of satire and sincerity, entranced the 
French court. The Church might be scandalized, the Protestants 
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outraged, but Pantagruelism became chic, the fashion of the 
aristocracy. It was original, it was in tune with the medley and 
confusion of contemporary life, and above all, it was French. 

A s soon as a literary renaissance begins to flourish either in 
France or in England or in Spain, a strong nationalist senti­

ment rapidly infuses it, and the delight that writers and artists 
took in the Italian achievement led not only to emulation but 
also to envy. In 1549 Joachim du Bellay published his pamphlet 
La Deftnse et illustration de la langue Jranfaise (cribbed almost 
entirely from Speroni's defense of Italian) in which he exhorted 
Frenchmen to challenge in their own language the triumphs of 
antiquity. The same court circle that patronized Rabelais took 
du Bellay's exhortation as a battle cry. Fortunately, du Bellay 
could practice what he preached. He and his friend Ronsard and 
their group, La P!eiade, produced excellent lyrics. They, too, 
were preoccupied with the loneliness of men and their depend­
ence on love and affection to save them from unbearable soli­
tude. In Marguerite of Navarre, Ronsard, Rabelais, du Bellay, 
and the rest, the court of Francis I possessed a galaxy of talent 
that would have been a credit to any court of Italy. Owing vast 
debts to the Italian Renaissance, they nevertheless achieved a 
style, an idiom, and a theme distinctly French. 

The same was to be true of the great efflorescence of literature 
that took place in England shortly afterwards. Plots, characters, 
in fact entire plays were lifted wholesale from Italian authors. 
The intentions of Edmund Spenser would have drawn from 
Castiglione nothing but his entire approval, and Spenser's debt 
to Ariosto's Orlando Furioso is as obvious as it is large. Yet there 
is no plagiarism: all is transmuted, Englished. Like Rabelais, the 
Elizabethans grew drunk on the discovery of their language. At 
the same time they were even less confined by tradition than the 
French, and their sense of achievement was far sharper, for the 
English were closer in time to barbarity and to anarchy. The 
great promise of the days of Chaucer, Langland, and Wycliffe 
had been checked by the maelstrom of the fifteenth century. The 
Wars of the Roses had ripped apart the fabric of English life. 
The violent class turmoil of the early Tudor period that fol­
lowed, which had led men of affairs to seek guidance in politics 
and diplomacy in Italy, had begun to settle by the reign of Eliza­

beth I into a new pattern of society in which gentlemen-but 
not noblemen-predominated. 

The break with the Church, combined with increasing 
knowledge of the worlds beyond Europe, intensified this sense 
of a new age, of an original time. Yet the very dissolution of 
the past created anxiety, insecurity, a sense of isolation, and a 
longing to discover standards. The !dramatists held up a looking 
glass to this society in conflict. The violence, the rapacity, the 
passion of their age, were more acceptable to the audience that 
thronged to see their plays if they were cast in Italy, in ancient 
Rome, or more daringly in their own historic past. For this 
crude audience, the crimes in the Duchess oj Malfi or the White 
Devil possessed a further dimension of evil and horror if set in 
the criminal splendor of an Italian court where incest, riot, poi­
son, and murder were, everyone believed, commonplaces of 
life. As well as stimulating the poetic imagination of a Webster 
or a Tourneur, however, Italy and its Renaissance still possessed 
a serious purpose for Englishmen. Long after politicians had 
given up expecting to find the secrets of their craft there, and 
long after dramatists had exhausted the plots of its authors, Italy 
continued to exert the deepest influence. 

Profoundly, important as the influence of the Italian Renais­
sancemighi'he on art 'and literatu.i'~ a~d learning, it was greater 
sfilrin education, using that word in its widest possible sense. 
There were two aspects of this influence-one for the narrow 
circle of intellectually creative men, the other for the world at 
large. How far the intellectual skepticism of the Renaissance, 
with its search for truth iri the evidence presented by men and 
events rather than in dogma and authority, stimulated the 
growth of a rational attitude to the world is difficult to know. 
Certainly without the greater stimuli of the discovery of the 
world beyond Europe and the revolutionary achievements of 
science in the seventeenth century, it might easily have come to 
naught. 'However, to belittle the importance of those first broad 
cracks that were made in fifteenth-century Italy in the all­
embracing dome of dogma is to falsify history. Ideologies were 
still to rage in the heart of man and haunt his destiny, but for 
Western man never again could there be two opposed worlds of 
Christians and heretics. Important though this impetus was to 
the habit of truth, to the growth of a scientific and skeptical 
spirit in the world of learning, it is of minor significance com­
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pared with the influence that the Italian Renaissance had on the 
social patterns that Western Europe adopted. 

