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1.

On the edge of the Italian Renaissance
Abstract
This chapter situates René de Challant on the edge of Renaissance
historiography in several ways. The geographic reach of his f iefs and
political activities spanned from northwestern Italy across the Alps
into the borderlands between France and the Empire. His service to the
House of Savoy raises questions about the boundaries of scholarly work
on the Italian Renaissance. His activities as a feudal lord with pretensions
of sovereign status help us to reevaluate the relationship between the
historiography on the European nobility and studies of Italian Renaissance
elites. Biography as a genre of history is perched between contextual
narrative description and comparative analysis. Recent work on the spatial
dimensions of early modern history draw our attention to this material
dimension of René’s experiences.
Key words: Italian Renaissance, historiography, nobility, spatial history

In 1559, René de Challant seemed to be at the height of his powers. The unquestioned leader of the most powerful magnate family in the Valle d’Aosta,
he held fiefs not only throughout the valley, but also in the transalpine
Sabaudian lands (in what is, today, western Switzerland), in the duchy of
Lorraine, and in the marquisate of Monferrato. As Marshal of Savoie, he was
the chief military commander for the House of Savoy and swore allegiance
to that Duke for most of his lands. The Challant family had appeared in the
Valle d’Aosta by the twelfth century (when the valley accepted Sabaudian
overlordship) and began acquiring fiefs and offices. François de Challant
received the comital title in the fifteenth century but had no direct male
heirs, so the head of another branch of the family, Jacques de ChallantAymavilles, acquired his titles. Jacques’s great-grandson René reaped the
benefits, also inheriting from his mother the lordship of Valangin and the
barony of Beaufremont north of the Alps. He was a transregional noble
with strong service ties to a dynasty whose states themselves spanned the

