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World History &Geography I 

Renaissance Culture 

What were the major cultural developments of the Renaissance? 
 
The Renaissance was characterized by self-conscious awareness among fourteenth- and fifteenth-century Italians, 
particularly scholars and writers known as humanists, that they were living in a new era. Their ideas influenced 
education and were spread through the new technology of the printing press. Interest in the classical past and in the 
individual also shaped Renaissance art in terms of style and subject matter. Also important to Renaissance art were 
the wealthy patrons who helped fund it. 

Wealth and Power in Renaissance Italy 
Economic growth laid the material basis for the Italian Renaissance and its cultural achievements. Ambitious 
merchants gained political power to match their economic power and then used their money to buy luxuries and hire 
talent in a patronage system. Through this system, cities, groups, and individuals commissioned writers and artists 
to produce specific works. Thus economics, politics, and culture were interconnected. 

The Renaissance began in the northern Italian city of Florence, which possessed enormous wealth. From their 
position as tax collectors for the papacy, Florentine mercantile 
families began to dominate European banking on both sides of the 
Alps, setting up offices in major European and North African cities. 
The profits from loans, investments, and money exchanges 
allowed banking families to control the city’s politics and culture. 
Although Florence was officially a republic, starting in 1434 the 
great Medici (MEH-duh-chee) banking family held power almost 
continually for centuries. They supported an academy for scholars 
and a host of painters, sculptors, poets, and architects.  

In other Italian cities as well, wealthy merchants and bankers 
built magnificent palaces and required that all political business be 
done there. They became patrons of the arts, hiring not only 
architects to design and build these palaces but also artists to fill 
them with paintings and sculptures, and musicians and composers 
to fill them with music. Attractions like these appealed to the rich, 
social-climbing residents of Venice, Florence, Genoa, and Rome, 
who came to see life more as an opportunity for enjoyment than as 
a painful pilgrimage to Heaven. 

This cultural flowering took place amid political turmoil. In the 
fifteenth century five powers dominated the Italian peninsula: 
Venice, Milan, Florence, the Papal States, and the kingdom of 
Naples. These powers competed furiously for territory and 
ruthlessly tried to extend their authority over smaller city-states. 
While the states of northern Europe were moving toward 
centralization and consolidation, Italian politics resembled a jungle 
where the powerful dominated the weak. 

In one significant respect, however, the Italian city-states 
anticipated future relations among competing European states 
after 1500. Whenever one Italian state appeared to gain a 
predominant position within the peninsula, other states combined 
to establish a balance of power against the major threat. In the 
formation of these alliances, Renaissance Italians invented the machinery of modern diplomacy: permanent 
embassies with resident ambassadors in capitals where political relations and commercial ties needed continual 
monitoring. 

Although the resident ambassador was one of the great political achievements of the Italian Renaissance, 
diplomacy did not prevent invasions of Italy. These began in 1494 as Italy became the focus of international 
ambitions and the battleground of foreign armies, and Italian cities suffered severely from continual warfare for 
decades. Thus the failure of the city-states to form some type of federal system — or at least to establish a common 
foreign policy — led to centuries of subjugation by outside invaders. Italy was not to achieve unification until 1870. 

 
Italian States, 1494 



The Rise of Humanism 
The Renaissance was a self-conscious intellectual movement. The realization that something new and unique was 
happening first came to writers in the fourteenth century, especially to the Italian poet and humanist Francesco 
Petrarch (frahn-CHEH-skoh PEH-trahrk) (1304–1374). For Petrarch, the barbarian migrations had caused a sharp 
cultural break with the glories of Rome and inaugurated what he called the “dark ages.” Along with many of his 
contemporaries, Petrarch sought to reconnect with the classical past, and he believed that such efforts were 
bringing on a new golden age of intellectual achievement. 

Petrarch and other poets, writers, and artists showed a deep interest both in the physical remains of the Roman 
Empire and in classical Latin texts. The study of Latin classics became known as the studia humanitates, usually 
translated as “liberal studies” or the “liberal arts.” People who advocated it were known as humanists, and their 
program was known as humanism. Like all programs of study, humanism contained an implicit philosophy: that 
human nature and achievements, evident in the classics, were worthy of contemplation. Humanists did not reject 
religion; instead they sought to synthesize Christian and classical teachings, pointing out the harmony between 
them. 

