Renaissance Europe I: Foundations and Forms (RS200/RS300)

Week 5: Inventing the Renaissance: from Vasari to Burckhardt (Rebecca Carnevali) 

The term Renaissance, used to describe the historical period between 1300 and 1650, actually first emerged in late sixteenth-century Italy. Art writers such as Giorgio Vasari (1511-1574) deemed that their time was different from what came before, and their works became part of a critical tradition that influenced how scholars and critics thought about the Renaissance until the early twentieth century. At the same time, these works also reflected personal views, patrons’ agendas, and disciplinary frames that need to be taken into consideration in order to understand the impact they had on what has been—and what has not been—considered the Renaissance.
	This week’s lecture engages with examples of written criticism and the idea of Renaissance they conveye. The necessary starting point is Vasari’s Lives (1550), one of the earliest examples of art criticism of pre-modern Europe. Here, Vasari argued that the art production of his time showed signs of ‘rebirth’ after centuries of technical and qualitative decay. The lecture then explores how the definition of the Renaissance as an overall historical phenomenon emerged only later; namely, in The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy (1860), the Swiss art historian Jacob Burckhardt (1818-1897) applied the idea of renewal to further areas, such as statecraft and spirituality. The lecture will then offer a brief overview of the ensuing scholarship on the Renaissance and of the impact it had on our understanding of the period.
[bookmark: _GoBack]	This week’s seminar focusses on passages from Vasari and Burckhardt (extracts). As you read these, ask yourself: What is the relationship between their respective ideas of what the Renaissance is and the shift in scope, i.e. from art and collecting to cultural and political history? Can you explain the particular choices and biases with the authors’ background? Which idea of historical development do they embrace? Additionally, browse through one of the non-mandatory works from the list of primary readings and reflect on their different geographical and chronological frames. You can choose one of the critical secondary readings listed below to help you with this.
Assignment: with the help of the online classic catalogue of Warwick Library or the advanced search in its Encore version, search by subject for academic titles classified as pertaining to the ‘Renaissance’ and pick at least three introductions to read. What is the periodization examined by the books? Do the authors explain their choice of chronological timeframe? Do you see differences between their approaches to the concept of Renaissance? Lastly, do they use pre-modern bibliography to justify such approaches?


Primary Readings (an asterisk marks mandatory readings)

*Giorgio Vasari, The Lives of the Artists (extracts; see PDF on website)

*Jacob Burckhardt, The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy (excerpts; see PDF on website)

Johan Huizinga, The Waning of the Middle Ages: A Study of the Forms of Life, Thought, and Art in France and the Netherlands from the XIV to the XV Century (1919)

Erwin Panofsky, Renaissance and Renascences in Western Art (1960)


Secondary Readings

Paula Findlen, ‘Possessing the Past: The Material World of the Italian Renaissance’, The American Historical Review, 103.1 (1998), 83–114

Jo Tollebeek, ‘“Renaissance” and “Fossilization”: Michelet, Burckhardt, and Huizinga’, Renaissance Studies, 15.3 (2001), 354–366

‘Renaissance, Interpretations of’ in Encyclopedia of the Renaissance (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1999), V, 288–291, 302, etc.
	
