Renaissance Women and Reformation Influences

The Renaissance spanned roughly two centuries. During the fifteenth century it grew to full bloom in Italy, and by the sixteenth century it had spread to other European countries and had developed strong national characteristics. One of the major trends of this period was the growth of strong monarchies and other states, the origin of the international power play that became an intrinsic part of modern European political history.


The humanist philosophy stressed man’s condition in this world, emphasizing the importance of the individual. This Renaissance emphasis was a change from the previous medieval stress on community (monasteries, guilds, urban communes, the European “Christian Community,” and so on). Perhaps the clearest evidence of Renaissance individualism was the upsurge of portrait painting that left a personal record of thousands of Renaissance men and women. In contrast, apart from the exceptional few, we know very little about the personalities of medieval individuals. The Renaissance kings and heads of state were fascinated by the new humanist ideals, which they nurtured and advanced throughout their realms.


In some instances these princes had elevated themselves into positions of nobility; for example, Francesco Sforza, the duke of Milan, was a former mercenary military commander, or condottiere. Some were heads of state by virtue of their financial power, such as the head of the great Medici banking house of the republic of Florence. Other Italian princes of the fifteenth century, such as the Gonzagas of Mantua and the Montefeltros of Urbino, had a long history of feudal power. The Italian principalities were territorially quite small. However, large had been drawn together into nation-states either by military conquest or by politically expedient marriages across the Alps, specifically in Spain, France, Burgundy, and England. By the sixteenth century the princes of these nations- Philip II of Spain, Francis I of France, and Henry VIII of England- were very powerful individuals indeed, and their influence was magnifies by their patronage of humanist philosophers and artists and their employment of humanist scholars as tutors to their children. 


This use of power in the interest of humanistic ideals was exhibited by Renaissance men and equally by their women. The two Renaissance centuries are in fact notable for a number of outstanding, powerful women whose intrinsic strength and grasp of the new ideas made them formidable rivals to the great men of their time. In Italy the sisters Beatrice (1475-97) and Isabella (1474-1539) d’Este stand out, Beatrice for her political acumen and Isabella for her management of her husband’s impoverished Gonzaga inheritance and her skillful recognition and patronage of some of the greatest poets and artists and the printer like Aldus Manutius.


In Spain the great Renaissance queen, Isabella (1451-1504), was behind the achievements of her reign. Among these achievements was the unification of her kingdom of Castile with that of her husband’s, Aragon, and her successful government of both, which demanded her complete attention even on the battlefield. Her breadth of vision led the Columbus expedition across the Atlantic to the opening up of the New World and led to the foundation of new universities and the subsidy of scholars who worked, for example, on the simultaneously published translation of the Bible into Greek, Hebrew, and Latin texts. Her firm religious belief led her to strengthen the Church to such as extent that the Reformation that affected most European nations did not gain a foot hold in Spain. She well deserved her title, Isabella the Catholic. She insisted on a formidable education for her daughters, and one of these, Catherine of Aragon, inherited her mother’s strength of purpose and intellect and was thus able to withstand with great fortitude the crises in her life as queen of England.


In France the regent Anne de Beaujeu (1460-1522) and Queen Anne of Brittany (1477- 1514) dominated the political and cultural scene at the turn of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Anne de Beaujeu’s influence was extensive not only on the politics of her time (for example, the incorporation of Brittany into the state of France) but also on various great women who as children were educated under her auspices. One of these, the astute Margaret of Austria (1480-1530), was to become regent of the Netherlands; another, Louise of Savoy (1476-1531), worked with Margaret of Austria on the “Ladies’ Peace” of 1529, a treaty that ended the war between France and the Holy Roman Empire.


Marguerite of Angouleme (1492-1549), who is perhaps the most appealing feminine product of Renaissance humanism, was the daughter of Louise of Savoy and sister to Francis I, king of France. Although the general trend in France was to maintain the religious status quo, Marguerite of Angouleme was deeply interested in the humanist and Reformation elements in Western Europe. She surrounded herself with humanist scholars and let some persecuted Reformers, such as John Calvin, find refuge at her court. Basically a poet of mystical piety, she also wrote a book of stories in the manner of Baccaccio’s Decameron. Her stories, the Heptameron, were decried by nineteenth-century historians and social critics as unsuitable for a lady to compose or to read. In fact, although the stories are as crude as the writings of male authors of the period, the Heptameron shows Marguerite’s reformatory spirit by describing in a lively and literary form the abuses of the Church and the monasteries, a popular humanist practice of her day, in which she followed Rabelais and Erasmus (6 C). Marguerite d’Angouleme was older than her brother Francis, and according to Brantome, the sixteenth-century courtier, she would have been the better king. In his memoirs Brantome deplored the law that excluded women from the succession to the French Crown and described how Marguerite on many occasions dealt successfully with statesmen and ambassadors on her brother’s behalf. 


