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THE GLOBAL RENAISSANCE
Cross-cultural objects in the
early modern period
Marta Ajmar-Wollheim and Luca Molà

In his advice book aimed at the gentleman, first published in 1546, the Italian friar
and scholar Sabba da Castiglione outlines the ornaments suitable for the interior:
Others furnish and adorn their rooms with tapestries and textiles from Flanders
with figures, foliage and greenery; some with Turkish and Syrian carpets and
bed covers; . . . some with ingeniously wrought leather hangings from Spain;
and others with new, fantastic and bizarre, but ingenious things from the
Levant or Germany . . . And all these ornaments I recommend and praise,
because they sharpen one’s intellect, politeness, civility and courtesy.1
The international range of the furnishings listed is dazzling, and at odds with a notion
of the Italian Renaissance object-scape as the quintessential expression of a predominant and self-contained culture. If we compare Sabba’s description with
contemporary inventories and account books, we can see that his is not just an
aspirational list compiled in the tradition of humanistic rhetoric, but an accurate
reflection of current practice. As this text also makes clear, the display of foreign
goods is not a purely aesthetic exercise, but an activity at the core of early modern
self-fashioning strategies. What does ‘the Renaissance’ have to do with this
globalized view of material culture and, in turn, what does material globalization
have to do with current conceptualizations of ‘the Renaissance’?2
The ‘Global Renaissance’ is an ongoing research project aimed at exploring for
the first time through objects, pictures and texts the impact that the European
Renaissance had on the rest of the world and, in turn, how this period, generally
presented as a quintessentially Western phenomenon, was in fact widely informed
by cultures from around the globe. Spanning the centuries between 1300 and 1700,
the project aims at setting European material culture against the global background
of intensifying cultural and economic connections. It also questions traditional views
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of this period, dominated by narratives of the emergence of European nation states
and a growing divide between ‘the West’ and the rest of the world.3 Instead, by
looking at the relationship between Europe, the Islamic world, sub-Saharan Africa,
India, China, Japan and America, it transcends narrow geographical boundaries and
explores through material, visual and written culture how Renaissance Europe
informed and responded to the rest of the world. Tapping into a growing interest
by scholars in global connections, the project intends to offer a fresh perspective on
the Renaissance.
The notion of a ‘Global Renaissance’ is seemingly a paradox, although it is
intriguing to observe, with a Jakob Burckhardt’s hat on, how many civilizations
around the world – from the Ottomans to the Mughals, from the Italians to the Ming
– experienced some kind of ‘efflorences’ between the fourteenth and the seventeenth
centuries.4 It is not, however, the conventional meaning of ‘Renaissance’ as essentially
a ‘movement’ limited to the sphere of high culture that we intend to explore.5 In
this limited perspective, it would be undoubtedly absurd to suggest that the whole
world experienced a process of cultural ‘rebirth’ closely comparable to that of Europe.
Our approach, by contrast, aims to consider the implications that the revival of
antiquity and the diffusion of humanism – with its positive appreciation for the
classical notions of ‘magnificence’ and ‘splendour’ – had for the emergence of new
models of consumption, at first among Italian elites and then throughout the
continent, creating a distinctive Renaissance material culture that in various degrees
informed all aspects of European societies.6 If we, therefore, understand the
Renaissance as primarily an all-embracing phenomenon based on a distinctive and
innovative way of using objects as social and cultural signifiers with an inner civilizing
dynamic, then the process of global exchange and the complex system of interconnections that developed during the fourteenth to seventeenth centuries would
have enabled some aspects of the Renaissance, particularly those embedded within
material culture, to have a genuinely global reach. It is thus not so far-fetched to assert
that the cultural and material vitality of the Renaissance was not a ‘local’, if panEuropean, phenomenon, but instead the result of a network of impulses that went
far beyond Europe or even the Middle East, encompassing China and the New
World. Moreover, this approach will allow us to detect the development of an
ecumenical visual and material language on a global scale, and the emergence of an
international community of taste.7
The growing integration of global markets in the early modern period opened
up new possibilities and provided a fundamental stimulus for the production in
Europe of goods that were meant to cross cultural divides. Among the industrial
artefacts with a global dimension, glass is certainly one of the most interesting and
less studied. The skilled glassmakers of Murano were able to devise and produce a
variety of different objects aimed at the growing Renaissance global market.8 If the
full-size enamelled and bejewelled set of armour for parade made entirely of crystal
