Jacob Burckhardt, The Civilization of the Renaissance

In the Middle Ages both sides of human consciousness—that which was turned within as that which was turned
without—lay dreaming or half awake beneath a common veil. The veil was woven of faith, illusion, and childish
prepossession, through which the world and history were seen clad in strange hues. 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 and consideration of the State and of 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, recognized himself as such. In the same way the Greek had once distinguished himself from
the barbarian, and the Arab had felt himself an individual at a time when other Asiatics knew themselves only as
members of a race...

In far earlier times we can here and there detect a development of free personality which in Northern Europe either
did not occur at all, or could not display itself in the same manner. ... But at the close of the thirteenth century Italy
began to swarm with individuality; the ban laid upon human personality was dissolved; and a thousand figures meet
us each in its own special shape and dress. Dante’s great poem would have been impossible in any other country of
Europe, if only for the reason that they all still lay under the spell of race. For Italy the august poet, through the
wealth of individuality which he set forth, was the most national herald of his time. But this unfolding of the
treasures of human nature in literature and art—this many-sided representation and criticism—will be discussed in
separate chapters; here we have to deal only with the psychological fact itself. This fact appears in the most decisive
and unmistakable form. The Italians of the fourteenth century knew little of false modesty or of hypocrisy in any
shape; not one of them was afraid of singularity, of being and seeming unlike his neighbors. Despotism, as we have
already seen, fostered in the highest degree the individuality not only of the tyrant or Condottiere himself, but also
of the men whom he protected or used as his tools—the secretary, minister, poet, and companion. These people
were forced to know all the inward resources of their own nature, passing or permanent; and their enjoyment of life
was enhanced and concentrated by the desire to obtain the greatest satisfaction from a possibly very brief period of
power and influence.



Lynn Thorndike, Renaissance or Prenaissance?

Michelet called the Renaissance “the discovery of the world and of man,” and was followed in this lead by the very
influential book of Burckhardt, in which, on what seem too often to be dogmatic or imaginary grounds without
sufficient presentation of facts as evidence, the Renaissance was no longer regarded as primarily a rebirth of
classical learning and culture but rather as a pre-birth or precursor of present society and modern civilization - “a
period,” to quote the Boston Transcript (1926) concerning Elizabethan England, “that witnessed the birth pangs of
most that is worthwhile in modern civilization and government.”

This made a well-calculated appeal to the average reader who is little interested to be told that Erasmus was a great
Greek scholar or that Leonardo da Vinci copied from Albert of Saxony, but whose ego is titillated to be told that
Leonardo was an individual like himself or that Erasmus’s chief claim to fame is that he was the first modern man
- the first one like you and me. All this was quite soothing and flattering and did much to compensate for one’s
inability to read Horace or to quote Euripides. 1t even had its appeal for professors of modern European history
and for teachers of the modern languages. It appears to be the concept of the Renaissance which such recent
advocates thereof or apologists therefore as Wallace K. Ferguson and Hans Baron are concerned to defend,
retreating to new standing ground of plausible hypothesis and ingenious conjecture, when some of Burckhardt’s old
bulwarks are proved to be untenable by new masses of facts concerning either/both the middle ages and the
quattrocento. But would it not make things clearer, if they ceased to employ the old name, since the old concept has
been abandoned, and, instead of talking of the Renaissance, spoke of the period or movement or whatever it is they
have in mind as the Prenaissance?

The concept of the Italian Renaissance or Prenaissance has in my opinion done a great deal of harm in the past and
may continue to do harm in the future. It is too suggestive of a sensational, miraculous, extraordinary, magical,
human and intellectual development, like unto the phoenix rising from its ashes after five hundred years. It is
contrary to the fact that human nature tends to remain much more the same in all times. 1t has led to a chorus of
rhapsodists as to freedom, breadth, soaring ideas, horizons, perspectives, out of fetters and swaddling clothes, and
so on. It long discouraged the study of centuries of human development that preceded it, and blinded the French
philosophes and revolutionists to the value of medieval political and economic institutions. It has kept men in
general from recognizing that our life and thought is based more nearly and actually on the middle ages than on
distant Greek and Rome, from whom our heritage is more indirect, bookish and sentimental, less institutional,
social, religious, even less economic and experimental.

But what is the use of questioning the Renaissance? No one has even proved its existence; no one has really tried to.
So often as one phase of it or conception of it is disproved, or is shown to be equally characteristic of the preceding

period, its defenders take up a new position and are just as happy, just as enthusiastic, just as complacent as ever.

You may break, you may shatter the vase, if you will,
But the scent of the roses will hang round it still.

Still lingers the sweet perfume of the Renaissance; still hovers about us the blithe spirit of the Prenaissance.



