
CD-404158  ©Mark Twain Media, Inc., Publishers 1

Renaissance: Alternate Version Download Good News for the City of Florence, The Late Middle Ages

Good News for the 
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Gian Galeazzo Visconti
 The messenger choked on the clouds 
of dust blown in his face. He wore the red and 
gold colors of Florence. They were covered 
with a coat of dirt and grime. Despite the grit 
in his teeth, he smiled. He was bringing good 
news to his home city. The Duke of Milan, Gian 
Galeazzo Visconti, was dead. 

 For 17 years, the Duke had tried to con-
quer many of the Italian city-states. He had 
used his great wealth to maintain diplomats, 
spy networks, and armies. He first took over 
Lombardy. Then Genoa, Pisa, Perugia, Siena, and finally, Bologna had fallen. Now, there was only 
one important independent republic left. That was Florence. 

 Visconti was advancing on Florence. Then he suddenly became ill and died. Florence was 
saved. It seemed like a miracle. The Duke’s vision of a united Italy under his control was shattered. 
The dust-covered messenger crossed the bridge over the Arno River. He rode into the red-roofed 
city with the joyful news.

Italian City-States
 The time period was the beginning of the 15th century. Italy was made up of many tiny, in-
dependent city-states. City-states were like small countries. Some, like Milan, were ruled by ruth-
less men. They seized power by treachery and bloodshed. Others, like Florence, were republics. 
These city-states were proud of their freedoms. 

 Italy had a different social and political structure from the rest of Europe at the time. Else-
where, kings were gaining strength. They were expanding their control over larger territories. Louis 
XII created a powerful French kingdom. He was known as the Spider King because of the webs he 
wove to trap his enemies. The Italians had no king to unite them. They resisted men like Visconti 
who tried. Why was Italy different?

The Feudal System in the Rest of Europe
 In the Middle Ages (the 6th to 15th centuries), most Europeans were part of the feudal sys-
tem. The feudal system was a society based on the common person’s need for protection. Wealthy 
and powerful men were known as feudal lords. They provided that security. 

 The feudal system began after the Roman Empire fell in the 5th century. Earlier, Europeans 
had enjoyed peace and prosperity. The Roman military had kept things stable. However, the em-
pire weakened and fell. War became a constant problem. In this time of danger, the feudal system 
was started to keep people safe. Europeans traded their land, livestock, and freedoms for the right 
to flee into the local feudal lord’s castle when marauders attacked. They also agreed to serve their 
noble lord as soldiers.

Florence, Italy, in 1498
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 The Italians responded to the collapse of Roman government differently from other Europe-
ans. They did not set up a feudal system. They formed themselves into tiny, self-ruling city-states. 
Italy’s cities were well-developed. It was more urbanized than the rest of Europe. The Italian states 
centered on the important city in the region rather than a lord’s castle. This meant that feudalism 
did not take root in Italy. 

Italian Trade With the East and Europe
 The Italians were also more active in trade than the rest of Europe. City-states like Venice, 
Pisa, and Genoa sent fleets of merchant ships to the Middle East. They traded with the Islamic and 
Byzantine civilizations. There they traded for spices, medicines, and rich cloth. At the same time, 
new ideas in art, technology, science, and philosophy were brought back to Italy. 

 The Italians were also able to con-
duct business with the kingdoms to the 
north, like France and England. These 
kingdoms were gaining power in the 
late Middle Ages. Warfare was more 
costly as powerful monarchs needed 
bigger armies. Gunpowder from Chi-
na was now available in Europe. This 
meant that paid soldiers called mer-
cenaries were needed to fire complex 
new weapons like the cannon and the 
arquebus. The arquebus was an early 
gun that was portable but heavy. Kings 
needed money. The only place to find 
it was in Italy. Due to their trade with 
the Middle East, the Italians had plenty 
of money. They lent it to their northern 
neighbors at high interest.

 Italian city-states were successful in trade because they were close to the Middle East. 
They also lived in the most well-developed cities in Europe. The Roman Empire was an urban 
empire. The Romans believed that civilization needed cities to prosper. Long after Roman govern-
ment was gone from Italy, the well-planned and fortified cities remained. This meant goods could 
be safely bought and sold. 

 The Romans also left behind important ideals. At one time, Rome had been a republic. The 
people had a voice in government. Democratic ideals survived the fall of the empire. They contin-
ued in the Italian city-states. Citizenship, freedom, and duty were still valued by many Italians in 
the 15th century.

