
   

HIST 418: RENAISSANCE EUROPE  
(1300-1550) 

 
 

 
 
Fall 2015 | Section 001      Instructor: J. R. Webb 
Tues. & Thurs. 11:00am-12:15pm     email: jrwebb@bridgew.edu 
Harrington Hall 009       office: Tillinghast Hall 218 
Website: Blackboard platform      hours:  Tues. & Wed. 3:30-4:30 

& by appointment 
 

 
Leonardo da Vinci, The Annunciation (1470s) 

 

COURSE DESCRIPTION: 
The term “Renaissance” does not precisely define a period in European history.  Rather, it signifies an 

intellectual and cultural movement that peaked in Italy in the fifteenth century and from there spread to other 
parts of Europe.  Staying true to this original meaning, this course will place significant emphasis on 
intellectual, literary, and artistic developments.  But in order to consider some of the larger social 
developments of this time, we will need to look beyond the productions of elite culture.  What we will 
discover in our exploration of Europe from the fourteenth to the mid-sixteenth century is an era of great 
change, marked by political, social, and even biological crises; these operated in tandem with the artistic 
achievements that continue to inspire the modern mind.  Some of our major themes in dealing with this age 
of transition include urban life, disease, warfare, education, humanism, art and artists, women and gender, 
religious reform, power and the state, exploration, and science. 

 
Prerequisites (either of the following): Hist 111 or Hist 131. 

 
 
COURSE OBJECTIVES: 

In this course, through lectures, readings of sources and scholarly interpretations, class 
discussion, and written assignments, students will: 

 interpret texts written by individuals with vastly different outlooks from our own. 
 take positions on complex issues, formulate arguments, and address counterarguments. 
 engage with scholarly debates about historical periodization and the origins of modernity. 
 consider the relationship between the types of sources that survive and the questions that 

   drive historical analysis.  

mailto:jrwebb@bridgew.edu
http://blackboard.bridgew.edu/
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COURSE REQUIREMENTS  

Midterm exam  20% 

Final exam  25% 

Final paper 15% 

Class participation 15% 

Response papers (7) 25% 

 
READINGS: 

There is no required textbook to be purchased for this course.  All readings will be made available in 
digital form via Blackboard, either as pdf files or as links to online material.  Primary sources, marked with an 
*asterisk below under reading, will form the basis of class discussion and weekly response papers (see next 
section).  Secondary works (book chapters and articles) loosely correspond to the topic of lectures.  Full 
citations of primary sources and secondary works will be indicated on the course site.  Readings will vary in 
size from week to week – most primary sources are excerpts of longer texts – and will generally not exceed 
100 pages in any given week. 

 
RESPONSE PAPERS: 

This semester is divided into 15 weeks, 10 of which offer an opportunity to write a paper of ca. 500 
words (≈ 2 pages) in response to the source(s) to be discussed.  Students must choose 7 of these 10 weeks to 
submit a response paper.  If a student submits more than 7 responses, then the lowest grade(s) will be 
dropped.  Please note: papers will only be accepted prior to our class discussion of the source(s) in question; 
this will occur on our Thursday meetings unless otherwise noted.  Specific prompts for these assignments will 
be provided on Blackboard.  Response papers will be graded on a simplified scale without + or – (i.e., A, B, 
C, D, or F). 

 
FINAL PAPER:  

A larger paper of ca. 2000 words (≈ 5 pages) asks students to revise and expand on one of their response 
papers written over the course of the semester.  This revision will entail placing the text at hand within a 
broader historical context.  Instructions and guidelines will be given following the midterm exam.  Papers are 
to be uploaded onto Blackboard as .doc or .docx files prior to the deadline of December 8th. 
 
 

COURSE POLICIES: 
 

1. COURSE WEBSITE. The Blackboard site is a necessary tool for the course.  Students are required to 
access it on a regular basis, since all of the readings will only be available online.  All graded 
assignments – including response papers – will be submitted via Blackboard.  Furthermore, any 
changes in the course schedule or assigned readings will be posted there. 

 
2. ASSIGNMENTS AND EXAMS.  Dates for exams and deadlines for assignments are non-negotiable.  

This policy is adopted out of fairness to the other students.  Any missed exam or deadline must be 
accompanied by medical/legal documentation; otherwise it will be penalized. 

 
3. ATTENDANCE AND PARTICIPATION.  Students are expected to attend all classes and be prepared to 

discuss issues and sources in the classroom.  In cases of absence, it is the student’s responsibility to 
find out what was covered, either by seeking help from peers or by meeting with the instructor 
during office hours (email inquiries on missed classes are not appropriate). 

 
4. ACADEMIC INTEGRITY.  The only absolute rule in this course is that all work submitted must 

be the student’s own.  Any cases of plagiarism, cheating, or other violation of academic integrity 
will face disciplinary action.  Plagiarism includes the use of online materials without providing the 
necessary attribution.  For more information consult the university’s policy on academic integrity. 

