Four Aspects of the Renaissance – Outline of notes from class

1. State: Changes in military and technology lead to more consolidated, centralized states.

2. Art/Technology: The movable-type printing press leads to increased literacy and speeds up the spread of information. Shift to the vernacular.

3. Church in Crisis: Because of corruption in the Vatican, many small states in the Holy Roman Empire (Germany) begin to break with the Catholic church (Reformation).

4. Economy: Shift from Agriculture to Commerce. After 1492, Europe is flooded with gold, silver and wealth from the Americas and from the African slave trade.

State:


The cost of independence goes up  →  Consolidation of small states.


Shift from cavalry (knights, often paid with land) to infantry (mercenaries, paid in cash) → means that waging war requires more cash, which means that only wealthy states can afford strong armies. Also means that there is more cash flow in the economy.


Gunpowder Technology improves → Cannons change how cities are defended. Now, larger walls must be built to defend against cannon. This is the most expensive thing a state will have to afford, which means that smaller states may not be able to defend their independence.

Art/Technology:


Gutenberg Press (1440) – movable-type press.


Can print 3600 pages a day.


This leads to a much more literate society. News and ideas spread faster (Democratization of knowledge). Books are printed in the vernacular, which begins a shift in identity leading toward a rise in nationalism. Instead of identifying with a larger Christian community (with Latin as a common language), people start identifying with their linguistic communities. Pride in national languages → nationalism. 

As cheaper, wood-pulp paper is developed, newspapers (which people would read in coffee shops) may lead to a rise in a commodity culture, which leads people to work harder to afford these luxuries (coffee and newspapers), and it has been argued that this “industrious revolution” may have contributed to the rise of the Industrial Revolution.

Also, the press helps the spread of Greek and Roman texts, (remember, the Renaissance is the “rebirth” of Greek and Roman  culture), which leads to a 'rebirth' of humanistic thought/philosophy. 

· Between 1440 and 1500, over 20 million volumes had been published (perhaps more than had been put into print in all of human history before this). 

· In 1500, the most-printed item on the presses were the letters of indulgence.

Church in Crisis:


Because of excessive spending in Rome (best illustrated in the building of St. Peter's Basilica), the church had to raise church taxes all over Europe. The Church also sought to raise money by selling letters of indulgence (a letter someone could buy to absolve them of their sins). This led to dissatisfaction with the church – it was seen as corrupt. 


Martin Luther sought to start a theological debate with the church about the problems of corruption and of selling indulgences. This led to a protestant revolution (Reformation) in the church.


The only places where protestants were successful was in places where they had the support of their local princes. (This meant that in the Holy Roman Empire, where states were small and weak, princes saw an advantage to breaking with the Catholic church [they could collect for themselves the taxes the church was collecting], protestantism took hold. In strong, centralized states, such as Spain, the state already had sufficient influence over the church within their borders and saw no advantage to breaking away). 


Rising Secularism and Humanism. During the Renaissance, there was a rise in secular and humanistic thought/philosophy. Some of this came from the re-popularization of ancient Greek texts, which led people to embrace rationalism (this will be important when we talk about new scientific developments), and to start favoring a philosophy that emphasized human potential (instead of salvation). Emphasizing human potential was, in part, a way to justify social mobility -- to explain why some people had become rich and powerful without being part of the clergy or nobility (like the Medicis).


One reaction of the church (to accusations of indulgence and corruption) was to start preaching the denial of worldly pleasures. This was in conflict with economic progress, but was to both atone for the church's excesses and justify their high taxes.

Economy:


Shift from agriculture to commerce. (Rise in the cash economy leads to a rise in the middle class)


After 1492, wealth from colonies in the Americas and from the African slave trade floods Europe with wealth.


The guild system dominated European industries. This was a system that limited who could take part in a trade, and instituted a system of apprenticeships to join many trades. Guilds held power to regulate prices, competition and trade. 