 At the beginning of the 15th century, cities like Florence had wealth, culture, and freedom. 
They were also deeply religious. This was another trait passed down from Rome. The death of the 
Duke of Milan was seen as a sign that God approved of the Florentines. The citizens of Florence 
embarked on the new century with a great sense of self-confidence.

Italian Ships Trading in the East
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The Pazzi Conspiracy
 The Pazzi family wanted to regain control of Florence. 
To do that, they needed to destroy the Medici family. By April 
of 1478, they were ready to strike. The ringing of the bell during 
mass would be the signal. Lorenzo and Giuliano de’ Medici would 
bow their heads in prayer. At that time, the assassin would strike 
his dagger into their backs. 

 Yet everything seemed to be going wrong. That morning, 
the man hired by the Pazzi to do the deed had changed his mind. 
He did not like the idea of committing murder at the high altar of 
the cathedral. Two members of the Pazzi family had to take his 
place. Next, Giuliano de’ Medici failed to appear because of a 
sore knee. He had to be gotten out of bed and brought to church. 
The moment came. The bell rang, and the two assassins leaped 
upon Giuliano. They stabbed him 19 times. Lorenzo, however, escaped into a side room. He only 
had a gash on his neck. 

 Within minutes, the city was in arms against the conspiracy. The Archbishop Salviati was 
one of the Pazzi’s leaders. A mob grabbed him and hanged him from a window. The murderers 
themselves were soon strung up beside him. For the next four days, everyone suspected of sup-
porting the Pazzi was killed or exiled. The Pazzi conspiracy was a complete failure. Any enemies 
of the Medici took this as a warning. The citizens of Florence would not flinch at spilling blood to 
protect their favorite family. 

Ruling Florence
 Who was this Medici family? Why were they so well-loved by the Florentines? A council 
called the Signory ruled Florence. It was made up of representatives from the four quarters of the 
city. These men were called priors. They held power for only brief periods. They were replaced 
every two months. Nevertheless, Florentine families like the Pazzi wanted to control the Signory. 
They murdered, pillaged, and exiled other families. At the beginning of the 15th century, the Medici 
family made its way to the top in Florence. They used great skill and intelligence to gain the posi-
tion. They managed to stay there despite having many enemies.

The Medici Family
 Medici power relied upon banking. The family had 16 branches in European capitals. This 
made it one of the richest families in Florence. They were also careful to earn the support of those 
less wealthy. The founder of the business was Giovanni. He spent large amounts of money on 
churches and hospitals. When he was a member of the Signory, he supported tax reform. This 
helped the poor at the expense of the rich. Because of his generosity, most of the citizens of Flor-
ence were sad when he died. 

Giuliano de’Medici
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 His son, Cosimo, was even more successful at politics and 
business than his father. He gained behind-the-scenes control of 
the Signory. The council made him banker to Florence. He was 
also special advisor to the government. With these offices, he 
was in a position to run the city for 30 years. It is important to note 
that Cosimo could not have stayed in power so long if he had not 
worked to keep the citizens of Florence happy. One of the ways 
he did this was by patronizing, or supporting, the arts.

 Cosimo gave money for churches and hospitals like his 
father. But he also spent money on great palaces, costly furniture, 
and fine works of art. He employed the greatest craftsmen, art-
ists, and architects of his day. This beautified the city and made 
it famous throughout Italy. The Medici family also entertained on 
a grand scale. They paid for huge celebrations. During the yearly 
festival of St. John, Florentines were treated to a grand proces-
sion. There were brightly painted chariots, giants on stilts, and people dressed up like pagan gods, 
Roman generals, and mounted knights in fancy armor. For one event, the Medici hired Florence’s 
greatest architect, Brunelleschi. He designed a gigantic float that included a heavenly sphere sur-
rounded by flying angels. The sphere opened up to allow an image of the Angel Gabriel to fly to 
earth.

Patronage
 Throughout 15th-century Italy, wealthy families and princes engaged in patronage of the 
arts. This meant spending money to support artists, architects, and other creative people. Then the 
public could enjoy their works. This helped earn the loyalty of citizens and the awe of rivals. Cosimo 
was only unique in the scale of his patronage. In fact, it was seen as the duty of the wealthy in all 
countries to be generous to those who were less fortunate. 
It was especially expected from families like the Medici. They 
had earned their wealth from usury. Usury means lending 
money with interest. In the 15th century, usury was consid-
ered a sin by the church. Therefore, banking families felt that 
they owed a debt to God. This could only be repaid by spend-
ing great sums of money for the public good. Of course, being 
generous increased their power as well. 

