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The Renaissance (14th to 17th Century Europe)

Introduction:

About 1450, European scholars became more interested in studying the world around them. At 
the same time, European artists produced work that was more true to life. And European ships set 
sail to explore new lands. This new age in Europe was eventually called “the Renaissance”, a 
French word that means “rebirth.”

The Renaissance in Europe bridged the time between the Middle Ages and modern times. The 
word "Renaissance" means "rebirth” – a rebirth of education, science, art, literature, music, and 
a better life for people in general. A big part of the Renaissance was a cultural movement called 
humanism. Humanism was a philosophy that all people should strive to be educated and learned 
in the classical arts, literature, and science. It looked for realism and human emotion in art. It 
also said that it was okay for people to pursue comfort, riches, and beauty.

The Renaissance started in Florence, Italy and spread to other city-states in Italy. City-states 
played a big role in the rule of Italy at the time. Some important city-states included Florence, 
Milan, Venice, and Ferrara. They were often ruled by wealthy, powerful families who were willing 
to spend their money supporting artists and geniuses. In the Middle East, Arab scholars had 
preserved the writings of the ancient Greeks in great libraries. So, when these Italian cities traded 
with Arab merchants, the Italians were reconnected with the ideas of the ancient Greeks. These 
“new” ideas, preserved from the ancient past, served as the basis of the Renaissance.

The term “Renaissance Man” refers to a person that is an expert and talented in many areas. The 
true geniuses of the Renaissance were great examples of this. Leonardo da Vinci was a master 
painter, sculptor, scientist, inventor, architect, engineer, and writer. Michelangelo was also a 
superb painter, sculptor, and architect. 

“Coming Out of the Dark"

The Mona Lisa -
perhaps the world's most famous 

painting -
was painted during the Renaissance 

by Leonardo da Vinci



The Renaissance (14th to 17th Century Europe)
“Coming Out of the Dark"

City-States
Present day Italy is a unified nation, but during the Renaissance, 
the Italian peninsula was composed of several independent city-
states. Florence, Genoa, Milan, Venice, Naples and Rome were 
among the most important. By this date the Turkish Ottoman 
Empire (on the right side of the map) replaced the Byzantine 
Empire.



Brunelleschi

Architect Brunelleschi designs the dome 
for the Florence Cathedral, (Italian: 
Duomo di Firenze), the "Cathedral of 
Saint Mary of the Flower“.

House of Medici

The Medici family becomes the head of 
the city-state of Florence.

Johannes 
Gutenberg

Johannes Gutenberg invents the printing 
press.

Lorenzo
“the Magnificent”

Lorenzo de Medici becomes head of the 
city-state of Florence. He is one of the 
great patrons of the arts. 

House of Tudor

Henry VII becomes king of England beginning 
the reign of the House of Tudor.

Columbus “Sailed 
the Blue”

Explorer Christopher Columbus discovers 
the Americas.

1419 CE

1434 CE

1450 CE

1469 CE

1485 CE

1492 CE

The Renaissance (14th to 17th Century Europe)
Early Renaissance (1400 to 1500 CE)



The Renaissance (14th to 17th Century Europe)
High Renaissance (1495 - 1527 CE)

Leonardo
“Last Supper”

Leonardo da Vinci paints the 
Last Supper.

Vasco da Gama

Vasco da Gama arrives in India 
after sailing around the 
southern tip of Africa from 
Portugal.

Michelangelo
“David”

Michelangelo begins his work 
on the sculpture David.

Leonardo
“Mona Lisa”

Leonardo da Vinci paints the 
Mona Lisa.

Michelangelo
“The Sistine Chapel”

Michelangelo begins his painting 
on the ceiling of the Sistine 
Chapel.

Erasmus
“Humanism”

Humanist author Erasmus 
writes “Praise of Folly”. 

Martin Luther
“The Reformation”

Martin Luther posts his 95 
theses on the door of the 
Church of Wittenberg. This 
signals the start of the 
Reformation, initiated by 
Martin Luther, John Calvin, and 
other early Protestants.

Magellan
“Around the World”

Ferdinand Magellan begins 
his voyage around the 
world.

1495 CE

1498 CE

1501 CE

1503 CE

1508 CE 1519 CE

1509 CE

1517 CE



The Renaissance (14th to 17th Century Europe)
Mannerism1 (1527-1600 CE)

Rome Sacked

Rome is sacked by the troops of 
Holy Roman Emperor Charles V. 

Henry VIII
and the Church

Henry VIII separates the Church of 
England from the Catholic Church 
of Rome so that he can divorce 
Catherine of Aragon and marry 
Anne Boleyn.

Elizabeth Reigns

Elizabeth I becomes Queen of 
England.

