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DUGGAN

lMng in the Middle Ages, but rather in the Roman Empire. The Romans
encouraged them to think so (asWalter Goffart has shonn2), and with the cor-
onation of Charlemagne as Roman Emperor on Christmas Day in 800 the
Roman Empire was legally rcived in the West-a specifically legal and politi-
cal "Renaissance." Medievalists unwittingly obscure this fact by calling it the
Carolingian Empire, and most textbooks on Western Civilization compound
the error by speaking of Charlemagne's coronation as Holy Roman Emperor. The
Renaissance of the study, teaching, and application of Roman law as a living
body of law from the eleventh century onward only accentuated this way
of thinking, and we see it reflected in the Roman nomenclature used in the
spolitical institutions of the towns developing everywhere (senates, consuls,
the adaptation of the Roman acroryrn SPQR, etc.)*particularly in the area

of the "Empire" proper runningfrom the Baltic down to the Mediterranean.3 At
the same time, the whole movement of "medieval" civilization, despite var.ious

other reyivals of antiquity (Suetonius, Terence, Aristotle, the Greek natural
philosophers, etc.), was more and more away from the classical world. Thus, in
their struggles with the popes, the Roman Emperors from Frederick Barbarossa
onward (1152-90) were willing to tinker with the nomenclature of empire to
raise it to parity with (and implied independence of) the Holy Roman Church.
By 1254 the Roman Empire became offrcially the Holy Roman Empire, and
later the phrase "of the Gerrnan Nation" was added.a

Small wonder, then, that as he looked about the ruins of Rome Petrarch
(1304-74) concluded that the Roman Empire was very dead indeed. In fact, he
came to think that the thousand years between Constantine and his own age

constituted a period of unrelenting d.arkness (tenebrae). Although later
humanists modulated this harsh view by speaking of a "middle age" (medium
aevum) and some thinkers (like Giorgio Vasari) recognized that the darkness
had in fact had a few bright spots, Petrarch had crucially introduced the notion
of a shary break between periods. Although since the late Roman Empire
thinkers like Boethius, Gregory ofTours, and many others since then had been
intensely aware of cultural decline an awareness which again and again

Walter Goflart, Balrarians and Roman, A.D. 418-584. The Techniques of Accommodntian

(Princeton, 1980) ard Barbarian Tid.es, The Migration Age and the Later Roman Empire

(Philadelphia, 2006).

See PJ. Jones, The ltalian City-State. From Commune to Signoria (.Oyford, 1997); DJ.A.

Mattlrew, "Rcllections on the Medieval Empire:' History 77 (1992)t 363 90. Thus one sees,

for instance, "SPQB' emblazoned in gold letters on the fagade of the city hall of the Hanseatic

city of Bremen.

See L.G. Duggan, "Empte: in Medkyat Gennan!. An Enryc[opedia, ed. John M. Jeep (New

York,2001), pp.200 02.
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DUGGAN

Renaissance" do notwish to let go ofthe received partyline or to hear much, if
anything at all, about the Middle Ages. Instead tley continue to speak and
$Tite about Renaissance society, economy, politics, technology, etc,, as if they
were something wholly different from and of course superior to any compara-
ble medieval. And from a practical point of yiew, "modem" historians so out-
number medievalists that it is extremely difficult to change the content of
textbooks in ways which run counter to the received wisdom of the age. And so

the received old dichotomous bromides suwive, sometimes explicitly, often in
some kind of covert form just beneath the surface (and hence all the more

insidious): medieval vs. Renaissance, faith vs. reason, clerical vs. lay, collective
vs. individual, noble vs. bourgeois, Italian vs. northern European, pagan vs.

Christian, immoral vs. moral, etc,, etc., etc.5

The reality as revealedby careful historical studyis quite otherwise.In terms
of fundamental structures and novel features, there was no such thing as

"Renaissance society,' which would be much better understood if we labeled it
"late medieval," whether it happens to be Italian or, say, German or English. So,

too, with the economy or with politics or with technology-"late medieval"

invariably fits better than "Renaissance." At every tum there is much more con-

tinuity than discontinuity betlveen "The Middle Ages" and "The Renaissance,"

but the dichotomous tendency in our reflexive, culturally programed response

is so ineradicable that we are again and again forced or urged to choose one

label or the other, which in turn peryetuates and implicitly validates the anti-
thetical way of thinking about the Middle Ages andThe Renaissance.

