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“I have known a man who had so violent a passion for the new learning that he would gladly have sold his soul, if he had had a soul, to recover a single lost book.”

— a saying current among the humanists of the fifteenth century




“Men can do all things if they will.”

— Leon Battista Alberti




“There is no more difficult enterprise to conduct, nor more doubtful of success, nor more dangerous to manage, than to make oneself the head of introducing new orders.”

— Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince





A Note Before We Begin

In the spring of 1336, a young Italian poet climbed a mountain in southern France for no reason except that he wanted to see the view from the top. This was a strange thing to do. Men climbed mountains in the Middle Ages to cross them, to flee an enemy, or to pray at a shrine, but not, as a rule, for the pleasure of looking. Francesco Petrarch climbed Mont Ventoux because he had read that a king of Macedon had once climbed a high mountain, and he thought that if a king could do it, so could he. At the summit he was overwhelmed — first by the panorama of Provence spread beneath him, then by a sudden stab of guilt that he should be so moved by mere scenery. He took from his pocket a small copy of Saint Augustine’s Confessions, opened it at random, and his eye fell on a line rebuking men who go to admire mountains and seas and rivers while neglecting themselves. He closed the book, ashamed, and came down the mountain in silence.

It is a small story, and we have only Petrarch’s own much-later account of it, which may be half-invented. But it is a good doorway into the subject of this book, because it holds, in a single afternoon, the two faces of the thing we call the Renaissance. Here is a man reaching back across a thousand years to imitate an ancient — and reaching forward, restlessly, toward a new and very modern delight in the visible world, in his own feelings, in experience for its own sake. And here, too, is the tug of the old faith pulling him back, reminding him that the proper study of mankind is the soul and its God. The Renaissance was both of those things at once, and never only one. It was a love affair with the dead past that somehow gave birth to the modern world.

This book tells that story, and tries to tell it whole. It runs from Petrarch in the fourteenth century to the deaths of Shakespeare and Cervantes in 1616 — from the first stirrings in the wealthy, quarrelsome city-states of Italy to the last great flowering in the courts and theatres of the north. Along the way it passes through the places and the people everyone half-remembers: Florence and the Medici bank; Brunelleschi raising a dome that the experts said could not be raised; Leonardo and his notebooks; Michelangelo on his back beneath the Sistine ceiling; Gutenberg and his press; Machiavelli writing the most notorious little book in the history of politics; Luther and his ninety-five theses. It is a story crowded with genius, and I have tried to do the genius justice.

But it is also a story that has been told too kindly for too long, and I have tried to tell it honestly as well. The very word “Renaissance” — rebirth — is a piece of salesmanship. The people of the period largely invented the flattering legend we have inherited: that they had emerged, brilliant and clear-eyed, from a long “Dark Age” of ignorance and barbarism. That story is mostly false. The Middle Ages were not dark, the break with them was not clean, and a good deal of what we credit to the Renaissance was already stirring in the cathedral schools and trading towns of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. One of the quiet arguments of this book is that the Renaissance was less a sunrise after a long night than a brilliant, self-conscious acceleration — and that the legend of the sunrise is itself part of the history, a thing the age did rather than a thing that happened to it.

I have also tried to keep in view the people the rebirth passed over. Nearly half a century ago the historian Joan Kelly asked a deceptively simple question — “Did women have a Renaissance?” — and answered, for most women, no: the same currents that liberated the male artist and merchant often narrowed the lives of their wives and daughters. The glory was built on a foundation of patronage and money, and the money came from banking, cloth, war, and, not least, from slaves and from the plunder of newly discovered worlds. Florence in the age of Botticelli kept household slaves. Venice in the age of Titian built the first ghetto. The Italy of the High Renaissance was repeatedly sacked and burned by foreign armies, and the most famous moralist of the age, Savonarola, made a bonfire of its art before being burned himself. None of this cancels the achievement. But a history that leaves it out is not a history; it is a brochure.

A word about the shape of what follows. I have organized the book partly by chronology and partly by theme, because the Renaissance refuses to march in a straight line. Humanism, art, printing, politics, science, religion, and exploration all overlap and feed one another, and a strict year-by-year telling would chop them into confetti. So the early parts establish the ground — what “rebirth” meant, why it began in Italy, who the humanists were — and the later parts follow the great themes outward, from Florentine painting to the Northern masters, from Machiavelli to Copernicus to Luther, and finally to the long afterglow in which the Renaissance became the legend we still live with. Throughout, I have leaned on the period’s own voices where I can, and flagged the places where the record is thin or the scholars still argue.

What is not in doubt is that something extraordinary happened in those three centuries. A civilization went looking for its grandparents in the rubble of antiquity and found, instead, the beginnings of itself. It learned to paint the world as the eye actually sees it, to print a book by the thousand, to map a globe, to dissect a body, to imagine the earth in motion around the sun, and to ask, with a new and dangerous boldness, what a human being might become. This is the story of that search — its triumphs and its self-deceptions, its masterpieces and its bonfires, and the world it left to us, which is, for better and for worse, still recognizably its own.





Chapter 1: The Man Who Climbed a Mountain

The wind on the summit of Mont Ventoux is famous for its violence; the mountain takes its name, some say, from the French vent, the wind. On a clear day near the end of April 1336 — the twenty-sixth, if we trust the letter — a slight, dark-eyed man of thirty-one stood in that wind and wept a little, and was annoyed with himself for weeping. His name was Francesco Petrarca, and we know him in English as Petrarch. He had spent the better part of a day toiling up the slopes with his younger brother Gherardo, having set out from the village of Malaucène at the mountain’s foot, and he took, by his own account, every wrong and easy path while his brother went straight up the hard way — a difference in temperament that Petrarch, ever the self-examiner, turned into a little sermon before he reached the top. When at last he came out onto the bare crown of the mountain, some six thousand feet up, and the whole south of France opened beneath him, he was, he wrote, “stunned by the wide sweep of the view.”