The Spanish 
Armada

Off the coast of France, the Spanish 
Armada is defeated by an English 
naval force led by Lord Charles 
Howard and Sir Francis Drake. After 
eight hours of furious fighting, the 
Spanish retreated, its hopes of 
invasion crushed.

Shakespeare

William Shakespeare builds the Globe 
theatre. He will write many of his great 
plays over the next few years including 
Hamlet and Macbeth.

Galileo

Galileo discovers the moons of 
Jupiter.

The Thirty Years’ War

A series of wars fought across 
Europe, by various nations for 
religious, dynastic, territorial, and 
commercial reasons. It resulted in 
the deaths of over 8 million people, 
and when it ended with the Treaty 
of Westphalia in 1648, the map of 
Europe had been irrevocably 
changed.

1527 CE

1534 CE

1558 CE

1588 CE

1599 CE 1618 CE

1610 CE

1Mannerism, also known as Late Renaissance, is a style in European 
art that emerged in the later years of the Italian High Renaissance 
around 1520, spreading by about 1530 and lasting until about the 
end of the 16th century in Italy, when the Baroque style largely 
replaced it.



Appendix
Action Links

MORE FUN, MORE FACTS

ABOUT THE MOST SIGNIFICANT

PEOPLE AND EVENTS

DURING THE RENAISSANCE



City-States of the
Italian Renaissance

• After the fall of the Roman Empire in Italy, several cities formed 
independent states. Florence, Genoa, Milan, Venice, Naples and 
Rome were such cities. Florence and Venice, two centers of power 
and wealth, became the cradle of the Renaissance.

• Venice is a city on a group of islands on the northeastern edge of 
the Italian peninsula. Shipbuilding was the primary industry in 
Venice. During the Crusades, Venetian ships provided 
transportation to the Holy Land. By the 13th century, Venice was 
the most prosperous city in Europe. The city became rich by 
collecting taxes on all merchandise brought into its harbor. Using 
this source of income, Venice built huge warships that protected 
the valuable cargo of its merchant ships from pirate raids. With 
the vast wealth from trade, many of the leading families of Venice 
vied against one another to build the finest palaces or support the 
work of the greatest artists.

• Although a Republic, government in Florence was heavily 
influenced by wealthy, powerful families. One family, the Medici, 
dominated the culture and government of Florence for centuries. 
Built by the Arno River, an important trade route, Florence 
enabled the Medici Bank to lend money to merchants to use for 
trade. Another source of Florentine prosperity was the processing 
of wool from sheep raised in the rocky, hilly country of central 
Italy. The wealth from wool processing and other industries made 
Florence a leading center of commerce and banking.

• Wealthy merchants in Venice, Florence, and other Italian city-
states demonstrated their wealth by building grand palaces for 
themselves. The merchants became patrons of artists who filled 
their homes with beautiful paintings and sculptures. Patrons 
bought rare books and paid scholars to teach their children. The 
money and encouragement of patrons, together with that of the 
Christian church, made the masterpieces of Renaissance art 
possible.



Florentine Architecture: 
Brunelleschi and the 
Duomo Firenze

• To put it mildly, Filippo Brunelleschi wasn't exactly the 
most conventional choice to transform the landscape of 
Florence. So when the notoriously hotheaded goldsmith 
won a competition to design a dome for the city's 
cathedral in 1418, it may have come as a bit of a shock to 
the public, who'd been promised a world class cupola for 
the structure decades earlier. Brunelleschi had no formal 
training as an architect or engineer.

• When, in 1418, the Florentine fathers announced a 
contest for the ideal dome design to be built without 
buttresses, atop the existing walls of the church, which 
was built in 1296, architects traveled from all over the 
world for a shot at fame (and a generous 200 gold florin 
cash prize). 

• Design of the dome called for an ingenious solution. 
Luckily, Brunelleschi had just the solution. To get around 
the issue, the contest contender proposed building two 
domes instead of one — one nested inside the other. 
While Brunelleschi's conceptual plan intrigued city 
officials, he was tight-lipped on the details, refusing to 
explain his exact strategy for completing the project to 
minimize the chance that his ingenuity could be easily 
copied. Since much of the details of the dome are hidden 
in its walls, there is still some mystery as to how all of the 
components of the dome connect with each other.

• Brunelleschi died ten years after the completion of the 
dome, and he was buried in the crypt of the cathedral. 
The nearby plaque commemorating his legacy celebrates 
his "divine intellect" and to this day, the unlikely visionary 
remains an architectural icon not just in Italy, but 
throughout the world.

• Visitors can actually climb to the top of Brunelleschi's 
cupola, but they'll need to be prepared to climb its 463 
steps, as there is no elevator.