glass and complete with a glass scimitar and saddle – based on an original metal
armour brought from Syria – that Venetian merchants planned to commission from
a famous workshop in Murano in 1512 remains a unique piece of inventiveness,9
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the production and exportation of vases and mosque lamps with Islamic inscriptions
for the markets of Cairo, Damascus and Istanbul was a common occurrence. Pilgrims
going to the Holy Land on board Venetian galleys mention them already in the late
fifteenth century, and drawings with precise specifications and measures were sent
to Murano by Venetian diplomats residing in the Ottoman Empire during the late
sixteenth century.10
A much wider and truly global market was available for glass beads in various
shapes and colours (in the documentary sources called rosette, smaltini, paternostrami,
contarie, margaritine) that imitated precious stones or had multicoloured designs within
them, and whose technology underwent a continuous evolution throughout the
Renaissance. Indeed, Venetian artisans and merchants supplied Seville, Lisbon and
Amsterdam with a wide range of beads that the Spanish, Portuguese and Dutch
traders afterwards exchanged for much more valuable products in the markets of
Asia, Africa and America.11 According to a secret report written for the Grand Duke
of Tuscany in the early 1590s, among the main export markets for Venetian beads,
mirrors, and crystal objects in the shape of lions, ships or fountains were the Iberian
peninsula and the Indies, a trade that was worth tens of thousands of ducats every
year.12 Interested in the commercial possibilities that this information documented,
the Florentines were soon able to attract Venetian artisans to Pisa, where, on
commission from a Portuguese converso (former Jew belonging to the Sephardic
community) merchant based in Antwerp, they started producing a peculiar type of
round bead with a light blue-yellowish hue that imitated a Western African marble
much in demand on the coastal markets of Angola.13
Silk fabrics, too, were one of the most important global commodities during the
Renaissance, being highly appreciated and frequently craved by the elites and
‘middling sorts’ in all continents. A piece of brocaded silk velvet with a crimson
colour produced in Venice around the middle of the sixteenth century provides us
with one of the best examples of a ‘virtual’ Renaissance global object, which could
have been made – and probably was made – by processing and assembling together
raw and semi-finished materials coming from all the known corners of the world.
Indeed, for heavy fabrics such as brocades, Venetians commonly employed silk
threads originating in different parts of Asia, where local reelers – usually women –
joined together smaller or greater numbers of cocoons’ filaments in order to obtain
a thread with variable degrees of thickness. Caravans loaded with thick silk produced in the regions around the Caspian Sea arrived from Persia to the eastern
Mediterranean shores, where they were joined by hundreds of parcels of thinner
Syrian threads and then carried on board ships to Venice. Here the two different
types of silks were mixed together to form the warp and weft of luxury textiles such
as our brocaded velvet. The pigments employed for dyeing these silks in crimson –
the most valuable and noble of all colours – had also for a long time been supplied
by the Asian continent. In the early 1540s, however, a new red dye arrived for the
first time in Venice from the New World and quickly conquered the greatest share
of the market. This was Mexican cochineal, a material obtained from the parasites
of a particular species of cactus that was produced in New Spain by native peasants
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under the control of Spanish colonial landowners, and then massively exported across
the Atlantic to Europe with the annual Royal Fleet. Cochineal had the same
chemical composition of traditional kermes but had a much higher colouring power
and fastness, all qualities that made this dye immediately popular among silk cloth
producers.14 The Asian silks dyed with American pigments, and treated with Turkish
or Italian alum as mordent, were then enriched for the weaving of brocades with
metal thread made with strips of beaten gold, which by the middle of the sixteenth
century was still reaching Venice from the mines of sub-Saharan Africa thanks to the
intermediation of Muslim and Portuguese merchants.15 Finally, all these global
materials were processed and then woven by Venetian artisans into a brocade with
a typical Renaissance design (in its turn mutuated and modified through the centuries
from original Oriental and Middle Eastern flower patterns), using Italian know-how
in combination with techniques that had originated in different parts of the world –
velvet making, for instance, seems to have arrived in Italy in the early fourteenth
century from China via Persia,16 while the application of cochineal to silk was first
discovered by a Spanish immigrant to Mexico in 1537.17 The global trading connections that had acted as a centripetal force for the concentration in Venice of all
these goods were afterwards converted into a centrifugal motion that disseminated
Venetian silk fabrics for the consumption of elite customers across the globe.