He could see, he believed, the mountains around Lyon, and the bay at Marseille, and the Rhône sliding through its valley far below. He thought of his own past, of the years he had wasted in love and ambition, and of the friends scattered across that visible world. And then, almost guiltily, he reached into his pocket for the little book he carried everywhere — a pocket copy of the Confessions of Saint Augustine, a gift from the man to whom the whole account is addressed, an Augustinian friar named Dionigi da Borgo San Sepolcro who had once been his confessor and who taught theology and philosophy at the University of Paris. He opened it at random, as men of that age opened sacred books to read their fortunes. His eye fell on a passage in the tenth book: “And men go to admire the high mountains, the vast floods of the sea, the huge streams of the rivers, the circuit of the ocean, and the revolutions of the stars — and desert themselves.” Petrarch was thunderstruck. He fell silent, closed the book, and was angry with himself “that I should still be admiring earthly things when I might long ago have learned, even from the pagan philosophers, that nothing is wonderful but the soul.” He came down the mountain, he says, in deep thought, and spoke not a word to his brother the whole way.

Historians have argued for more than a century about that climb, and the argument has grown sharper, not softer, with time. Petrarch described it in a polished Latin letter that reads, from the first line to the last, like a moral fable — the two brothers, the wrong path and the right, the random oracle of the book, the tidy conversion at the summit. The trouble is the dating. Two formidable twentieth-century scholars, the Frenchman Pierre Courcelle and the Italian Giuseppe Billanovich, showed that the letter as we have it was almost certainly composed around 1350, some fourteen years after the event it describes, and — this is the awkward part — after the death of the very friar to whom it is addressed. Dionigi died in 1342. A letter dated 1336 that quietly incorporates ideas Petrarch only worked out in the following decade, sent to a man who could no longer read it, is not a diary entry; it is literature wearing the costume of a diary entry. Some scholars go further and doubt he climbed the mountain at all, or suspect he climbed it on an ordinary errand and dressed the memory up afterward. It is often said that the Ascent of Mont Ventoux is the first record of a European climbing a mountain simply for the pleasure of the view; in fact it is nothing of the kind — Petrarch himself tells us he took the idea from a passage in Livy about King Philip of Macedon scaling Mount Haemus to see two seas at once, and shepherds and pilgrims had been going up mountains for a thousand years. What was new was not the climb. It was the letter.

And that is the point, and it survives all the doubt. It hardly matters whether the ascent happened exactly as told, or on that exact April morning, or at all. What matters is that a man in the fourteenth century thought it worth writing such a letter — thought that the act of climbing a mountain to look at a view, and the storm of feeling it raised in him, was a fit subject for careful literary art. Think of it as the difference between taking a photograph and composing one: the fact of the summit is ordinary, but the decision to frame the moment, to arrange it, to hand it down to strangers as though it mattered, is the whole revolution in miniature. That impulse, more than the climb itself, is where this book begins.

Consider what is going on in that letter. Here is a man who reaches instinctively for an ancient pagan example to justify his adventure. Here is a man steeped in a Roman saint, Augustine, carrying him about like a charm. And here, at the same time, is a man fascinated by the visible world, by his own restless feelings, by the texture of his own inner life — a man who turns his eye, again and again, not outward to God but inward to Francesco. He is reaching backward across a thousand years to the ancients and forward, without knowing it, to a sensibility we would recognize as nearly modern. The two motions are the same motion. That is the secret of the whole age.

Petrarch has often been called the first modern man, and the first “Renaissance man,” and like most such titles it is both useful and misleading. He was not modern. He believed in relics and omens, he was terrified for his soul, he wrote far more in Latin than in the Italian that made him immortal, and he would have been baffled and offended by much of what later centuries did in his name. He kept a copy of Virgil bound at the front with a portrait of Laura, the woman he adored from a distance for a lifetime and mourned as extravagantly after her death; when the plague of 1348 took her, he recorded the news in the margin of that very Virgil, the private grief scrawled beside the public poem, and there is no more Petrarchan object in the world. He did something genuinely new, or rather he made new a very old thing. He fell in love with the classical past — not as a quarry of useful quotations, which is how much of the Middle Ages had used it, but as a lost world of living human beings whom he longed to know and to befriend across the centuries.

The proof of this is one of the most touching habits of his life: he wrote letters to the dead. He composed long, affectionate, scolding letters to Cicero and to Livy and to Homer and to Virgil, as though they were correspondents who had simply gone away on a journey. When he discovered, in the cathedral library at Verona in 1345, a forgotten manuscript of Cicero’s private letters to his friend Atticus, he was overjoyed and then heartbroken — overjoyed to hear at last the great orator’s unguarded voice, heartbroken to learn from those letters how vain, how anxious, how politically slippery Cicero had really been. Sitting in Verona in the first flush of the discovery, on the sixteenth of June, he did an astonishing thing: he wrote Cicero a letter of loving reproach, addressed to him “among the living,” taking the dead man to task for his fickle conduct in the last convulsions of the Roman Republic, three centuries before Petrarch was born. He copied out the whole vast manuscript in his own hand, and the labor of it, he later complained, gave him a swollen and aching arm. There is even a grimly comic legend, probably untrue but perfectly in character, that the heavy volume of Cicero’s letters kept toppling from a shelf onto Petrarch’s leg until it left a wound that would not heal, as though the ancient orator were reaching out physically to trouble the man who loved him too much. No medieval scholar had ever felt quite this way about an ancient. To Petrarch the Romans were not authorities to be cited but friends to be missed — and, being friends, they were allowed to be disappointing, which is a thing one does not permit an authority.

Out of that homesickness for antiquity grew a program, and the program grew into a movement, and the movement is the spine of this book. Petrarch and the men who followed him came to believe that the centuries between their own time and the fall of Rome had been a long darkness — tenebrae, he called them — an age of barbarism and bad Latin in which the lamp of true civilization had guttered low. They proposed to relight it by going back to the sources: by hunting down the lost books of the ancients in moldering monastery libraries, by learning to write Latin again as Cicero had written it, by recovering Greek, which almost no one in the West could any longer read, and by studying the great pagan authors not for their convenience to theology but for what they could teach about how to live, how to speak, how to govern, and how to be fully and admirably human. They called this study the studia humanitatis, the studies proper to humanity, and from it we get the word that names the whole enterprise: humanism. The word is younger than the thing — “humanist,” umanista, was student slang in the Italian universities for a teacher of these subjects, and the abstract “humanism” was not coined until the nineteenth century, by a German educator arguing about school curricula. When you sit in a university “humanities” department today, or check the box on a form that separates the humanities from the sciences, you are living inside a category that Petrarch’s homesickness invented. The very idea that reading old books and studying dead languages might make you a better and more complete person — the assumption that quietly underwrites every liberal-arts college brochure — is his bequest, and it is worth knowing where it came from and how contested it has always been.

