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Renaissance 
 

Introduction 
The modern period of history is often considered 

to have begun with the  
 

Renaissance, one of the rare periods of genius in 
the world’s history. It immediately followed the period 
in Europe known as the Middle Ages. The Renaissance 
began in Italy during the 14th century and reached its 
height in the 15th. In the 16th and 17th centuries it 
spread to the rest of Europe. 

 

The word renaissance means “rebirth.” It refers 
to the rediscovery by scholars (called humanists) of the 
classical writings—those of the ancient Greeks and Romans. In fact, however, the 
Renaissance was a period of discovery in many fields—of new scientific laws, new 
forms of art and literature, new religious and political ideas, and new lands, 
including America. 

 

Nevertheless, the fuller appreciation of the writings, arts, and attitudes of the 
Greeks and Romans was perhaps the most distinctive feature of the period. The first 
concern of this article is with the revival of ancient culture. Some Greek and 
Roman writers had been read throughout the Middle Ages, but much classical 
literature was unknown. The humanists began to search in the libraries of 
monasteries for manuscripts that had lain there for hundreds of years. They wanted 
to study and copy them. 
 

Dante and Petrarch 
Dante (1265–1321), who wrote his soul-stirring 

Divine Comedy in Italian instead of Latin, was “the 
glimmer of the dawn” of the Renaissance. Petrarch (1304–
74) was its real initiator in the field of literature and 
learning. He wrote many exquisite sonnets in Italian. He 
also “aroused classical antiquity from its long winter sleep” 
and gave direction to the talents of a hundred others. Like 
Dante he was a citizen of Florence, the Athens of Italy; but 
both spent most of their lives in enforced or voluntary 
exile. The “Laura” to whom Petrarch’s sonnets were 

Figure 1: In his fresco School of Athens, the 
Renaissance painter Raphael depicts an 
imaginary meeting of Plato and Aristotle, 
center, with other philosophers from all 
periods of history. 

Figure 2: Petrarch. 
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addressed was a lady of Avignon, France, whose memory he cherished for many 
years after she died of the Black Death in 1348. 

 

There is a charming story of the young Petrarch poring over half-understood 
books of Latin rhetoric and poetry to the neglect of his study of the Roman law. 
His angry father, after throwing the forbidden volumes into the fire, relented and 
allowed the boy to save his favorites, Virgil and Cicero, half-burned from the 
flames. Another story tells how Petrarch in later life carried everywhere with him a 
manuscript copy of Homer’s poems, hoping always that he might find someone 
who could teach him enough Greek to explore that hidden world. 

 

To only two men since his day—Erasmus in the 16th century and Voltaire in 
the 18th—has it been given to wield an intellectual empire over Europe so 
universal as was the lot of this poet-scholar of the early Renaissance. 

 

To the studies of Petrarch and his followers, as distinguished from scholastic 
philosophy and theology, the name litterae humaniores (“more humane letters”) 
was given. From this we derive our term “humanists” for such scholars. Classical 
literature not only supplied them with standards of better literary form, it disclosed 
“a new conception of life; a conception freer, larger, more rational, and more 
joyous than the medieval; one which gave unfettered scope to the play of the 
human feelings, to the sense of beauty, and to all the activities of the intellect.” 
 

Boccaccio, “Father of Italian Prose” 
Petrarch’s friend Giovanni Boccaccio (1313–75) is chiefly 

known for his witty stories, the Decameron, which won for him 
the name Father of Italian Prose. More important was his part in 
carrying on the revival of learning. For Boccaccio was the first 
Italian in seven centuries to learn to read classical Greek. In 
addition, he wrote many Latin works of scholarship which aided 
in the search for and identification of the lost writings of ancient 
literature. Soon hundreds of eager scholars were engaged in the 
work of spreading abroad the new learning, with all sorts of 
unsettling results. 

 

Princes, churchmen, and nobles in Italy now gave to 
literature and art the attention which north of the Alps was 
bestowed upon the stables and kennels; and the place of the 
knight errant was taken by the wandering humanist, who sought 
manuscripts as the former had sought adventures. 

 

Figure 3: A portrait of 
Giovanni Boccaccio is 
part of a fresco painted 
by Andrea del Castagno 
for the Cenacolo di Sant' 
Apollonia in Florence, 
Italy. 
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And how much of real romance is packed into the history of that quest! Over 
700 ancient Latin writers are known to us by name, but the works of less than a 
fifth of these have survived even in part. There are only 43 writers of whose works 
we possess the major portion. 