Families, religious brotherhoods, workers’ organizations, and other groups continued to have meaning in 
people’s lives, but humanists and other Renaissance thinkers increasingly viewed these groups as springboards to 
far greater individual achievement. They were especially interested in individuals who had risen above their 
background to become brilliant, powerful, or unique. Such individuals had the admirable quality of virtù (vir-TOO), 
which is not virtue in the sense of moral goodness, but the ability to shape the world around them according to their 
will. Humanists thought that their recommended course of study in the classics would provide essential skills for 
future diplomats, lawyers, military leaders, businessmen, and politicians, as well as for writers and artists. Just as 
Confucian officials did in Song China, they also taught that taking an active role in the world and working for the 
common good should be the aim of all educated individuals. 

Humanists put their educational ideas into practice. They opened schools and academies in Italian cities and 
courts in which pupils began with Latin grammar and rhetoric, went on to study Roman history and political 
philosophy, and then learned Greek in order to study Greek literature and philosophy. These classics, humanists 
taught, would provide models of how to write clearly, argue effectively, and speak persuasively. Gradually humanist 
education became the basis for intermediate and advanced education for well-to-do urban boys and men. 

Humanists disagreed about education for women. Many saw the value of exposing women to classical models 
of moral behavior and reasoning, but they also wondered whether a program of study that emphasized eloquence 
and action was proper for women, whose sphere was generally understood to be private and domestic. Humanists 
never established schools for girls, though through tutors or programs of self-study a few women did become 
educated in the classics.  

Humanists looked to the classical past for political as well as literary models. The best-known political theorist of 
this era was Niccolò Machiavelli (1469–1527), who worked as an official for the city of Florence until he was ousted 
in a power struggle. He spent the rest of his life writing, and his most famous work is the short political treatise The 
Prince (1513). Using the examples of classical and contemporary rulers, The Prince argues that the function of a 
ruler (or a government) is to preserve order and security. The inability to do so would lead to disorder, which might 
end in civil war or conquest by an outsider, situations clearly not conducive to any people’s well-being. To preserve 
the state, a ruler should use whatever means necessary — brutality, lying, manipulation — but he should not do 
anything that would make the populace turn against him. Stealing or cruel actions done for a ruler’s own pleasure 
would lead to resentment and destroy the popular support needed for a strong, stable realm. “It is much safer for the 

prince to be feared than loved,” Machiavelli advised, “but he ought to avoid making himself hated.”1 
The Prince is often seen as the first modern guide to politics in the West, though Machiavelli was denounced for 

writing it, and people later came to use the word Machiavellian to mean cunning and ruthless. Machiavelli put a new 
spin on the Renaissance search for perfection, arguing that ideals needed to be measured in the cold light of the 
real world. 

Christian Humanism 
In the last quarter of the fifteenth century students from the Low Countries, France, Germany, and England flocked 
to Italy, absorbed the “new learning” of humanism, and carried it back to their own countries. Northern humanists 
shared the Italians’ ideas about the wisdom of ancient texts and felt even more strongly that the best elements of 
classical and Christian cultures should be combined. These Christian humanists, as they were later called, saw 
humanist learning as a way to bring about reform of the church and to deepen people’s spiritual lives. 

The Englishman Thomas More (1478–1535) began life as a lawyer, studied the classics, and entered 
government service. He became best known for his controversial dialogue Utopia(1516), a word More invented from 
the Greek words for “nowhere.” Utopia describes a community on an island somewhere beyond Europe where all 
children receive a good humanist education and adults divide their days between manual labor or business pursuits 
and intellectual activities. The problems that plagued More’s fellow citizens, such as poverty and hunger, are solved 



by a beneficent government. Inequality and greed are prevented because profits from business and property are 
held in common, not privately. Furthermore, there is religious tolerance, and order and reason prevail. Because 
Utopian institutions are perfect, however, dissent and disagreement are not acceptable. 

