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From Medieval Christendom to Renaissance Europe


With the rise of Christianity, the fall of Rome, and the displacement of authority to the Catholic Church, European culture went into hibernation during the Medieval Period until its “rebirth” in the Renaissance.  Throughout these centuries, Christendom would undergo a series of changes that would eventually result in the development of Europe as we know it today.  The art, music, and literature created throughout these ages reflect this evolution.


To mention medieval Europe brings to mind images of knights, castles, and swords, the sound of chanting monks, and tales like those of King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table, the Quest for the Holy Grail, and Robin Hood.  Although it’s difficult to extract accurate histories from these stories, one historical figure stands worthy of the legends:  Charlemagne, the greatest of all medieval kings. Though he preferred the title “King of the Franks,” Charlemagne’s coronation as Holy Roman Emperor at St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome is the only time in papal history that a pope has bowed to an earthly king.


With the decline of the Roman Empire, officially at the end of the fifth century, Europe subdivided into regions under the control of powerful noble families and the kingdoms of, among others, the Franks (in present day France and Germany), the Saxons (in England), the Visigoths (in Spain), and the Ostrogoths, (in Italy), under an economic system known as feudalism.  This period of time in Europe, referred to as the Dark Ages, or the (early) Middle Ages, or the Medieval period, did not see much cultural activity.  At the end of the eighth century, Charlemagne conquered and united many of these territories under the control of the Catholic Church.

These loosely united kingdoms had developed cultural identities which form the basis of what will eventually become the nations which constitute Europe today.  Charlemagne (exhibiting his own cultural pride in being Frankish) ordered that Frankish sagas and histories be written down and preserved.  In doing so, he established a study of grammar in his native tongue, initiating a trend writers would indulge in the centuries to come.  Recruiting scholars from across Europe with the desire to create an institution to educate the masses, Charlemagne established schools in the late eighth century which would later grow into the great universities of Europe.  These schools are largely responsible for educating the artists and intellectuals that would enhance European life in the centuries to come.

The social hierarchy of the feudal system of Charlemagne’s world consisted of the king as the head of the state, and then the nobility - dukes, earls, knights - and finally the serfs, which constituted the masses who worked the land.  Each member of this chain, from the king to the peasant, were interdependent on one another and everyone understood the necessity of their place within that structure (whether they liked it or not).  Feudalism’s hierarchal structure parallels that of the Catholic Church in place for centuries, with the pope at the head of the church, and then the archbishops, the bishops, the priests, and so forth.  This hierarchal structure of understanding within the medieval mind is known as verticality.  

Verticality is interpreted into the architecture of the age as a visual metaphor for Heaven.  As a result, massive stone cathedrals built during the eleventh and twelfth centuries tower towards heaven.  Both the vaulted arches of the Basilica plan church and the airy domes of the Central plan church attempt to capture the sunlight from above, which was symbolic of God.  Embodying these principles was the Romanesque style of the French cathedrals of St. Sermin in Toulouse and St. Lazare in Burgundy, the Piza Cathedral in Tuscany (Italy), and the Durham Cathedral in England.  Out of this style emerged the more complicated Gothic style of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.  The Cathedral of Notre Dame at both Paris and Chartres, in France, and Saint Chapelle in Paris were built during this time, as well as The Milan Cathedral in the fourteenth century.

Verticality also refers to the framework of medieval imagination in the creation and composition of visual art. Medieval images often show religious personalities reaching upward toward Heaven in hierarchies of divinity descending from God to angels, the Virgin Mary, the Saints, the Church, and (ordinary) Man.  Pictographic images whether in frescoes or paintings or relief sculpture began to take on meaning and illustrate the stories of the Bible to the largely illiterate population.  The Last Judgment scene at the Cathedral of St. Lazare embodies this form, as do most images of Judgment Day, which was a popular theme during the Middle Ages.

