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
From birth, then, daughters presented a double burden to their families: the preservation of their chastity and the provision of their dowry.

Klapisch-Zuber, Christiane. Childhood in Tuscany at the Beginning of the Fifteenth Century. Annales de Demongraphie Historique. 1973. 99-122.

To manage the fearful cost of marrying a daughter, Florentine fathers had at their disposal a special institution: the monte delle doti, or “dowry mountain,” an investment fund.

Molho, Anthony. Social and Economic Foundations of the Italian Renaissance. New York: John Wiley, 1969.

Nearly one-fifth of the heads of Florentine households held investments in the monte in 1480; the highest percentage of participation was among the wealthiest one-quarter of the population.

Molho, Anthony. Social and Economic Foundations of the Italian Renaissance. New York: John Wiley, 1969.

The sexual honour of a woman was not only hers, I would say not even primarily hers: It was tied to a more complex honour which involved both the family and the men who dominated it...the honour of an entire family and of the men responsible for it revolved about the conservation of a daughter’s virginity.

Ruggiero, Guido. The Boundaries of Eros: Sex, Crime and Sexuality in Renaissance Venice. New York: Oxford University Press, 1985.

A century later, the humanist and saint Thomas Moore, envisioning an ideal society committed to hard work, peace and tolerance, also assumed the stark subordination of women to their husbands: “the one authoritarian feature in an otherwise egalitarian society.”

Stone, Lawrence. Family, Sex, and Marriage in England, 1500-1800. New York: Harper and Row, 1977.

The Strasbourg reformer Martin Bucer explained that the husband was to the wife as was the shepherd to the sheep.

Ozment, Steven. When Fathers Ruled: Family Life in Reformation Europe. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1983.

The Italian Orazi Lombardelli offered other analogues to his young bride: just as the head adorns the body, the prince the city, the gem the ring, so the husband adorns the wife, and she should obey not only when he commands but when he doesn’t.

Kelso, Ruth. Doctrine for the Lady of the Renaissance. Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1956.

The philosopher John Locke, pioneer of the Enlightenment, opposed the tyranny of husbands as much as that of kings; but within a marriage, woman was to cede authority to her husband, because he was by nature, “abler and stronger.”

Locke, John. Two Treatises of Government. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988.

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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