It is worth pausing on how improbable all this was. Petrarch was the son of a Florentine notary exiled, like Dante before him, from his native city; he was born in Arezzo in 1304 and grew up in and around Avignon, the southern French town where the popes were then living in a kind of luxurious captivity. He trained, reluctantly, as a lawyer at Montpellier and Bologna, hated it, took minor church orders to free himself for study, and spent his life as a sort of celebrated literary vagabond, courted by princes, crowned with laurel as poet laureate on the Capitoline Hill in Rome in April 1341 in a ceremony he largely stage-managed himself, having first arranged to be examined for three days by the King of Naples so that the honor should look properly earned. He never held a steady job, never married, fathered two children he acknowledged, and quarreled with the doctors and lawyers and logic-choppers of the universities, whom he regarded as the dreary heirs of the dark centuries. He was vain, touchy, and a relentless curator of his own image — he carefully preserved, revised, and rearranged his own letters for posterity, gathering them into great collections and even suppressing the awkward ones, the first man in a thousand years self-conscious enough to do so. He was, in short, an influencer before there was an audience.

And yet from this restless, self-regarding, backward-looking poet the future flowed. Within a century of his death in 1374 — he was found the morning after his seventieth birthday slumped over a book in his study at Arquà, in the hills near Padua, which is exactly the way he would have chosen to go — the cities of Italy would be swarming with men who shared his passions. There were book hunters and Greek scholars, secretaries and chancellors who wrote like Romans, princes who collected antiquities and commissioned palaces in the antique style. The painters would learn to give their figures the weight and dignity of classical statues; the architects would measure the ruins and build domes the ancients would have envied; the philosophers would translate Plato and dream of reconciling Athens with Jerusalem. All of it can be traced, by a hundred winding paths, back to a homesick poet who loved the dead and could not stop examining himself.

He had felt, on his mountaintop, the pull of two worlds — the old faith that told him the soul was the only wonder, and the new hunger for the wide green earth and his own unrepeatable life upon it. He never resolved the tension; no one in this book ever quite does. But in feeling it so sharply, and in writing it down so well, he became the first traveler on a road that ran from a windy summit in Provence to the dome of Florence, the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, and the modern idea of what a person is.

To understand where that road was going, we first have to be clear about what we mean when we say the word everyone uses and few can define: the Renaissance.




Chapter 2: What We Mean by the Renaissance

If you stop a hundred educated people on a street and ask them what the Renaissance was, you will get a satisfying chorus of answers — Leonardo and the Mona Lisa, Michelangelo and the Sistine ceiling, Florence and the Medici, the rebirth of art and learning, the dawn of the modern world — and almost none of them will be able to tell you when it started, when it ended, or what exactly was reborn. This is not a failure of education. It is the nature of the thing. The Renaissance is one of those grand period-words, like “the Enlightenment” or “the Middle Ages,” that historians find indispensable and also faintly embarrassing, because the closer you look at it the harder it is to pin to a calendar. It is a little like the word “adolescence”: everyone knows roughly what it means, everyone can point to clear examples, and no one can tell you the morning it begins or the evening it ends.

Start with the word itself. Renaissance is French and means, simply, “rebirth.” But the people who lived through it did not call their age the Renaissance, because the word in that sense did not yet exist. The Italians spoke of a rinascita, a rebirth — the painter and biographer Giorgio Vasari used the term in his Lives of the Artists of 1550 to describe the revival of the arts since Giotto — but they meant something narrower than we do, mostly the recovery of good art and good Latin after a period they thought of as crude and Germanic. It is worth dwelling on that word “Germanic,” because it hides a slander that still shapes how we see the past. When Vasari wanted a term of abuse for the pointed arches and soaring stone lace of the medieval cathedrals, he called them tedesco, German, or gotico, Gothic — meaning the work of the Goths, the barbarians who had sacked Rome. “Gothic,” the label we now attach lovingly to Chartres and Notre-Dame, began life as an insult coined by Renaissance men who found those buildings monstrous. The next time you admire a Gothic cathedral, you are admiring something Vasari would have wanted torn down.

The grand, all-embracing meaning we now load onto the word — the Renaissance as an entire epoch of European civilization — was the invention of the nineteenth century. The French historian Jules Michelet gave a volume of his history of France the title La Renaissance in 1855 and defined it sweepingly as “the discovery of the world and the discovery of man.” Five years later, in 1860, the Swiss scholar Jacob Burckhardt published The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy, a book so brilliant and so influential that it more or less created the Renaissance as we now imagine it — a coherent age in which the modern individual, the modern state, and the modern outlook were all born at once in the city-states of Italy. Burckhardt borrowed Michelet’s very phrase about the discovery of the world and of man and made it the frame of his masterpiece. Every argument since has been, in one way or another, an argument with Burckhardt. He is the reason we picture the Renaissance as we do, and he is also the reason that professional historians spend so much of their energy insisting it was not quite like that; a book you cannot stop quarrelling with is the definition of a classic.

So the first thing to understand is that “the Renaissance” is a label applied long after the fact, by people with their own purposes, to a sprawling set of changes that the participants experienced only in fragments. That does not make it useless — periods are how human beings make sense of the past, and something really did change between Petrarch’s century and Shakespeare’s. But it should make us cautious. We are not describing a self-aware movement with a manifesto and a membership list. We are throwing a single net of a word over three centuries of poets and painters, bankers and popes, printers and explorers, and hoping the catch holds together.

When, then? The honest answer is that the boundaries are soft and the scholars disagree on purpose. A common convention dates the Italian Renaissance from roughly 1340 to roughly 1550 — from Petrarch’s generation to the deaths of the High Renaissance masters. Those who like a “long Renaissance” push the start back to about 1300, to Giotto and Dante, and the end forward to about 1600 or even 1650, to take in the Northern Renaissance, the Scientific Revolution, and the literary glories of Shakespeare and Cervantes. Italians themselves divide the centuries by their numbers, and here lies a small trap for the unwary reader. They speak of the Trecento (the 1300s), the Quattrocento (the 1400s), and the Cinquecento (the 1500s) — but Trecento literally means “three hundred,” because it is shorthand for milletrecento, the thirteen-hundreds. So the Italian Quattrocento, the “four hundred,” is our fifteenth century, the fourteen-hundreds. It is exactly the confusion an English speaker courts by calling the 1900s “the twentieth century,” and it trips up newcomers constantly.