In fact, however, if there was any sharp break or caesura between "The

Middle Ages" and something else, it was instead in two broad developments

rooted in the sl{teenth century: in Europe, the Protestant Reformations, the

permanent shattering of the ever more tenuous unity of medieval Christianity,
the near-destruction of the Roman Church (saved largely by the loyalty of the

Habsburg and Wittelsbach families), the end of the papal monarchy and
the full emergence of real sovereignty, and the sharp and permanent decline

ofthe clerical estate in authority, power, and numbers; and beyond Europe, the

"discovery" of the Americas, the creation of overseas European empires,

the first globalization, the bypassing ofthe Mediterranean and of the world of
Islam, and the emergence of Roman Catholic Christianity as the first global

religion.
All these developments make the two odginally distinctive features of "The

Renaissance" pale by comparison, especially since they, too, are organically

5 On this large subject, Wallace K Ferguson, The Renaitsance in Hlstorical ThoughL Fhte

Centuries o.f Interpretation (Boston, 194E), is still highly useful.
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68 DUGGAN

90%) of the classical Latin heritage. The "Renaissance ofthe Twelfth Century"
saw the rebirth of Roman law, Aristotle, the Greek naturd philosophers, and
various other Roman authors, It also saw the genesis of universities, of a

learned culture called Scholasticism dominated by logic and its n es, and an
obsession with theorizing and model-building with little concern about the
relation of learning to life-all of them decidedly unclassical developments.

Another such departure was the growth of wdting in the vemacular, which
had begun with the translation of the Bible into Gothic by Ulfilas (+c. 384),

'Apostle to the Goths," and was followed by translation of various parts of
Scripture into all manner of vernacular tongues all through the Middle Ages

(e.g., King Alfred's translation ofaround fifty ofthe Psalms into Anglo-Saxon in
the ninth century). Written literature in the vemacular tongues began to blos-

som as well, with Italian and English as relative latecomers in the thirteenth
and fourleenth centudes, respectively. Latin had in fact expedenced what
Nicholas Ostler calls its "first death' already in the eighth century by which
time it had ceased to be the primary language leamt by anyone at home (and
therefore since then has been an artificially sustained language).7 Beginning
with the vwiting down of the laws of the Anglo-Saxons in the vernacular after
c.600 (the only Germanic people to do so initially, for on the Continent they
did so in Latin), the vernaculars in the High Middle Ages made spectacular

leaps forward in the High Middle Ages as languages oflaw and administration
as well as literature, so much so that one might speak of another crisis ofLatin
in the thirteenth and foufteenth centuries.8 While Latin remained the lan-
guage of the Church, the universities, and diplomacy, it was losing out to the
vernaculars in administration and law. Even churchmen were shifting away

from it. In doing dissertation research long ago on the bishops of Speyer, for
example, I had noticed that they had moved over from Latin to German in the
second quarter of the fourteenth century. In this connection, one should note
the widespread misconception that it was Martin Luther who created a com-
mon German language with his translation of the Bible, whereas Luther him-
self knew the truth of matter and remarked on the creation of a cornrnon
German language in the chanceries of Germany (and especially of his native
Saxony) in the fourteenth century: "I have no special language ofmy onn.I use

the common German language, so that both High and Low Germans may

Nicholas Osder, tmpires of the Word. A Language History of the World (New York, 2005),

315 22.

See Armin Woif. Geselzgebung in Eumpa, 1100 1500. Zur Entstehung der Teffitorialstaaten

(2nd ed., Munich, 1996), although one has to exercise care in using this compilation, for
sometimes a law code in thevernacular might have a Latin 1ide, orvice versa.
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author of Fiye Books on the Family (in Italian), and author of the first known
grammar of Italian. Thereafter it was again possible forleamed men to wdte in
the vemacular as well, but with the siglificant proviso thatas "humanists" they
would bejudged ozly by the quality of tleir Latin. The animus against the ver-
nacular continued with Erasmus (who famously wrote about Latin and Greek

that "almost everything worth leaming has been set forth in these two lan-
guages"n) and all the way down to the nineteenth century when Henry
Wadsworth Longfellow fought in vain to introduce the academic study of
Dante at Harvard College; the reverend faculty would have none ofit. Outside

the academy, Latin did not fare so well. Leonardo famously poked fun at the
pretentious "humanists" by wdting backuards in Italian in his NofebooAs that
"I am a man without letters" (Sono uomo senza lettere), and in the world of
religion the Protestant Reformers of the sixteenth century threw out Latin as

the language of the Bible and of public worship and replaced it with the ver-

nacula! while Rome stuck to its guns until the 1960s.