 

That we have so much is due to the tireless efforts of men like Petrarch and 
Boccaccio; of Niccolo de’ Niccoli, the collector whose 800 manuscripts form the 
nucleus of the Florentine library; of Poggio Bracciolini, who had great success in 
the monasteries of Switzerland; of Nicholas V, the first humanist pope; and of a host 
of others who, before the age of printing, rescued from the neglect of the Middle 
Ages the priceless works of the ancient Greek and Latin authors. 

 

“The arts and the inventions, the knowledge and the books, which suddenly 
became vital at the time of the Renaissance,” says the English author, J. A. 
Symonds, “had long lain neglected on the shores of the Dead Sea which we call the 
Middle Ages. It was not their discovery which caused the Renaissance; but it was 
the intellectual energy, the spontaneous outburst of intelligence, which enabled 
mankind at that moment to make use of them.” 

 

Two agencies chiefly helped to spread the Renaissance beyond the Alps, gave 
it a Christian instead of a pagan character, and made it a contributing factor to the 
religious Reformation. The invention of printing, in about 1450, was one of these; 
Erasmus of Rotterdam (1466?–1536) was the other.  

 

Charles Reade’s Cloister and the Hearth tells the 
story—largely by means of Erasmus’ own writings— of the 
unhappy parentage of this great Dutch scholar. Born an 
illegitimate child and thrust into a monastery while still a mere 
boy, he became by his brilliant talents the protégé of princes 
and prelates. He spent his manhood in furthering the revival of 
Greek and Latin learning in France, England, Switzerland, and 
Germany—“wherever there were friends, books, and a 
printing press.” 

 

His Handbook of a Christian Soldier was a manual of 
practical piety which ran through edition after edition. His 
Praise of Folly, written in England, while resting in the house 
of his friend Sir Thomas More after a visit to Italy, set all of 
Europe to laughing at the hair-splitting subtleties of theologians, the slavish 
ceremonies of the monks, the ignorance and superstitions of the people, the luxury 
and neglect of duty by the heads of church and state. On the other hand his printed 

Figure 4: Desiderius Erasmus 
was painted by Hans Holbein the 
Younger in 1523. The oil painting 
is in the Louvre Museum, in 
Paris, France. 
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edition of the Greek New Testament (1516) and his editions of the writings of the 
early church fathers laid the foundations for a sounder biblical theology. 
Scores of scholars north of the Alps worked to the same ends. The newly founded 
German universities, and the art of printing, spread the Christian revival of learning 
throughout western Europe. 
 

Revival of the Fine Arts 
Parallel to this awakening of the human 

intellect was a great development of the fine arts. 
After centuries of stiff symbolic representation, 
artists began again to study nature itself and to 
work from the living model. New ideas of grace, 
harmony, and beauty were gained from the 
sculpture and other artistic remains of classical 
Greece and Rome. 
 

Presently came the discovery of better technical 
methods of execution—of the laws of perspective and the process of painting in 
oils. The result was that the art of painting burst into a glory previously unknown, 
and sculpture and architecture rivaled the grandeur of the ancient days.  

 

As in the revival of learning, Italy again led the 
way, though the countries beyond the Alps soon 
followed. The dawn of the new age came with the 
sculptors Nicholas, John, and Andrew of Pisa. 
Contemporary with them was Giotto of Florence 
(1266?–1337)—sculptor, architect, painter, and friend of 
Dante. Lorenzo Ghiberti, Donatello, and the della 
Robbias continued the work in sculpture; Fra Filippo 
Lippi, Sandro Botticelli, Domenico Ghirlandaio, and 
Perugino in painting; and Filippo Brunelleschi and 
Donato Bramante in architecture. The tumultuous 
exuberance of Gothic art gave way to the serene and 
rational beauty of the classic orders, the pointed arches to 
rounded Roman ones, the aspiration of vertical lines to 
the restful calm of the horizontal. St. Peter’s in Rome 
sums up in itself the spirit of Renaissance architecture. 

 

The full flowering of Renaissance art came in the 
late 15th and early 16th centuries, with Raphael, the 
prince of painters, Leonardo da Vinci, and Michelangelo, 

Figure 5: Adoration of the Magi is an oil on wood 
painting by Italian Renaissance artist Perugino 
from about 1496–98. 