Layered over these numbered centuries are the qualitative labels beloved of art historians, and they too are tidier in the textbook than in life. There is the Early Renaissance of the Quattrocento, when Florence did the foundational work — some art historians like to date its opening to a single event, the competition of 1401 to design a set of bronze doors for the Florence Baptistery, won by a goldsmith named Lorenzo Ghiberti over a rival named Filippo Brunelleschi. There is the High Renaissance, that astonishing concentrated burst usually placed between about 1490 and 1527, when Leonardo, Michelangelo, Raphael, and Bramante were all working at once, much of it in Rome under lavish papal patronage. And there is Mannerism, the stylish, unsettled aftermath. Historians love to hang the end of the High Renaissance on a precise and terrible date, the sixth of May 1527, when the unpaid, mutinous troops of the Emperor Charles V stormed Rome and put it to a sack so savage that the population is said to have fallen from around fifty-five thousand to perhaps ten thousand within months, through slaughter, flight, and plague. Raphael was already dead; Michelangelo had fled north; the golden age in Rome was over in an afternoon of fire and blood. It is far too neat to be wholly true — styles do not end on a Tuesday — but the shock was real, and it is a useful reminder that this book will use all of these labels while admitting freely that any line drawn across a calendar is a convenience and not a fact.

Where, then? On geography the answer is firmer, at least to begin with. The Renaissance began in Italy, and within Italy it began above all in Florence, a middling-sized republic of bankers and cloth merchants in the valley of the Arno. From Florence the new art and learning spread to the other Italian centers — to Rome, where the popes became its greatest patrons; to Venice, with its own glorious and distinct school of painting; to Milan, Urbino, Ferrara, Mantua, Naples. Only later, and largely through the new technology of printing, did it cross the Alps to flower in its own forms in the Low Countries, Germany, France, Spain, and England — the “Northern Renaissance,” which was never a mere copy of the Italian but a thing of its own, more religious, more inward, more given to the close observation of ordinary life. A Flemish painter like Jan van Eyck could render the individual hairs of a fur collar and the reflection in a convex mirror with a patience no Florentine would have spent, and he did it for reasons that had as much to do with piety as with pride. By the time the movement reached its northern climax in the plays of Shakespeare around 1600, the original Italian fire had largely burned down. The Renaissance, in other words, was not one event in one place but a slow, uneven wave that took three centuries to wash across a continent.

The uneven timing produces a fact that surprises many readers when they first meet it: some of the things we picture as quintessentially “Renaissance” happened startlingly late, and others startlingly early. Shakespeare, whom every schoolbook files under the Renaissance, was born in 1564, the year Michelangelo died an old man in Rome; the English were only getting warmed up as the Italians were finishing. Copernicus published his sun-centered universe in 1543, more than two centuries after Giotto had begun to give his painted figures real weight and shadow. Gutenberg’s press, which we think of as the engine of the whole movement, did not print its Bible until around 1455, by which point Florence had already produced Brunelleschi’s dome and Donatello’s bronzes and much of the first great flowering of Renaissance art entirely by hand, in a world still copying its books with a pen. To speak of “the Renaissance” as a single moment is therefore always to compress a process that, laid out on a real timeline, sprawls across the better part of four hundred years and never marched in step. A person born in Florence in 1400 and a person born in London in 1550 both lived “in the Renaissance,” and yet they inhabited worlds as different from each other as either was from us.

What, finally, was reborn? Here we reach the heart of the difficulty, because the answer is several things at once, and they do not always sit comfortably together. At its narrowest, the Renaissance was a revival of classical antiquity — of the literature, art, philosophy, and political ideals of ancient Greece and Rome, which Italians felt to be their own buried inheritance, quite literally underfoot in the ruins of their cities. At its broadest, in Michelet’s and Burckhardt’s grand sense, it was the birth of the modern world: of secular curiosity, individualism, realistic art, scientific observation, the sovereign state, and the self-conscious human being who stands at the center of his own picture. In between lie all the particular transformations this book will trace — linear perspective and oil paint, the printing press and the portable book, banking and double-entry bookkeeping, the recovery of Greek and the editing of texts, the new political realism of Machiavelli, the new heavens of Copernicus, the new continents opened by the voyages of Columbus, and the shattering of the Western Church by Luther.

There is a stubborn misconception worth clearing away here, because it colors everything. It is often said that the Renaissance was an age of unbelief, when clever Italians quietly set religion aside and became modern pagans. In fact the age was drenched in faith. The men who dug up Roman statues also went on their knees before relics; the bankers who invented modern accounting endowed chapels to buy their souls out of purgatory; the very ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, that supreme monument of Renaissance art, is a work of scripture painted for a pope. What changed was not the presence of religion but the arrival, alongside it, of a second great source of authority and delight — the classical past and the visible world — which men now allowed to sit at the table beside the Church rather than beneath it. The Renaissance did not kill God. It gave Him company.

A second misconception is worth heading off in the same breath, because it is the mirror image of the first. Just as it is wrong to imagine the Renaissance as suddenly secular, it is wrong to imagine it as suddenly rational and scientific in our sense. The same Florentines who measured perspective with mathematical precision also cast horoscopes, consulted astrologers before battles and marriages, and believed in the influence of the planets on the body with a conviction no modern person shares. The greatest minds of the age dabbled in alchemy, magic, and the interpretation of omens. Isaac Newton, standing at the very end of the whole long story, wrote more about biblical prophecy and alchemy than about physics. The Renaissance mind was not the disenchanted modern mind at all; it was a mind in which the new appetite for measurement and evidence coexisted, quite comfortably, with a cosmos still full of hidden sympathies, magical correspondences, and divine signs. We flatter the age, and flatter ourselves, when we tidy it into a dress rehearsal for the twenty-first century.

It is tempting to want all of this to add up to a single tidy proposition, and the nineteenth century duly supplied one: the Renaissance was the moment Europe woke from a thousand-year sleep. We will spend the next two chapters dismantling that proposition, because it is mostly wrong and because the way it is wrong is itself one of the most interesting things about the age. But it is worth holding onto a more modest version, which survives the dismantling. Something did happen. Between the fourteenth century and the seventeenth, a civilization changed its mind about the past, about the visible world, and about itself — changed it self-consciously, deliberately, and in the conviction that it was returning to something better and older. Whether that conviction was true matters less than that they held it and acted on it, building palaces and printing books and painting ceilings as if it were true. The Renaissance is, before it is anything else, the story of a civilization that decided it was being reborn — and, by deciding it, half made it so.

