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THE CIVILIZATION OF THE RENAISSANCE IN ITALY

JACOB BURCKHARDT was born in Basel in 1818. He intended to join the Church and studied theology before losing his faith. Between 1839 and 1842 he studied at the University of Berlin, devoting himself to history, and attended seminars given by Leopold von Ranke, the most famous living historian of the time. Burckhardt took his doctorate in 1843 and lectured at the University of Basel. In 1853 he published The Age of Constantine the Great, which was followed two years later by a historical guide to the art treasures of Italy, The Cicerone. These two books won Burckhardt a chair, and in 1855 he became Professor of Architecture and History at the Zurich Polytechnic. While there he wrote The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy. Returning to Basel in 1858, he remained there for the rest of his life, lecturing at the university; in his own words, he ‘lived exclusively for [his] work as a teacher’. He published little, apart from The Architecture of the Renaissance in Italy (1867). After his death in 1897 his remaining works, mainly lecture notes, were published. Rubens, Essays on the History of Art in Italy and Cultural History of Greece appeared in 1898, followed by the Reflections on World History (1905) and the Historical Fragments (1929).
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Introduction

JACOB BURCKHARDT AND THE ITALIAN RENAISSANCE

Jacob Burckhardt was not only one of the greatest historians of the nineteenth century; he remains one of the most accessible to modern readers. Born in 1818, the same year as Karl Marx, Burckhardt belonged to one of the best-known Basel families; monuments to seventeenth-century Burckhardts can still be seen in the cathedral there. Jacob Burckhardt senior was a clergyman of scholarly interests, who collected coins and medals and wrote on local history, and at the age of seventeen Jacob junior followed in his father’s footsteps and carried out research on behalf of a German professor who was writing a book on the Swiss humanist Glareanus. Burckhardt was intended for the Church and studied theology, at his father’s suggestion, before losing his faith and deciding to be a scholar. Between 1839 and 1842 he studied at the university of Berlin. He followed courses on ancient history, the history of architecture, and Arabic. He also attended the seminars of the most famous living historian of the time, Leopold von Ranke, and wrote a paper for him on an early medieval topic, the achievement of Charles Martell.

Burckhardt disliked Ranke as a person but admired him as a historian. He considered publishing the paper on Charles Martell and becoming a medievalist, but decided against both. His visits to Italy, from 1837 onwards, and his friendship with one of the younger professors, Franz Kugler, had fired him with enthusiasm for cultural history and for the classical and Renaissance world. He returned to Basel in 1843, took his doctorate, and began to lecture in the university on a wide range of topics, including the history of painting, the Middle Ages, the Counter-Reformation in Switzerland, and the Roman emperors. At first he combined his academic duties with the task of editing a conservative paper, the Basler Zeitung, for four or five hours a day.

However, he came to feel an increasing dislike for politics, and also for the ‘degrading métier of journalist’, and in 1846, when his friend Kugler asked for help in preparing a second edition of his successful Handbook of Art History, Burckhardt gave up the newspaper in order to spend more time on his research. The first-fruits of this research were a major book on The Age of Constantine the Great, published in 1853, when the author was 35, followed two years later by an extremely successful historical guide to the art treasures of Italy, The Cicerone.

These two books won Burckhardt a chair. He was called to the Zurich Polytechnic when it opened its doors in 1855, to be the professor of architecture and art history. He lectured on the Renaissance, and it was here that he wrote his most famous work, The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy. However, he returned to Basel as soon as he could, in 1858, and remained there for the rest of his life. From this time onwards Burckhardt ‘lived exclusively for his work as a teacher’, as he put it himself, lecturing to a handful of students during the week and to the general public on Saturdays on history and art history, and refusing the flattering invitation to succeed Ranke in Berlin.

Burckhardt published little after 1860, apart from The Architecture of the Renaissance in Italy (1867), a relatively technical study presented more or less in note form (but attentive all the same to the social and political context of building). It was only after his death, in 1897, that his remaining studies, for the most part notes for his lectures, appeared in print. His Rubens, Essays on the History of Art in Italy and Cultural History of Greece all appeared in 1898, followed by Reflections on World History (1905) and Judgements on History and Historians (1929).

The young Burckhardt was ardent, sentimental and artistic. He wore his hair long, he played the piano and composed music, he sketched, he wrote poetry (and even published some, anonymously, in 1853). It is easy to understand what attracted him to Kugler, another unconventional academic who composed songs and wrote plays as well as studying art history. ‘Giacomo Burcardo’ (as he called himself when he was fifteen) seems to have identified with Italy even before he had seen it, and when he visited the country he found it a welcome escape from the Protestant piety of Basel, where art and its history were suspect to some people as ‘worldly’ pursuits. He had a circle of friends of both sexes to whom he wrote lively and sentimental letters, not infrequently signed ‘Saltimbanck’.

It is at first sight a little difficult to reconcile this person, or persona, with that of the elderly Professor Burckhardt, a close-cropped, dignified and solitary bachelor of modest and conservative tastes, who lived in two rooms above a baker’s shop in the old town. He withdrew from political and social life and concentrated on his teaching and on being what he called ‘a good private individual’. However, he continued to play the piano and to indulge what he once called ‘my passion for travel, my mania for natural scenery and my interest in art’.

Like a good old-fashioned Swiss republican, he disliked pomp and pretentiousness and expressed this dislike in his style of life. At least one foreign visitor failed to recognize the distinguished scholar he had come to see, only to be told, ‘If you must speak to Jacob Burckhardt, you must make do with me.’ The professor was, however, a familiar figure in the Basel of the 1880s and the early 1890s, walking to his lectures (as we see him in a famous photograph), with a large blue portfolio of illustrations under his arm. The reaction of Basel to Burckhardt’s death suggests that he was loved as well as respected in his native city and was indeed something of a local institution, a position which he retains to this day. It was in Basel that two of Burckhardt’s books, on Rubens and on the history of Italian art, were posthumously published, as well as a complete edition of his letters and a massive seven-volume intellectual biography, the life-work of a fellow-citizen, the cultural historian Werner Kaegi.

As a lecturer Burckhardt was incisive, ironic and caustic, as may well be imagined from an inspection of his Reflections on World History and Historical Fragments, in which one can almost hear him talking. He impressed even the 24-year-old Nietzsche, who wrote that listening to Burckhardt talk on ‘Great Men in History’ was the first time in his life that he had enjoyed a lecture. He used to memorize his lectures and deliver them without notes as if he were thinking aloud; but it is said that even his asides had been rehearsed. These asides (which have their equivalents in The Renaissance in Italy) include many disapproving references to the contemporary world. Burckhardt had a hearty dislike for the French Revolution, for the United States (which he never visited), for mass democracy, uniformity, industrialism, militarism, nationalism, the railways, and what he called ‘the whole power and money racket’ – developments which he saw to be both connected and inevitable. In the age of the unification of Germany and Italy he condemned the modern centralized state, ‘worshipped as a god’, as he put it, ‘and ruling like a sultan’. He preferred to be a good citizen and a good European (fluent not only in German, Italian and the dialect of Basel, but in French and even English).

