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On the Family (1435-44 ) 

eon Battista Alberti (I 404-72) was one of the great virtuosi of the Renaissance. The illegitimate son of one of the wealthiest Florentine mer​

chants, Alberti was an outstanding athlete and man of action as well as an influential writer. After having studied law and entering the service of the Church, he achieved his greatest fame as an architect, designing a number of exquisite private mansions. His writings include classic works on the princi​ples of painting and architecture. 

On the Family is an exploration of the duties, obligations, and benefits of family life. Alberti uses the popular dialogue form to elaborate on the themes of parental responsibility, love, marriage, and the management of the house​hold. He views the family from a variety of perspectives: as a kinship group, an economic unit, and a political body. 

In our discussion we may establish four general precepts as sound and firm foundation for all the other points to be developed or added. I shall name them. In the family the number of men must not diminish but augment; posses​sions must not grow less, but more; all forms of disgrace are to be shunned-a good name and fine reputation is precious' and worth pursuing; hatreds, enmitites, rancor must be carefully al'oided, while good will, numerous acquain​tances, and friendships are something to look for, augment, and cultivate. 

We shall take up these four points of wisdom in order to see how men become rich, good, and \(ell-beloved. First we must begin by seeing how a family becomes, as we may say, populous. We shall give some thought to the reasons for a decline in numbers. Then we shall turn to the second point. I am delighted to find that by some providential chance we happened to begin our talk with a kind of prelude to all this, in which I urged you to avoid all lust and lascivious 

greed. Did I not intend to be brief in this matter, as before so in what is to come? Perhaps I would show you more clearly how in all four things that remain to our consideration, sensual pleasure and lascivious love are the most destructive cause of total ruin. Another time and place for this discussion may arise, while you, I know, need no persuasion to make you keep to your education, your noble pursuits, and your stud​ies, and avoid idleness and less than honorable desires. So let us return to our subject. There we shall speak as lucidly and simply as we can, with​out any elegant and very polished rhetoric. I think among ourselves good thoughts are far more important than a pretty style. Listen to me. 

Families increase in population no differ​ently than do countries, regions, and the whole world. As anyone who uses his imagination will quickly realize, the number of mortal men has grown from a small number to the present almost infinite multitude through the procre​ation and rearing of children. And, for the pro- 
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creation of children, no one can deny that man requires woman. Since a child comes into the world as a tender and delicate creature, he needs someone to whose care and devotion he comes as a cherished trust. This person must nourish him with diligence and love and must defend him from harm. Too much cold or too much sun, rain, and the wild blowing of a storm are harmful to children. Woman, therefore, did first find a roof under which to nourish and pro​tect herself and her offspring. There she remained, busy in the shadow, nourishing and caring for her children. And since woman was busy guarding and taking care of the heir, she was not in a position to go out and find what she and her children required for the maintenance of their life. Man, however, was by nature more energetic and industrious, and he went out to find things and bring what seemed to him neces​sary. Sometimes the man remained away from home and did not return as soon as his family expected. Because of this, when he came back laden, the woman learned to save things up in order to make sure that if in the future her hus​band stayed away for a time, neither she nor her children would suffer. In this way it seems clear to me that nature and human reason taught mankind the necessity of having a spouse, both to increase and continue generations and to nourish and preserve those already born. It also became clear that careful gathering and diligent preserving were essential to the maintenance of human life in the married state. 

Nature showed, further, that this relation​ship could not be permitted with more than one wife at a time, since man was by no means able to provide and bring home more than was need​ed for himself and one wife and children. Had he wished to find food and to gather goods for more wives and families, one or another of them would certainly sometimes have lacked some of the necessities. And the woman who found her​self lacking what are or ought to be the necessi​ties of life, would she not have had sufficient rea- 
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son even to abandon her offspring in order to preserve her own life? Perhaps under pressure of such need she would even have had the light to seek out another companion. Marriage, therefore, was instituted by nature, our most excellent and divine teacher of all things, with the provision that there should be one constant life's companion for a man, and one only. With her he should dwell under one roof, her he should not forget or leave all alone, but to her return, bearing things with him and ordering matters so that his family might have all that was necessary and sufficient. The wife was to pre​serve in the house the things he brought to her. To satisfy nature, then, a man need only choose a woman with whom he can dwell in tranquil1i~' under one roof all his life. 