Johannes Gutenberg,
movable type and the printing press 

• Johannes Gutenberg introduced the concept of movable type and the printing press to 
Europe. While this may not sound like a big deal at first, the printing press is often 
considered as the most important invention in modern times. Think about how 
important information is today. Without books and computers you wouldn't be able to 
learn, to pass on information, or to share scientific discoveries.

• Prior to Gutenberg introducing the printing press, making a book was a laborious 
process in Europe. It wasn't that hard to write a letter to one person by hand, but to 
create thousands of books for many people to read was nearly impossible. Without the 
printing press we wouldn't have had the Scientific Revolution or the Renaissance. Our 
world would be very different.

• Johannes was born in Mainz, Germany around the year 1398 and invented the printing 
press in the year 1450. Rather than use wooden blocks to press ink onto paper, 
Gutenberg used movable metal pieces to quickly create pages.

• His presses could print 1000's of pages per day versus only 40-50 pages with the old 
method, allowing books to be acquired by the middle class for the first time in the 
history of Europe. Knowledge and education spread throughout the continent like never 
before.

• Gutenberg's real fame came from producing the Gutenberg Bible. It was the first time a 
Bible was mass produced and available for anyone outside of the church. Bibles were 
rare and could take up to a year for a priest to transcribe. Gutenberg printed around 200 
Bibles in a relatively short time.

• The original Bible sold for 30 florins. There are around 21 complete Gutenberg Bibles 
existing still today. One of these Bibles is likely worth around $30 million.

First page of the 42-line bible, the 
Gutenberg Bible, printed at Mainz.



The Medici:
Bankers & Patrons of Culture
• The Medici family, also known as the 
House of Medici, first attained wealth and 
political power in Florence in the 13th 
century through its success in commerce 
and banking. Beginning in 1434 with the 
rise to power of Cosimo de’ Medici (or 
Cosimo the Elder), the family’s support of 
the arts and humanities made Florence 
into the cradle of the Renaissance, a 
cultural flowering rivaled only by that of 
ancient Greece. The Medicis produced 
four popes (Leo X, Clement VII, Pius IV and 
Leo XI), and their genes have been mixed 
into many of Europe’s royal families. The 
last Medici ruler died without a male heir 
in 1737, ending the family dynasty after 
almost three centuries.

• Lorenzo de' Medici was an Italian 
statesman, de facto ruler of the Florentine 
Republic and the most powerful and 
enthusiastic patron of Renaissance culture 
in Italy. Also known as Lorenzo the 
Magnificent by contemporary Florentines, 
he was a magnate, diplomat, politician 
and patron of scholars, artists, and poets.



Michelangelo Buonarroti,
“Exalted in the Visual Arts”

• Michelangelo Buonarroti, the greatest of the Italian Renaissance artists, 
was born in the small village of Caprese on March 6, 1475. The son of a 
government administrator, he grew up in Florence, and became an artist’s 
apprentice at age 13. Demonstrating obvious talent, he was taken under the 
wing of Lorenzo de’ Medici, the ruler of the Florentine republic and a great 
patron of the arts. For two years beginning in 1490, he lived in the Medici 
palace, where he was a student of the sculptor Bertoldo di Giovanni.

• Later he was commissioned to sculpt a monumental statue of the 
biblical character David for the Florence cathedral. The 17-foot statue, 
demonstrates the artist’s exhaustive knowledge of human anatomy and 
form. In the work, David is shown watching the approach of his foe Goliath, 
with every muscle tensed and a pose suggesting impending movement. 
Upon the completion of David in 1504, Michelangelo’s reputation was 
firmly established.

• In 1508, he was called to Rome to paint the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, 
the chief consecrated space in the Vatican. Nine panels feature numerous 
figures devoted to biblical world history. The most famous of these is The 
Creation of Adam, a painting in which the arms of God and Adam are 
outstretched toward each other.

• During the last three decades of his life, Michelangelo designed of 
numerous monuments and buildings for Rome. The Capitoline Square and 
the dome of St. Peter’s were designed by Michelangelo but not completed 
in his lifetime.

• In his lifetime, he was celebrated as Europe’s greatest living artist, and 
today he is held up as one of the greatest artists of all time, as exalted in the 
visual arts as William Shakespeare is in literature or Beethoven is in music.



Leonardo da Vinci:
“Renaissance Man”

• Da Vinci was one of the great creative minds of the 
Italian Renaissance, hugely influential as an artist and 
sculptor but also immensely talented as an engineer, 
scientist and inventor.