Burckhardt’s conception of history was a very different one from that of many of his contemporaries. He rejected both the positivism and the Hegelianism which fascinated so many of his contemporaries all over Europe. As a student at the university of Berlin, he wrote regretfully that the philosophy of history was taught by followers of Hegel, ‘whom I cannot understand’. As a professor at the university of Basel, he told his students that his lectures on the study of history would offer ‘no philosophy of history’. According to Burckhardt, there was no such thing; the idea of the philosophy of history was a contradiction in terms, ‘for history co-ordinates, and hence is unphilosophical, while philosophy subordinates, and hence is unhistorical’. In other words, history is unsystematic and systems are unhistorical.

This view is further from British historical empiricism than it may look. Unlike many practising historians, Burckhardt was not philosophically illiterate. Despite his claim to be unfit for speculation and abstract thought, he was well acquainted with the ideas of Hegel and Schopenhauer as well as with those of the young Nietzsche, with whom he used to go for walks discussing ideas. Although he was sceptical of the claims made for grand philosophical systems, his vision of the past was not completely free of philosophical presuppositions, as we shall see.

In any case, Burckhardt’s position was as far from positivism as it was from Hegel. Where the positivists saw history as a science, and historians as collecting ‘facts’ from the documents and giving what they considered to be an ‘objective’ account of what had ‘actually’ happened, Burckhardt saw history as an art. He regarded history as a form of imaginative literature, akin to poetry. He wanted ‘to write in a readable style’, to appeal to ‘thinking readers of all classes’ rather than to his fellow-scholars, and to concentrate on what was interesting in the past rather than attempting to be exhaustive. He disliked heaping up what he called ‘mere facts’ or ‘external facts’: ‘One really needs to use only such facts as are characteristic of an idea, or a clear sign of the time’. If Burckhardt has to be labelled, the adjectives ‘sceptical’, ‘relativist’ and, perhaps, ‘intuitive’ are probably less misleading than most.

In the preface to the first edition of his Age of Constantine, in 1852, the author declared that he was ‘well aware that his treatment may be impugned as being subjective’, but explained that ‘In works of general history there is room for differences of opinion on fundamental premises and aims, so that the same fact may seem essential and important to one writer, for example, and to another mere rubbish utterly without interest’. What he offered was a personal interpretation, or better, ‘view’ or ‘vision’ (Anschauung); what he called a ‘sketch of the whole’ (Gesamtschilderung). The visual metaphors are revealing; there are many of them in the work of this connoisseur of painting, sculpture and architecture. What metaphors like ‘outlines’ (Umrisse) or ‘image’ (Bild) reveal is the distance between Burckhardt and the tradition of narrative history. Where others wanted to tell a story, Burckhardt’s aim was to paint the portrait of an age.

The term ‘sketch’ was probably employed not only out of modesty but also to suggest the impossibility of reaching definitive conclusions about the past. In a similar way, in 1860, Burckhardt described his study of the Italian Renaissance as an ‘essay’ (Versuch) ‘in the strictest sense of the word’, explaining that ‘To each eye… the outlines of a given civilization [Kulturepoche] present a different picture’, and that ‘the same studies which have served for this work might easily, in other hands, not only receive a wholly different treatment and application, but lead also to essentially different conclusions’.

In the preface to the second edition of Constantine, in 1880, Burckhardt felt the need to explain his approach in a little more detail, describing the book as ‘not so much a complete historical account as an integrated description, from the viewpoint of cultural history’. As early as 1848 he had been planning a series of books on ‘cultural history’ (Kulturgeschichte).

Exactly what Burckhardt meant by ‘cultural history’ is not easy to explain, just as it is difficult to translate the German term Kultur into English. As an approximation we may say that he employed the term in two senses. He used it in a narrow sense to refer to the arts, and in a wide sense to describe his holistic view of what we call ‘a culture’. The ambiguity is revealing. What it reveals is the centrality of the arts in Burckhardt’s world-view, as in his life. After all, throughout his career he both taught and wrote art history, from his early contributions to Kinkel’s handbook to the study of Rubens in his old age. One of his pupils, Heinrich Wölfflin, achieved fame as an art historian, and described his master as primarily a historian of art. The Renaissance in Italy was originally intended to include a discussion of the art of the period, and came to exclude art only because Burckhardt planned a separate volume on the subject.

Burckhardt’s concern for cultural history became more exclusive with the passing of the years. His reaction to the Franco-Prussian war of 1870 was to regard ‘all mere “events” in the past’, such as battles, as without value and to declare that ‘From now on in my lectures, I shall emphasize only cultural history.’ His lectures on ancient Greece did in fact concentrate on the Greek view of life and mentality (Denkweise).

At this point the contrast between Burckhardt’s kind of history and that of Leopold von Ranke is at its plainest. The younger man acknowledged a considerable intellectual debt to the teaching of his master, and he retained a lifelong admiration for Ranke’s History of the Popes and for his account of Germany in the age of the Reformation. For his part Ranke praised Burckhardt’s seminar papers and his Age of Constantine and recommended him for a chair at the university of Munich. However, the paths of these two great historians gradually diverged. Ranke’s later works were more narrowly political than the earlier ones, while Burckhardt became increasingly preoccupied with cultural history.

This kind of history was already the central theme of the book Burckhardt published in 1860, at the age of forty-two, the book generally regarded as his masterpiece: The Civilization (or Culture) of the Renaissance in Italy (Die Kultur der Renaissance in Italien). He once wrote that a great historical subject ‘must needs cohere sympathetically and mysteriously to the author’s inmost being’, and this was certainly true for him in this case. He was very much in sympathy with the period and its artistic achievements, and also with the region he had chosen, Italy.

Like other northerners, from Goethe to Ibsen, from Wagner to Warburg, Burckhardt found that his encounter with southern Europe, and with Italy in particular, was a major event in his life. This attraction was in part a kind of psychological compensation (the 21-year-old Burckhardt described Italy as ‘a necessary supplement to my whole being and life’). Italy was for him the Other, attractively different from the Switzerland he left behind, with sun instead of rain, wine instead of beer, and an outward-going people instead of an inward-looking one. His sketchbooks give some idea of the fascination this country had for him. His letters, too, are full of vivid descriptions, verbal vignettes of Italy and the Italians. At the age of twenty-eight he was writing from Italy lamenting the necessity to leave and declaring that ‘I now know that I shall never really be happy again away from Rome’, its streets and gardens, a city where ‘there is not the smallest trace of industry’, while ‘leisure has made politeness flourish like an art’.