Italy, with Flanders, had been the first country in Europe to 
grow really rich on commerce, to throw up a middle class that 
could challenge the economic, poli tical, and social power of the 
aristocracy. These merchants, bankers, craftsmen, found their 
first real security in economic life. This they knew; this they 
controlled. And so they organized their political and social life 
about their economic activity-in guilds-and ignored as far as 
they could the structure of the world about them. But the pres­
sure of their wealth and the needs of their professions forced 
them from their exclusive habits, forced them into contact (and 
at times into conflict) with the aristocracy, whose sources of 
wealth, invigorated by the rise of commerce, remained large 
enough to maintain their privileged place in society. In the end 
a linkage was made between the aristocracy and the middle class: 
they remained distinct but joined by paths that men could tra­
verse, and this mingling wrought a profound change in social 
customs, in manners, in education, in the images of man that 
seemed socially valuable. In its search for standards, Italy could 
look where the Flemish could not-into its highly sophisticated 
past, to the days of Rome and Greece when life had also been 
urban, rich, and aristocratic, yet commercially minded. Al­
though antiquity could provide some ingredients, it could not 
provide all, and the merchants' hunger to belong drove them to 
accept readily many of the concepts of feudal aristocracy. 

1530 or so, however, Italian society had brought intoB y 
being an idea of a gentleman that was neither classical nor 

feudal, neither noble nor bourgeois, neither rural nor urban, but 
a fusion of all of these. The projection of this image acquired 
such intensity because Western Europe had begun to undergo 
the same sort of violent social revolution that Italy had under­
gone between 1300 and 1450. In the sixteenth century commer­
cial wealth poured into Cadiz, Lisbon, Bordeaux, Nantes, 
London, Antwerp, Hamburg. It raced through the veins of rural 
society, erupting, creating, destroying. The new men of this 
age-and there were thousands of them-felt great social inse­
curity. They had to learn to be gentlemen, to move at ease in 
the aristocratic world that they could not or would not eradi­
cate. They adopted the pattern of compromise that the Italians 
had established. They wolfed down the courtesy books-della 

Casa as well as Castiglionc. They adopted Italian clothes and 
Italian manners. They educated their childrcn according to Ital­
ian precepts. A knowledge of a great deal of Latin and a little 
Greek became an absolute necessity for anyone who aspired to 
gentility, from the North Cape of Norway to the Strait of 
Gibraltar. And a gentleman was n~t only delineated by his edu­
cation, he also required breeding-those aristocratic airs, that 
easy nonchalance, that assumption of privileged position lightly 
borne, that Castiglione had emphasized over and over again. A 
taste in the visual arts was as essential a part of breeding as skill 
in sitting a horse. 

As Europe assimilated its vast wealth, and society became 
more ordered, so this image of a gentleman became more tena­
cious. It represented, as it did in Italy, the triumph of the aristoc­
racy at the expense of the middle class, whose own merits­
prudence, reticence, professional education-came to be re­
garded as boorish or comic, from which the young not only 
wished to escape but were encouraged to do so. This is why the 
possession of land achieved such sanctity in Western Europe­
it was the way to salvation, the route by which a merchant's 
children might become gentlemen and gentlewomen. Excluded 
from true social power, hypnotized by the snobbery and sophis­
tication of aristocratic life to which the Italian Renaissance had 
given such vivid defmition, the merchant classes of Europe lost 
much of their dynamic and creative energy, and it took nearly 
two centuries of frustration before they challenged, in the age 
of Napoleon, the aristocratic foundations of European society. 

During this period from the Reformation to the French Revo­
lution the spirit of the Italian Renaissance pervaded Europe. It 
taught the very raw provincial aristocracies of the West how to 
live, how to move at ease through a world of bourgeois delights, 
without being contaminated by it. Certainly it intensified snob­
bery, hardened the stratification of classes of men, and checked 
the scientific imagination by insisting on the educatIon of char­
acter rather than of aptitudes. In return it gave much. It taught 
the new men of Europe that the purpose of art, the call of learn­
ing, were an essential part of the use of wealth. And it projected 
a theme- the uniqueness of personal experience, the idea of 
man caught in thejaws ofTime-that has given rise to the world's 
greatest art and literature. The spirit of the Italian Renaissance 
broods over these centuries that link the age of feudalism to 
modern times, and makes them a part of itself. 
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