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6/ Italy and the West in the century of Alberti

Fifteenth-century Italy was a place of great changes and exuberant politics. The temporal power of Rome and of the Papacy had just been consolidated through the return of the Pope to the Vatican, after the Avignon exile and the Great Schism (1378 – 1417). In the other Italian cities new equilibriums and new hegemonies were created. In Florence, in 1434 Cosimo de’ Medici launched the long period of his family’s dominion over the city. In Milan, the soldier of fortune Francesco Sforza wrested power from the last of the Visconti. In Ferrara, Lionello and Borso d’Este transformed their court into one of the wealthiest and most original of the period. In Naples, the Aragonese consolidated their power, while Venice extended its dominion to places such as Crete and Cyprus, the natural heir to Byzantium.

The politics of the fifteenth century assumed features of science and astuteness which were eloquently codified in the writings of Niccolò Machiavelli. An integral part of the power-holding elite were the sophisticated and cultivated courts, ready to welcome artists, scientists and erudite scholars. The Italian cities vied with each other in the beauty and excellence of their arts, and the artists assumed a new and more conscious status. They were no longer simply the craftsmen of artefacts, albeit exceptional, but were raised to the role of creators of works of art.

The buildings of Brunelleschi, Alberti and Bramante, the paintings of Raphael and Leonardo, the sculptures and the frescoes of Michelangelo are only the most famous examples of the creative spirit that wafted through Italy. The fifteenth century was the century of great curiosity and major study. Far removed from the anxieties that tortured the Middle Ages, man acquired awareness of his uniqueness and was able to devote himself with complete trust in reason to the exploration of the various spheres of knowledge. In his Teologia platonica Marsilio Ficino combined Plato’s mystics with the Christian ideal. Similar theories were expounded by Pico della Mirandola, Alberti and Girolamo Landino, engaged in establishing the freedom of man and the exaltation of reason. 

It was starting from such philosophical bases that Humanism emerged (anticipated by writers such as Petrarch), with the rediscovery of ancient literature and the values of classical civilisation. The new intellectuals were erudite researchers and collectors of ancient codices, such as the great philologist Lorenzo Valla. Towards the middle of the fifteenth century, one of the most crucial achievements of human ingenuity was marked by the invention of printing. History confirms that it was Johannes Gutenberg, in 1455, to be the first to use a press and mobile metal type. And the first book to be printed was the Bible.

Meanwhile, in the full flow of these cultural ferments, Pope Eugene IV transferred the Council from Ferrara to Florence (1439), where the decree of union with the Orthodox Church was signed by the Basileus John VIII Palaeologus, the Patriarch of Constantinople and 22 bishops. The Florence Council was intended to endorse the coming together of the two religious traditions of the East and West to face up to the Turkish threat. But in the end the main result was to arouse a renewed interest in Greek antiquities.

In 1442 Alfonso V (known as the Magnanimous), King of Sicily and Aragon, with the support of Filippo Maria Visconti, extended his dominion over the kingdom of Naples. But the news that rocked the entire western and Christian world arrived on 29 May 1453, the Fall of Constantinople. The city was defended by the Byzantines, the Genoese and the Venetians, but after a period of siege it was definitively conquered by the army of Mohammed II, who transformed it into the new capital of the Ottoman Empire with the name of Istanbul. 

Geographical knowledge was also expanded, and significant progress was made in the technique of nautical constructions (caravel, galleon) making it possible to set off across the oceans in search of new lands. Officially, the earth was still flat, but the conviction was rapidly spreading that the East could be reached not only by skirting Africa (the Eastern route), but also by heading in the opposite direction (buscar l’Oriente por el Ponente), circumnavigating the globe. 

Thus it was that Christopher Columbus, convinced of landing in Japan, instead discovered America. It was 1492. The end of the century also closed that long period which historians were to call the Middle Ages. It was the beginning of the Modern Age. In the same year, in Italy, Alexander VI was elected Pope, and in Florence the cultivated and illuminated prince, Lorenzo il Magnifico, died. 
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