The first thing that civilization had to do, in order to feel reborn, was to convince itself that it had previously been dead. And so the men of the Renaissance invented one of the most successful and most misleading ideas in the history of the West: the Dark Ages.




Chapter 3: The Invention of the Dark Ages

Somewhere in his study, surrounded by the manuscripts he had spent his life collecting, Petrarch coined a metaphor that would outlive him by seven hundred years and shape the way the West imagined its own past. Looking back from his own age toward the fall of Rome, he saw not a continuous story but a great gulf of decline — a stretch of centuries in which, as he saw it, the Latin language had been corrupted, the arts had withered, and the brilliant civilization of the ancients had been buried under barbarism and ignorance. He called these centuries tenebrae, “darkness,” and he looked forward, with a hope that was almost a prophecy, to a time when “the darkness being dispersed, our descendants may be able to walk back into the pure radiance of the past.” He had no idea he was writing the marketing copy for an entire epoch. But he was. The “Dark Ages” were born in that sentence, and the Renaissance was born as their cure.

It is worth being precise about what Petrarch actually meant, because the phrase has since swollen far beyond his intention. He was not a historian making a sweeping judgment on a thousand years of human life; he was a literary man complaining about the state of Latin poetry, and his darkness was above all a darkness of style. What appalled him was that no one since the ancients seemed able to write a decent hexameter or a Ciceronian sentence. It was later hands that stretched his metaphor over the whole of medieval existence. The very Latin tag “the Dark Age,” saeculum obscurum, was not Petrarch’s at all but was coined in 1602 by the church historian Cardinal Caesar Baronius, and he applied it narrowly to the chaotic tenth and eleventh centuries, and even then he meant chiefly that the surviving records were thin — “dark” in the sense that a room is dark when the lamp of documentation has gone out, not that the people in it were stupid. It took the eighteenth-century philosophers of the Enlightenment, men like Voltaire and Gibbon who flattered themselves that they alone had switched the lights back on, to inflate the phrase into the grand indictment we inherit: a thousand years of priest-ridden superstition between the glory of Rome and the sunrise of reason. Three separate centuries, three separate men, each borrowing and enlarging the last man’s insult, until a poet’s grumble about bad verse became a verdict on the whole medieval soul.

It was a brilliant piece of self-definition, and we should admire its audacity before we explain why it is wrong. To say that everything between yourself and the glory of Rome was darkness is to make a remarkable claim: that you, and not the ten centuries of Christians and scholars and builders who came before you, are the true heir of antiquity; that the cathedral-builders and the schoolmen and the monks who copied the very manuscripts you are now reading were a long detour, a falling-off, a night from which you alone are waking. It is a claim designed to flatter the person making it. And the humanists made it relentlessly. They sneered at the Latin of the medieval universities as a barbarous jargon. They dismissed the towering achievements of Gothic architecture — the word “Gothic” itself was later flung as an insult, implying the crude handiwork of barbarian Goths. They wrote as though learning had simply stopped at the fall of the Roman Empire and started again with themselves.

The trouble is that almost none of it is true, and a good deal of it is the precise opposite of the truth. The thousand years the humanists dismissed as darkness were among the most creative in human history. The very centuries Petrarch sniffed at had produced the cathedrals of Chartres and Notre-Dame, structures of a daring and beauty the ancients never matched — the vault of Beauvais Cathedral rises to nearly 157 feet, higher than any Roman interior ever dared, and the men who raised it did so without a single line of the calculus. Those centuries had produced the university — Bologna around 1088, Paris and Oxford within the following century, institutions that did not exist in the classical world and that have outlasted every empire since. They had produced the great philosophical synthesis of Thomas Aquinas, who married Aristotle to Christianity in a system of breathtaking rigor; the poetry of Dante, whom even the humanists could not quite disown; the recovery of Roman law; and a cascade of homely, world-changing inventions — the mechanical clock, spectacles for the failing eyes of aging scholars, the heavy plough, the horse collar that let a beast pull four times the load, the windmill, the blast furnace, the spinning wheel, the button. The economy of medieval Europe had grown, its population had multiplied, its trade routes had reached from the Baltic to Baghdad. This was not a sleeping civilization. It was a vigorously waking one.

Above all, the “darkness” had preserved the very light the humanists thought they were rediscovering, and here the story turns from irony to something close to comedy. Nearly every classical text that Petrarch and his followers hunted down in cathedral libraries had survived only because medieval monks had copied it, by hand, generation after generation, in the scriptoria the humanists despised. The Carolingian scholars of the eighth and ninth centuries, working under Charlemagne, had launched a program of copying and correcting ancient manuscripts so thorough that the clear, round, beautifully legible script they perfected — Carolingian minuscule — became the standard book-hand of Europe. And here is the joke. When the Quattrocento humanists went digging in the monastery libraries and pulled out manuscripts written in that lovely round hand, they took it for the authentic handwriting of ancient Rome. They admired its purity, they consciously imitated it, they called it lettera antica, the “ancient letters” — and from their imitation of an eighth-century Frankish script, mistaken for a Roman one, descends the clean roman typeface you are reading on this very page. The lower-case alphabet of modern print, which every reader takes to be a Roman inheritance, is in fact a Renaissance copy of a Carolingian copy. The humanists were standing on the shoulders of the very men they called barbarians, and calling the view their own. It is one of the sweetest ironies in the history of the book: the men who most despised the Middle Ages could not so much as write a page without unknowingly imitating a medieval scribe, and every time you read a printed word today, in the round humanist letters that became roman type, a monk of Charlemagne’s court is guiding your eye.

Historians have a name for the deeper problem here: the “medieval renaissances.” There was a Carolingian renaissance around the year 800, a flowering of learning and manuscript-copying at Charlemagne’s court. There was an Ottonian renaissance in tenth-century Germany. Most important of all, there was what scholars now call the Renaissance of the twelfth century — a great age of recovery in the eleven and twelve hundreds, when Europeans poured into the newly reconquered libraries of Spain and Sicily, translated Aristotle and Euclid and Ptolemy and the Arabic mathematicians into Latin, founded the first universities, revived Roman law, and rebuilt the intellectual machinery of the West. Much of what Europe recovered of Greek science came not directly from the Greeks but by a long detour through the Arab world, translated first from Greek into Arabic in the great houses of learning at Baghdad and Toledo, then from Arabic into Latin by Christian and Jewish scholars working side by side — which is why an English schoolchild still learns “algebra” and “algorithm,” words that carry their Arabic parentage in the very sound of them. By any fair measure, more of classical learning returned to Europe in the twelfth century than in the fifteenth. The man who first popularized that uncomfortable phrase, the American historian Charles Homer Haskins, did so in a book of 1927, The Renaissance of the Twelfth Century, precisely to puncture the conceit that learning had been reborn only once, and only in Italy, and only after 1400.