Medieval life demanded a strong Catholic allegiance (if not devotion).  The Catholic Church dominated every aspect of the lives of everyone within its reach.  Accompanying the vertical understanding of the medieval mind was a concentration on the afterlife and the eminent possibility of Judgment Day, which led the medieval mind to presume that this life is to be spent in preparation of the next.  And hence, both art and music existed for the exultation of the Church.

Music in the church of the early medieval period was monophonic, consisting largely of plainchant, or Gregorian chant, in Latin.  The sung pitches were modeled after the Greek modes.  Retaining the Greek concept that music influences behavior, the medieval church recognized only four of the eight modes as appropriate.  In this style is the Agnus Dei: Mass for the End of Time, which reflects the popular fear of Judgment Day, and the Ordo Virtutum of Hildegard von Bingen (1098-1176), a composer and visionary nun from Germany.  As musical texts were growing more complex and numerous, composers began to develop a system of musical notation to preserve the music with the text.  

The concept of verticality becomes more evident (within music) with the emergence of polyphonic music in the eleventh century, where it would fill the soaring spaces of the cathedrals and evoke a spiritual presence.  Polyphony refers to the juxtaposition of two or more melodies as opposed to the single melody of earlier monophonic music.  The (important) higher pitched melody was representative of the spiritual path.  An example of this type of polyphonic music can be heard in Mauchaut’s Missa Notra Dame, from the fourteenth century.

The cathedrals being constructed throughout Europe in the centuries following the turn of the first millennium often served as destinations for spiritual pilgrimages, through which the pilgrim sought some form of spiritual purification or blessing.  Out of these journeys came pilgrimage songs, as well as songs meant to entertain - songs of love, travel, and adventure - out of which emerges the legend of Robin Hood and King Arthur.  Troubadours would write and perform these stories through songs for the medieval courts, and eventually traveling performers, called jongleurs, would use this format to entertain medieval Europe.  These early songs essentially constitute the beginnings of lyric poetry.  People involved in fighting the Crusades also contributed in creating a number of songs, involving the themes of importance of the holy land, reminders of Judgment Day, and cries to take up the Cross.  

“The first half of the [medieval] period was occupied in winning the new peoples of Europe to Christianity.  When this had been accomplished, the Crusades began” (Mack 952).  Beginning in 1095, (at the turn of the twelfth century), the Crusades extended into the thirteenth century, with some nine crusades in all.  The Crusades were a series of attempts to take back the holy land from the expanding Muslim empire.  “The impact of the Crusades was far greater on Europe than on Islam.  Moreover, the Greek and Arabic learning that Muslim scholars introduced into Europe in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries helped stimulate a profound transformation of European culture” (952).  Crusaders found that Arabic scholars had preserved ancient classical literature and culture, and had thus reintroduced them back in Europe.  Writers and artists alike would again begin to use the classical forms as models and inspiration for their craft.

Illuminated manuscripts began to appear throughout Europe as early as the seventh century and were collected as a status of wealth.  Using ink and tempera on vellum, The Luttrell Psalter was created in England in 1325 and  is a sterling example.  A prayer book containing all 150 of the Psalms written in Latin (the language of the church), the pages of The Luttrell Psalter are richly decorated and highly detailed.  Each Psalm begins with an elaborately decorated capital letter, often containing scenes, and the intricately scribed text provides one of the greatest examples of calligraphic art known to man. Images of daily life appear throughout the book interwoven with Biblical text, which clearly demonstrates a beginning to the integration of secular life with that of the sacred.  The images throughout the book, illustrated by an anonymous artist, unwittingly provide a vivid and unrivaled portrait of medieval life on the Luttrell estate.  Artists of the medieval period generally did not sign their work, their focus was not on individual recognition; however, with the emergence of the importance placed on individual achievement in the centuries to come, artists would begin to credit themselves.  In addition to religious texts, other illuminated manuscripts were beginning to be produced, especially after the twelfth century, including books on plants, health, and the classics.  “Many nobles collected illustrated manuscripts, and in the late fourteenth century workshops in France and the Netherlands produced outstanding manuscripts for them” (Stockstad 622).  The most famous illustrators of this sort were three Dutch brothers – Paul, Herman, and Jean Limbourg.  Their major work, Tres Riches Heures, was completed in 1416 for the duke of Berry (623).