In the latter part of the sixteenth century two powerful women dominated Western Europe- Catherine de Medicis (1519-89), niece of the Medici pope, Clement VII, and queen mother and regent of France; and Elizabeth I (1533-1603), queen of England, daughter of Henry VIII and Anne Boleyn.  Both of these women were well educated, although Elizabeth’s education was a far higher caliber.  She was tutored by the great Cambridge humanist scholar Roger Ascham, whereas Catherine’s early schooling took place in an undistinguished convent in Florence.  Both women loved art; both managed to keep at bay the powerful and aggressive King Philip II of Spain; both were shrewd and calculating rulers.  But whereas Catherine de Medicis’ loyalty was basically to her sons and the royal Valois dynasty of France, Elizabeth, very much a Tudor, worked for England.  The achievements of the two queens in the political development of their countries pose a dramatic contract—for France:  political and religious civil wars, the St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre of 1572, and a decrease in international power; for England:   peace, a reasonable mutual tolerance of religiously opposed factions, a solid defense against and defeat of the powerful Spanish Armada in 1588, and wide international respect.  The spectacular upsurge of cultural activity in Elizabethan England, boasting such names as Bacon, Spenser, Marlowe, and Shakespeare, hardly requires comment.


One cannot brashly say that humanist Leonardo Bruni’s treatise on the importance of education for women, written as early as 1405 for a member of one of the great Italian Renaissance families, was the seed for the later harvest of feminine force and intellect.  However, one can say that the daughters of the early Renaissance princes, buoyed by the learning and self-confidence bestowed by their humanist tutors, matured into forceful and accomplished women of the later fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.


The section on humanism and the foregoing pages have indicated the religious dissension that underlay much of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.  The cultural and political arm of humanism is known as the Renaissance; its religious arm is called the Reformation.  The humanist stress on a return to original source and the emphasis on individual faith, prayer, and preaching.  Some Christian humanists, such as Erasmus, More, and Vives, stopped short of breaking with the Catholic Church, but the most prominent Reformers, such as Luther (1483-1546), Calvin (1509-64), and Zwingli (1484-1531), turned their backs on the pope and introduced an evangelical reform movement which led to a schism in Christendom.  Western European countries (except Spain) were split on the Protestant issue, and a number of them, notably the German and Scandinavian states, the Netherlands, and England, adopted Protestantism as their official religion for a variety of politically expedient reasons.


In the long run the effect of Protestantism on women was beneficial, for its leaders insisted that all girls should be taught to read and write so that they would be able to interpret the Bible for themselves and, as mothers, for their children.  Thus Luther and his followers were the first to recommend public elementary schooling for girls.  Throughout the centuries following the Reformation the overall literacy rate of Protestant women compared with that of women in Catholic communities (outside of nunneries) was high.  In the nineteenth century these literate women of Protestant countries were the backbone of the movements that aimed to give women opportunities for high education, to enter professions, to administer their own earnings, and to vote.


In the short run, however the vision of the sixteenth century Reformers did not fulfill for women the great promise that it extended to mankind.  The Protestant emphasis on the individual’s faith as the pivot for salvation did, in theory, apply equally to women and men.  Luther maintained that priests were unnecessary intermediaries between God and man and that every man could be his own intermediary (priest), although specially designated male preachers spread the word and watched over the flock.  But the sixteenth-century Reformers—the German, Luther; the Frenchman, Calvin; and the Scot, Knox—were narrowly restricted to the Pauline view of women that had already overwhelmed the Church Fathers in the early Christian centuries.  Women were to be obedient to their husbands, to keep silent in public, and to busy themselves with their households.


The early Christian Fathers and the sixteenth-century Reformers differed widely on the question of sex.  The Reformers did not believe that either men or women should be celibate, nor did they decry sex within marriage.  However, they abhorred adultery and demanded fidelity equally from the husband and from the wife.  This interest in masculine fidelity is a notable shift from the earlier unquestioning acceptance of the double standard.  Reformers were aware of the unhappiness of nuns who had been forced to enter convents by impecunious parents wanting to avoid the payment of marriage dowries.  Some, like Melachthon were sympathetic to those nuns who had been used to a sheltered monastic existence and were suddenly left to fend for themselves when the nunneries were dissolved as part of the Reformation.  At all of the Protestant Reformers married; like Luther, many married former nuns.


Performers and Reformation preachers throughout the sixteenth century took to pen and pulpit and wrote and preached searing sermons.  People traveled far and wide to hear well-known preachers, and the recent invention of printing, coupled with the new emphasis on literacy, made the published distribution of the sermons a powerful vehicle of the Reformation.  As for women, the Reformation preachers thunderously addressed themselves to erring wives, and the great part of their sermons dealing with women is not much more than advise to husbands on how to keep wives in their place.  The original humanist stress on feminine learning and the developments of the intellect for virtue’s sake was lost in the Reformers’ insistence on the “word,” which in the case of women returns full cycle to Paul of Tarsus’ narrow view.
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