 Cosimo firmly secured the power of the Medici. His 
grandson, Lorenzo, was able to continue the family’s rule of 
Florence without being challenged. Lorenzo enjoyed the pow-
er if not the title of a prince. He ruled skillfully and was well-
loved. The toothy grins of Pazzi skulls decorated the main 
gate of Florence for many years. They were a reminder to all 
that the power of the Medici family was not to be questioned.

Cosimo de’Medici

Lorenzo de’Medici
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In the Courtyard of 
the Medici Palace, 

The Early Renaissance

The Medici Palace
 The splashing of the fountain was the only 
sound in the courtyard of the Medici palace. The 
shadows of the classical colonnade around the 
courtyard were a cool place to rest. Lorenzo de’ 
Medici led his guests across the courtyard. They 
walked into the main gallery. Inside there were 
lifelike, ancient statues of Roman emperors and 
Greek philosophers. There was also a new sculp-
ture of the biblical story of Judith slaying Holofern-
es. 

 Let’s join Lorenzo’s party and walk through the library. It will tell us a great deal about the 
Renaissance. You will notice that most of the statues, coins, and cameos were made in ancient 
Greece and Rome. Historians call that period in history the classical age. Lorenzo was very in-
terested in classical art and architecture. In the library are the books of ancient authors. There 
are also tapestries on the walls showing scenes from Greek mythology. Lorenzo loved classical 
literature as well.

Humanism
 People who were greatly interested in the ancient world were 
called humanists. According to the classical writers, humans had 
great potential. They could grow in all areas at the same time. The 
writers believed humans should live this life to the fullest. A well-lived 
life should be active in the affairs of the world. Yet time should also be 
spent learning and being creative. They also believed that the human 
body was beautiful. This could be seen in ancient statues of human 
figures.

Art
 The humanists of the Renaissance admired the ancient world 
very much. They tried to use the styles and ideals from that time in 
their own world. Let’s continue our stroll through the library. Notice the 
bronze sculpture of Judith and Holofernes. It was done by Donatel-
lo. He was a contemporary of Lorenzo. That means he lived at the 
same time as Lorenzo. He looked closely at statues from the classical 
world to see how they were created. See how graceful and true to life 
Donatello’s sculpture is. 

de’Medici Palace

Judith and Holofernes
by Donatello
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 Look at the round painting on the opposite wall by Fra Filippo Lippi. He was another artist 
alive at the same time as Lorenzo. This is called Adoration of the Magi. This painter also learned 
how to create life-like images by studying Roman artwork. He built on the Roman artistic traditions 
to create something new.

Literature
 Similar things had been going on in literature for a long time. Francesco Petrarch (1304–
1374) was from Florence. He had lived the model of a Renaissance humanist life. However, this 
was 100 years before the birth of Lorenzo. He learned Latin and collected ancient writings. He even 
published a book called Letters to the Ancient Dead. In the book, he wrote to the long-dead classi-
cal authors, Homer, Virgil, and Cicero. He told them of the ignorance of his own day. Petrarch also 
created some of the most beautiful love poetry ever written. It hon-
ored the charms of Laura. She was a married woman he could only 
love from afar. Petrach was also active in the affairs of the world. He 
was sent on diplomatic missions as far away as the Netherlands.

 Another gifted writer from Florence in the early Renaissance 
was Giovanni Boccaccio (1313–1375). He quit being a banker and 
turned to writing. He wrote the Decameron. The book contained 100 
folk tales. These were often comic stories that described life in the 
14th century. Most books of the day were written in Latin. The Decam-
eron was different. It was written in Italian. Boccaccio’s teacher was 
Petrarch. He led Boccaccio to study the classics, collect ancient writ-
ings, and write essays on famous men and women from the ancient 
world.

Philosophy
 This new creativity started in the 14th century. It led to the growth of the Renaissance in 
15th-century Florence. Leonardo Bruni (1370–1444) translated the works of Plato and Aristotle 
into Latin. They were the two great Greek philosophers, or scholars and thinkers. Marsilio Ficino 
(1433–1499) translated all of Plato’s works. He also founded the Platonic Academy. This was a 
place to study philosophy. 

