
 

The Renaissance in Italy 
The Renaissance was a new age in Western Europe highlighted by incredible artists and thinkers. Renaissance means “rebirth,” and this was most 
evident in the revival of the culture and spirit of ancient Greece and Rome. It began in the 1300s and reached its peak around 1500. The Renaissance 
marked a transition from the Middle Ages to the early modern world.  During this time there was a flowering of creativity and great change in 
politics, society, economics, and culture.  

Italy: Cradle of the Renaissance 
 
The Renaissance emerged on the Italian peninsula for a variety of reasons. Its 
location in the middle of Mediterranean Sea encouraged trade with the advanced 
Muslim empires to the east. Banking and manufacturing developed, while merchants 
gained the wealth that eventually fueled the Renaissance. Trade routes also carried 
new ideas to the Italian peninsula from the Muslim world, whose scientists, 
philosophers, artists, and architects had preserved the knowledge of ancient Greece 
and Rome which had been largely forgotten in Europe during the Middle Ages. 
During this time period, Italy was divided up into many different city-states 
controlled by powerful families and dominated by a wealthy merchant class. In 
Florence, the Medici Family not only held political power; they were also patrons, or 
financial supporters of the arts. Their great wealth and influence transformed 
Florence into a city that produced many of the best artists, poets, architects, 
scholars, and scientists of the Renaissance period.  

Humanism 
 
Although religion continued to play an important 
role in the lives of Europeans, the great minds of the 
Renaissance began to celebrate the achievements of 
individuals and became more interested in the world 
around them. This movement was known as 
humanism. Humanists studied the classical culture 
of Greece and Rome and applied their studies of 
history, rhetoric, grammar, and poetry to their own 
time period. The new celebration of the individual 
and their accomplishments was most evident in the 
work of great artists and architects such as Leonardo 
da Vinci, Michelangelo, Raphael, and Brunelleschi.  



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Art during the Italian Renaissance 
The Renaissance attained its most glorious expression in its painting, sculpture, and architecture. Although religious scenes were still often the subject 
of artistic works, they were often set against classical Greek or Roman backgrounds. Painters also produced portraits of well-known figures of the day, 
reflecting the humanist interest in individual achievement. Renaissance artists also developed new techniques, such as perspective, shading, and oil 
painting that helped create realistic art. Realism was a return to classical art and its focus on the true human form.  

Leonardo da Vinci 
 
Da Vinci is known as a 
“Renaissance Man” because he 
was interested and talented in 
many different areas. His 
accomplishments ranged across 
architecture, anatomy, 
engineering, and painting. He 
even sketched out flying 
machines and underwater boats 
hundreds of years before planes 
and submarines were invented. 
He is most known for painting 
famous works such as The Last 
Supper and the Mona Lisa. 

Michelangelo 

 
Michelangelo was also a man of 
many talents – he was a sculptor, 
engineer, painter, architect, and 
poet. His marble statue of David 
reflects the ancient Greek tradition 
of the perfect man. His best patron 
was the Roman Catholic Church 
itself, who commissioned him to 
paint the ceiling of the Sistine 
Chapel with scenes from the Bible, 
and design the dome for St. Peter’s 
Basilica. His work in the Sistine 
Chapel took four years to complete 
and left him partially crippled.  

Filippo Brunelleschi  
 
Brunelleschi, like many architects of the 
Renaissance, rejected the Gothic style of the 
Middle Ages and focused on the columns, 
arches, and domes of the ancient Greeks 
and Romans. His most famous work, the 
dome of the cathedral in Florence, Italy, was 
modeled after the Pantheon in Rome. 

Raphael 
 
Raphael was primarily a painter whose most 
famous work is The School of Athens. In this 
painting he portrays a meeting of the great 
thinkers and scientists of history, such as Socrates, 
Plato, and Aristotle. He also included da Vinci, 
Michelangelo, and himself, which shows he linked 
classical Golden Ages with the Renaissance. 



 

 

Renaissance Politics & Niccolo Machiavelli 
Politics in Italy 
 

Unlike the kingdoms of most of the rest of Europe, Italy was divided into 
many small city-states. Each Italian city-state was controlled by a powerful 
family and dominated by a wealthy and powerful merchant class. These 
merchant families exerted both political and economic leadership. While 
Florence was known for its flowering of great art and architecture during 
the Renaissance, it was also full of clever politicians like those of the Medici 
Family who constantly worked to gain and maintain power. Other city-
states like Milan, Genoa, Venice, Naples, and the Papal States also had 
powerful leaders that would do anything to gain power and wealth. 

Niccolo Machiavelli and The Prince 
 
Machiavelli was one of the first political theorists in history, as he lived in an 
age when ordinary men began to be able to take positions of power for 
themselves. His book, The Prince, was a guide for rulers on how to gain and 
maintain this power. He urged rulers to use whatever methods were 
necessary to achieve their goals. Machiavelli believed “the end justifies the 
means.” People are often critical of Machiavelli’s harsh political ideas, but his 
work provided a realistic view of how to rule during the Renaissance in Italy.  

 

“The end 
justifies the 

means.” 
 



 

 
 
 

The Northern Renaissance 
Gutenberg’s Printing Press 
 
Northern Europe experienced a long period of disorder and a lack of 
progress in the Dark Ages after the Roman Empire fell. Eventually, 
economic growth enabled these people to experience a Renaissance of 
their own. A new invention called the printing press helped the spread 
of knowledge throughout Europe that had been absent for hundreds of 
years. In 1455, a German named Johann Gutenberg printed a complete 
edition of the Bible using a printing press with moveable type. Before 
the printing press, there were very few books in Europe because they 
had to be copied by hand. With the development of the printing press, 
vast numbers of books spread throughout Europe, resulting in immense 
changes. With more books available, more people learned to read. 
Readers gained knowledge that had been lost during the Middle Ages 
and expanded their view of the world.  

Northern Humanists and Writers

Northern European humanists and writers helped spread 
Renaissance ideas. Humanist scholars stressed education and 
classical learning, hoping to bring about religious and moral reform. 
Though humanist scholars wrote mainly in Latin, other writers 
began writing in the vernacular, or everyday language of the 
people. Like the printing press, this made literature more accessible 
to the previously mostly uneducated population of Europe. 

Erasmus
The Dutch priest and humanist Erasmus was one of the 
most important scholars of his age. He wrote texts on a 
number of subjects and produced a Greek edition of the 
Bible. He believed the religious text should be translated 

into many languages so it could be read by everyone, 
not just the clergy.  

Sir Thomas More
The English humanist Sir Thomas More pressed for 

social reform. In his book Utopia, More describes an 
ideal society in which men and women live in peace and 
harmony, everyone is hard-working and educated, and 

justice is used to end crime. 

William Shakespeare
The most important figure of Renaissance literature 

was Shakespeare, an English poet and playwright who 
wrote 37 plays that are still performed around the 
world. His characters spoke in the vernacular, but 

Shakespeare also vastly enriched the English language 
by creating more than 1,700 words in his writing.

          “This above all: to thine own self be true.”  
                     – Shakespeare, Hamlet  