The complex unfolding of this process of visual, material and technological
globalization can be explored in greater detail by looking at three types of nonEuropean commodities that participated in different ways to the creation within
Europe of a shared object-scape: carpets, metalwork and ceramics. What happened
to the look and meaning of these objects as they moved across cultures?
Carpets provide a useful starting point in assessing the impact of global objects
on Renaissance Europe. Generally purchased on the markets of Syria, Egypt or the
Ottoman Empire, from the early fifteenth century carpets became a popular furnishing within wealthy Italian domestic interiors, where they were used to cover all
kinds of surfaces, from tables to chests, from writing desks to day-beds (lettucci).18
However, in spite of their pervasiveness, they provide an intriguing example of
resistance to naturalization, in terms of both manufacture and consumption. It is
clear that although the European demand increased considerably during the course
of the Renaissance, generally speaking carpets did not change significantly in design,
shape, technique or other aspects of manufacture to fit Western requirements better.
There is a sense, for example, that the range of different designs available was quite
limited, prompting some Italian customers to specify exactly what type of carpets
they did not want to purchase.19 Other methods of customization dear to the Italian
market, such as the application of armorial devices, provide another indication of
how reluctantly the carpets industry engaged with European demands. A letter
from the Florentine consul in Constantinople, Carlo Baroncelli, to Lorenzo the
Magnificent in Florence in 1473 apologizes for the fact that the Turkish carpet that
he is sending lacks the Medici arms because the manufacturing process of an armorial
carpet is punishingly slow.20 A marked resistance to customization is also visible in
the shapes available, which only rarely were intended specifically for Western
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furniture, as with table carpets made in Turkey or Egypt, with the cruciform design
conceived especially to fit the high-legged tables of Western Europe (see Figure 1.1).
The location and uses of carpets within European households seemingly confirm
this picture of physical and semantic displacement. Not only did the carpets’ original
placement on the floor not find much currency in Europe, where their status and
value would demand a more prestigious location, but their meaning as objects
closely associated with prayer was largely lost within secular Western environments.
Even in the very rare instances in which Italian inventories retain an allusion to
religious ritual, such as in the Squarciafico household in Genoa in 1567, where ‘nine
praying carpets’ could be found, it is also clear from the carpets’ material surroundings that this was merely a reference to their design, and not a suggestion that the
carpets would participate within devotional practices.21 On the whole, although
carpets enjoyed a remarkable popularity during the Renaissance, the geographical
and cultural disconnection between production and consumption meant that as a
commodity they remained an object of unilateral exchange situated at the periphery
of European Renaissance material culture, generating neither indigenous imitations
nor other material responses.
The process of interconnection becomes more dynamic with another type of
global commodity that was highly appreciated by European consumers in the
fifteenth century: Islamic damascened metalwork. Produced in Syria or Egypt in
significant quantities by Islamic craftsmen, it included a wide variety of fine
household objects ranging from inkstands to boxes, from fruit bowls to candlesticks.