 Powerful and wealthy families like the Medici helped artists and writers. They were able to 
continue their creative work because of this patronage. This allowed culture to thrive in the Renais-
sance. For example, Bruni began as a tutor in the Medici household. Ficino was given the use of 
the Medici summer villa to meet with students.

The Rebirth of the Classical
 We now have a good idea why historians call the age in which Lorenzo lived the Renais-
sance. Renaissance means “rebirth.” It was the classical age that was reborn. However, artists, 
writers, and philosophers did not simply copy classical works. Rather, a new vision of life was be-
ing born and shaped by classical thought. This vision was so common in 15th- and 16th-century 
Europe that historians call both of these centuries the Renaissance

The Decameron 
by Boccaccio
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 The merchant Nicolo was arguing with the artist, Donatel-
lo. He did not want to pay the high price Donatello was asking for 
his latest sculpture. “My work in bronze rivals the best artists in 
Italy and you squabble about price?” The men had called upon 
Cosimo de’ Medici to settle the dispute. Earlier, Cosimo had or-
dered the life-sized bronze head to be carried to the upper court of 
the palace. It was placed overlooking the street, where it could be 
seen. Nicolo complained that since it only took the artist a month 
to complete, it should not cost so much. Donatello turned to the 
merchant and said, “You are the kind of man who could ruin the 
fruits of a year’s work in a split second.” Then he shoved the head 
off the wall. Nicolo and Cosimo gasped as they heard it shatter on 
the street below.

Individual Artists Begin to Shine
 In the Renaissance, artists began to be noticed for their talent. For the first time in history, 
they could get away with this kind of behavior. Before, sculptors, painters, and architects were seen 
as little different from stonecutters or carpenters. That changed in the Renaissance. The wealthy 
and powerful in Italian city-states competed with each other to hire the finest artists. The upper 
classes wanted to create an image of sophistication. The dutifulness and piety of the artist was 
seen as vital. Only he could paint their portraits as they tried their best to look like good Christians, 
fierce soldiers, or sensitive patrons of the arts.

Renaissance Ideals
 The artists were shaped by Renaissance ideals. According to humanists and patrons, the 
creation of beautiful things was one of the highest goals of the age. As a result, artists like Do-
natello began to see themselves as more than just craftsmen. They defined themselves as unique 
individuals. They were creators of beauty. Writers of the day started using the word genius to de-
scribe the social spirit of these self-confident men. Most people have accepted the idea ever since. 
That is why creative individuals are still shown respect today.

Florence as a Center of Painting, Sculpture, and Architecture
 Florence had more than its fair share of such creative geniuses. In the Middle Ages, the 
city had been admired for its work in gold, silver, and silk. The Florentines already knew a great 
deal about making beautiful objects. The workshops of the city produced such works as gold 
jewelry or silver goblets. This was where young artists trained for a life in painting, sculpture, or 
architecture. The workshops were busy and competitive places. Young men struggled to master 
the necessary skills and find new ways of creating beautiful things. Of course, as soon as a great 
talent appeared, the Medici family were quick to employ him. At the end of the 14th century, a new 
Renaissance style in art began to be seen in some of these workshops. It was very different from 
what had been created in the Middle Ages.

Donatello’s David
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Gothic Style
 The artistic style of the Middle Ages is 
called Gothic. The style is best seen in Gothic 
cathedrals. Religion was central to the lives of 
people. They put a great deal of energy and re-
sources into building these structures. The Goth-
ic cathedral was a huge building with soaring 
towers, high roofs, and pointed arches. Every-
thing about the building was meant to move the 
viewer’s eye upward. This led them away from 
this earth toward heaven.

 The same was true of the sculpture and 
painting inside. It was more important to tell a 
biblical story or convey a religious truth. They did 
not want to create an image of the way things 
looked in real life. The Gothic artist was not interested in showing humans or scenes as they 
looked. He only wanted to use them as symbols to get his point across. As a result, Gothic painting 
and sculpture, though beautiful, do not look realistic.

Renaissance Style
 In the Renaissance, artists and sculptors were inspired by hu-
manist ideals. Therefore they wanted to follow in the footsteps of 
Greek and Roman artists. They wanted to create images of the 
world as it ordinarily looked. Yet they did not just want to do cop-
ies of Greek and Roman art. They wanted to use the same artis-
tic techniques as classical artists. But they wanted to portray life 
as they lived it in the 15th century. So they set about discovering 
the secrets of classical artists. They began with studying what re-
mained of classical art. The place to find the most examples of this 
art was Rome. 