Our understanding of the medieval roots of the complex phenomenon we

call "Renaissance humanism" has been deepened in recent decades by various
scholars, including R.W Southern, who argued that there had been medieval
humanism in the eleventh and twelfth centuries.r2 More recently, Ronald Witt
has explored in two prodigiously learned volumes the wondrously tangled
roots of humanism in medieval Italian culture.l3 Yet even he errs in seeing

humanism as a distinctively lay movernent in ltaly, and in particular in under-
estimating the role ofthe Church and above all the papacy in promoting both
humanism arrd humanists. This brings us to the subject of this essay, Popes

Nicholas V (147 55) and Pius II (1458-64) as Renaissance (as opposed to
"medieval") popes. It is habitually asserted that these two men are the first
humanists to ascend the Throne of St. Peter and that with them we have the
beginnings of "the Renaissance papacy;' particularly the restoration ofthe city
of Rome and ofthe papacy itselfto its former glory But what does that mean?

And does it make any sense?

Few historians have suffrciently appreciated and underscored the long-
standing central role of the papal court in advancing the concerns and values

1l Emsmus, "On the Method of Study," trans. Bian Mccrcgor, in CotlzctedWorks of Erasmus

(Toronto, 1974), 24:667.

12 R.W Southem, Medlsyall{&manrsru (NewYork,1,970), and, Scholastic Humanism ancl the

Unfication of Europe (Oford-Cambddge, MA, 1995).

13 Ronald G. Witt, In /re Fo otsteps of the Ancients: The Origins of Humanism from Lotato to

Bntrl, Studies in Medie\'?l and Reformation thowht 74 (Leiden-and Boston 2000), and

The Two Latin Culturcs and the Founclation of Renaissonce Eumanbm in Mediet'at ltaLy

lNewYork,2012).
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same time, since "the church" was everywhere in many different forms, the

papacy early on realized the importance of delegation of authority and

the maintenance of connections and thus developed the most advanced diplo-
matic service in all Europe.1s And everywhere, behind the law, rhetoric was

central, as Partner recognized. The ability to express oneself in speech and

witing in fine Latin, with the ability, if necessary to say absolutely nothing
beautifu\ or even to appear to be saying one thing while in fact meaning the

opposite-this is what made a humanist and made humanists indispensable

to the workings of politics in Europe. If this sounds overly c1.nica}, one need

only remember from Erasmus'Pralse olfFolly that Folly herself underscores the
necessity of folly and of a certain measure of charitable duplicity for human
existence.

And it was in this world of the Roman Curia and of the Latin Church that
the future popes Nicholas V and Pius ll made their way, especially in the ser-

vice of cardinals (Niccolo Albergati and Domenico Capranica, respectively).

Given their interests and abilities, it is fair to call them the first two humanist
popes, but their differing significance reveals how equivocal that word is.

Tomasso Parentucelli, unlike Aeneas Sylvius Piccolomini, did not leave behind
a corpus of neo Latin writings which might earn him the esteem of other

humanists, but he was enormously impoftant in both defining and promoting
this movement. Vespasiano da Bisticci, the Florentine bookseller and chroni-
cler of famous men of the fifteenth century tells us that the future pope was

pivotal in helping Cosimo de'Medici and other patrons ofhumanism organize

their libraries, but he gives us no indication what Parentucelli's organizing
principle was. Twenty years ago Benjamin Kohl pointed out that the phrase

studia humanitatis had been floating about in Italy since 1369, but no one had

specified preciselywhat those studies were.It was only around 1438 thatwhen
Cosimo de'Medici, the godfather of Florence, wanted to establish a library to
atone for his sins, he asked Parentucelli, secretary to Cardinal Albergati, both
of whom were very much involved in the ecumenical council then meeting in
Florence, what kinds of books he should obtain for his library16 Father

Parentucelli then enumerated the basic five disciplines which quickly came to

define the humanist agenda: grammaS rhetoric, (ancient) history poetry and

16

Here again we see the pemicious influence of'lhe Renaissance in Garrctt Matlingly's

much lauded ,!?enalsstr nce Dip [omacy (Boston, 19 55; repr., New York 1988).