The earliest body of secular literature during the Middle Ages was composed in French (the language of the court), beginning with the Song of Roland and Eliduc in the early twelfth century.  It’s author unknown, The Song of Roland is an adaptation of a story taken directly out of the life of Charlemagne.  Marie de France (12th century), who wrote Eliduc among other stories, is the first woman known to have written poetry in French.  Hers is a story about a man with two wives.  Eliduc is not portrayed as a womanizer, rather quite the opposite.  Eliduc is an honorable knight, and sympathy for him is contrived through his loyalty to church and state.  His wife Guildeluec’s submission and sacrificial love for him bestows honor on her as it leads her to join a convent, freeing Eliduc to indulge his new passion, Guilliadun. 

The single greatest literary work to emerge out of medieval Europe was written by Dante Alighieri (1265-1321).  Completed in 1321 just before his death, Dante originally titled his masterpiece Commedia.  It wasn’t until 1555, in Venice, that an elegant edition was produced which employed the adjective still in use today: The Divine Comedy.  Written in verse, it features the terza rima rhyme pattern, which is an homage to the Christian Trinity.  The story itself is one of a pilgrimage, another popular theme during the late Middle Ages.  Dante, however, adapts this theme to fit within a spiritual context, as his is an allegorical journey - the journey of the soul from sin (through purgation) to salvation as he travels through Hell (and Purgatory) upwards to Heaven. 

 Dante’s poem reflects the accepted medieval view of the world, as held within Ptolomaic Cosmology, the theory that Hell is at the center of the earth and that God lies in an outer realm, the Empereum.  Dante also retains the medieval sense of verticality, both in his structure of Hell, Purgatory, and Heaven and the Catholic hierarchy of sins and virtues; yet he influences a trend in the revival of classical literature characteristic of the Renaissance: Dante adapts the underworld Aneas visits to conform to Catholic doctrine, he uses Virgil (its creator) as his guide through Hell, and he pays a tribute to the classical philosophers of the past.  

Dante, however, does not write in Latin, but continues the nationalistic trend of writing in his own spoken language.  That Dante wrote in Italian was an important contribution to the development of the Italian language.  He sought to establish a grammatical form to his spoken language, as others would do with other languages.  With the development of nationalism, writers sought to transform their native language into one of literary worth.  In 1373-1374, forty years after it was produced, Giovanni Boccaccio (1313-1375), (another Italian to write in Italian), gave the first public lectures on The Divine Comedy.   Boccaccio is an important literary figure himself.  “The tales of Giovanni Boccaccio’s Decameron (completed about 1353) constitute the greatest achievement of prose fiction in a vernacular language of Southern Europe during the medieval period” (Mack 1142).  The Decameron is a collection of a hundred tales, told by ten different people over ten days: seven ladies and three gentlemen, who retreat to the countryside to escape the Black Death, each tell a tale a day.

The Bubonic Plague, or the Black Death (as it was called when it made its way to England because of the black spots which appeared on the skin), originated in China in the 1330s.  It arrived in Italy in October of 1347 aboard merchant ships returning from the Orient.  The disease spread like wildfire across Europe killing almost half of the population of Europe within five years.  The disease killed people so quickly that in one popular quote, Boccaccio said its victims often “ate lunch with their friends and dinner with their ancestors in paradise.”