 In the 1420s, Donatello traveled to Rome with two friends. Ma-
saccio was a painter. Brunelleschi was an architect. They studied 
all that they could find in the ruins of the old city. The people who 
lived in Rome at the time thought the three friends were crazy. 
However, they studied, measured, and sketched all that they saw. 
They returned to Florence with their heads full of new ideas. The 
three friends quickly set to work to practice what they had learned. 
The artistic world would never be the same.

The Cathedral in Riems, France
a classic example of Gothic architecture
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The Dome,
The Early Renaissance

 “My dear Francesco, have you 
heard about the cathedral?” 
 “Why, no, Paulo.”
 “This foolish fellow, Brunelleschi, 
wants to build a dome over it!”
 “No, you must be in jest. It’s too 
big, and what if it collapses? How shame-
ful that would be for the Florentines. It is 
a symbol of the city’s independence and 
pride.”
 “Truly, Francesco. And what nerve! 
No one has been able to build a dome 
that big since the Roman Empire. Nev-
ertheless, the fool has been studying ru-
ins in Rome. He thinks he can build this 
thing, and without scaffolding as well!”
 “It can’t be done!”
 “Even if Brunelleschi does manage to put up some sort of structure, I am certain it would 
fall down in the first wind storm.”

Brunelleschi Puts a Dome on the Cathedral of Florence
 It has been almost 600 years since conversations very like the above took place. Brunelles-
chi’s dome still dominates the city of Florence. At first he was considered a fool. However, the 
Florentines finally accepted his plan. They watched in awe as the huge, red-tiled dome completed 
the cathedral in 1436. In the Renaissance, domes were seen as among the greatest works of 
ancient Rome. But they were thought to be impossible to copy. Fifteenth-century Europeans had 
simply forgotten how to build them. With Brunelleschi’s dome, the Florentines began to think of 
themselves as equal to Rome. 

 The dome rises 180 feet into the air without any visible 
sign of support. In fact, the dome is really built like a giant um-
brella. There are eight huge ribs that hold it up, but these are hid-
den within the walls. This was different from medieval cathedrals 
where the structural supports could be seen. For example, the 
medieval flying buttress was a huge arm made of stone that 
came out from the wall. It propped up the cathedral. After the 
success of the dome, Brunelleschi was asked to design many 
other churches and public buildings. These all show the Renais-
sance desire to create a building that is balanced and harmoni-
ous. Renaissance thinkers believed that people needed to be 
surrounded by beauty in architecture, art, and music. 
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Masaccio Paints the Natural World
 Similar to Brunelleschi, his friend Masaccio used inspiration from the classical world in his 
painting. What attracted Masaccio to classical images was their realistic nature. It was Brunelles-
chi who happened to discover one of the ways classical art created this naturalism. He was ex-
perimenting with geometry and drafting in order to make a model for the dome. He discovered the 
laws of linear perspective. Linear perspective is a method of drawing based on math formulas. It 
enables the artist to create what looks like a three-dimensional image on a flat surface. The dis-
covery gave Masaccio the ability to make paintings that looked more like the natural world. He also 
used rules of proportion when he painted the human form. For instance, when you look at the 
body of a man from above, his head seems bigger than his feet. This is because his head is closer 
to the viewer than his feet. Finally, Masaccio experimented with light and shadow. This added to 
the naturalism and gave drama to his subject matter.

 People of the time were stunned when they saw how he beautifully put all of this together in 
his best-known painting. This fresco is called The Tribute Money. A fresco is a large wall painting 
on plaster. The subject matter of this fresco is a story from the Bible. It is Christ telling Peter “to ren-
der unto Caesar what is Caesar’s 
and unto God what is God’s.” The 
figures in this painting look like 
real human beings. They seem to 
move in a landscape that recedes 
deep into the background just as 
it does in real life. Thanks to the 
added effect of light and shadow, 
the figures seem like they could 
have just walked off the street.