Vester, M., Transregional Lordship and the Italian Renaissance: René de Challant, 1504-1565.
Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2020.
doi 10.5117/9789463726726_ch01
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Alps, embodying in his person and lands an Italian Renaissance that was
itself spatially dispersed.
The force of René’s influence might be one reason why the Duke of Savoy
assigned him to a command that was naturally exercised from Savoie, across
the Alps from his power center in the valley. Indeed, the anonymous author of
a Memoriale presented to the Duke of Savoy in 1560 pointed out the number
of strategic castles held by the Count of Challant throughout the valley, and
the potential danger that these represented to the Duke’s dominion there.
Andrea Boldù, Venetian envoy to the court of Savoy, reported in 1561 that
René had ‘twenty-four castles with capital jurisdiction, and some that are
fortresses; and he enjoys 30,000 scudi in revenues’.1 René’s influence was thus
rooted in his transregional landed position, in the valley and elsewhere. His
lordship over these places was directly linked to other sources of authority:
his kinship relations and marriage alliances, his political networks, his
roles in governance and military affairs, and his financial activities. René
de Challant was a powerful Renaissance noble whose authority was tied
to the spatial distribution of the places that he ruled – indeed, the fact
that his patrimonial lands were located in modern-day Italy requires us to
reconsider transregional lordship as a neglected element of the history of
the Italian Renaissance.
The Renaissance has enjoyed a long historiographic relationship with
urban life, commercial culture, and forms of artistic production associated
with both, especially in the cities of northern and central Italy, whether
ruled by signori or by republican oligarchies. Partly in response to pressures
created by the academic job market (in the Anglophone world), scholars over
the past couple of decades have discussed the ‘Mediterranean Renaissance’
or even ‘global Renaissances’. Among those working on the Italian Renaissance specifically, recent historiography has begun to extend the history
of the Italian Renaissance beyond well-trodden parameters – studies have
examined the Venetian Empire and cultural interactions with the Ottomans,
Italy’s relationship with transalpine kingdoms such as Hungary, and parts
of Italy that have often been left in the shadow of Renaissance studies.2 But
rural lordship has remained neglected by most historians of the Renaissance,
despite the fact that chivalric culture has been seen as an inspiration for
families like the Este or Gonzaga, who sought to legitimize their recently
usurped authority. Feudal lords were thought to have belonged to an older
1 Boldù, 439.
2 See, for example, Dursteler, Venetians in Constantinople; O’Connell; Howard; Italy and
Hungary; Dauverd; and Marino, Becoming Neapolitan.
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medieval order that had been displaced by the Renaissance, especially
when their lands stretched across multiple regions from northern Italy. For
example, the Sabaudian lands and the areas just beyond the Western Alps,
despite their location in northwestern Italy and their continual military,
financial, and commercial links to the rest of the peninsula, are routinely
excluded from Renaissance history and seen as extraneous to ‘Italian’
culture.
I argue that René de Challant, whose holdings ranged from the Monferrato
northwest and over the mountains, was an Italian and transregional dynast.
The spatially dispersed kind of lordship that he practiced and his lifetime
of service to the House of Savoy, especially in the context of the Italian
Wars, show how the Sabaudian lands, neighboring Alpine states, and even
regions further afield were tied to the history of the Italian Renaissance.
Even merely to situate René de Challant, his network of relations, and his
experiences on the edge of the Italian Renaissance helps us to analyze
several key historiographic themes with more precision. A study of René’s
life also draws attention to other themes connected to the spatial dimensions
of transregional lordship that have been obscured due to the traditional
tendencies of Renaissance studies. It uncovers an ‘Italy’ whose boundaries
extend not just into the Mediterranean, but into regions beyond the Alps.
This book straddles traditional biography – in this case, one in which
the empirical evidence has never been comprehensively compiled – and
a comparative approach that situates René with respect to other Italian
and European nobles. Nobles’ conceptions of themselves and their place in
society have been studied through analysis of the language that they used
to describe these things, especially in correspondence, with an eye to the
relationship between norms and practices.3 Even in the absence of family
archives and extensive sources, Edoardo Grendi has managed to write a
deeply contextualized history of the Balbi family of Genoa, 4 and Joseph
Morsel studied the social space of a family belonging to the lesser nobility.5
Historians are divided in their assessment of the utility of the biographical approach,6 which can be conceptualized within the framework of a
microanalytical global history that illuminates historical forces by focusing
3 Broomhall and Van Gent.
4 Grendi, xxiv (for quotation), xiv, xxiii; see Donati, ‘Nobiltà e Stati,’ for an appreciation of
Grendi’s study.
5 Morsel, discussed in Demade, ‘Parenté, noblesse.’
6 Robert Rotberg viewed biography as crucial for history-writing; see Rotberg, 305. G.R. Elton
was dismissive of biography (see Prestwich, 326). Prestwich argued that biographies can in fact
advance new historiographic interpretations.
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on the lives of ‘certain unusually cosmopolitan individuals’ and combining
macro- and micro-analyses.7 Whether one is writing biography or another
form of history, one faces the same interpretive challenges. These might
relate to the problem of understanding ‘strategies’,8 the possibility that there
were historically specific ways of understanding the political implications
of historical evidence,9 or assumptions about motives based on concrete
actions described in the sources.10 In biographies and other histories,
sequence matters, temporality points to multiple causality, and cultural
context works as a dialectic between systems of meaning and practices
that constantly transform each other.11 But both biographical and historical
research are based on surviving sources and must respect the interpretive
limit constituted by those sources, which creates challenges for writing
broad cultural histories of groups like ‘the Renaissance nobility’.
Biographers and other historians face questions about which categories
of analysis to employ, especially with respect to political units. A recent
move by scholars of early modern politics is to analyze small states, and
the problems that they pose for uncritical assumptions about sovereignty,
boundaries, and political networks.12 By taking into account political units
that were readily dismissed by nineteenth-century historians, such scholars
have reacted against ‘methodological nationalism’, investigating instead
new analytical units ‘that cross borders without claiming to encompass the
polities and cultural areas they slice through’.13 Narratives situated on large
spatial scales ‘also tend to use large temporal scales’, which can result in a
disconnect ‘from the time scales of human lives’ and from understandings of
personal experience and historic causation.14 However, what might be called
‘transnational biography’15 permits one to recover ‘actors and agency’ and to
7 Aslanian et al., 1445.
8 Historians of kinship often fail to offer precise definitions of ‘family strategy’; see Dolan,
292, 301. Michel Nassiet makes a similar argument in Parenté, noblesse et États dynastiques, 18.
9 Millstone, 84-85, 89-90.
10 Pollock, 157.
11 Sewell, 169-71. Angelo Torre has explored this relationship between cultural representations and practices, warning about a kind of history that ‘sussuma le pratiche all’interno delle
rappresentazioni e che rinunci all’incrocio delle fonti documentarie’. This could lead to a new
kind of idealism by viewing the sources only according to the logic of their production (and not
as signifiers of any other reality) (see Visceglia, 308-9, discussing Torre, ‘Percorsi della pratica’).
12 Schnettger, 639; Raviola, L’Europa dei piccoli stati.
13 Pomeranz, 2-3. This ‘transnational’ approach had been pioneered much earlier by Annaliste
historians such as Lucien Febvre, Marc Bloch, and Fernand Braudel (see Struck et al., 573-75).
14 Pomeranz, 5.
15 This term seems to be of recent vintage; see Meneghello.