Vespasiano da Bisticci , Renaissance Princet Popes, and Pretates. The uespasiano Memarrs.

Liyes of lllustrious Men of the Wth Century, trans. W George and E. Waters (New York,

1963), 38, 2lB-r9.
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the Roman people as well as the emperors, in the period i100-1304 the popes

spent only eighty-two years in Rome out of two-hundred-four (only40%o of the
time).Is This absence of bishops from their cathedral cities was not at all
uncommon in Europe at the time. The archbishops of Canterbury took up
residing principally at Lambeth Palace from the thirteenth century onward,

and most German prelates left their cathedral cities about the same time and

lived elsewhere until the end of the ancien regime.2o The removal of the popes

to Avignon from 1309 to 1376 was therefore scarcely unusual, no matter how
bad it was for business in Rome and infuriating to a few people like Petrarch

and Catherine of Siena. Ironically, the retum to Rome in 1377 helped to pre-
cipitate the return of division the following year, for the pressure ofthe violent
Roman mob outside the Lateran gave cardinals a good reason to repudiate
their election of UrbanVand elect Robert Cardinal of Geneva, kinsman ofthe
king of France, thereby launching the Great (Westem) Schism, during which
there were tlvo popes until 1410 and then three until1415.2r Nor was that the
end of it. Although Martin V capitulated to the demands of the Council of
Constance in 1417, his successor, Eugenius IV (1431 47), came to blows with the
Council of Basel, which in 1439 deposed him and elected the retired count of
Savoy as Felix V It was the skillfirl diplomat, Nicholas { who in 1449 secured

the honorable abdication of Felix the last antipope in history-and dissolu-

tion of the council ofBasel, thereby effectively also ending the grave threat of
conciliarism to the papal monarchy. Nicholas, of course, could not possibly
have known ofeither fact or its long-term significance, buthe had every reason

to breathe a sigh of satisfaction and dream of past glory
Tradition has it that he was also greatly impressed by the tumout of t}le

faithful in Rome for the celebration of theJubilee Year in 1450. In imagining a

magnificently revived and restored Rome, he consulted with Leon Battista
Alberti, whose collaboration and enthusiasm have probably been exaggerated

by historians.zz ln any evenl Nicholas did not have enough money, and what

Guillaume Mollat, fre Popes at Atignon 1305 J328, trans. Janet Love (New York 1965),

citing Louis Gayet, ,e G/and Schisme d'Occident (Florence-Berlin, 1 889), 3

Franz Petd, ed., BLschofs und Kathedralstddte des Miftela.lters uncl der fiihen Neweit,

Stadteforschung A 1 (Cologne Vienna, t 976); J. Jefftey Tylea I ord of the Sacred CitJ. The

Epbcopus Exclusus in Late Meclieral and Earbl Moclem Germarry, Sttdies in Medieval and

Reformation Thought 72 (Leiden-Boston, 1999).

On tlre tumultuous electron and its aftermath, see Walte! Ullmann, The Origins of the

Great Schism, A Study in Fourteenth Century Ecclesiastical Politics (London, 1948; repr.,

NewYork,1967),1-89.

See Anthony Grafton, L eon Battista AlbertL Master Builder of the Renarssazce (New York,

2000),265-66,27a 79, 283, 295-98, 300 15.
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76 DUGGAN

full range of beautiful words, useful words in the humanist armory to graft

Chdstian missionary expansionism (commanded, after all, by Christ Himself)
onto ancient Roman military imperialism. He saw no irreconcilability between

the two, nor about putting "humanism" at the service of either. On the con-

trary, judged from the view?oint of our assumptions about "humanism" and

about the intrinsic evll of slavery (as Pope John Paul II put it), "humanism"

conferred on Nicholas Vno enlightenment whatsoever.

Nicholas was not succeeded immediately by another humanist, but rather

by Callxtus III, the first of the Borgia popes who laid the foundation for the

later ascent of that family into historical fame. In 1458 Aeneas Sylvius

Piccolomini was elected pope and took the name Pius, evoking immediately

for those in the know the Latin phrase plus ,4 eneqs which characterized the

founder of Rome. Like Tommaso Parentucelli, Aeneas was impoverished and

so had to make his way in the service of prelates and princes, in the course he

\4.rote a great many works, literary historical, and contemporary all in fine neo-

classical Latin. He topped it all off with his Commentarie' taking his cue flom
Tulius Caesar, another Roman with whom he wished to be associated. He was