Boccaccio’s Decameron could have easily been the inspiration for Chaucer’s monumental undertaking, The Canterbury Tales, which was intended to include 120 tales, (perhaps to outdo the Italian’s 100 tales), consisting of thirty travelers who tell four tales each.  Geoffrey Chaucer (1340-1400), the premiere English poet and writer of the Middle Ages, was fluent in several languages.  He chooses to express his sense of nationalism by writing The Canterbury Tales in his own language.  The Middle English he uses precedes the modern form of the English language used today, (and follows an earlier version, Old English).  In eloquent rhyming couplets of English verse (iambic pentameter), he wrote Canterbury Tales as a collection of vivid portraits of the colorful personalities which decorated the English countryside in the fourteenth century, and tales each were likely to tell, resulting in a virtual catalog of literary genres including among others the fable and the fairy tale, the fabliau and the romance, and the exemplum and the parody.  As a frame for the narrative, the characters embark on a pilgrimage from the Tabard Inn to the cathedral in Canterbury.  Theirs also is an allegorical journey from sin to salvation, (from the pub to the church).

Another popular book in medieval Europe, (also written in Italian and produced about the time Dante began writing his masterpiece), details the travels of Marco Polo (1254-1324) in his journey through Asia along a trade route to the East known as the Silk Road.  (Rustichello, a writer of romances from Pisa, urged Marco Polo to tell his story while in prison together in Genoa during a Genoese and Venetian conflict in 1299).  Though much of its content has been verified, The Travels of Marco Polo was viewed with suspicion and largely dismissed as fable at the time, and it was subsequently known also as Il Milione, “The Million Lies.” (anon). It did, however, spark interest in a brave few in the generations to follow which would culminate in the Age of Exploration, an era ignited by Columbus’ discovery of the New World in 1492, which ultimately provides Europe with enough plundered wealth to sustain the cultural expansion fostered by the Renaissance (at the expense of millions of Native Americans).

Centuries after the collapse of the Roman Empire, fortune would again shine on the Italian peninsula. Even after the Plague’s devastation of the population (resulting in the collapse of feudalism) and the end of the Hundred Years War (in 1352), goods from the East were still in increasing demand.  Because Italy controlled naval traffic on the Mediterranean Sea, it held a monopoly on trade with the Middle East and the Orient and had quickly become the broker of Eastern goods to the whole of Europe.  As a result, Italy developed a substantial merchant middle class, and in turn, became very wealthy and powerful.  While the rest of Europe was struggling to find their own route to the East to avoid the high costs of the Italian merchant middle-men, Italians continued the late medieval scholastic and classical interests and became engaged in an intellectual and artistic movement known as the Renaissance, which would eventually spread throughout the rest of Europe


The philosophy which fueled the Renaissance is now known as humanism.  Humanism turns the concept of verticality right on its side.  Largely a result of the revival of the classical texts, humanism is an outlook on life that human beings can determine for themselves, through thought and reason, what is true or not.  It places a higher degree of importance of the individual than was found in medieval times.  The germination of this humanistic view of life in the loamy wealth of Italy produced a thriving artistic and intellectual community which bore the fruits of technical innovation, scientific invention, and aesthetic marvel, (as well as a spirit of exploration).  Renaissance thinking flowed through Europe like a Spring breeze over the cultural Winter of medieval Europe, from south to north.  Artists and writers began to produce the works we view and appreciate still today with respect and admiration.


Artists of the Renaissance began to try to capture the realistic vision of the day by adding depth, foreshortening figures, establishing a vanishing point, creating more secular subject matter, and depicting figures more naturalistic way, as can be seen in Masaccio’s Trinity with the Virgin.  Artists most often worked under the patronage of the church or nobility, but with the rise of the wealthy Italian merchant class came an affinity for art just for personal enjoyment.  Artists began to work under the patronage of a generous and wealthy secular class.  One of the first paintings of a secular subject matter to come out of the Italian Renaissance was Botticelli’s Birth of Venus.  Others include Donatello’s David, the masterpieces of Leonardo da Vinci (including The Last Supper and The Mona Lisa, Michelangelo’s statue of David, and Raphael’s School of Athens.  During this time in Florence, Filippo Brunelleshci (1377-1446), the sculptor turned architect, was completing the dome over the Florence Chapel, an engineering marvel and “a source of immense local pride from the moment of its completion” (Stockstad 651).