Rome also appealed to Burckhardt’s historical imagination. ‘Part of the pleasure of Rome is that it keeps one perpetually guessing and arranging the ruins of the ages that lie so mysteriously, layer upon layer.’ It was in Rome in 1847 that the idea of writing a book on the Renaissance in Italy first started to his mind (much as the idea of writing about the decline and fall of the Roman empire had started to the mind of Gibbon). It was in Rome in 1848, when revolutions were breaking out all over Europe, that Burckhardt decided that he would work on ‘The Age of Raphael’.

The book that he dreamed of writing in 1847–8 was published in 1860. In some respects it is a companion-piece to the Cicerone, published five years earlier, for it assumes some knowledge of the art of the period, and concentrates on the culture which made the art possible. It was in the Cicerone that Burckhardt first stressed what he called the ‘realism’ or ‘naturalism’ of the Renaissance (in the work of Ghiberti and Donatello, for example), and also the new concern for individuality.

In other respects The Renaissance in Italy is a companion-piece to Constantine the Great. The earlier book had been concerned with the ‘crisis’ of classical culture, its ‘senescence’, in other words the transition from the classical to the medieval. The later book deals with the end of the Middle Ages and with the revival of antiquity. Constantine deals with the rise of other-worldliness in the fourth century, The Renaissance with the rise of worldliness in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. The aim of both books is not, like most nineteenth-century works of history, to tell a story, but to portray an age by cutting what the author elsewhere called ‘cross-sections’ (Querdurchschnitte) through the period and emphasizing ‘the constant, the recurrent, and the typical’ (das sich Wiederholende, Konstante, Typische). The book on Constantine was presented as a series of studies, omitting whatever ‘could not be woven as a living element into the texture of the whole’, for example ‘property and wealth, industry and trade’. In a similar way the Renaissance book, with its subtitle ‘an essay’, virtually omitted economic life (from guild organization to commercial capitalism).

On what criteria did Burckhardt decide what to include? In order to understand his approach better, it may be useful to make yet a third juxtaposition, this time between the essay on the Renaissance and the lectures he gave a few years later, in 1868–9 and 1870–71, under the title ‘Introduction to the Study of History’. These lectures are organized around the idea of three ‘powers’, the state, religion and culture, and their reciprocal interaction. ‘Culture’ is defined as the realm of the spontaneous, including ‘social intercourse, technologies, arts, literatures and sciences’. According to Burckhardt, ‘There are primarily political and primarily religious epochs, and finally epochs which seem to live for the great purposes of culture.’ Ancient Egypt, Mexico and Peru are examples of ‘culture determined by the state’. The world of Islam illustrates ‘culture determined by religion’, while the Greek polis reveals ‘the state determined by culture’.

The Renaissance is clearly another example of an epoch which lives ‘for the great purposes of culture’, and Burckhardt devotes the four central chapters of his book to culture, framing them by an introduction on politics and a conclusion on religion. The first chapter illustrates the effect of culture on politics. It concentrates on the rise of a new, self-conscious conception of the state, which may be illustrated from the Florentine and Venetian concern with gathering what would later be called statistics. It is this new conception which Burckhardt calls ‘the state as a work of art’ (Der Staat als Kunstwerk). In a similar manner the last chapter concentrates on the effect of culture on religion, characterizing the religious attitudes of Renaissance Italians as both subjective and worldly.

Set in this frame come four chapters on the culture of the Renaissance. Of these, Chapter Three, ‘The Revival of Antiquity’, is the most conventional. Chapter Five, ‘Society and Festivals’, illustrates Burckhardt’s relatively wide conception of culture as including not only the visual arts, literature and music, but also costume, language, etiquette, cleanliness, and festivals sacred and profane, from Corpus Christi to Carnival. The most famous chapters, however, are the remaining two, dealing with what Burckhardt called ‘The Development of the Individual’ and ‘The Discovery of the World and of Man’.

Perhaps the most famous statement in this famous book is the following:

In the Middle Ages… man was conscious of himself only as a member of a race, people, party, family, or corporation – only through some general category. In Italy this veil first melted into air; an objective treatment of the state and all the things of this world became possible. The subjective side at the same time asserted itself with corresponding emphasis; man became a spiritual individual, and recognized himself as such.

It is this insight – or theory – which determines the selection of the concrete examples not only for this chapter but for the whole book. Machiavelli’s Prince stands for Renaissance objectivity and the idea of the state as a work of art, while autobiographies like those of Pius II and Benvenuto Cellini, and the poems of Petrarch, with their ‘abundance of pictures of the inmost soul’, illustrate the ‘subjective side’ of the period.

A major theme of The Renaissance in Italy is that ‘it was not the revival of antiquity alone, but its union with the genius of the Italian people [dem italienischen Volksgeist], which achieved the conquest of the Western world’. The historic importance of Italy is that it was the place where the medieval ‘veil’ first ‘melted into air’. The Italian was, as he put it, ‘the first-born among the sons of modern Europe’, just as Petrarch was ‘one of the first truly modern men’. However, Burckhardt the historian, like Burckhardt the traveller, also found Italians fascinating for their own sake. The ‘many-sided men’ Leon Battista Alberti and Leonardo da Vinci are described as ‘giants’ who tower over their contemporaries: ‘The colossal outlines of Leonardo’s nature can never be more than dimly and distantly conceived.’ The city-states of Renaissance Italy, like those of ancient Greece, exerted a strong attraction on a historian who came from a patrician family in a city which had continued to be ruled by its patricians until the 1830s. In this case one might talk of an elective affinity between Burckhardt and his subject. In his view, perhaps coloured by nostalgia for the world of his childhood, these city-states had enjoyed a harmonious mode of existence which the modern world had lost.

Yet the violent political history of Renaissance Italy also fascinated Burckhardt: the civil war between two noble families of Perugia, for example, the Oddi and the Baglioni, or the ‘insane thirst for blood’ of Cesare Borgia, which leads the historian to speculate on what might have happened had Cesare not been seriously ill on the occasion of his father’s death. ‘What a conclave would that have been, in which, armed with all his weapons, he had extorted his election from a college whose numbers he had judiciously reduced by poison… In pursuing such a hypothesis the imagination loses itself in an abyss.’

It is with reference to comments like this that the intellectual historian Peter Gay, contrasting the ‘sober moderation’ of Burckhardt’s own life with ‘the extravagant violence on which he concentrates’, diagnoses ‘a secret infatuation with enormities’. I would rather speak of Burckhardt’s ambivalence, and place more stress on the northerner’s perception of the hot-blooded south as the Other, and also on the German cultural tradition of fascination with the demonic, a tradition which runs from Goethe through Wagner and Nietzsche to Thomas Mann.