FOR PRIVATE AND NON-COMMERCIAL USE
AMSTERDAM UNIVERSITY PRESS

On the edge of the Italian Renaissance

17

analyze ‘the spatial multiplicity of individual actors’ lives and experiences
ranging from the local micro-scale to macro-levels including national or
global scales’.16
This study of René de Challant takes up the challenge of showing how
biography can facilitate an integration of different scales of analysis. If
looked at from the perspective of only one regional history, the transregional
dimension of a life such as René’s is invisible. Only by reconstructing a
dense context of the person’s activities and relationships does the spatial
significance of René’s biography come to light. Close observation is what
makes it possible to see the ways in which lordship, finances, diplomacy,
kinship, and political networks were intertwined and spatially articulated.
As we will see in the conclusion, this spatial dimension also comes to the
fore in language, but only when that language can be contextualized in
social and material ways. Further, as the weight of specific fields of activity
is clarified, it becomes possible for the narrative to dial back the scale of
analysis to a more comparative setting, and to relate René’s experiences to
those of other Renaissance nobles. Each of this book’s two parts (Part One
chronicles events while Part Two examines themes) alternates between
close-up views of René’s actions and relationships and wider-angle views of
more macro-level events and thematic comparisons. Each part informs the
other: the significance of René’s experiences over time is lost if no categories
for comparison are available, while comparison is meaningless if totally
abstracted from a diachronic context. Close reading of all available sources
relating to René’s biography brings to the fore not only the importance of
the transregional dimension, but also enables the identification of relevant
fields of comparison.17
This book thus positions itself on the edge between biography and
comparative history, but centrally engaged with the methodological, and
particularly transregional, concerns of each. Very little has been written in
English on the Sabaudian lands, not to mention the Valle d’Aosta, during the
period between the late Middle Ages and early modern times, and there is no
book-length biography of René de Challant in any language. A singular case
like that of René is important both for its own sake and for what it shows us
16 Struck et al., 577; Pomeranz, 22. Historians must clarify what kind of meta-narrative is framing
their research when the nation-state no longer serves as a useful category of analysis (Struck et
al., 579). A biographical mode of history-writing guards against the creation of transhistorical
conceptual entities that exist only as the historical products of their specific times, or were simply
constituted as such by historians, untethered to any historical documentation (see Green, 552
n. 1 for the critique by Simona Cerutti and Robert Descimon of transnational studies).
17 On microanalysis and biography, see Renders.
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about the limits of our broad categories of historical understanding. The fact
that René’s political involvement, and political imagination, does not fall
within categories that are immediately recognizable in Italian Renaissance
scholarship, underscores Dipesh Chakrabarty’s call for a ‘nontotalizing
conception of the political’ and a heterogeneous historical imagination.18 In
other words, the specific case that seems unimportant due to its detachment
from conventional narratives is crucial precisely because it reminds us of
the heterogeneity of ‘the political’ in past times.19 But René’s experiences
can also contribute to our understanding of a number of thematic issues
relating to Renaissance and early modern nobility, lordship, and politics.
A close reading of an individual life can raise unexpected issues in ways
that prompt one to rethink historiographic categories. In the case of René
de Challant, the geographically dispersed nature of his noble tenures, his
near-constant movement back and forth across the Alps throughout his life,
and the peripheral location of his Italian lands with respect to the rest of
Italy draw attention to the spatial dimension of Renaissance lordship and
politics. Being aware of the material and spatial elements of noble power in
turn sheds a different light on historiographic topics such as family relations,
noble networks, information management, financial brokerage, and dynastic
prestige. This book thus combines attention to a singular Renaissance life
with a variety of themes in the historiography of the European nobility
between 1400 and 1700. The two-part structure of the work reflects this
approach, the first half focusing on the events of René’s life, and the second
part examining those aspects of his relationships – family connections,
political networking, financial ties, and the practice of lordship – that
have been studied by other historians of the European nobility. In each
part, I will argue that the spatial dimension, both material and imagined,
of René’s experiences as a Renaissance lord was an integral part of his
self-understanding and of how others perceived him. Each part will also
demonstrate the degree to which, through transregional nobles like René,
‘Italy’ spilled over into other parts of Europe.
The remainder of this introduction will examine some of the themes in
recent scholarship relating to the Italian Renaissance and the European
nobility, and issues of space and mobility with respect to both topics.
Just as the history of northwestern areas of the peninsula has been at the
edge of Italian Renaissance studies, so has the history of lordship. René
embodied both, as a ‘quasi-sovereign’ lord on the brink of complete political
18 Chakrabarty, 149, 178-79.
19 For a similar approach in art history, see Kaufmann.
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autonomy – but also as a feudal noble who enjoyed extensive contacts with
urban merchant-bankers in the Swiss cantons and was a self-declared
‘bourgeois de Berne’ thanks to his fief of Valangin. Italian, but not quite;
feudal lord, but a Renaissance courtier; sovereign Prince of Valangin, but
loyal vassal of the Duke of Savoy (and others); landed dynast, but closely
tied to Swiss burghers: in several ways, René was a liminal figure. The
next several pages examine what historians have written on the themes
of the peripheries of the Italian Renaissance, the place of the nobility in
Renaissance historiography (discussing nobles in Italy, relations between
European nobles and other social groups, and the political role of semisovereign nobles and small states) and the ways in which spatial analysis
and mobility sheds light on these topics.