Young people, however, very often do not cherish the good of the family enough to do this. Marriage, perhaps, seems to them to take away their present liberty and freedom. It may be, as the comic poets like to tell us, that they are held back and dissuaded by some mistress. Sometimes, too, young men find it hard enough to manage one life, and fear as an excessive and undesirable burden the task of supporting a \Iife and children besides. They may doubt their capacity to maintain in honorable estate a family which grows in needs from day to day. Viewing the conjugal bed as a troublesome responsibili~', they then avoid the legitimate and honorable path to the increase of a family. 

If a family is not to fall for these reasons into what we have described as the most unfortunate condition of decline, but is to grow, instead, in fame and in the prosperous multitude of its youth, we must persuade our young men to take wives. We must use every argument for this pur​pose, offer incentive, promise reward, employ all our wit, persistence, and cunning. A most appropriate reason for taking a wife may be found in what we were saying before, about the evil of sensual indulgence, for the condemna​tion of such things may lead young men to 
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desire honorable satisfactions. As other incen​tives, we may also speak to them of the delights of this primary and natural companionship of marriage. 'Children act as pledges and securities of marital love and kindness. At the same time they offer a focus for all a man's hopes and desires. Sad, indeed, is the man who has labored to get wealth and power and lands, and then has no true heir and perpetuator of his memory. No one can be more suited than a man's true and legitimate sons to gain advantages by virtue of his character, position, and authority, and to enjoy the fruits and rewards of his labor. If a man leaves such heirs, furthermore, he need not consider himself wholly dead and gone. His chil​dren keep his own position and his true image in the family. 

It will serve our purpose, also, to remind the young of the dignity conferred on the father in the ancient world. Fathers of families wore pre​cious jewels and were given other tokens of dig​nity forbidden to any who had not added by his progeny to the population of the republic. It may also help to recall to young men how often profligates and hopeless prodigals have been restored to a better life by the presence of a wife in the house. Add to this what a great help sons can be as hands to get work done-how they give zealous and loyal aid and support when for​tune is hard and men unkind-and how your sons more than anyone spring to your defense and are ready to avenge the injury and harm inflicted upon you by evil and outrageous men. Likewise, our children are our comfort and are apt at every age to make us happy and give us great joys and satisfactions. These things it is good to tell them. It also helps to point out how much children come to mean in old age, when we live under the pressure of various needs. 

Let it be the responsibility of the whole house to see that once they have the desire they have also the ability honorably to establish a family. Let the entire family contribute, as if to purchase its own growth, and let them alljoin by 
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gathering something from each member to put up a sufficient sum for a fund which will support those who shall be born. In this wayan expense which would have been disastrously heavy for one alone shall be shared among many and become merely a light obligatory payment. It seems to me that in a family where good customs prevail, no one would be unwilling to pay any amount to ransom back from slavery a humble member, not even of his own family but of his country and language. No attempt should be made, therefore, to evade the light expense which might restore a greater number to one's own blood and to one's family. Year after year you give wages to strangers, to various outsiders. You feed and clothe both foreigners and slaves, not so much to enjoy the fruit of their labor as to have a large company in your household. To contribute to a single charity which would sup​port your own kinsmen would cost you far less. The company of your own relatives will yield you more honor and more pleasure than that of strangers. Cherished and faithful kinsmen will do more useful work and suit your household better than the workers you have taken into your service, whose loyalty you have merely bought. One should show such kindness and charity toward one's family, then, so that a father may be sure his children need never want for the necessities of life. 