What is the place of Burckhardt’s essay in the history of historical writing? The idea of writing on cultural rather than political history was not a new one. Giorgio Vasari’s Lives of the Artists (1550) is an early example of cultural history as well as one of Burckhardt’s sources. Voltaire’s Essay on Manners (1756) is closer to Burckhardt’s combination of what we might call ‘socio-cultural’ history, since it deals with topics such as literature, learning, systems of values (such as chivalry) and even tablecloths and table manners from Charlemagne to the beginning of the seventeenth century. Closer still to The Renaissance in Italy is a relatively neglected work by an eighteenth-century Italian scholar, Saverio Bettinelli’s Revival of Italy (1775), which deals with Italy’s risorgimento in the fields of learning, art and social life after the year 1000 (the term risorgimento had not yet acquired its modern political meaning).

A central concept in Voltaire’s Essay on Manners is that of the ‘spirit’ or ‘genius’ of an age, of a people, of laws, of chivalry, of Catholicism, of commerce and so on. Voltaire had no monopoly of the concept, which can be found in contemporary French writers, such as Montesquieu, and also in British ones, such as William Robertson and David Hume. In the late eighteenth century it attracted some German philosophers of history, notably Johann Gottfried Herder, who emphasized the distinctive character or spirit of each people, their Volksgeist, and Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, who placed more stress on the ‘spirit of the age’ (Zeitgeist).

Despite Burckhardt’s avowed rejection of the philosophers of history, his work shows clear traces of their ideas. The chapter on ‘The State as a Work of Art’, for example, parallels Hegel’s discussion in his Lectures on the Philosophy of History of the political system of ancient Greece as ‘the political work of art’ (Das politische Kunstwerk), while the chapter ‘The Development of the Individual’ echoes Hegel’s discussion of ‘individuality’, objectivity and subjectivity. Sir Ernst Gombrich goes as far as to say that Burckhardt’s work was ‘built on Hegelian foundations’, pointing in particular to the idea of the Zeitgeist. Gombrich is surely right to suggest that the idea of the cultural unity of a period like the Renaissance is central to Burckhardt’s thought. It underlies his attempt to see the age as a whole and also the organization of his essay. As we have just seen, however, this idea was not peculiar to Hegel, while Burckhardt rejected the distinctively Hegelian view of history as the long march of the ‘world spirit’.

Again, it may not be fanciful to suggest that the concern with the polarities of objective and subjective in The Renaissance in Italy owes something, consciously or unconsciously, to the philosophy of Schopenhauer, ‘our philosopher’, as Burckhardt used to call him on his walks with Nietzsche. It was Schopenhauer’s World as Will and Idea that Burckhardt was echoing when he contrasted the systematic character of science, which subordinates, with the unsystematic character of history, which co-ordinates.

Burckhardt also owed a good deal to earlier studies of the Italian Renaissance. The basic idea of a revival of classical antiquity was formulated during the period itself, from Petrarch to Vasari, who first used the abstract noun ‘Renaissance’ (rinascità). In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries the idea was elaborated. Voltaire suggested that the Renaissance, ‘the time of Italy’s glory’, was one of the only four periods in human history worthy of consideration by a thinking person, or a person of taste. The relationship between liberty and culture in the Italian city-states was underlined by Burckhardt’s fellow-countryman Sismondi in his History of the Italian Republics in the Middle Ages (1807–18). In his History of Painting in Italy (1817) Stendhal revealed his fascination with individuals such as Cesare Borgia and Pope Julius II, suggesting that it was no accident that great painters appeared in ‘this century of passions’.

Closest of all to Burckhardt in their approach were two scholars who published their studies in the 1850s, when he was already working on his book. Italian humanism was placed firmly on the historical map in The Revival of Classical Antiquity (1859) by Georg Voigt, who was appointed to the chair of history at Munich, for which Ranke had wanted to recommend Burckhardt. Voigt described the Middle Ages in terms of what he called ‘the corporative tendency’, and the Renaissance, from Petrarch onwards, in terms of ‘individuality and its rights’. In his Renaissance (written in 1842 and published in 1855), a volume in his History of France, Jules Michelet characterized the period as one of ‘the discovery of the world, the discovery of man’. Voigt’s and Michelet’s anticipations of Burckhardt’s famous formulations suggest that The Renaissance in Italy was a true child of its time. It is Burckhardt, however, with whom posterity associates the definition of the Renaissance in terms of the development of the individual and the discovery of the world and of man, and this is a fair verdict in the sense that it was he who organized his whole essay around these ideas (together with that of ‘modernity’), rather than around the more conventional concept of the revival of antiquity.

The Renaissance in Italy was not an instant success. The first 200 copies were in fact rather slow to sell, and it was nine years before a second edition was required. The book gradually grew in popularity, however, reaching its tenth German edition in 1908 and its fourteenth edition in 1925. The 421 illustrations chosen by Ludwig Goldscheider doubtless added to the work’s popularity. It was translated into French in 1885, into Polish in 1905, into Italian in 1911. Burckhardt appeared in English translation relatively early, in 1878, just after the first three volumes of the massive Renaissance in Italy (1875–86) by his imitator John Addington Symonds. The new editions of 1890, 1898, 1929, 1937, 1944, 1950 and now 1989 (not counting reprints) suggest that it has acquired the status of a classic. So has the translation, by Samuel Middlemore, a journalist who later lectured at the Malvern School of Art.

Like other classics, The Renaissance in Italy has had many critics. After more than 120 years of increasingly specialized research, it is easy to point out exaggerations, rash generalizations and other weaknesses in this famous essay. It is doubtful, for example, whether any historian of the Italian Renaissance working today would be prepared to write, as Burckhardt did, that in this period ‘women stood on a footing of perfect equality with men’; there is too much evidence to the contrary. Now that the history of science has become professionalized, with its own journals and research centres, Burckhardt’s discussion of astrology, alchemy and so on has come to look rather amateurish. Some of his interpretations of Renaissance texts have been challenged, for example his reading of Petrarch’s famous letter describing his ascent of Mont Ventoux in Provence. For Burckhardt, this letter is a literal description of an event in Petrarch’s life and also an illustration of the awakening of the modern sense of natural beauty. More recent scholars, however, see the letter as an allegory, describing the ascent of the soul to God, and emphasize its quotations from the Bible and St Augustine.

There are also what might be called ‘structural’ weaknesses in the essay. Burckhardt himself, who confided the task of revising his book to someone else – to Bernhard Kugler (the son of his old teacher Franz) – wrote to him cheerfully admitting to its lack of concern with the economic foundations of cultural life. The criticism has been voiced many times since. It has also become commonplace to refer to the lack of concern with change shown by Burckhardt in a study concerned with some three hundred years of Italian history, from Dante to the Counter-Reformation. This impression of immobility is the result of Burckhardt’s successful attempt to demonstrate the lateral connections between different domains of Renaissance life. This weakness, in other words, is no accident but the perhaps inevitable price of Burckhardt’s achievement. A weakness it remains none the less.