So if the Middle Ages were not dark, and the classical revival was not new, what was left of the Renaissance? A great deal — but we have to describe it more carefully than the old legend allowed. What was genuinely new about the fifteenth-century revival was not that Europeans rediscovered the ancients; it was the spirit in which they did so and the uses to which they put them. The medieval scholar had absorbed Aristotle into a Christian framework, mining the ancients for arguments to serve theology and turning them into authorities as timeless and impersonal as scripture; he read Virgil as a coded prophet of Christ and Ovid as a bin of moral lessons. The humanist, by contrast, wanted to meet the ancients as people, in their own historical time, in their own unmistakable Latin — to recover not just their conclusions but their voices, their style, their world. He developed, for the first time, a sense of historical distance: an awareness that the past was a foreign country, genuinely different from the present, that had risen and fallen and could be studied as such. The perfect demonstration came in 1440, when a scholar named Lorenzo Valla proved by sheer close reading that the Donation of Constantine — a document by which the Church claimed the emperor had handed the popes dominion over the West — was a forgery, because its Latin was full of words and idioms that no fourth-century Roman could possibly have used. That was a new kind of power: the ability to catch out a lie by listening to how the dead really spoke. That historical consciousness — the very thing that let Petrarch grieve over the lost world of Cicero — was the real innovation, and it would in time make possible the modern disciplines of history, philology, and textual criticism.

It is worth dwelling on Valla’s forgery-hunt, because it shows the new mentality doing something the old world could not have done, and doing it with consequences that outran anyone’s intention. For seven hundred years, popes had leaned on the Donation of Constantine to claim temporal power over Western Europe; it was one of the load-bearing documents of the medieval order. Valla did not disprove it with a rival army or a rival authority. He disproved it with a dictionary and an ear. He noticed that the Latin was wrong for its supposed date, that it used titles and terms and turns of phrase that had not existed in the fourth century, that it described institutions anachronistically, that it read, in short, like a much later concoction dressed in antique clothes. This is the birth of a genuinely new intellectual power: the ability to date a text by its language, to catch a lie by listening for the wrong words in the wrong century. It is the same skill by which a modern scholar exposes a fake diary or a museum unmasks a forged painting, and it began here, among men who had trained their ears on the real Latin of the ancients until the counterfeit rang false. The humanists had made themselves, without quite meaning to, the first professional detectors of fraud in history.

Why does any of this matter for the story this book is going to tell? Because the legend of the Dark Ages is not a harmless old error. It is woven into the way we still talk, and it distorts almost everything it touches. You meet it every time someone dismisses a stubborn institution as “medieval,” or calls a cruelty “something out of the Dark Ages,” or assumes that people in 1300 thought the earth was flat — which, by the way, educated Europeans never did; Dante’s whole cosmos is built on a spherical earth, and no serious medieval scholar doubted it. The legend tempts us to imagine the Middle Ages as a blank, superstitious night and the Renaissance as a sudden floodlight of reason and beauty, when the truth is a long, continuous, uneven brightening with no single dawn. It tempts us to credit a few Italian geniuses with inventing what generations of anonymous Europeans had been building for centuries. And it tempts us to take the Renaissance’s own opinion of itself as the verdict of history, when in fact that opinion was a brilliant act of self-promotion — perhaps the most successful in the cultural history of the West.

The honest way to tell the story, then, is to hold two thoughts at once. The Renaissance really did achieve extraordinary things, and we will spend most of this book admiring them. But it also told a flattering and largely false story about itself, and that story — the rebirth, the darkness dispelled, the radiance of the past restored — is itself one of the things the age produced, as surely as it produced the dome of Florence or the printing press. To understand the Renaissance, you have to understand both the achievement and the advertisement, and to keep asking, at every turn, which is which. The advertisement, we should add, worked spectacularly well: seven centuries later, “the Dark Ages” remains one of the few pieces of medieval-versus-Renaissance branding that every schoolchild knows, and it still does its quiet work of persuading us that history is a straight climb out of ignorance rather than the tangled, doubling-back thing it actually is.

That double vision raises a question some historians have pushed to its sharpest point. If the Middle Ages were not dark, if the classical revival was not new, if the boundaries are soft and the legend is mostly salesmanship — then did the Renaissance, in any meaningful sense, actually happen at all?




Chapter 4: Did It Even Happen?

In 1860, a quiet, unmarried professor in Basel published a book that would define the Renaissance for everyone who came after him, and he did it without footnotes, almost as an extended essay. Jacob Burckhardt called it The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy, and in it he painted an unforgettable picture: the Italians of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries as “the first-born among the sons of modern Europe.” In the Middle Ages, Burckhardt wrote, human consciousness “lay dreaming or half awake beneath a common veil” of faith, illusion, and group identity — man knew himself “only as a member of a race, people, party, family, or corporation.” In Renaissance Italy, that veil “first melted into air”; man “became a spiritual individual, and recognized himself as such.” The state became “a work of art,” consciously constructed and ruthlessly managed. The discovery of the world and of man, secular individualism, the cult of fame, the modern personality — all of it, Burckhardt argued, was born in the Italian city-states between Dante and the Counter-Reformation. It was a magnificent thesis, and for fifty years it ruled the field almost unchallenged. It is worth noting that Burckhardt himself would have been dismayed by his own triumph. He was a melancholy conservative who loathed the industrial modernity of his own day and privately doubted that its origins were anything to celebrate; the man who taught the world to thrill at the birth of the modern individual thought the modern individual had turned out rather badly.