Perhaps it will help to put our young people under some compulsion like this: fathers could say in their wills, "If you do not marry when you reach the appropriate age, you are no heir of mine." As to what is the appropriate time of life to take a wife, to relate all the the ancient opin​ions on this matter would take a long time. Hesiod would have a man marry at thirty; Lycurgus wanted fatherhood to begin at thirty​seven; to our modern minds it seems to be practical for a man to marry at twenty-five. Everyone at least agrees that to give this kind of responsibility to the willful and ardent youth under twenty-five is dangerous. A man of that 
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age spends his fire and force better in establish​ing and strengthening his own position than in procreating. The youthful seed, moreover, seems faulty and frail and less full of vigor than that which is ripened. Let men wait for solid maturity. 

When, by the urging and counsel of their elders and of the whole family, young men have arrived at the point of marriage, their mothers and other female relatives and friends, who have known the virgins of the neighborhood from earliest childhood and know the way their upbringing has formed them, should select all the well-born and well-brought-up girls and present that list to the new groom-to-be. He can then choose the one who suits him best. The elders of the house and all of the family shall reject no daughter-in-law unless she is tainted with the breath of scandal or bad reputation. Aside from that, let the man who will have to satisfy her satisfy himself. He should act as do wise heads of families before they acquire some property-they like to look it over several times before they actually sign a contract. It is good in the case of any purchase and contract to inform oneself fully and to take counsel. One should consult a good number of persons and be very careful in order to avoid belated regrets. The man who has decided to marry must be still more cautious. I recommend that he examine and anticipate in every way, and consider for many days, what sort of person it is he is to live with for all his years as husband and companion. Let him be minded to marry for two purposes: first to perpetuate himself in his children, and second to have a steady and con​stant companion all his life. A woman is need​ed, therefore, who is likely to bear children and who is desirable as a perpetual mate. 

They say that in choosing a wife one looks for beauty, parentage, and riches. The beauty of a man accustomed to arms, it seems to me, lies in his having a presence betokening pride, limbs full of strength, and the gestures of one who is 
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skilled and adept in all forms of exercise. The beauty of an old man, I think, lies in his pru​dence, his amiability, and the reasoned judg​ment which permeates all his words and his counsel. Whatever else may be thought beautiful in an old man, certainly it differs sharply from what constitutes beauty in a young cavalier. I think that beauty in a woman, likewise, must be judged not only by the charm and refinement of her face, but still more by the grace of her per​son and her aptitude for bearing and giving birth to many fine children. 

Among the most essential criteria of beaut)' in a woman is an honorable manner. Even a wild, prodigal, greasy, drunken woman may be beautiful of feature, but no one would call her a beautiful wife. A woman worthy of praise must show first of all in her conduct, modesty, and purity. Marius, the illustrious Roman, said in that first speech of his to the Roman people: "Of women we require purity, of men labor." And I certainly agree. There is nothing more disgust​ing than a coarse and dirty woman. Who is stu​pid enough not to see clearly that a woman who does not care for neatness and cleanliness in her appearance, not only in her dress and body but in all her behavior and language, is by no means well mannered? How can it be anything but obvious that a bad mannered woman is also rarely virtuous? \Ale shall consider elsewhere the harm that comes to a family from women who lack virtue, for I myself do not know which is the worse fate for a family, total celibacy or a single dishonored woman. In a bride, therefore, a man must first seek beauty of mind, that is, good con​duct and virtue. 

In her body he must seek not only Im·eli· ness, grace, and charm but must also choose a woman who is well made for .bearing children, with the kind of constitution that promises to make them strong and big. There's an old proverb, "When you pick your wife, you choose your children." All her virtues will in fact shine brighter still in beautiful children. It is a'l·ell· 
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known saying among poets: "Beautiful character dwells in a beautiful body." The natural philoso​phers require that a woman be neither thin nor very fat. Those laden with fat are subject to cold​ness and constipation and slow to conceive. They say that a woman should have a joyful nature, fresh and lively in her blood and her whole being. They have no objections to a dark girl. They do reject girls with a frowning black visage, however. They have no liking for either the undersized or the overlarge and lean. They find that a woman is most suited to bear chil​dren if she is fairly big and has limbs of ample length. They always have a preference for youth, based on a number of arguments which I need not expound here, but particularly on the point that a young girl has a more adaptable mind. Young girls are pure by virtue of their age and have not developed any spitefulness. They are by nature modest and free of vice. They quickly learn to accept affectionately and unresisting]y the habits and wishes of their husbands. 

