Modern European History

Unit 3 – The Renaissance
Renaissance Women Activity
Background

The purpose of this activity is to illuminate the lives and contributions of all classes of women who lived between 1350 to 1650 in Renaissance Europe. Did Renaissance women enjoy a Renaissance themselves? Ironically, as women watched the lives and rights of their husbands, sons, and brothers expand, their lives contracted. European historian David Herlihy suggests that the change that occurred for women in the Renaissance was in their sense of themselves, “even if very little changed for the better in their social condition.” During the Renaissance, women’s consciousness about themselves grew even though their social condition might not have.

Directions

Read the quotes listed below. Then identify what the quotes tell you about the lives of Renaissance women and any questions the quote may raise about the lives of women during the Renaissance.
Example
“In sixteenth century Nuremberg, the penalty for maternal infanticide was drowning.” 
O’Faolain, Julia, and Lauro Martines. Not in God’s Image: Women in History from the Greeks to the Victorians. New York: Harper and Row, 1973.
What can you tell about the lives of Renaissance women from the quote? 

>
There was infanticide; in the sixteenth century; in Nuremberg. 

>
There was a penalty for infanticide. 

>
The penalty for committing infanticide was drowning.
What questions are raised about the lives of Renaissance women from the quote? 

>
Why would a mother commit infanticide? 

>
Were there any other penalties? 

>
How often did infanticide occur? 

>
Was infanticide common in the Renaissance?
Quotes

In the same country more then three centuries earlier, Isabelle of Aragon, the wife of King Philip III and the mother of Philip IV, “the Fair,” gave birth in 1268, 1269, and 1270: in that last year she died, six months pregnant.

Slater, Miriam. Family Life in the Seventeenth Century. London: Routledge, 1984.

Henrietta Maria, the queen of King Charles I of England, was pregnant almost without intermission from 1628 to 1639. 

Fraser, Antonia. The Weaker Vessel.New York: Alfred Knopf, 1984

Her contemporary, the Englishwomen, Margaret Denton Verney bore twelve children over a twenty-eight year period, while the Florentine Alessandra Macinghi Strozzi, a descendent of the Alberti and Strozzi commercial dynasties of Florence, gave birth to eight children in the decade from 1426 to 1436. 

Martines, Lauro. A Way of Looking at Women in Renaissance Florence. Journal of Medieval and Renaissance Studies. 4:15-28, 1974.

For many women, “unkindly” labor meant death: perhaps as many as 10% of mothers died as a consequence of childbirth. 

Flandrin, Jean-Louis. Families in Former Times:Kinship, Household and Sexuality in Early Modern France. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979.

Guillaume Versoris lost three wives in the four-year space of 1523 to 1527: two within a month of giving birth, and a third probably during her confinement. 

Flandrin, Jean-Louis. Families in Former Times:Kinship, Household and Sexuality in Early Modern France. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979

Three of Wibrandis Rosenblatt’s four children died of the plague in the sixteenth century. 

Chrisman, Miriam. Women and the Reformation in Strasbourg,1490-1530. Archiv fur Reformationsgeschicte, 1972. 63:143-68.

In Seventeenth-century England, only two of the six children born to Sir Ralph and Lady Margaret Verney survived to adulthood. 

Slater, Miriam. Family Life in the Seventeenth Century. London:Routledge, 1984.

In French Argenteuil, approximately 19% of infants born to wealthy families died, compared to 23% for the middle class and 26% for the poor. 

Flandrin, Jean-Louis. Families in Former Times:Kinship, Household and Sexuality in Early Modern Times. Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1979.

In fifteenth-century Pistonia, nearly 18% of infants died between ages one and four, nearly 11% between 5 and 9, and a little more than a 11% between ages 10 and 14. 

Herlihy, David. Medieval and Renaissance Pistoia: The Social History of an Italian Town, 1200- 1430. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1967.

In Florence in the same century, 45% of the children born to the merchant class died before the age of twenty. 

Klapisch-Zuber, Christiane. Women, Family and Ritual in Renaissance Italy. Chicago, Chicago University Press, 1985.

What can you tell about the lives of Renaissance women from the quotations? 

What questions do you have about the lives of Renaissance women?
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