The network of production responsible for the manufacture of these objects is

FIGURE 1.1 Table

carpet, Turkey or Egypt, mid-16th century

Source: ©V&A Images/Victoria and Albert Museum, London
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remarkably cross-cultural. The itinerary that we know was performed by the Molino
ewer (see Figure 1.2) – an object owing its name to the Venetian family whose arms
are inscribed on the lid – suggests an extraordinarily multilayered biography.22 If we
look at the first stages of manufacture, the ewer would qualify as a Northern
European object. Made in Germany or Flanders between 1450 and 1500, it was
originally a serially-produced plain brass ewer bearing a characteristically late-gothic
elongated shape and zoomorphic handle. If we look at its decoration it would qualify
as Islamic, as this object would have been shipped from Northern Europe over to
Syria or Egypt to be inlaid in silver by local Muslim craftsmen with elaborate
geometric and vegetal Mamluk ornament. After this transformative decoration was

FIGURE 1.2 Ewer, brass
engraved and damascened with
silver with filling of black
lacquer, possibly Flanders or
Germany and probably
decorated in Egypt or Syria,
1450–1500

Source: © V&A Images/Victoria
and Albert Museum, London

The Global Renaissance 17

applied, the piece was then sent to Italy, where it would have been customized
through the application of the family’s coat of arms. Therefore, when we take into
account its customization and consumption, an Italian claim can be added to the
chorus. We are thus looking at an object whose production and consumption is the
direct result of an interconnected network of manufacture, trade and supply
operating on a truly international scale. Its palimpsest-like identity is reflected in the
naming of objects such as this within Renaissance written records. In his Venetia città
nobilissima of 1581, Francesco Sansovino refers to them as ‘bronzi lavorati all’azimina’,
which we can translate as ‘bronzes wrought in an Arabic fashion’.23 Within domestic
inventories they are often listed as objects ‘alla damaschina’, hinting at their supposed
provenance from Damascus. In the inventories of the Venetian community in
Damascus, however, these objects acquire a more ethnic meaning, as they are often
labelled as ‘alla morescha’, thus alluding to their Moorish origins.24
It is with ceramics, however, that the evidence for global matrixes at work in the
early modern period is striking. Focusing on sixteenth-century Italian tin-glazed
earthenware, generally known as maiolica, is enlightening. Maiolica is rightly
perceived by scholarship as the quintessential Renaissance medium – in the conventional, ‘humanistic’ sense of the word – combining as it does a low intrinsic,
monetary value with a high added value provided by its extraordinary variety and
multiplicity of shapes, decorations and iconographic themes – what Richard
Goldthwaite has termed ‘the value of culture’.25 Widely appreciated by the elites
across Europe – from scholars to princes – because of its high intellectual cache,
Italian maiolica embodied the Renaissance idea of the culturally charged artefact and
was enthusiastically collected. Because of its unparalleled creative receptivity,
maiolica can also be seen as an excellent indicator and agent of design transmission
across the globe.
If we look at the European production, one of the first examples of global
ceramics is sixteenth-century maiolica made in the Ligurian city of Genoa, then a
newly established centre of ceramic production. Most contemporary Italian maiolica
was largely inspired by classical motifs, complying with a Western notion of disegno
and sometimes aspiring to naturalism. Genoese maiolica was distinctive for its
rejection of all of these visual conventions. Instead, relying almost exclusively on
white-and-blue decoration, it imitated its contemporary Asian counterparts, either
Turkish Iznikware or Ming porcelain.26 Indeed, in a seminal article on the culture
of porcelain in world history, Robert Finlay charts the emergence in the sixteenth
century of ‘global patterns of trade which fostered the recycling of cultural fantasies,
the creation of hybrid wares, and the emergence of a common visual language’.27
Finlay’s analysis generates, as he admits, ‘a certain vertigo’ as he traces the global
connections at the root of the success of ceramics worldwide.
Being much cheaper than its Chinese counterpart, in the course of the sixteenth
century Genoese maiolica flooded the markets worldwide. Distributed via Antwerp
to Northern Europe, by 1550 it had also become prominent among glazed earthenware exported via Spain to the American market. Its appearance and popularity
were coincident with the peaking of Genoese influence in Spain, a time when the
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bankers of Genoa repeatedly rescued the financially troubled Spanish monarchy and
when Ligurians infiltrated all social levels of the Iberian peninsula. Archaeological
excavations in Mexico have confirmed the popularity of Genoese pottery in the
New World, where potsherds have been found in considerable quantities, and
which are most often associated with late sixteenth-century Ming porcelains,
coming into Mexico on annual galleons from Manila. It is therefore possible that
‘the connection between Chinese and European ceramics, usually believed to
have been established through the Mediterranean world from the East, did in fact
occur, via the Western hemisphere, in America’.28 Known locally as ‘porcelletta’
or ‘little porcelain’, Genoese maiolica obviously claimed a connection with its
superior Chinese prototype. However, it was also rooted in the local production
and often consumed in situ. The term ‘porcelletta’ is striking, because it is close to
the more common ‘porcellana’, porcelain, but it is a diminutive expression, almost
a term of endearment, evoking familiarity. It did not just refer to its design, but
could also be used to refer to the white-and-blue colour scheme of these objects,
as the expression ‘pinti color porceleta’ (‘painted of the colour of porcelain’), found
in Ligurian potters’ workshops’ records, suggests.29 It is frequently found in Genoese
interiors.30 This pottery, made ‘global’ by virtue of its design inspired by Turkish
or Chinese models, was also ‘local’: sourced from a Ligurian workshop, perhaps
even made by order, assimilated as a familiar object for use, and renamed
accordingly.
