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
No wife could attain the social freedom available to some widows.

Vann, R.T. Becoming Visible: Women in European History. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1977.
In the artisan and merchant classes, a widow could expect to carry on her husband’s trade, since it was really the family’s trade, and she had no doubt contributed to its enhancement from the start. In some German towns, a widow was even able to carry on her husband’s public office: jailer, tax collector, gatekeeper.

Wiesner, Merry E., Working Women in Renaissance Germany. New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 1986.
In fourteenth-century Montpellier, a widow emerged as the most active group among women in commercial life. Cognizant of the advantages of widowhood which freed them from the financial control of both father and husband, few remarried (only 7 of 132 for the sixty-year period prior to 1348).

Reyerson, Kathryn L. Women and Work in Pre-Industrial Europe. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1986.
Their countryman Brantome recited the joys of widowhood: To be out from under the domination of the husband seems to them paradise, and no wonder; they have the use of their own money, the management of the estate...everything passes through their hands. Instead of being servants, as before, they are in command.

Roelker, Nancy. The Role of the French Noblewomen in the French Revolution. Archiv fur-Reformation sgeschicte,1972.63:168-95.
It was a very pinching consideration to me that I was forced to enter the first conserve of my widowed condition with bonds, debts and engagements for others, whereas I brought so considerable a fortune and never knew what debt was.”

Mendelson, Sara. Women in English Society, 1500-1800. New York: Methuen, 1985.
A fourteenth century woman servant in rural England lamented; “I must learn to spin, to reke, to card, to knit, to wash buckets, and by handle, to brew, bake, make mault, reap, bind sheaves, weed in the garden, milke, serve hoggs, make cleane their houses, within doores make beddes, sweep filthy houses, rubbe dirty faggess, beat out old Coverlettes, draw up old holes: Then to the kitchen, turne the spit; then scour pottes, wash dishes, fetch in wood, make a fire, scalde milk pannes, wash the Chare and butter dishes, ring out the Cheese clote, set everything in good order.”

Hanawalt, Barbara. The Ties that Bound: Peasant Families in Medieval England. New York: Oxford University Press, 1974.
Her sixteenth-century countryman Anthony Fitzherbert described a wife’s responsibilities in his Boke of Husbandry: “It is a wyves occupation to wynowe all manners of corne...to make heye, shere corne, and in tyme of nede to helpe her husbande to fyll the muck-wayne or donge-carte, dryve the ploughe, to loode heye, corne and such other.”

Lewenhak, Ruth P. Women and Work. New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1980.
If a women laboured for pay, however, she was not viewed as the equal of the male: she was closer, in general, to half a man, and she was paid as much. In Germany, female vine yard workers were to receive soup and vegetables for breakfast, milk and bread for lunch, and no supper; men, in contrast, were to receive soup and wine for breakfast: beer, vegetables, and meat for lunch; and vegetables and wine at night: an ample supply of protein and alcohol.

Wiesner, Merry E. Working Women in Renaissance Germany. New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 1986.
A female weaver of plain silk could expect to earn, in the early seventeenth century, one-third to one-fourth of the wage of a skilled male weaver of luxury cloth.

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