Donatello Sculpts the Inner Life 
of His Subjects
 Donatello had similar artistic concerns as a sculptor. Like his two friends, he was inspired 
by the classical concern for naturalism and beauty. He was especially interested in copying the 
classical portrayal of the human body. Yet he was interested in more than anatomy. In his pursuit 
of beauty, he wanted to capture the inner life of his subjects. He wanted to show their dreams, 
hopes, and fears. His best-known work is a sculpture of the biblical hero, David. It was finished in 
1430. It was the first freestanding nude sculpture since classical times. David is shown as a beauti-
ful teenage boy with bony elbows and hand on hip. He is standing upon the huge, helmeted head 
of Goliath, which he has just cut off with a massive sword. Like all Renaissance works of art, the 
sculpture has many meanings. The work tells the biblical story. However, the sculpture also cel-
ebrates the victory of Florence over her enemies. 

 Renaissance artists and architects soon silenced their critics. They continued to create ever 
more beautiful and astonishing works.

The Tribute Money by Masaccio
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 “Master, come look at this.”
 Verrocchio was the master painter, sculptor, and goldsmith in 
this workshop. He moved across the room to his current painting. When 
he saw the picture, he gasped. Most master painters took on young 
apprentices. Verrocchio had several apprentices to help him with his 
work. This was also the way new artists were educated. He would often 
do the main sections of the painting. Then he would leave details of 
the landscape or minor figures to his apprentices. He had just finished 
a baptism of Christ. He had left the angels surrounding the main sub-
ject to young Leonardo da Vinci. Verrocchio was stunned when he saw 
Leonardo’s angel. It was more alive than anything he had ever painted. 
Verrocchio thought to himself, “I won’t be deeply saddened when this pupil leaves.”

From Apprentice to Master
 Fourteen-year-old Leonardo da Vinci came to Florence in 1466. 
This was the height of the Renaissance. He had grown up in the small 
town of Vinci. His father sent him to nearby Florence for education. 
For eight years, Leonardo studied under Verrocchio. He astonished 
his master with his ability to look closely at life and capture it on can-
vas. At the age of 20, Leonardo left Verrocchio’s workshop. He began 
to work on his own. He produced some of the world’s best-known 
paintings. For instance, his painting the Mona Lisa seems almost 
alive. It is much faded from its original bright colors. However, it still 
mystifies viewers with her enigmatic smile.

Leonardo Studies the Physical World
 Leonardo was more than just a great painter. He sought the se-
crets of life. We know a great deal about what went on in Leonardo’s 
mind, thanks to his notebooks. Almost 5,000 pages survive. In them, 
we learn that he wanted to know how things moved. He drew de-

tailed studies of birds in flight. He carefully drew the bones, muscles, 
and tendons of the wing. He was also interested in engineering and 
mechanics. He drew plans for irrigation schemes, central heating, 
machine guns, submarines, tanks, and life preservers. His interest 
in flight led him to design airplanes and parachutes. Leonardo’s he-
licopter design would not have flown. But many of his other ideas 
would have worked if they had been built. His desire to know also led 
him deep into the study of botany, geology, and astronomy.

 Leonardo wanted to look closely at the physical world. He 
wanted to learn only from what he could see for himself. This was a 

Leonardo da Vinci

da Vinci’s helicopter design

 Mona Lisa
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new way of learning. Up until this time, people who wanted to understand nature relied on what 
ancient teachers and writers had said. For example, medical doctors relied on the theories of Aris-
totle. He had lived 1,800 years before the Renaissance. Doctors used Aristotle’s works to support 
them. They believed that the balance of the four humors maintained the human body’s health. 
These were hot, cold, wet, and dry. People got sick when one of these humors was stronger than 
the rest. The process of actually cutting open a cadaver to see how the body worked was simply 
not done. A 15th-century physician would have been horrified by that idea. Leonardo had no such 
fears. He dissected at least 30 cadavers. He was trying to understand human anatomy by studying 
the body for himself.

Experimenting With Paint
 Leonardo also tried to understand the nature of paint. He experimented with new ways 
to mix and apply pigments. This ended in 
disaster for many of his paintings. At first, 
his results were startling. Artists from all 
over Italy came to admire the colors in his 
masterpiece, the Last Supper. However, 
the paint began to flake away almost as 
soon as it was finished. Many of his paint-
ings have completely disappeared. The 
Last Supper as seen today is a shadow 
of its former beauty. New ideas and tech-
niques always require risks. Leonardo 
was never one to back down from trying 
something new.

 At other times, Leonardo just had bad luck. He had made a clay form for a huge bronze 
statue of the Duke of Milan, Francesco Sforza. The form was used as target practice by invading 
French soldiers before it could be cast in bronze. His employers often did not care about his new 
ideas. They never gave him a chance to try them out. Sadly, Leonardo left behind very few works. 
There are only about a dozen finished paintings, parts of statues, and his notebooks. He spent 
the last four years of his life as guest of the King of France. From his notebooks, we can see that 
he thought of himself as a failure. “Tell me if anything at all was done...” was written on page after 
page.