In addition to the silks and spices coming out of the Orient, wealthy Europeans also desired paper.  Produced in China, paper was expensive and hard to come by.  With Guttenburg’s invention of the printing press in 1454, paper was in increasing demand.  Europeans learned how to make it, and paper factories and print shops began to spring up across Europe, providing a vehicle for the literary movement which lay ahead.

A little ahead of his time, the first true Renaissance poet was Francis Petrarch (1304-1374).  Petrarch contributes the Italian sonnet form which bears his name, (consisting essentially of an octave and a sestet).  What separates Petrarch from medieval writers is “the self-centered quality of his work” (Mack 1485).  His poems for Laura, who died in the Black Death, are a personal exploration of his affection for her.  

The most renowned Italian Renaissance writer was Machiavelli.  In 1513, Niccolo Machiavelli (1469-1527) wrote The Prince, one of the most politically influential books of all time.  He summarizes the shift of medieval thought to Renaissance thought in one instant.   “How we live is so far removed from how we ought to live, that he who abandons what is done for what ought to be done, will rather learn to bring about his own ruin than his preservation” (Machiavelli 84).  Absent of the constraints of Christian idealism, Machiavelli offers a grim humanistic view of life (and man) in the midst of radically new political insight.

Under development at this time at a different area of Europe was the formation of what is know as Copernican cosmology.  With the tilt of the verticality of the medieval mind to the horizontal humanism of the Renaissance, as artists were beginning to look at the world around them more closely, so were the scientists and astronomers of the day.  With the introduction of the magnifying glass and spectacles (for reading) in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, inventive people soon began to craft telescopes.  In 1514, Nicolous Copernicus (1473-1543) produced a book he called Little Commentary in which he first made the claim that the earth is not the center of the universe, but that the sun was near it, as well as other elements of his heliocentric theory.  (It would take him twenty-seven years to complete his supporting calculations).  The invention of the telescope and the theories of Copernicus would inspire later astronomers like Galileo, Kepler, and Newton which would in turn spark the Scientific Revolution of the seventeenth century.

Though the Renaissance began in Italy, its philosophy was nationalistically indiscriminant: each nation had its major contributive efforts.  Germany’s greatest contributions to the age were Copernicus and Martin Luther (1483-1546), the instigator to the Protestant Reformation.  In 1517, on Halloween Day, he nailed his Ninety-Five Theses on the door of the church in Wittenburg.  Not intended as a challenge to the establishment, Luther simply questioned some of the practices and doctrines of the church, but he unwittingly set in motion the reforms in the church that had been looming under the surface.  “There were many forces during the late Medieval centuries that were especially conducive to the rise of reform within the Christian church: the unification of some European nations, the founding of universities, the revival of learning on a broad scale, the new astronomy of Copernicus, and the return to Greek philosophy as a source of wisdom” (O’Connor np).  The reforms he began within the church continued long after his death resulting in the division of the church that exists today - into Catholicism on one side and the splintered denominations of Protestantism on the other.

 
Among the reforms Luther made to the church, many were of a musical nature.  He also began to compose church music in German, the native language of his congregation.  He rewrote masses and chorales, and his most popular A Mighty Fortress Is Our God, as well as many other popular hymns still sung in churches today.  With musical notation in place (and still developing), Luther composed and compiled nine hymnals.

Henry VIII (1491-1547), King of England 1509-1547, who would also eventually break from the Catholic Church (to get a divorce), had his own contributions to music, (and not the popular Henry the VIII I Am, I Am).  He was fascinated with the musical instruments of the time, and provided some of them for his queen (before he killed her).  He could play the organ and the lute, and as a composer he later wrote a motet entitled Alas, What Shall I Do For Love.  The motet developed out of late medieval polyphonic sacred Latin songs into secular songs often written in the author’s native language.  As Latin began to fall out of use, songs and books were increasingly (and almost exclusively) being written in the languages of the nations which established themselves in the late Middle Ages after the collapse of the feudal system. 