Burckhardt has also been criticized for his lack of knowledge of and sympathy for the Middle Ages, in contrast to which he defines his Renaissance. Adjectives like ‘childish’ no longer seem appropriate when applied to this period (or indeed to any other). The suggestion that medieval men did not feel themselves to be individuals but were conscious of themselves ‘only through some general category’ does not easily square with the existence of twelfth-century autobiographies such as those of Abelard and Guibert of Nogent. Indeed, the concept of ‘the development of the individual’ is difficult to pin down. Is self-consciousness the criterion of individualism? Or is it the desire for glory, ‘the modern sense of fame’ as Burckhardt called it? Did medieval knights not seek fame through their achievements in battles and tournaments? In this case, as in that of the economic foundations of the Renaissance, the old Burckhardt came to agree with his later critics. ‘As far as individualism is concerned’, he once remarked, ‘I don’t believe in it any more’.

Another of Burckhardt’s problematic central concepts is ‘modernity’. To describe Renaissance Italians as the first modern men encourages us to see them in our own image and forget the many differences between us and them. Another problem with modernity is that it keeps changing. What looked modern in 1860 does not necessarily strike late twentieth-century eyes as modern at all. In any case, the sociological debate over ‘modernization’ has made us aware of the dangers of assuming that there is only one path to the future, that history is a one-way street. It is as misleading to describe the changes in European culture and society in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries as ‘Italianization’ as it is to describe more recent changes as ‘Americanization’. The appeal of Italy in one instance and the United States in the other needs to be explained, and account has to be taken of conscious or unconscious divergences from the model, its adaptation to local circumstances.

Burckhardt’s view of the Renaissance may be easy to criticize, but it is also difficult to replace. Much the same goes for his vision of cultural history. To late twentieth-century eyes, Burckhardt’s view of an epoch as a whole no longer seems completely convincing. He says too little, for example, about the cultural conflicts between the humanists and the scholastic philosophers of the Renaissance, or between one kind of humanist and another. He constructed his image of the Renaissance out of a relatively narrow range of literary texts. All the same, his work has been an inspiration to later cultural historians, despite their rejection of some of his conclusions. The great Dutch historian Johan Huizinga wrote his Waning of the Middle Ages (1919) as a kind of riposte to Burckhardt, emphasizing the theme of decay rather than rebirth and the culture of France and Flanders rather than that of Italy. At the same time, his book paints the portrait of an age in Burckhardtian style. It is a work of imagination, intuition, vision. Faithful to his principle that ‘God is to be found in detail’ (Der Liebe Gott steckt im Detail), the German scholar Aby Warburg produced short essays on Renaissance Italy, miniatures rather than a broad canvas. Yet he, like Huizinga, started from the place where Burckhardt had left off. So did Warburg’s friend Ernst Cassirer, who criticized Burckhardt for omitting from his essay any serious consideration of the philosophy of the period, but adopted a Burckhardtian framework for his The Individual and the Cosmos in Renaissance Philosophy (1927). Georg Misch’s monumental History of Autobiography (3 vols., 1907–62) discussed medieval examples which invalidate Burckhardt’s view of Renaissance individualism, yet Misch spent his long career answering a question which Burckhardt had formulated.

Although he found celebrity an embarrassment, Burckhardt had (and continues to have) many claims to fame. His book on The Age of Constantine the Great is a remarkable essay on an age of cultural crisis and transition. His Cicerone first brought him to the notice of a wide public, and still gives him a place in the history of art history. His posthumously published cultural history of Greece is still considered important by classical scholars of the calibre of the late Arnaldo Momigliano, who stresses its novelty and its potential value for future research. The acute, pessimistic observations on the present and the future to be found in Burckhardt’s letters and in his reflections on world history have attracted increasing attention in our own time. Like the Norman aristocrat Alexis de Tocqueville, this Basel patrician may be regarded as a ‘prophet of a mass age’. His emphasis on the subjectivity of historical writing and on cultural relativism, heretical in his own day, is now widely shared. His concern with patterns of culture and with changing concepts of the person has appealed to social anthropologists (from Ruth Benedict to Clifford Geertz) as well as to socio-cultural historians. However, Burckhardt’s name continues to be most closely associated with the period and the country which he made his own: with the Renaissance in Italy.
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THE CIVILIZATION OF THE RENAISSANCE IN ITALY

PART I

The State as a Work of Art

INTRODUCTION

THIS WORK bears the title of an essay in the strictest sense of the word. No one is more conscious than the writer with what limited means and strength he has addressed himself to a task so arduous. And even if he could look with greater confidence upon his own researches, he would hardly thereby feel more assured of the approval of competent judges. To each eye, perhaps, the outlines of a given civilization present a different picture; and in treating of a civilization which is the mother of our own, and whose influence is still at work among us, it is unavoidable that individual judgement and feeling should tell every moment both on the writer and on the reader. In the wide ocean upon which we venture, the possible ways and directions are many; and the same studies which have served for this work might easily, in other hands, not only receive a wholly different treatment and application, but lead also to essentially different conclusions. Such indeed is the importance of the subject, that it still calls for fresh investigation, and may be studied with advantage from the most varied points of view. Meanwhile we are content if a patient hearing is granted us, and if this book be taken and judged as a whole. It is the most serious difficulty of the history of civilization that a great intellectual process must be broken up into single, and often into what seem arbitrary categories, in order to be in any way intelligible. It was formerly our intention to fill up the gaps in this book by a special work on the art of the Renaissance – an intention, however, which we have been able to fulfil only in part.1 The struggle between the popes and the Hohenstaufen left Italy in a political condition which differed essentially from that of other countries of the West. While in France, Spain and England the feudal system was so organized that, at the close of its existence, it was naturally transformed into a unified monarchy, and while in Germany it helped to maintain, at least outwardly, the unity of the empire, Italy had shaken it off almost entirely. The emperors of the fourteenth century, even in the most favourable case, were no longer received and respected as feudal lords, but as possible leaders and supporters of powers already in existence; while the papacy, with its creatures and allies, was strong enough to hinder national unity in the future, not strong enough itself to bring about that unity. Between the two lay a multitude of political units – republics and despots – in part of long standing, in part of recent origin, whose existence was founded simply on their power to maintain it.2 In them for the first time we detect the modern political spirit of Europe, surrendered freely to its own instincts, often displaying the worst features of an unbridled egotism, outraging every right, and killing every germ of a healthier culture. But, wherever this vicious tendency is overcome or in any way compensated, a new fact appears in history – the state as the outcome of reflection and calculation, the state as a work of art. This new life displays itself in a hundred forms, both in the republican and in the despotic states, and determines their inward constitution, no less than their foreign policy. We shall limit ourselves to the consideration of the completer and more clearly defined type, which is offered by the despotic states.