There is no pretence, obviously, that our investigation into the material aspects
of this ‘Global Renaissance’ will substitute the current notions of that period held
by cultural and art historians. But unlike other scholars, who consider the production, exchange and consumption of the objects we have been talking about as
inhabiting ‘the margins of the Renaissance’ (coherently with a view of the phenomenon as a restricted and elitist ‘movement’ animated by a small group of humanists
interested mainly in the Greek and Roman classics),31 we believe that a full
understanding of the European Renaissance cannot be achieved without taking into
consideration the complex processes of exchange, cross-fertilization and hybridization with other civilizations across the world. It is, therefore, the beginning of a
progressively more globally integrated material culture that we want to explore, in
the conviction that this process began much earlier than is generally thought, and
that it was crucial in informing, and in many ways defining, what we today
understand as ‘the Renaissance’.
Since our research is just at the beginning, much still remains to be done. We
would need to assess, for instance, the role of different cross-cultural agents – such
as trading minorities or diplomats – in disseminating design patterns and suggesting
new consumption habits; the ways in which technologies of production were
acquired, adapted and transformed, and what were the implications and impacts for
different material cultures locally; the shifting meanings and uses of objects according
to the changing cultural and social milieux in which they moved; and also the
conflicts and resistance that such movements created. These are no small tasks, such
that only a globally-disseminated team of scholars with a multicultural range of
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specializations can dream of accomplishing them. But this is the challenge of modern
scholarship: global questions require global enterprises.
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RESPONSE
Dana Leibsohn

Desire quickens trade, objects travel, and people reinvent meanings for things they
own. From Florence to Lima, foreign artworks and exotic commodities were
commissioned, bought, and sold. Yet how influential were these processes in early
modernity, how much weight should these practices hold in our exhibitions and
scholarship?
“The Global Renaissance” argues that cross-cultural trade has not yet been given
its due, at least not for the early modern period. Working from this premise, the
research project directed by Marta Ajmar-Wollheim and Luca Molà seeks to revise
traditional concepts of the Renaissance in light of recent work on the history of
consumption and world trade. Their work may be in its early days but their essay
in this volume already suggests what is at stake in examining the mechanics, the
aspirations, and the covetousness that drew Genoese maiolica and Tlaxcalan
cochineal across the world. By casting the display of foreign goods as an “activity at
the core of early modern self-fashioning strategies” Ajmar-Wollenheim and Molà
set forth an ambitious challenge, asking how long-distance trade shaped the constituent elements of early modernity.1
Across the last decade, the global turn in art and humanities scholarship has
produced fine work on visual culture and the history of globalization.2 This research
has successfully complicated older understandings of cultural entanglement, especially models of core-periphery and colony-metropole. Yet there exists no consensus
on what “the global” signifies in the context of the fourteenth to seventeenth
centuries. The issue, of course, is not simply one of geography. As Craig Clunas
recently remarked, “globalisation, at whatever period in history, has to be seen as
something other than a new name for ‘the West and the Rest.’”3 He is no doubt
correct. Yet is it possible to imagine a project on the early modern period wholly
unfettered by this dichotomy? Even global perspectives that rely upon contrapuntal
juxtaposition—in which Western Europe is no less and no more “a center” than,
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say, Japan or Brazil—tend to privilege sites in “the East” along with those in “the
West.”