Spain’s major literary contribution to the world came early in the seventeenth century through Miguel de Cervantes (1547-1616), who wrote Don Quixote, a parody of the idealistic medieval values of chivalry in an increasingly humanistic and secular society.  Spain was largely aloof to the culture developing throughout Europe in the preceding centuries due to occupation by the Moors, who were expelled at the same time Columbus first sailed west over the Atlantic.

Approaching the turn of the seventeenth century and into the following decades, England would contribute a wealth of literature from a number of writers, one of which is still considered to be the greatest the world has ever known: William Shakespeare (1564-1616). This honor is likely due to the fact that, though masterful, Shakespeare is translatable, (that is, none of the meaning or eloquence is lost in transferring the text from one language to another), which is said not to be the case for his foreign counterparts, like Racine.  Shakespeare wrote 154 sonnets, the form of which bears his name (consisting of three quatrains of alternating rhyming lines and a rhyming couplet, in iambic pentameter).  He also wrote 37 plays, including histories, comedies, and tragedies.  Shakespeare revives elements of the classical Greek tragedies in forming his five act plays (the prologue, episodes, and exodos, as well as other elements of the Greek tragedy).

Shakespeare’s The Tragedy of Hamlet, Prince of Denmark is one of the greatest tragedies of all time.  The story of Hamlet is an old one.  It first appears in the late twelfth century in a Danish history.  One admired characteristic of Renaissance literature was not its capacity for originality, but in the writer’s ability to reproduce existing works (especially Greek or Roman) in a new light.  This is certainly true of Hamlet.  The conflicts in both Hamlet and Oedipus Rex, by Sophocles, parallel one another – “something is rotten in the court.”  That “something” is the acquisition of the throne and the incestuous union with the queen as the prize of murder.  In this case, Hamlet is the surviving son of the murdered king incited to take revenge by the spirit of his father.  Some say Hamlet’s hamartia is his hesitation to take revenge on Cluadius, but immediate action would diminish sympathy for Hamlet.  “It seems that Hamlet may be right to delay in taking his revenge, since taking any action at all seems to depend directly on his willingness to commit murder” (Wofford 20).  The soliloquies which reveal Hamlet’s contemplative state of mind are in the humanistic tradition of reliance on one’s own reason as the path to discovery.  As well, Hamlet expresses the new vision of the importance of the individual when, at the close of the play, he implores Horatio to remember him and to tell his story.  Hamlet is an extremely complex text, worthy of all the attention it receives.

Shakespeare died on April 23, 1616 – the same day as Cervantes – hence, this day is often used as to mark the end of the European Renaissance.

Many other English poets emerged out of England around this time to punctuate the age.  John Donne (1572-1631), was a great preacher and writer of sermons (of which 160 still exist), and as well, he wrote nineteen Holy Sonnets as a secular expression of his sacred beliefs.  The popular “Holy Sonnet XIV” is a personification of his spirit into an entity performing a dramatic monologue in Petrarchan sonnet form with God as his intended audience.  It is essentially a prayer.  Robert Herrick (1591-1674) wrote “To Virgins, To Make Much of Time,” a carpe diem poem which reminds a young lad that time flies, he’ll be old before he knows it, and to gather up some flowers and go find a pretty girl, while he still can.  The carpe diem poem’s central theme is to celebrate life, “to seize the day,” a verbalization of the humanistic shift from the otherworldly view of preparing for the afterlife to the worldly view of (trying to) enjoy this life now.  Andrew Marvell (1621-1678) offers another carpe diem poem, “To His Coy Mistress,” in which he urges his lover not be bashful, and again stressing the idea that time is slipping away. 

With the revolutions in philosophy, science, art, music, literature, and religion surrounding the Renaissance, Europe became a very different place than Medieval Christendom.  Humanism replaced the idea that God is the measure of all things, placing more importance on the capacity of the individual achievement and expressing the idea that time should be enjoyed here on earth, before it slips away.

And time continues to slip away.

“Carpe diem!”

-Stacy Atkins
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