not the first to deploy this reference, however. The Aretine humanist and

Florentine chancellor Leonardo Bruni used the singular Commentarius for his
memoirs,2T and the Florentine sculptor Lorenzo Ghiberti used Commentaries

for his wide-ranging work which incor?orated an autobiography.zs As a form

of self-memorialization, autobiogmphy was, however, neither an ancient

revival nor a creation of "the Renaissance," but rather another point of conti-
nuity with "the Middle Agesi' when autobiogaphical works began to appear

in unprecedented numbers from the eleventh and twelfth centuries onward
(e.g., Rather of Verona, Walter of Speyer, Otloh ofSt. Emmeram, Peter Abelard,

Guibert of Nogent, Gerald of Wales, Emperors Charles lV and Maximilian I,

etc.). It happens that Pius ll's Commentaries is the only autobiography

produced or at least left behind by any pope, and so as such it is neither
charactedstic nor representative of anlthing but indeed unique.2e

The Humanism of Leonardo Bruni: Selected Ter fs, eds. and trans. Gordon Gdffiths, James

Hankins, and DavidThompson (Binghamton, 19a7), 21 22.

lorenzo Ghiberti, I CommentariL ed. Ottavio Modsani (Naples, 1947). Only parts of

this work have been translated into English, and they do not include *re autobiogaphy in

Part Two.

The Commentaries of Pius II, trans. and ed. Florence Gragg and Leona Gabel, Smith

College Studiesin History 22, 25, 30, 35, and 43 (continuously paginated) (Nodrampton,

MA, 1937-57). The same translators and editors undertook a far more readily available

abridgmcnt under the ti,t)e Memo[rs of a Rena[ssance Pope. The Commentaries oJ Pius II.
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The cardinals were appropdately astonished atthe novelty ofthis proposal, for

no pope had ever done arything like this ln response to the crushing defeat of

the Byzantine army at Manzikelt in 1071, Pope GregoryMI in 1074 had talked

and written about leading a great army of 50,000 to the East, but nothing had

come ofit,32 Later popes declared and launched crusades, but not one accom-

panied, much less led, a cmsade-at least not until Pius II, almost 400 years

after GregoryMI. For Pius, however, itwas not merely tal( for even though the

expected hosts did not turn uP, he still journeyed to the papal naval base at

Ancona. The six cardinals had assured him that "his purpose was worthy ofthe

Vicar ofJesus Christ, who like a shepherd did not hesitate to lay down his life

forhis sheep."33 Had he e)'?ected to die on this venture and receive the palm of

martlrdom, even though he presumably must have known that Rome did not

canonize fallen crusaders as martyrs, despite the clearwishes of crusaders like

King St. Louis lX (who was only accorded the title of "confessor")?34 Or rather,

aware of his failing health, did he instead decide upon a last grand gesture to

seal the renown for which he had so assiduously worked?35 \ ihile he waited,

the expedition fell apart for want of transport, and two days after the arrival

of the Venetian flotilla of twelve galleys, led by the Doge himself, Pius died on

August 15, 1464.36

In short, although their humanist backgrounds equipped Nicholas V and

Pius II with better Latin and rhetoric, and hence diplomatic and political skills,

than many of their medieval predecessors, they still had far more in common

with them than the term "Renaissance popes" might suggest Here, too, then,

the terrn "late medieval" is far more on the mark.

H.EJ. Cowdrey, "Pope Gregory VII'S 'Crusading' Plans of 1074,'in his Popes' Monks and

Crasaders (London, 1984), & 27-40. Cowdrey'slater Pope GregorywI,4B4, adds nothing

to the earlier article.

Commentaries, p. 518 (Memoirc, P. 239). On crusading as a form of the imitation of

Christ, seewilliam Purki s, Crusading Spiritualit! inthe Holy Landandlberia, c.l095 c.1187

(Woodbridge-Rochester, 2008), Passim.

William Chester Jordan, "Honouring Saint Louis in a small to1\'rl' Joumat of Med.ienl

History 30 (2004)1263-77 , 4t 266-68

As he oper y states in the very fiIst Paragraph of the commentaries, p.I (Memoirs, p 26),

On this crusade, see Noman Houslet The Later Crusades, 1274 1580 From Lyons to

Alcazar (ofrord'1992), 105-09, who calls Pius "the greatest crusade poPe since Grcgory

X 11271-761" (p.105).
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