GRADING SCALE  
 

92.5 <  A 
 

80     <  B- 
 

67     <  D+ 
90   < A- 77     <  C+ 63     <  D 
87   < B+ 73     <  C 60     <  D- 
83   < B 70     <  C- 60     >  F 

http://catalog.bridgew.edu/content.php?catoid=7&navoid=486
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5. SPECIAL ACCOMMODATIONS. Any students requiring special accommodations due to disability 
should discuss the matter with the instructor and provide the necessary documentation during the 
drop/add period of classes.  For more information consult the Office of Disability Resources. 

 
              

 
LECTURE AND READING SCHEDULE 

 
Readings and topics are subject to change throughout the semester; any changes will be posted on Blackboard. 
 

 

DATES 
 

TOPICS 
 

READINGS 

Week 1   
Thurs. Sept. 3 Course introduction: Modern and premodern Hunt et al. 2013, chapters 13 & 14 

Week 2 The medieval legacy  
Tues. Sept. 8 
– Thurs. Sept. 10 
(Monday schedule) 

The European world view ca. 1300 
[NO CLASS] 

*Dante (†1321), Inferno, cantos i-viii 

Week 3 The world of Dante  
Tues. Sept. 15 
Thurs. Sept. 17 
 

Urban politics and economics  
Dante Alighieri 
 

Breisach 1973, 4-52 

*Inferno, cantos ix-xvi, xxxi-xxxiv  
 

Week 4 The Black Death  
Tues. Sept. 22 
Thurs. Sept. 24 
 

Biohazard 1348 
Consequences and recovery 

Herlihy 1997, 39-81 
Cohn 2007, 3-36 
*Boccaccio, Decameron (ca. 1350) 
*Jews and the Black Death 
 

Week 5 States and church  
Tues. Sept. 29 
Thurs. Oct. 1 
 

The Hundred Years War and popular unrest 
Popes and their critics: Avignon to Constance  

Lynch 1992, 315-335 
Hilton 1981, 17-19 
*Poggio Bracciolini, On the death of 
Jerome of Prague (1415) 
*Trial of Joan of Arc (1431) 
 

Week 6 Humanism  

Tues. Oct. 6 
Thurs. Oct. 8 

Universities and their discontents 
The studia humanitatis and the active life 

Nauert 1995, 8-51 
*Petrarch (†1374), Letters 
*Bruni, Panegyric to Florence (1404) 

Week 7 Florence under the Medici  

Tues. Oct. 13 
Thurs. Oct. 15 
 

The Medici bankers 
Family and politics in quattrocento Florence 

Brucker 1984, 7-26, 131-156 
Herlihy & Klapisch-Zuber 1985, 1-27 
& 202-231 
*Alberti, On the family (1441) 
*Alessandra Strozzi, Letters (1448-65) 

http://www.bridgew.edu/academics/academic-achievement/disability-resources
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Week 8 Fine art  
Tues. Oct. 20 
Thurs. Oct. 22 
 

MIDTERM EXAMINATION  
The artistic Renaissance: Italy  
 

 
Brotton 2003, 124-153 

 
<Online project: Web gallery of art> 

Week 9 Identities  

Tues. Oct. 27 
Thurs. Oct. 29 
 

Fame and the individual 
Did women have a Renaissance? 
 

Kelly 1977, 176-199 
Herlihy 1985, 33-56 
*Christine de Pizan, City of ladies (1405) 
*Bruni, On the study of literature (1424) 

Week 10 Information age  
Tues. Nov.  3 
Thurs. Nov. 5 
 

The print revolution 
Humanism beyond the Alps 
 

Rice 1994, 1-10 
Cameron 2012, 11-43 
*Thomas More, Utopia (1516) 

Week 11 The Reformation  
Tues. Nov.  10 
Thurs. Nov. 12 
 

Martin Luther’s protest 
Reformation and aftermath 
 

Ozment 1980, 223-244 
Rice 1994, 157-177 
*Martin Luther, 95 Theses (1517) and 
Freedom of a Christian (1520) 

Week 12 New forms of authority  
Tues. Nov.  17 
Thurs. Nov. 19 
 

Reformation in England 
Affairs of state 
 

Rice 1994, 200-202 
Groebner 2001, 15-27 
Mattingly 1955, 87-124 

Week 13 Machiavelli  
Tues. Nov.  24 
Thurs. Nov. 26 
 

Machiavelli on how to rule 
Thanksgiving [NO CLASSES] 
 

*Machiavelli, The Prince (1513) 

Week 14 Age of discovery  
Tues. Dec.  1 
Thurs. Dec. 3 
 

Exploration: Motives and technology 
New World empires 
 

Final paper due: Tues. December 8th 
 

Rice 1994, 26-44 
*Columbus, Letter (1493) & Journal 
*Cortés, Letter to Charles V (1520) 

Week 15 Frontiers of science  
Tues. Dec.  8 
Thurs. Dec. 10 

From magic to science 
Course conclusions and review 

Rice 1994, 18-26 
Starn 2002, 296-307 

 
 
 
FINAL EXAMINATION: Tuesday, December 15th, 11:00am-1:00pm 