The internal condition of the despotically governed states had a memorable counterpart in the Norman empire of Lower Italy and Sicily, after its transformation by the emperor Frederick II. Bred amid treason and peril in the neighbourhood of the Saracens, Frederick, the first ruler of the modern type who sat upon a throne, had early accustomed himself to a thoroughly objective treatment of affairs. His acquaintance with the internal condition and administration of the Saracenic states was close and intimate; and the mortal struggle in which he was engaged with the papacy compelled him, no less than his adversaries, to bring into the field all the resources at his command. Frederick’s measures (especially after the year 1231) are aimed at the complete destruction of the feudal state, at the transformation of the people into a multitude destitute of will and of the means of resistance, but profitable in the utmost degree to the exchequer. He centralized, in a manner hitherto unknown in the West, the whole judicial and political administration. No office was henceforth to be filled by popular election, under penalty of the devastation of the offending district and of the enslavement of its inhabitants. The taxes, based on a comprehensive assessment, and distributed in accordance with Muhammadan usages, were collected by those cruel and vexatious methods without which, it is true, it is impossible to obtain any money from Orientals. Here, in short, we find, not a people, but simply a disciplined multitude of subjects, who were forbidden, for example, to marry out of the country without special permission, and under no circumstances were allowed to study abroad. The university of Naples was the first we know of to restrict the freedom of study, while the East, in these respects at all events, left its youth unfettered. It was after the example of Muhammadan rules that Frederick traded on his own account in all parts of the Mediterranean, reserving to himself the monopoly of many commodities, and restricting in various ways the commerce of his subjects. The Fatimite Caliphs, with all their esoteric unbelief, were, at least in their earlier history, tolerant of all the differences in the religious faith of their people; Frederick, on the other hand, crowned his system of government by a religious inquisition, which will seem the more reprehensible when we remember that in the persons of the heretics he was persecuting the representatives of a free municipal life. Lastly, the internal police, and the kernel of the army for foreign service, was composed of Saracens who had been brought over from Sicily to Nocera and Lucera – men who were deaf to the cry of misery and careless of the ban of the Church. At a later period the subjects, by whom the use of weapons had long been forgotten, were passive witnesses of the fall of Manfred and of the seizure of the government by Charles of Anjou; the latter continued to use the system which he found already at work.

At the side of the centralizing emperor appeared a usurper of the most peculiar kind: his vicar and son-in-law, Ezzelino da Romano. He stands as the representative of no system of government or administration, for all his activity was wasted in struggles for supremacy in the eastern part of Upper Italy; but as a political type he was a figure of no less importance for the future than his imperial protector Frederick. The conquests and usurpations which had hitherto taken place in the Middle Ages rested on real or pretended inheritance and other such claims, or else were effected against unbelievers and excommunicated persons. Here for the first time the attempt was openly made to found a throne by wholesale murder and endless barbarities, by the adoption, in short, of any means with a view to nothing but the end pursued. None of his successors, not even Cesare Borgia, rivalled the colossal guilt of Ezzelino; but the example once set was not forgotten, and his fall led to no return of justice among the nations, and served as no warning to future transgressors.

It was in vain at such a time that St Thomas Aquinas, a born subject of Frederick, set up the theory of a constitutional monarchy, in which the prince was to be supported by an upper house named by himself, and a representative body elected by the people. Such theories found no echo outside the lecture-room, and Frederick and Ezzelino were and remain for Italy the great political phenomena of the thirteenth century. Their personality, already half legendary, forms the most important subject of The Hundred Old Tales, whose original composition falls certainly within this century. In them Ezzelino is spoken of with the awe which all mighty impressions leave behind them. His person became the centre of a whole literature from the chronicle of eye-witnesses to the half-mystical tragedy of later poets.

DESPOTS OF THE FOURTEENTH CENTURY

The tyrannies, great and small, of the fourteenth century afford constant proof that examples such as these were not thrown away. Their misdeeds cried forth loudly and have been circumstantially told by historians. As states depending for existence on themselves alone, and scientifically organized with a view to this object, they present to us a higher interest than that of mere narrative.

The deliberate adaptation of means to ends, of which no prince out of Italy had at that time a conception, joined to almost absolute power within the limits of the state, produced among the despots both men and modes of life of a peculiar character. The chief secret of government in the hands of the prudent ruler lay in leaving the incidence of taxation so far as possible where he found it, or as he had first arranged it. The chief sources of income were: a land tax, based on a valuation; definite taxes on articles of consumption and duties on exported and imported goods; together with the private fortune of the ruling house. The only possible increase was derived from the growth of business and of general prosperity. Loans, such as we find in the free cities, were here unknown; a well-planned confiscation was held a preferable means of raising money, provided only that it left public credit unshaken – an end attained, for example, by the truly oriental practice of deposing and plundering the director of the finances.

Out of this income the expenses of the little court, of the bodyguard, of the mercenary troops, and of the public buildings were met, as well as of the buffoons and men of talent who belonged to the personal attendants of the prince. The illegitimacy of his rule isolated the tyrant and surrounded him with constant danger; the most honourable alliance which he could form was with intellectual merit, without regard to its origin. The liberality of the northern princes of the thirteenth century was confined to the knights, to the nobility which served and sang. It was otherwise with the Italian despot. With his thirst for fame and his passion for monumental works, it was talent, not birth, which he needed. In the company of the poet and the scholar he felt himself in a new position, almost, indeed in possession of a new legitimacy.

No prince was more famous in this respect than the ruler of Verona, Can Grande della Scala, who numbered among the illustrious exiles whom he entertained at his court representatives of the whole of Italy. The men of letters were not ungrateful. Petrarch, whose visits at the courts of such men have been so severely censured, sketched an ideal picture of a prince of the fourteenth century. He demands great things from his patron, the lord of Padua, but in a manner which shows that he holds him capable of them.

Thou must not be the master but the father of thy subjects, and must love them as thy children; yea, as members of thy body. Weapons, guards and soldiers thou mayest employ against the enemy – with thy subjects goodwill is sufficient. By citizens, of course, I mean those who love the existing order; for those who daily desire change are rebels and traitors, and against such a stern justice may take its course.

Here follows, worked out in detail, the purely modern fiction of the omnipotence of the state. The prince is to take everything into his charge, to maintain and restore churches and public buildings, to keep up the municipal police,3 to drain the marshes, to look after the supply of wine and corn; so to distribute the taxes that the people can recognize their necessity; he is to support the sick and the helpless, and to give his protection and society to distinguished scholars, on whom his fame in after ages will depend.