Then the demolition began, and it has never really stopped. The trouble with Burckhardt’s “modern individual” was that medievalists kept finding him in the Middle Ages. Were there self-aware, self-promoting individuals before 1400? Of course there were — Peter Abelard, the brilliant and reckless Parisian philosopher, writing his agonized autobiography, the Historia Calamitatum, in the twelfth century, laying bare his pride, his doomed love for his pupil Héloïse, and his ruin in prose of unnerving self-scrutiny; the troubadours singing of their own particular loves; the mystics charting the inner life with a precision Burckhardt would have envied. So many scholars marshalled so much evidence of medieval selfhood that the historian Wallace Ferguson gave the campaign a name that stuck: “the revolt of the medievalists.” Was secularism unknown before the Renaissance? Hardly — and besides, the Renaissance was drenched in religion: its greatest art was made for churches, its humanists were mostly devout Christians, and the period ended not in serene rationalism but in the white-hot religious passions of the Reformation. Was the realistic observation of nature a Renaissance invention? Tell that to the medieval stonemasons who carved leaves and faces of astonishing naturalism into the capitals of Gothic cathedrals, so exact that botanists today can identify the species of oak and hawthorn and maple in the stone foliage of the chapter house at Southwell. Point by point, Burckhardt’s sharp line between a “medieval” group-mind and a “modern” individual began to blur.

The most influential modern challenge did not come from the medievalists at all, but from a historian asking who the Renaissance had been for. In 1977, in a collection of essays called Becoming Visible: Women in European History, Joan Kelly published a piece with a title that has haunted the field ever since: “Did Women Have a Renaissance?” Her answer was bracing, and she gave it in her own flat, unforgettable words: there was “no renaissance for women — at least, not during the Renaissance.” In the feudal Middle Ages, she argued, aristocratic women had often wielded real power — managing estates, holding fiefs, exercising authority while their men were at war or on crusade — and the courtly love of the troubadours had at least placed the lady on a pedestal of desire and deference. The Renaissance, with its new ideal of the cultivated courtier and its sharpening separation of a public male world from a private female one, tended to push women out of power and into ornament, valued for chastity, silence, and charm rather than agency. The very handbook that taught men to be complete Renaissance gentlemen, Castiglione’s Book of the Courtier, prescribed for the ideal court lady above all that she be modest, decorative, and quiet. The very developments we celebrate as a “rebirth” often narrowed the lives of half the population. If the Renaissance was an advance, Kelly insisted, we had to ask: an advance for whom?

Kelly’s question opened a floodgate, because it could be asked of group after group. Did the peasants have a Renaissance, the four-fifths of the population who never read a humanist text or saw a Botticelli and went on plowing and dying much as their grandparents had? Did the household slaves of Florence and Genoa have a Renaissance — for there were slaves, thousands of them, Tartar and Circassian and African girls sold in the markets of the very cities we think of as cradles of freedom, so common in well-off Florentine homes that the painters used them as models and the account books list them beside the furniture? Did the Jews of Italy have a Renaissance? On the twenty-ninth of March 1516, the Senate of Venice, by decree of Doge Leonardo Loredan, ordered the city’s Jews confined to a small island in the parish of San Girolamo, the site of an old copper foundry — a getto in the Venetian dialect — and shut them behind gates locked at night and guarded by watchmen the Jews themselves were forced to pay. From that foundry the whole modern world took a word it has never lost: ghetto. It was the first time in Europe that a people had been walled into a quarter by law, and it happened in the golden age, a stone’s throw from Titian’s studio. Did the peoples of the Americas, “discovered” in the same generation that produced the Mona Lisa and promptly enslaved, infected, and slaughtered by the millions, have a Renaissance? The grand old story of a civilization waking to light begins to look very different when you ask it from the bottom, or from the edges, rather than from the comfortable center of a Florentine palazzo.

The chronology here is genuinely uncomfortable, and it is worth sitting with rather than hurrying past. The very decades we celebrate as the summit of the Renaissance were also the opening decades of the Atlantic slave trade and the conquest of the New World. Leonardo was painting the Mona Lisa around 1503 to 1506; in exactly those years the Spanish were establishing the encomienda system that reduced the native peoples of the Caribbean to forced labor, and within a single generation the population of the island of Hispaniola had collapsed from perhaps hundreds of thousands to a few thousand. Michelangelo was at work on the Sistine ceiling from 1508 to 1512; the first shipments of enslaved Africans were already crossing to the Americas. The same navigational confidence, the same appetite for the new, the same hunger for gold and glory that we admire in the age of discovery had, on its underside, a machinery of conquest and bondage of unprecedented scale. It is not that the art and the atrocity were the same thing, but they grew from the same soil of ambition, curiosity, and untrammeled power, and an honest history has to keep both in the frame. The glory and the guilt were contemporaries.

So has the Renaissance dissolved entirely? Some historians have come close to saying so. There has been a long, sometimes weary debate over whether the term is worth keeping at all — whether “Renaissance” describes anything real or is just a flattering label that the period stuck on itself and that the nineteenth century enlarged into a myth. Social and economic historians, looking at the slow rhythms of population, harvests, trade, and technology, often see no sharp break around 1400 at all, only the gradual unfolding of long medieval trends. Pessimists have pointed out that the “golden age” was also an age of plague, famine, perpetual war, witch-hunting, and religious slaughter, and that its own people often felt themselves to be living not in a sunrise but in a time of crisis and decline. It is a useful corrective to remember that the great witch-hunts of European history were not a medieval horror at all but a Renaissance and early-modern one: the notorious witch-hunting manual, the Malleus Maleficarum, was printed in 1487, well inside our supposed age of light, and the bonfires burned hottest in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The confident Burckhardtian dawn has been clouded over from every direction.

There is a related trap worth naming, one that snares even careful readers, and it is the habit of measuring the Renaissance against our own tastes rather than against its own time. We look at a Botticelli and see serene beauty; we forget that the same Florence that commissioned it also thronged to watch heretics and sodomites burned in its public squares, that its streets ran with the blood of family vendettas, that a Renaissance gentleman might discuss Plato in the morning and have a rival knifed in the evening without feeling the least contradiction. The men who wrote the loftiest praises of human dignity kept slaves in their houses and thought nothing of it. The cardinals who patronized the greatest art of the age fathered children, poisoned enemies, and sold Church offices to the highest bidder. None of this cancels the beauty, but it should cure us of the sentimental picture, still common in popular books and films, of the Renaissance as a graceful costume drama of noble minds. It was a hard, violent, deeply unequal world that happened, in a few hands and a few workshops, to produce objects of transcendent beauty. Both facts are true at once, and the maturity the subject demands is the ability to hold them together without letting either dissolve the other.