Now we have spoken of beauty. Let us next consider parentage, and what are the qualities to look for there. I think the first problem in choosing a family is to investigate closely the customs and habits of one's new relatives. Many marriages have ruined the family, as one may hear and read every day, because they involved union with a litigious, quarrelsome, arrogant, and malevolent set of men. For brevity's sake I cite no examples here. I think that no one is so great a fool that he would not rather remain unmarried than burden himself with terrible relatives. Sometimes the links of family have proved a trouble and disaster to the man, who has had to support both his own family and that of the girl he married. Not infrequently it hap​pens that the new family, because they really are so unfortunate, all settle down in the house of their new kinsman. As the new husband you cannot keep them without harm to yourself, nor can you send them away without incurring censure . 
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To sum up this whole subject in a few words, for I want above all to be brief on this point, let a man get himself new kinsmen of better than p]e​beian blood, of a fortune more than diminutive, of a decent occupation, and of modest and respectable habits. Let them not be too far above himself, lest their greatness overshadow his own honor and position. Too high a family may disturb his own and his family's peace and tranquillity, and also, if one of them falls, you cannot help to support him without collapsing or wearing yourself out as you stagger under a weight too great for your arms and your strength. I also do not want the new relatives to rank too low, for while the first error puts you in a position of servitude, the second causes expense. Let them be equals, then, and, to repeat, modest and respectable people. 

The matter of dowry is next, which I would like to see middling in size, certain and prompt rather than large, vague, or promised for an indefinite future. I know not why everyone, as if corrupted by a common vice, takes advantage of delay to grow lazy in paying debts. Sometimes, in cases of marriage, people are further tempted because they hope to evade payment altogether. As your wife spends her first year in your house, it seems impossible not to reinforce the new bonds of kinship by frequent visiting and par​ties. But it will be thought rude if, in the middle of a gathering of kinsmen, you put yourself for​ward to insist and complain. If, as new husbands usually do, you don't want to lose their still pre​carious favor, you may ask your in-laws in restrained and casual words. Then you are forced to accept any little excuse they may offer. If you make a more forthright demand for what is your own, they will explain to you their many obligations, will complain of fortune, blame the conditions of the time, complain of other men, and say that they hope to be able to ask much of you in greater difficulties. As long as they can, in fact, they will promise you bounteous repayment at an ever-receding date. They will beg you, and 
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overwhelm you, nor will it seem possible for you to spurn the prayers of people you have accept​ed as your own family. Finally, you will be put in a position where you must either suffer the loss in silence or enter upon expensive litigation and create enmity. 

What is more, it will seem that you can never put an end to the pressure from your wife on this point. She will weep many tears, and the pleadings and insistent prayers of a new love that has just begun are apt to have a certain force. However hard and twisted your tempera​ment you can hardly impose silence on someone who pleads with an outsider, thus softly and tear​fully, for the sake of her own father and broth​ers. Then imagine how impossible for you to 
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turn a deaf ear on your own wife doing so in your own house, in your own room. You are bound, in the end, to suffer either financial loss or loss of affection. This is why the dowry should be precisely set, promptly paid, and not too high. The larger the payments are to be and the longer they are to be carried, the more discus​sion you will be forced into, the more reluctantly you will be paid, and the more obliged you will feel to spend inordinate sums for all sorts of things. There will be indescribable bitterness and often totally ruinous results in setting dowries very high. We have said now how a wife is to be selected from outside and how she is to be received into the house. It remains to be seen how she is to be treated once she is within. 



QUESTIONS 

1. Many historians view the Renaissance as a period of increasing seculariza​tion. How does Alberti's work reflect this trend? 

2. How did Alberti define the role of the father in a family? Where does he get his examples? 

3. In what ways is the family like a state? 

4. How, according to Alberti, does nature shape the role of women in the family? 

5. What are the qualities of a good wife? Why do you think Alberti has noth​ing to say about the qualifications of a good husband? 