But whatever might be the brighter sides of the system, and the merits of individual rulers, yet the men of the fourteenth century were not without a more or less distinct consciousness of the brief and uncertain tenure of most of these despotisms. Inasmuch as political institutions like these are naturally secure in proportion to the size of the territory in which they exist, the larger principalities were constantly tempted to swallow up the smaller. Whole hecatombs of petty rulers were sacrificed at this time to the Visconti alone. As a result of this outward danger an inward ferment was in ceaseless activity; and the effect of the situation on the character of the ruler was generally of the most sinister kind. Absolute power, with its temptations to luxury and unbridled selfishness, and the perils to which he was exposed from enemies and conspirators, turned him almost inevitably into a tyrant in the worst sense of the word. Well for him if he could trust his nearest relations! But where all was illegitimate, there could be no regular law of inheritance, either with regard to the succession or to the division of the ruler’s property; and consequently the heir, if incompetent or a minor, was liable in the interest of the family itself to be supplanted by an uncle or cousin of more resolute character. The acknowledgement or exclusion of the bastards was a fruitful source of contest; and most of these families in consequence were plagued with a crowd of discontented and vindictive kinsmen. This circumstance gave rise to continual outbreaks of treason and to frightful scenes of domestic bloodshed. Sometimes the pretenders lived abroad in exile, and like the Visconti, who practised the fisherman’s craft on the Lake of Garda, viewed the situation with patient indifference. When asked by a messenger of his rival when and how he thought of returning to Milan, one gave the reply, ‘By the same means as those by which I was expelled, but not till his crimes have outweighed my own.’ Sometimes, too, the despot was sacrificed by his relations, with the view of saving the family, to the public conscience which he had too grossly outraged. In a few cases the government was in the hands of the whole family, or at least the ruler was bound to take their advice; and here, too, the distribution of property and influence often led to bitter disputes.

The whole of this system excited the deep and persistent hatred of the Florentine writers of that epoch. Even the pomp and display, with which the despot was perhaps less anxious to gratify his own vanity than to impress the popular imagination, awakened their keenest sarcasm. Woe to an adventurer if he fell into their hands, like the upstart Doge Agnello of Pisa (1364), who used to ride out with a golden sceptre, and show himself at the window of his house, ‘as relics are shown’, reclining on embroidered drapery and cushions, served like a pope or emperor, by kneeling attendants. More often, however, the old Florentines speak on this subject in a tone of lofty seriousness. Dante saw and characterized well the vulgarity and commonplace which marked the ambition of the new princes. ‘What mean their trumpets and their bells, their horns and their flutes; but come, hangman – come, vultures?’ The castle of the tyrant, as pictured by the popular mind, is a lofty and solitary building, full of dungeons and listening-tubes, the home of cruelty and misery.4 Misfortune is foretold to all who enter the service of the despot, who even becomes at last himself an object of pity: he must needs be the enemy of all good and honest men; he can trust no one, and can read in the faces of his subjects the expectation of his fall. ‘As despotisms rise, grow, and are consolidated, so grows in their midst the hidden element which must produce their dissolution and ruin.’ But the deepest ground of dislike has not been stated; Florence was then the scene of the richest development of human individuality, while for the despots no other individuality could be suffered to live and thrive but their own and that of their nearest dependants. The control of the individual was rigorously carried out, even down to the establishment of a system of passports.5

The astrological superstitions and the religious unbelief of many of the tyrants gave, in the minds of their contemporaries, a peculiar colour to this awful and God-forsaken existence. When the last Carrara could no longer defend the walls and gates of the plague-stricken Padua, hemmed in on all sides by the Venetians (1405), the soldiers of the guard heard him cry to the devil ‘to come and kill me’.

The most complete and instructive type of the tyranny of the fourteenth century is to be found unquestionably among the Visconti of Milan, from the death of the Archbishop Giovanni onwards (1354). The family likeness which shows itself between Bernabò and the worst of the Roman emperors is unmistakable; the most important public object was the prince’s boar-hunting; whoever interfered with it was put to death with torture; the terrified people were forced to maintain 5,000 boar-hounds, with strict responsibility for their health and safety. The taxes were extorted by every conceivable sort of compulsion; seven daughters of the prince received a dowry of 100,000 gold florins apiece; and an enormous treasure was collected. On the death of his wife (1384) an order was issued ‘to the subjects’ to share his grief, as once they had shared his joy, and to wear mourning for a year. The coup de main (1385) by which his nephew Giangaleazzo got him into his power – one of those brilliant plots which make the heart of even late historians beat more quickly – was strikingly characteristic of the man.

In Giangaleazzo that passion for the colossal which was common to most of the despots shows itself on the largest scale. He undertook, at the cost of 300,000 golden florins, the construction of gigantic dykes, to divert in case of need the Mincio from Mantua and the Brenta from Padua, and thus to render these cities defenceless. It is not impossible, indeed, that he thought of draining away the lagoons of Venice. He founded that most wonderful of all convents, the Certosa of Pavia, and the cathedral of Milan, ‘which exceeds in size and splendour all the churches of Christendom’. The Palace in Pavia, which his father Galeazzo began and which he himself finished, was probably by far the most magnificent of the princely dwellings of Europe. There he transferred his famous library, and the great collection of relics of the saints, in which he placed a peculiar faith. It would have been strange indeed if a prince of this character had not also cherished the highest ambitions in political matters. King Wenceslaus made him Duke (1395); he was hoping for nothing less than the kingdom of Italy or the imperial crown, when (1402) he fell ill and died. His whole territories are said to have paid him in a single year, besides the regular contribution of 1,200,000 gold florins, no less than 800,000 more in extraordinary subsidies. After his death the dominions which he had brought together by every sort of violence fell to pieces; and for a time even the original nucleus could with difficulty be maintained by his successors. What might have become of his sons Giovanni Maria (died 1412) and Filippo Maria (died 1417), had they lived in a different country and among other traditions, cannot be said. But, as heirs of their house, they inherited that monstrous capital of cruelty and cowardice which had been accumulated from generation to generation.

Giovanni Maria, too, is famed for his dogs, which were no longer, however, used for hunting but for tearing human bodies. Tradition has preserved their names, like those of the bears of the Emperor Valentinian I. In May 1409, when war was going on, and the starving populace cried to him in the streets, Pace! Pace!, he let loose his mercenaries upon them, and 200 lives were sacrificed; under penalty of the gallows it was forbidden to utter the words pace and guerra, and the priests were ordered, instead of dona nobis pacem, to say tranquillitatem. At last a band of conspirators took advantage of the moment when Facino Cane, the chief condottiere of the insane ruler, lay ill at Pavia, and cut down Giovanni Maria in the church of San Gottardo at Milan; the dying Facino on the same day made his officers swear to stand by the heir Filippo Maria, whom he himself urged his wife to take for a second husband. His wife, Beatrice di Tenda, followed his advice. We shall have occasion to speak of Filippo Maria later on.

And in times like these Cola di Rienzi was dreaming of founding on the rickety enthusiasm of the corrupt population of Rome a new state which was to comprise all Italy. By the side of rulers such as those whom we have described, he seems no better than a poor deluded fool.