And yet the word survives, and it survives for a reason. Something did happen, even if it was not what the nineteenth century thought. Strip away the false claim of a clean break with a dark past, strip away the pretense that the achievement was universal rather than the work and the privilege of a narrow elite, and a real and remarkable phenomenon remains. Between roughly 1340 and 1600, a self-conscious cultural movement, beginning among the educated classes of the Italian cities and spreading through the new medium of print across Europe, deliberately set out to revive the art and learning of classical antiquity — and in the attempt, produced things antiquity had never seen. It gave us linear perspective and the oil portrait, the printed book and the scholarly edition, a new political realism and a new science of the heavens and the body, and a new and enormously influential image of what a human being might aspire to be. These are not nothing. They are, in fact, a great deal. The mistake was never to admire them; it was to mistake the achievements of a few for the awakening of all, and to take the period’s self-flattery as fact.

The best way to hold all this together is to think of the Renaissance not as an event but as a movement — a self-aware project undertaken by particular people, in particular cities, for particular reasons, with particular blind spots and particular costs. It was real the way the Enlightenment was real, or Romanticism, or modernism: not a date on which the world changed, but a current of ideas and ambitions that ran through a society, transforming some lives utterly and others not at all, and leaving behind monuments that still shape how we see. To ask “did the Renaissance happen?” is a little like asking whether a conversation happened. Yes — among certain people, about certain things, with consequences that spread far beyond the original speakers and are still being argued over today. And we are still inside that conversation. Every time a university debates whether to require the “great books,” every time a museum labels a room “Renaissance” and charges admission to see it, every time a politician invokes the “rebirth” of a nation, the categories Burckhardt fixed in 1860 are quietly doing their work on us.

This book will take that view. It will tell the great story without apology, because the achievements are genuinely among the glories of human civilization. But it will keep asking Kelly’s question and the questions her question opened — for whom, at whose expense, and at what cost to the truth about the past. The Renaissance happened. It simply did not happen the way it told us it did, and it did not happen for everyone.

If there is a single lesson in all this quarreling, it is a lesson about the power of a good story to shape how we see. Burckhardt did not invent the palaces or paint the ceilings; they were there before him and would be there without him. What he invented was the frame, the narrative that told us how to look at them, and that frame proved so seductive that for a century and a half it has been almost impossible to see the period any other way. This is worth remembering well beyond the study of the Renaissance, for every age tells flattering stories about its own origins, and every such story deserves the same patient, affectionate skepticism. The task of the honest historian is not to smash the beautiful picture but to keep asking what it leaves out, whose labor it hides, and whose voice it silences — while never losing the capacity to be moved by the beauty that is genuinely there.

To see how it actually did happen, we have to leave the realm of grand definitions and go to the place where it began — to a cramped, quarrelsome, fabulously wealthy little republic on a river in Tuscany, and to the peculiar world of warring city-states that made it possible.




Chapter 5: A Peninsula of Cities

A traveler crossing the Alps into Italy around the year 1400 would have noticed, within a few days’ ride, that he had entered a different kind of world from the one he had left behind. North of the mountains lay the great feudal monarchies — France, England, the sprawling patchwork of the Holy Roman Empire — kingdoms of castles and manors, of lords and serfs, where wealth meant land and power flowed down from an anointed king through a pyramid of vassals. Italy was nothing like this. Italy was a land of cities — dozens of them, packed close, walled, proud, rich, and almost constantly at one another’s throats. Here wealth meant not acres but florins and ducats, not harvests but bills of exchange. Here a man might rise from the wool trade to rule a state, and a banker might lend money to kings and break them. Here, in the gap left by the absence of any strong central authority, something like the ancient world of the independent city had been reborn — and it was in that world, and almost nowhere else, that the Renaissance could have begun.

The scale of these cities is easy to underestimate from a distance of six hundred years. By the thirteenth century, well before our story properly begins, Venice, Florence, and Milan each held more than a hundred thousand people, and a whole second tier — Genoa, Bologna, Verona, and others — passed fifty thousand. In an age when London counted perhaps forty or fifty thousand souls and most of Europe lived in villages of a few hundred, these were staggering concentrations of human beings, and the density bred a particular kind of life: crowded, competitive, literate, and money-minded. Florence around 1400 is thought to have had some eight thousand children in its schools, in a way scarcely imaginable north of the Alps, learning not Latin grammar for the priesthood but the arithmetic of the counting-house — the calculation of interest, exchange, and profit. A society that teaches its boys double-entry bookkeeping before it teaches them Ovid is a society getting ready for something new.

The reasons for Italy’s peculiarity ran deep into its history. The peninsula had never fully recovered the unity it had known under Rome. The popes in the center, claiming both spiritual authority over Christendom and temporal rule over a band of territory across central Italy, had spent centuries preventing any emperor or king from uniting the country, lest a united Italy swallow the papacy. The Holy Roman Emperors, for their part, claimed Italy as part of their inheritance and marched south again and again to enforce the claim, but they could never hold it, and their long struggle with the popes left the cities free to govern themselves in the spaces between the two great powers. This was the origin of the endless, bitter factions of Guelfs and Ghibellines — in principle the party of the pope against the party of the emperor, in practice a set of labels onto which every city and every clan mapped its own local hatreds. Cities favoring the emperor called themselves Ghibelline, Milan among them; cities siding with the pope were Guelf, Florence among them. The names themselves were foreign imports, worn-down Italian versions of the German war-cries Welf and Waiblingen from a dynastic feud north of the Alps, which tells you something about how tangled the loyalties had become when Italian families were butchering one another under slogans borrowed from other people’s quarrels. But the factions cut inside the walls as much as between the cities, and it was the Guelfs of Florence who, splitting again into Black and White, drove the poet Dante into a lifelong exile from which he never returned, and from which he wrote the Divine Comedy. Add to this the legacy of Roman urban life, never entirely lost; the wealth pouring in from trade with the eastern Mediterranean; and a geography of mountains and rivers that favored small, defensible states, and you have the recipe for a land of independent cities such as existed nowhere else in Europe.

By the height of the Renaissance the peninsula had sorted itself, roughly, into five major powers and a scattering of smaller ones. In the north and center stood the great republics and duchies: Florence, the banking and cloth republic on the Arno; Venice, the maritime empire built on water and on the spice trade with the East; Milan, a rich and aggressive duchy commanding the Lombard plain; and a host of lesser but brilliant
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