Figure 6: The church of San Lorenzo in 
Florence was designed by Filippo 
Brunelleschi. Built in about 1421 to 
1460, it typifies the Renaissance style. 
All of the ornament is Classical, with 
Corinthian columns and pilasters, but 
the plan is based on the earlier ba 
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embodiments of supreme many-sided genius. With these 
flourished the lesser lights—Andrea del Sarto, “the faultless 
painter”; Correggio, who depicts Christian saints with 
pagan charm and beauty; Titian, the superb master of 
Venetian colorists; and Tintoretto, a master of technique. 

 

North of the Alps—in Flanders, Holland, and 
Germany—the chief names are Jan van Eyck, to whom is 
ascribed an important part in developing oil painting, 
Albrecht Dürer and Hans Holbein, each of whom is 
connected with the new art of printed engraving as well as 
painting. The greatest of northern painters—Peter Paul 
Rubens and Rembrandt—belong to the period following 
the Renaissance. 

 

The Later Renaissance 
In any great movement, sooner or later 

enthusiasm begins to wane. The study of Latin and 
Greek, which, to the humanists, was a method of 
getting at the kernel of classical culture, became an 
uninspiring routine discipline. Many writers were mere 
imitators of the ancients. Art degenerated into such 
extravagances as baroque sculpture and architecture. 
Individualism often became a cloak for unclassical lack 
of moderation and self-discipline. 

 

Rulers often adopted the view that the end 
justified the means, and the end was likely to be a 
selfish exercise of power. Such views are called 
Machiavellian, from Niccolò Machiavelli of Florence (1469–1527), author of The 
Prince, a book on statecraft. All this and more may be said in criticism of the late 
Renaissance; yet, the inspiration derived from humanism has continued to our own 
time. 

 

In the early modern age, the creative spirit found expression in many ways—
in the writings of François Rabelais, Miguel de Cervantes, and William 
Shakespeare; in the music of Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina; in the invention of 
the operatic form of music; in the perfection of the violin by the master craftsmen 
of Cremona; and in the introduction of three of the greatest inventions of all 
time—the compass, gunpowder, and the printing press. It also found expression in 
the work of scientists such as Nicolaus Copernicus, Andreas Vesalius, and Galileo; 

Figure 7: Melencolia I is an 
engraving on paper by Albrecht 
Dürer from about 1513–14. 

Figure 8: Spanish writer Miguel de 
Cervantes flourished during the 
Renaissance. A first edition of volume 
one of his work Don Quixote was 
published in 1605. 
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in the formation of strong central governments; in the building of cities; in the 
reorganization of business; in the adventurous voyages of the explorers Bartolomeu 
Dias, Vasco da Gama, Christopher Columbus, and Ferdinand Magellan; and in the 
marvelous energy displayed by Europeans in carrying their civilization to all parts of 
the world. 
 

Pre-Renaissance Towns 
Greek and Roman civilization was a civilization 

of towns and city-states. The people of the Middle Ages 
were overwhelmingly agricultural. In a broad sense, the 
Renaissance included a revival of town life, with its 
diversified industries and interests, no less than a rebirth 
of ancient literature and art.  

 

Long before the 14th century, towns flourished in 
nearly every section of Europe. They arose in various 
ways. The earliest towns were places of refuge and 
defense: the word town comes from the Anglo-Saxon 
tun, a fortified place. Castles, monasteries, cathedrals, 
and fortresses were sometimes located at the crossroads of 
leading highways, near well-protected harbors, or at a 
break in a stream. If a site combined the advantages of 
protection and of trade, a market or a fair was likely to 
be established there, and a town would grow up. 

 

Merchants of a particular town usually formed an association, or merchant 
guild. Traders and members of their families at these places often had leisure to 
manufacture goods, which they offered for sale at the markets. When they came to 
think of themselves more as craftspeople than as traders, they formed craft guilds, 
such as the guilds of “the butchers, the bakers, the candlestick makers,” and many 
others. Guilds were partly social organizations, like the clubs and fraternities of 
today. Their main purposes were to protect their members from landlords and rival 
merchants and craftspeople of other towns and to regulate the making and selling of 
goods so as to maintain standards and to prevent abuses. 
 