• Leonardo da Vinci was born on 15 April 1452 near the 
Tuscan town of Vinci. Apprenticed to the sculptor and 
painter Andrea del Verrocchio in Florence, in 1478 he 
became an independent master. In 1483, he moved to Milan 
to work for the ruling Sforza family as an engineer, sculptor, 
painter and architect. From 1495 to 1497 he produced a 
mural of 'The Last Supper' in the refectory of the Monastery 
of Santa Maria delle Grazie, Milan.

• When Milan was invaded by the French in 1499, Da 
Vinci returned to Florence where he painted several 
portraits, including the famous 'Mona Lisa' (1503-1506). He 
died on 2 May 1519.

• The fame of Da Vinci's surviving paintings has meant 
that he has been regarded primarily as an artist, but the 
thousands of surviving pages of his notebooks reveal the 
most eclectic and brilliant of minds. He wrote and drew on 
subjects including geology, anatomy (which he studied in 
order to paint the human form more accurately), flight, 
gravity and optics. He 'invented' the bicycle, airplane, 
helicopter, and parachute some 500 years ahead of their 
time. Yet his true genius was not as a scientist or an artist, 
but as a combination of the two: an 'artist-engineer'. His 
painting was scientific, based on a deep understanding of 
the workings of the human body and the physics of light 
and shade. His science, expressed through art, drawings and 
diagrams show how he understood the world to work.



Humanism
• During the late 1300s, some European scholars began to turn 
their attention away from questions of church doctrine or faith. Like 
many ancient Greek philosophers, they began to value evidence and 
the use of reason, the power of the mind to think, understand, and 
form judgments. The scholars promoted the investigation of nature 
through reason and observation. This philosophy later became 
known as humanism because the scholars stressed human 
innovation. The humanists emphasized the importance of human 
values instead of religious beliefs.

• Humanists of the Renaissance were often devout Christians, but 
their promotion of secular, or non-religious values, often put them 
at odds with the church. Some humanists ignored church dogma. 
Dogma is a set of religious beliefs that cannot be challenged.

• Galileo was a scientist who learned by observation. In Galileo’s 
time, most educated people agreed with Aristotle’s view that all 
heavenly bodies revolved around the earth. Galileo observed that, 
that several moons orbited Jupiter. When Galileo published his 
discovery, a Christian court called the Inquisition found the scientist 
guilty of heresy. Heresy is an opinion that contradicts the official 
teaching of the church. The scientist was sentenced to house arrest 
for the last nine years of his life. A deeply religious man who 
respected his Christian faith, Galileo accepted the sentence, but he 
continued to write and study from his home.

• The humanists studied the classics – the writings of the ancient 
Greeks and Romans. In the works of the classics, Renaissance 
scholars found an earlier way of thinking similar to their own. They 
believed the classical outlook had not been fully explored since the 
fall of the Roman Empire in Western Europe. The humanists 
recreated classical styles in art, literature, and architecture. 
Humanists believed that by studying the classics, they could better 
understand people and the world.

• Today we refer to the study of literature, philosophy and art as 
the humanities. Greek and Roman civilizations declined and fell long 
ago, but those civilizations continue to influence us today through 
the humanities.



How Martin Luther
Changed the World

• Clang! Clang! Down the corridors of religious history we hear this 
sound: Martin Luther, an energetic thirty-three-year-old Augustinian 
friar, hammering his Ninety-five Theses to the doors of the Castle 
Church of Wittenberg, in Saxony, and thus, eventually, splitting the 
thousand-year-old Roman Catholic Church into two churches—one 
loyal to the Pope in Rome, the other protesting against the Pope’s rule 
and soon, in fact, calling itself Protestant. Though differing on many 
points, most books about Luther agree that the hammering episode, so 
satisfying symbolically—loud, metallic, violent—never occurred. Luther 
himself, remembered drawing up a list of ninety-five theses around the 
date in question, but all he was sure of was that he sent it to the local 
archbishop. Furthermore, the theses were not, as is often imagined, a 
set of non-negotiable demands about how the Church should reform 
itself in accordance with Brother Martin’s standards. Rather, like all 
“theses” in those days, they were points to be thrashed out in public 
disputations, in the manner of the ecclesiastical scholars of the twelfth 
century or, for that matter, the debate clubs of tradition-minded 
universities in our own time.

• Thus Luther touched off something much larger than himself; 
namely, the Reformation—the sundering of the Church and a 
fundamental revision of its theology. The Reformation, in turn, 
reshaped Europe. As German-speaking lands asserted their 
independence from Rome, other forces were unleashed. In the Knights’ 
Revolt of 1522, and the Peasants’ War, a couple of years later; indeed, 
in the horrific Thirty Years’ War, in which, basically, Europe’s Roman 
Catholics killed all the Protestants they could, and vice versa, although 
it did not begin until decades after his death, some accountability may 
be laid at Luther’s door.
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