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 some communities of the Spanish Reconquista, a husband was free to kill both offenders discovered in adultery although he was not allowed to kill the male and forgive the female offender.

Dillard, Heath. Women in Medieval Society. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press,1976.

In France, a husband could without guilt kill his adulterous wife- and effectively appropriate her dowry.

O’Faolain, Julia, and Lauro Marines. Not in God’s Image: Women in History from the Greeks to the Victorians. New York: Harper and Row, 1973.

When a woman failed in her real or imagined duties, she could be beaten, largely with impunity, and generally with the approval of the community.

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

In the peasant village of French Montailou, “every married woman could expect a fair amount of beating at some time or other.”

Le Roy, Ladurie. Montaillou: The Promised Land of Error. Paris: Editions Gallimard, 1975.

Most law codes acknowledged the husband’s right to beat his wife “Every master and head of a household may chastise his wife and family without anyone placing any impediment in his way.”

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

In England, husbands acquired absolute control over their wives’ personal property and real estate: husband and wife became one person in law and that person was the husband.

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

The Augsburg city counsellors in 1578 ordered widows to report within one month of their husbands’ death so that their property could be appraised and guardians appointed, “because so often out of stupidity and inexperience, especially in these difficult times, widows have diminished the estate of their children and even sunk into total poverty.”

Wiesner, Merry, E. Working Women in Renaissance. Germany. New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 1986.

Women’s economic position was highly ambiguous, therefore, empowered and powerless at once, they were “simultaneously independent legal persons (they owned property, inherited wealth, received wages, paid taxes) and dependent parts of a legal entity, the family, whose financial decisions they did not officially control.”

Wiesner, Merry, E. Working Women in Renaissance . Germany. New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 1986.

In 1425, in the Venetian Senate - a body made up of proud and wealthy men - a law modestly limiting the value of the wool, silk, and gold that a wife could display in the first five years of matrimony passed, but by only two votes.

Muzzarelli, Maria. Rivista di Storia Della Chiesa in Italia: 1986. 40: 371-90.

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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