Growth of Towns and Trade 
Towns grew up very slowly. For defense they were surrounded by stone 

walls. Narrow streets wound around a hillside, or about a castle or cathedral, or 
along a harbor’s shoreline. Upper stories of buildings were often built out over a 
street to save space. Industrial life was conducted along very simple lines. A 
shoemaker, for example, bought his leather in the weekly market, took orders from 

Figure 9: Peasants sow and cultivate 
fields outside a walled town, in a 
Flemish book from about 1515. 
Towns began to flourish during the 
late Middle Ages and Renaissance. 
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his customers, and made the shoes and sold them in the front of his house, and used 
the rear or an upper floor as a dwelling. 

 

In larger places, town dwellers gradually secured privileges, such as the right 
to pay a town tax instead of rendering individual services to a lord and the right to 
have their own town government. Most towns were little more than villages. As 
late as 1250, London probably had only about 25,000 people; the two English 
towns next in size, York and Bristol, each about 10,000; and most of the towns of 
England, from 1,500 to 4,000. In places elsewhere in Europe, especially in Italy, in 
southern France, on the Rhine River, and in parts of the Netherlands, towns were 
much larger and more influential than in England. Even in these regions, however, 
the great revival of town life and the general expansion of trade beyond local limits 
were distinctive features of the age of the Renaissance. 

 

When merchants attempted to carry on trade beyond the interchange of 
goods between local villages, towns, and markets, they met many difficulties. 
Guilds, which were organized for purely local trade, were usually hostile to 
outsiders. Londoners, for example, were regarded as foreigners at Bristol. The 
disorder of the long-continued invasions was followed by almost constant fighting 
between the feudal lords. Rulers were interested not so much in encouraging trade 
as in exacting tolls and taxes. 

 

During this period, there were few good roads and bridges, and only a small 
number of lighthouses or other aids to navigation. Goods were carried mostly by 
pack-horse, sailboat, and rowboat. Geographical ideas were vague and commonly 
erroneous. Storms, floods, fires, pestilences, and other acts of God were dreaded less 
than the acts of robber barons and of pirates. There was no dependable system of 
money. Credit was little used, and weights and measures as well as coinages were 
matters of local arrangement. Added to all these difficulties, crude methods of 
production and transportation limited the available surplus of goods for sale. 

 

In view of these conditions, there was a remarkable growth of towns and 
expansion of trade in the 14th and 15th centuries. The first, or medieval, phase of 
this expansion was connected with the Crusades. Knowledge of new goods and of 
new opportunities for trade and adventure in the Middle East and East Asia was 
brought back to Europe by the crusading knights, stimulating a keen desire that 
resulted in the discovery of methods to overcome obstacles in the way of distant 
trading. 

 

Guilds and town markets were merely local. How did goods from one region 
find their way to other parts of Europe or to more distant countries? An old English 
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law refers to “pedlars, tynkers, and petye chapmen.” These men visited markets and 
fairs and went about the country in large numbers, selling such goods as “pynnes, 
poyntes, laces, gloves, knyves, glasses, and tapes.” They were “a jovial race,” 
seeking success “through fair speech and enticing words.” 

 

In addition to “petty chapmen,” there were regular merchants and their 
agents, many of whom not only visited the principal fairs and towns in their own 
countries but also bought and sold in the marts of distant places. They often 
acquired considerable wealth, and by interchange of ideas and customs built up a set 
of practices known as the “law merchant” for regulating European trade—including 
transactions at fairs as well as trade by sea. 
 

Start of Banking Systems 
Some of the wealthier merchants were also bankers. 

They loaned money to landlords and rulers as well as to 
businessmen, and they found ways to overcome the 
medieval objections to interest, or usury. They bought 
and sold at a profit different kinds of coins—a business 
called money changing. They came to be so well known 
not only at home but also in other parts of Europe that 
they often acted as agents in handling accounts as well as 
goods. If A in Germany owed B in Italy for a 
consignment of goods sent north, and if C in Italy owed 

D in Germany for goods sent south, credit arrangements resembling modern bills of 
exchange were handled by bankers such as the Fuggers of Augsburg or the Medici 
of Florence, so that it was not necessary to send much cash back and forth. The 
bankers introduced, in a crude form, the writing of insurance policies. Their notes 
and credit papers were so widely recognized that they circulated to some extent as 
money. Thus, in the early expansion of trade, were the beginnings of our financial 
system. 