More’s purposes in writing Utopia have been hotly debated. Some view it as a revolutionary critique of More’s 
own hierarchical and violent society, some as a call for an even firmer hierarchy, and others as part of the humanist 
tradition of satire. It was widely read by learned Europeans in the Latin in which More wrote it, and later in 
vernacular translations, and its title quickly became the standard word for any idealized imaginary society. 

Better known by contemporaries than Thomas More was the Dutch humanist Desiderius Erasmus (1466?–
1536) of Rotterdam. His fame rested largely on his exceptional knowledge of Greek and the Bible. Erasmus’s long 
list of publications includes The Education of a Christian Prince (1504), a book combining idealistic and practical 
suggestions for the formation of a ruler’s character through the careful study of Plutarch, Aristotle, Cicero, and 
Plato; The Praise of Folly(1509), a witty satire poking fun at social, political, and especially religious institutions; and, 
most important, a critical edition of the Greek New Testament (1516). For Erasmus, education was the key to moral 
and intellectual improvement, and true Christianity was an inner attitude of the spirit, not a set of outward actions. 

Printing and Its Social Impact 
The fourteenth-century humanist Petrarch and the sixteenth-century humanist Erasmus had many similar ideas, but 
the immediate impact of their ideas was very different because of one thing: the printing press with movable metal 
type. While Petrarch’s works spread slowly from person to person by hand copying, Erasmus’s works spread quickly 
through printing, in which hundreds or thousands of identical copies could be made in a short time. 

While printing with movable 
type was invented in China, 
movable metal type was actually 
developed in the thirteenth century 
in Korea, though it was tightly 
controlled by the monarchy and 
did not have the broad impact 
there that printing did in Europe. 
Printing with movable metal type 
developed in Germany in the 
middle of the fifteenth century as a 
combination of existing 
technologies. Several metal-
smiths, most prominently Johann 
Gutenberg (ca. 1400–1468), 
transformed the metal stamps 
used to mark signs on jewelry into 
type that could be covered with ink 
and used to mark symbols onto a 
page. This type could be 
rearranged for every page and so 
used over and over. Historians 
have speculated whether German 
printers somehow learned of the 
Korean invention, but there is no 
evidence that they did. The 
printing revolution was also 
enabled by the ready availability of 
paper, which was made using 
techniques that had originated in 
China and spread from Muslim 
Spain to the rest of Europe. 

The effects of the invention of 
movable-type printing were not felt 

overnight. Nevertheless, within a half century of the publication of Gutenberg’s Bible of 1456, movable type had 
brought about radical changes. Historians estimate that somewhere between 8 million and 20 million books were 
printed in Europe between 1456 and 1500, many more than the total number of books that had been produced in 
the West during the many millennia between the invention of writing and 1456. 

Printing transformed both the private and the public lives of Europeans. In the public realm, government and 
church leaders both used and worried about printing. They printed laws, declarations of war, battle accounts, and 

 
The Chess Game, 1555 In this oil painting, the Italian artist Sofonisba Anguissola 

(1532–1625) shows her three younger sisters playing chess, a game that was 

growing in popularity in the sixteenth century. Each sister looks at the one 

immediately older than herself, with the girl on the left looking out at her sister, the 

artist. Anguissola’s father, a minor nobleman, recognized his daughter’s talent and 

arranged for her to study with several painters. She became a court painter at the 

Spanish royal court, where she painted many portraits. Returning to Italy, she 

continued to be active, painting her last portrait when she was over eighty. 
(Museum Narodowe, Poznan, Poland/The Bridgeman Art Library) 

 



propaganda, but they also attempted to censor or ban books and authors whose ideas they thought were wrong. 
These efforts were rarely effective. 

In the private realm, printing enabled people to read identical books so that they could more easily discuss the 
ideas that the books contained. Although most of the earliest books and pamphlets dealt with religious subjects, 
printers produced anything that would sell: professional reference sets, historical romances, biographies, poetry, 
prose fiction, and how-to manuals for the general public. Illustrations increased a book’s sales, so printers published 
both history and pornography full of woodcuts and engravings. Additionally, single-page broadsides and fly sheets 
allowed public events and “wonders” such as comets and two-headed calves to be experienced vicariously. Since 
books and other printed materials were read aloud to illiterate listeners, print bridged the gap between the written 
and oral cultures. 