DESPOTS OF THE FIFTEENTH CENTURY

The despotisms of the fifteenth century show an altered character. Many of the less important tyrants, and some of the greater, like the Scala and the Carrara, had disappeared, while the more powerful ones, aggrandized by conquest, had given to their systems each its characteristic development. Naples, for example, received a fresh and stronger impulse from the new Aragonese dynasty. A striking feature of this epoch is the attempt of the condottieri to found independent dynasties of their own. Facts and the actual relations of things, apart from traditional estimates, are alone regarded; talent and audacity win the great prizes. The petty despots, to secure a trustworthy support, begin to enter the service of the larger states, and become themselves condottieri, receiving in return for their services money and impunity for their misdeeds, if not an increase of territory. All, whether small or great, must exert themselves more, must act with greater caution and calculation, and must learn to refrain from too wholesale barbarities; only so much wrong is permitted by public opinion as is necessary for the end in view, and this the impartial bystander certainly finds no fault with. No trace is here visible of that half-religious loyalty by which the legitimate princes of the West were supported; personal popularity is the nearest approach we can find to it. Talent and calculation are the only means of advancement. A character like that of Charles the Bold, which wore itself out in the passionate pursuit of impracticable ends, was a riddle to the Italians. ‘The Swiss were only peasants, and if they were all killed, that would be no satisfaction for the Burgundian nobles who might fall in the war. If the duke got possession of all Switzerland without a struggle, his income would not be 5,000 ducats the greater.’ The medieval features in the character of Charles, his chivalrous aspirations and ideals, had long become unintelligible to the Italians. The diplomatists of the South, when they saw him strike his officers and yet keep them in his service, when he maltreated his troops to punish them for a defeat, and then threw the blame on his counsellors in the presence of the same troops, gave him up for lost. Louis XI, on the other hand, whose policy surpasses that of the Italian princes in their own style, and who was an avowed admirer of Francesco Sforza, must be placed in all that regards culture and refinement far below these rulers.

Good and evil lie strangely mixed together in the Italian states of the fifteenth century. The personality of the ruler is so highly developed, often of such deep significance, and so characteristic of the conditions and needs of the time, that to form an adequate moral judgement on it is no easy task.6

The foundation of the system was and remained illegitimate, and nothing could remove the curse which rested upon it. The imperial approval or investiture made no change in the matter, since the people attached little weight to the fact that the despot had bought a piece of parchment somewhere in foreign countries, or from some stranger passing through his territory. If the emperor had been good for anything – so ran the logic of uncritical common sense – he would never have let the tyrant rise at all. Since the Roman expedition of Charles IV, the emperors had done nothing more in Italy than sanction a tyranny which had arisen without their help; they could give it no other practical authority than what might flow from an imperial charter. The whole conduct of Charles in Italy was a scandalous political comedy. Matteo Villani relates how the Visconti escorted him round their territory, and at last out of it; how he went about like a hawker selling his wares (privileges, etc.) for money; what a mean appearance he made in Rome, and how at the end, without even drawing the sword, he returned with replenished coffers across the Alps. Sigismund came, on the first occasion at least (1414), with the good intention of persuading John XXIII to take part in his council; it was on that journey, when pope and emperor were gazing from the lofty tower of Cremona on the panorama of Lombardy, that their host, the tyrant Gabrino Fondolo, was seized with the desire to throw them both over. On his second visit Sigismund came as a mere adventurer; for more than half a year he remained shut up in Siena, like a debtor in gaol, and only with difficulty, and at a later period, succeeded in being crowned in Rome. And what can be thought of Frederick III? His journeys to Italy have the air of holiday-trips or pleasure-tours made at the expense of those who wanted him to confirm their prerogatives, or whose vanity it flattered to entertain an emperor. The latter was the case with Alfonso of Naples, who paid 150,000 florins for the honour of an imperial visit. At Ferrara, on his second return from Rome (1469), Frederick spent a whole day without leaving his chamber, distributing no less than eighty titles; he created knights, counts, doctors, notaries – counts, indeed, of different degrees, as, for instance, counts palatine, counts with the right to create doctors up to the number of five, counts with the rights to legitimatize bastards, to appoint notaries, and so forth. The chancellor, however, expected in return for the patents in question a gratuity which was thought excessive at Ferrara. The opinion of Borso, himself created Duke of Modena and Reggio in return for an annual payment of 4,000 gold florins, when his imperial patron was distributing titles and diplomas to all the little court, is not mentioned. The humanists, then the chief spokesmen of the age, were divided in opinion according to their personal interests, while the emperor was greeted by some of them with the conventional acclamations of the poets of imperial Rome. Poggio confessed that he no longer knew what the coronation meant; in the old times only the victorious Imperator was crowned; and then he was crowned with laurel.

With Maximilian I begins not only the general intervention of foreign nations, but a new imperial policy with regard to Italy. The first step – the investiture of Lodovico il Moro with the duchy of Milan and the exclusion of his unhappy nephew – was not of a kind to bear good fruits. According to the modern theory of intervention, when two parties are tearing a country to pieces, a third may step in and take its share, and on this principle the empire acted. But right and justice were appealed to no longer. When Louis XII was expected in Genoa (1502), and the imperial eagle was removed from the hall of the ducal palace and replaced by painted lilies, the historian Senarega asked what, after all, was the meaning of the eagle which so many revolutions had spared, and what claims the empire had upon Genoa. No one knew more about the matter than the old phrase that Genoa was a camera imperii. In fact, nobody in Italy could give a clear answer to any such questions. At length, when Charles V held Spain and the empire together, he was able by means of Spanish forces to make good imperial claims; but it is notorious that what he thereby gained turned to the profit, not of the empire, but of the Spanish monarchy.

Closely connected with the political illegitimacy of the dynasties of the fifteenth century was the public indifference to legitimate birth, which to foreigners – for example, to Comines – appeared so remarkable. The two things went naturally together. In northern countries, as in Burgundy, the illegitimate offspring were provided for by a distinct class of appanages, such as bishoprics and the like; in Portugal an illegitimate line maintained itself on the throne only by constant effort; in Italy, on the contrary, there no longer existed a princely house where, even in the direct line of descent, bastards were not patiently tolerated. The Aragonese monarchs of Naples belonged to the illegitimate line, Aragon itself falling to the lot of the brother of Alfonso I. The great Frederick of Urbino was, perhaps, no Montefeltro at all. When Pius II was on his way to the Congress of Mantua (1459), eight bastards of the house of Este rode to meet him at Ferrara, among them the reigning duke Borso himself and two illegitimate sons of his illegitimate brother and predecessor Lionello. The latter had also had a lawful wife, herself an illegitimate daughter of Alfonso I of Naples by an African woman. The bastards were often admitted to the succession where the lawful children were minors and the dangers of the situation were pressing; and a rule
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