 

Merchants had little protection from robbers, pirates, and other hazards of 
travel. Partly for protection and partly for companionship, they traveled in groups, 
employed guards, and sent out their armed boats in fleets. Many associations or 
companies were formed for a single voyage or particular occasion. In some cases, 
permanent groups or corporations were formed. In England, for instance, the 
Merchants of the Staple handled staple goods, such as wool, tin, leather, and lead, 
and were required to ship them from certain “staple” towns in England to a 
“staple” town on the Continent. Later, the Company of Merchant Adventurers was 
formed to deal more largely in manufactured goods, especially woolens. 

Figure 10: The Moneychanger and 
his Wife is an oil on panel painted by 
Marinus van Reymerswaele in 1539. 
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These companies received charters of incorporation, 
with various rights and powers. They were “associated” or 
“regulated” companies. The members carried on trade on their 
own accounts, with the protection and the regulations of the 
company. First in Italy, and later in other countries, some of 
these groups became joint-stock companies. The selling of 
pieces of paper representing shares of ownership and interest in 
an enterprise has come to be the principal method of financing 
business undertakings. 

 

In Venice and some other cities, ships were owned by 
the town governments. These governments sent out consuls, 
established trading centers, and made treaties. There were 
leagues of governments such as the Hanseatic League of North 
German cities. It served in place of a central government, 
though it had no constitution. In western Europe strong central 
governments were developing. When trade shifted westward in 
the 16th century, national, rather than town, governments 
formed the political basis for commercial and colonial expansion. 
 

Europe Faces Westward 
Trade expansion first extended merely to the 

exchange of goods between adjacent regions. By the 
14th century, Europeans were trading indirectly with 
countries as far away as India, China, and the Spice 
Islands (or the Moluccas, now part of Indonesia). 
Italians, especially Venetians, sent fleets to ports of the 
eastern Mediterranean. Here they secured spices, gems, 
medicines, silks, embroideries, and fine fabrics from 
age-old Asian workshops. These goods, collected in 
Asian markets, bazaars, and fairs, were carried westward 
by successive groups of merchants either overland in 
caravans or by sea to the Isthmus of Suez or partly by 
land and partly by water by way of the Persian Gulf and 
the Tigris-Euphrates river valleys. 

 

In the 14th century the writings of Ptolemy, the ancient geographer, had 
been recovered. Ptolemy had suggested that an explorer could reach India by sailing 
westward. Christopher Columbus had a copy of Ptolemy’s geography, and many 
other navigators believed that Earth was a sphere. Before Columbus tried to carry 

Figure 11: The Hanseatic 
League was an important 
association of German 
merchant towns that 
dominated trade in northern 
Europe from the 13th to 
15th century. A manuscript 
illustration of 1497 shows 
Hamburg, one of the 
league's leading ports. 

Figure 12: The Renaissance was a time 
of geographic exploration. An 
illustration shows Christopher Columbus 
(second from right) planning an 
expedition from Europe to Asia via a 
western sea route. Columbus undertook 
this journey, and when he sighted land 
in 1492, 
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out the idea of sailing westward to India, the Portuguese under Prince Henry the 
Navigator took the lead in Western explorations. Early in the 15th century, they 
occupied several of the western islands, advanced beyond the Sahara, and opened 
up the slave trade. They employed many Italians, who were skilled in shipbuilding, 
mapmaking, the use of the compass, and the art of navigation. They seemed on the 
point of breaking up the monopoly of the Italian cities in the East Asian trade, for 
they gradually extended their influence southward along the islands and the 
mainland until by 1488 Bartolomeu Dias had rounded the Cape of Good Hope. 
Some explorers, including Columbus, still believed that the simplest way to reach 
India was by sailing directly westward. When Columbus returned from his first 
voyage of 1492, it was thought that he had discovered, not a new world, but a new 
route to the old world of East Asia. The Portuguese redoubled their efforts, and in 
1498 Vasco da Gama reached India by sailing around Africa.  

 

The immediate results of the great discoveries included the breakdown of 
Italian and German trade; the transfer of trading centers, wealth, and power to the 
Atlantic seaboard; the rise of the Portuguese and Spanish empires; and the almost 
unbelievable stirring up of the sluggish minds and ambitions of western Europeans. 
Out of the twofold stimulus of the recovery of ancient culture and the discovery of 
the nature and limits of the world’s geography came most of the distinctive ways of 
thought and of life that make the modern age different from earlier ages. 
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