Because many laypeople could not read Latin, printers put out works in vernacular languages, fostering 
standardization in these languages. Works in these languages were also performed onstage, for plays of all types 
were popular everywhere. Traveling companies of actors performed before royal courts and in town squares, and in 
larger cities public theaters offered bawdy comedies and bloody tragedies. In London the works of William 
Shakespeare (1564–1616) were especially popular.  

Art and the Artist 
No feature of the 
Renaissance evokes 
greater admiration than its 
artistic masterpieces. In 
Renaissance Italy wealthy 
merchants, bankers, 
popes, and princes spent 
vast sums to commission 
art as a means of 
glorifying themselves and 
their families. Patrons 
varied in their level of 
involvement as a work 
progressed; some simply 
ordered a specific subject 
or scene, while others 
oversaw the work of the 
artist or architect very 
closely, suggesting 
themes and styles and 
demanding changes while 
the work was in progress. 

As a result of 
patronage, certain artists 
gained great public 
acclaim and adulation, 
leading many historians to 
view the Renaissance as 
the beginning of the 
concept of the artist as 
genius. In the Middle 
Ages, people believed 
that only God created, 
albeit through individuals, 
and artistic originality was 
not particularly valued. By 
contrast, Renaissance 
artists and humanists 
came to think that a work 
of art was the deliberate 
creation of a unique personality, of an individual who transcended traditions, rules, and theories. 

In terms of artistic themes, religious topics, such as the Annunciation of the Virgin Mary and the Nativity, 
remained popular among both patrons and artists, but frequently the patron had himself and his family portrayed in 

 
Michelangelo’s David (1501–1504) and the Last Judgment (detail, 1537–1541) Like all 

Renaissance artists, Michelangelo worked largely on commissions from patrons. Officials of 

the city of Florence contracted the young sculptor to produce a statue of the Old Testament 

hero David (left) to be displayed in the city’s main square. Michelangelo portrayed David 

anticipating his fight against the giant Goliath, and the statue came to symbolize the republic 

of Florence standing up to its larger and more powerful enemies. More than thirty years later, 

Michelangelo was commissioned by the pope to paint a scene of the Last Judgment on the 

altar wall of the Sistine Chapel, where he had earlier spent four years covering the ceiling 

with magnificent frescoes. The massive work shows a powerful Christ standing in judgment, 

with souls ascending into Heaven while others are dragged by demons into Hell (above). 

The David captures ideals of human perfection and has come to be an iconic symbol of 

Renaissance artistic brilliance, while the dramatic and violent Last Judgment conveys both 

terror and divine power. (sculpture: Galleria dell’Accademia, Florence, Italy/Ken Welsh/The Bridgeman 

Art Library; painting: Vatican Museum and Galleries, Vatican City/Alinari/The Bridgeman Art Library) 

 



the scene. As the fifteenth century advanced and humanist ideas spread more widely, classical themes and motifs, 
such as the lives and loves of pagan gods and goddesses, figured increasingly in painting and sculpture, with the 
facial features of the gods sometimes modeled on those of living people. Classical styles also influenced 
architecture, as architects designed buildings that featured carefully proportioned arches and domes modeled on the 
structures of ancient Rome. 

The individual portrait emerged as a distinct genre in Renaissance art. Rather than reflecting a spiritual ideal, as 
medieval painting and sculpture tended to do, Renaissance portraits showed human ideals, often portrayed in a 
more realistic style. The Florentine sculptor Donatello (1386–1466) revived the classical figure, with its balance and 
self-awareness. Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519) was particularly adept at portraying female grace and beauty in his 
paintings of upper-class urban women and biblical figures such as the Virgin Mary. Another Florentine artist, 
Raphael Sanzio (1483–1520), painted hundreds of portraits and devotional images in his relatively short life, 
becoming the most sought-after artist in Europe. 