The Italian Renaissance
A transregional understanding of the Italian Renaissance can encompass
a figure like René de Challant, who wrote in French and held patrimonial
lands in the ‘intra-mountain state’ of the Valle d’Aosta. There are a number
of thematic and geographic realities that have been far from the center of
a traditionally urban-centered Renaissance historiography – rural areas
where feudal ties remained strong, Alpine Italy, the Sabaudian states,
and even transalpine zones (such as the Swiss lands) with strong links
to Italy – and the question of their relation to the Renaissance remains
open. Historians of France have discussed ‘la France italienne’, detailing
the remarkable influence of Italian Renaissance culture at French courts
and among the French nobility who felt ‘the lure of Italy’ during the early
sixteenth century.20 This impact created an anti-Italian backlash during the
second half of the sixteenth century, and a sense that Italians had taken
over French culture.21 Just as the France of Francis I and Henry II has been
included in our geography of the Italian Renaisssance, so should the border
areas around northwestern Italy.
The social and cultural history of the lands formerly ruled by the House
of Savoy is an in-between topic, residing comfortably neither within early
20 Marjorie Meiss-Even notes that ‘all of the key posts in the Lorraine stables were held by
Italians’; see Meiss-Even, 52.
21 Joanna Milstein cautions that historians ‘tend to treat the Italian community in France as
an undifferentiated whole,’ rather than as representatives of specific places (Milstein, 1, 2, 5).
See also H. Heller.
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