As outlined in this volume, “The Global Renaissance” engages these issues
implicitly. Cities in Italy serve as a center of sorts, functioning as sites of both
centripetal pull and centrifugal dispersion. Given the ambition to think anew the
range and meaning of “the Renaissance,” this seems apt. At the same time, this
vantage onto the global is unsettling, for it leaves essentially unresolved the historical
role of objects created far from Italy and the people who traded in the economies
and pleasures of such things. The easy response would be a turn toward inclusiveness
(i.e., bringing more regions of the world into the story). To my eye, however, the
problem is more intractable and it turns on how complex a vision of the global we
are willing to sustain.
Let me take one example. In 1609, Antonio de Morga, a colonial official serving
the Spanish Crown in the Philippines, published an account of merchandise flowing
into Manila from Southeast Asia and China.4 For many collectors and consumers in
the early modern period, Manila would have been a distant and peripheral place.
Yet the commodities de Morga described would not have been completely alien.
Among the exotica that caught his eye were bundles of exquisite silks and cotton
blankets, jewels and fruits, beasts of burden and finely crafted furniture. He also
documented more modest things: nails, Chinese singing birds, and “gewgaws and
ornaments of little value” that, in spite of (or perhaps because of) their cheapness,
Spaniards found particularly delightful.
In modern scholarship, de Morga’s account is usually read as an iconography of
foreign goods. And it does indeed chart the sea of commodities that flowed into the
Spanish Americas in the early seventeenth century (few of which survive). To stop
there, however—that is, to read de Morga primarily as an inventory—is to miss the
nuanced force of his work. For instance, when de Morga claims he will never have
enough paper and ink to catalogue all the goods coming into Manila, his prose
resonates with the topos of ineffability well honed in early modern travel writing
and narratives of conquest, including those of Columbus and Cortés. De Morga’s
writing also describes, and poignantly so, how the foreignness of Asia became
constituent of, yet never fully assimilated into the culture and topography of, Spanish
colonization. This anxiety, fueled by desires to make sense of (and profit from) the
exotic developed in response to local conditions in Manila, but it would have
resonated with residents and merchants in Amsterdam, Venice, Batavia and
Damascus.
It has become fashionable to regard the early modern world as one of connected
histories.5 So what are we to make of de Morga? Admittedly, his work transpires far
from any orthodox notion of “the Renaissance,” in both time and setting. Yet is
his experience, sewn through as it is with tropes of wonder and excess, merely
“another example” of early modern cosmopolitan taste? Is it anything more than
ethnographic enrichment of a story already well known?
The objects discussed by Ajmar-Wollheim and Molà highlight ideas and technologies that moved across cultural boundaries. By focusing upon historical origins
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and patterns of reinterpretation, “the Global Renaissance” shows how material
objects result from and bear witness to complex practices of travel and exchange.
And yet we know that the purchase of porcelain and silver, silk and glass would
not, indeed could not, “mean the same thing” in Milan and Manila. Even at their
origin points, in Jingdezhen (porcelain) and Zacatecas (silver), stable fields of
economic and semiotic value did not exist. And so one issue that hovers at the
margins of “the Global Renaissance” is how to account for distinct expressions of
cosmopolitanism.
Beyond this, conflict shaped the networks of early modern exchange. And this
produced sites where no meeting of early modern minds or bodies could transpire.
It may be tempting to leave such things aside. Yet I would argue that these regions
and objects—these points of fissure and incommensurability—also have a productive
role to play in “the Global Renaissance.” To pursue this would require a sense of
“the global” that is more porous than unitary; it would also require a map of the
world that gave pride of place, at least on occasion, to things that could never be
shared.
Why complicate things in this way? In part, it would allow “the Global
Renaissance” to more fairly engage the range of lived experiences that took root in,
and often defined, the early modern period. It would also enable Ajmar-Wollheim
and Molà to address why connotations based on site of origin, so crucial to the allure
of the foreign, were seemingly enduring for some materials, fluid for others.6 It is,
of course, difficult to acknowledge that certain boundaries remained impassable. Yet
the promise of Ajmar-Wollheim’s and Molà’s project stems from its very ambition
to establish a more sophisticated understanding of “the global” within the context
of early modern practice. “The Global Renaissance” will, of course, open our
understandings of Western European traditions; it will be even more compelling,
however, if it can also offer new perspectives onto how the foreign engaged the
familiar, and why, for people of the early modern past, some forms of Otherness
seemed easy to assimilate but, in fact, were not.
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