In the late fifteenth century the center of Renaissance art shifted from Florence to Rome, where wealthy 
cardinals and popes wanted visual expression of the church’s and their own families’ power and piety. To meet this 
demand, Michelangelo Buonarroti (1475–1564) went to Rome from Florence in about 1500 and began the series of 
statues, paintings, and architectural projects from which he gained an international reputation. For example, he 

produced sculptures of Moses and of the Virgin Mary 
holding Jesus after his crucifixion (the Pietà), he 
redesigned the Capitoline Hill in central Rome, and most 
famously, between 1508 and 1512, he painted religiously 
themed frescoes on the ceiling and altar wall of the Sistine 
Chapel. Pope Julius II, who commissioned Michelangelo 
for the Sistine Chapel project, demanded that the artist 
work as fast as he could and frequently visited him to offer 
suggestions and criticism. Michelangelo complained in 
person and by letter about the pope’s meddling, but his 
fame did not match the power of the pope, and he kept 
working. 

Though they might show individual genius, 
Renaissance artists were still expected to be schooled in 
proper artistic techniques and stylistic conventions, for the 
notion that artistic genius could show up in the work of the 
untrained did not emerge until the twentieth century. 
Therefore, in both Italy and northern Europe most aspiring 
artists were educated in the workshops of older artists. By 
the later sixteenth century formal academies were also 
established to train artists. Like universities, artistic 
workshops and academies were male-only settings in 
which students of different ages came together to learn and 
to create bonds of friendship, influence, patronage, and 
sometimes intimacy. Several women did become well 
known as painters during the Renaissance, but they were 
trained by their artist fathers and often quit painting when 
they married. 

Women were not alone in being excluded from the 
institutions of Renaissance culture. Though a few talented 
artists such as Leonardo and Michelangelo emerged from 
artisanal backgrounds, most scholars and artists came 
from families with at least some money. The audience for 
artists’ work was also exclusive, limited mostly to educated 
and prosperous citizens. Although common people in large 
cities might have occasionally seen plays such as those of 
Shakespeare, most people lived in villages with no access 
to formal schooling or to the work of prominent artists. In 
general a small, highly educated minority of literary 
humanists and artists created the culture of and for a social 
elite. In this way the Renaissance maintained, and even 

enhanced, a gulf between the learned minority and the uneducated multitude that has survived for many centuries.

 
Donatello, Gattamelata, 1450 The Florentine sculptor 

Donatello’s bronze statue of the powerful military 

captain nicknamed Gattamelata (Honey-Cat) mounted 

on his horse was erected in the public square of Padua. 

The first bronze equestrian statue made since Roman 

times, the larger-than-life-size work seems to capture in 

metal the shrewd and determined type of ruler 

Machiavelli described in The Prince.(Scala/Art Resource, 

NY) 
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S.P.I.C.E. Annotation Handout 
As you are reading, annotate the text using the S.P.I.C.E. categories. Label each paragraph/sentence with the correct 

letter as it corresponds with the information in the text. Underline or highlight key words, phrases, or sentences that 
are important to understanding the work. Write questions or comments in the margins—your thoughts or 

“conversation” with the text. Bracket important ideas or passages. Use the chart below to take notes as you read. 
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Social Structures 

• Gender roles and relations 

• Family and kinship 

• Racial and ethnic 

constructions 

• Social and economic classes 
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State-Building, Expansion and 

Conflict 

• Political structures and 

forms of governance 

• Empires 

• Nations and nationalism 

• Revolts and revolutions 

• Regional, transregional, and 

global structures and 

organizations 

 

In
te

ra
ct

io
n

s Interaction Between Humans 

and the Environment 

• Demography and disease 

• Migration 

• Patterns of settlement 

Technology 

 

C
u

lt
u

ra
l 

Cultures 

• Religions 

• Belief systems, philosophies 

and ideologies 

• Science and technology 

• The arts and architecture 
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 Economic Systems 

• Agricultural and pastoral 

production 

• Trade and commerce 

• Labor systems 

• Industrialization 

• Capitalism and socialism 
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