The Renaissance Ideal
 If you judge success by how many works were completed, then perhaps Leonardo was a 
failure. However, if you judge success by innovation and trying new things, then he can rank at 
the top. He left to the world three discoveries. First, we can command nature when we understand 
her. Second, we must learn about nature by observation. Third, the physical world cannot be un-
derstood by relying solely on overall theories. Studying details closely is important. It is the details 
that test the truth of a theory.

 People of this age believed that human beings had endless potential for growth. Leonardo 
came closest to realizing that ideal. His curiosity was boundless.

The Last Supper 
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Michelangelo and the 
High Renaissance

The French Invade Florence
 The citizens of Florence were sad and worried. They peered out of 
shuttered windows upon empty streets. All was quiet as the city waited for 
the French to arrive. Pietro de’ Medici was the latest in that family to rule 
Florence. However, he had not been popular like his father, Lorenzo. He 
also had bad luck. 

 In 1494, the French king, Charles VIII, invaded Italy. He crossed the 
Alps with 30,000 armored knights, pikemen, archers, and a large train of 
artillery. This huge force came toward Florentine territory. Pietro de’ Medici 
did not try to resist. He quickly gave up the castles surrounding the city. The 
people of Florence soon heard of Pietro’s betrayal. They got very angry. 
They drove the Medici from the city. They also destroyed the priceless trea-
sures in the Medici palace. It was too late to do anything about the French, 
though. In the late afternoon, the Florentines began to hear the clatter of 
thousands of horses’ hooves on pavement.

Artists Leave Florence
 The French invasion caused many changes in the Renaissance in Italy. Florence was no 
longer the center of the artistic world. Many artists fled to the rival cities of Venice and Rome. 
Meanwhile, the rest of Italy became a battleground. The French began to lay claim to Italian ter-
ritory. Their rivals, the Spaniards, were then forced to fight against them. The dozens of separate 
Italian states tried to keep their independence. They would side with one group or the other to try 
to stay free. 

The Renaissance Spreads to the Rest of Europe
 There was war in Italy for almost 40 years. However, this was not all bad for art and culture 
in the early 16th century. Europeans involved in the wars carried Renaissance ideas, styles, and 
techniques back with them to their home countries. Some of the world’s greatest geniuses contin-
ued to produce masterpieces. One of the greatest was Michelangelo Buonarroti.

Michelangelo Buonarroti
 Michelangelo was born in 1475. He began his training as an artist in the Medici household. 
After the fall of the Medici in 1494, he left Florence for Rome. Michelangelo shared Leonardo da 
Vinci’s interest in human anatomy. Otherwise, the two were very different. Leonardo was inter-
ested in many things. Yet he finished little. Michelangelo was interested in one thing, art. He left a 
huge amount of completed work. His ability to produce was staggering. He did not stop until his 
death at the age of 89.

Michelangelo’s David
 Michelangelo’s favorite art was sculpture. He was also a deeply religious man. He wanted 
to capture in stone the struggle of the human spirit as it grows toward God. He believed that life 
was like a block of uncarved marble. The soul was trapped within it. Every human being was like 

Michelangelo’s David
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a tireless artist. They had to work at letting the perfect soul come out of the rock. The human body 
was the great example of the beauty and the growth of the soul. Michelangelo’s best work show-
ing human perfection is his sculpture of the biblical hero, David. This image of a male nude towers 
18 feet above the floor. Michelangelo made many of David’s features, like his hands and bulging 
muscles, larger in order to show power, energy, and skill. To the Florentines, the statue of David 
was a symbol of their independence and courage. To Michelangelo, David also stood for the po-
tential beauty and nobility of the human spirit.

The Ceiling of the Sistine Chapel
 One of Michelangelo’s great-
est works is the painting of the ceiling 
of the Sistine Chapel in Rome. The 
painting covers about 6,300 square 
feet. It contains over 300 larger-than-
life figures. He did not want to do the 
job. He said that he was a sculptor, not 
a painter. Yet, this glorious chapel ceil-
ing is one of the most admired paint-
ings in the world. Michelangelo was 
offered assistants. He refused them. 
He wanted to paint the vast subject by 
himself. Most of it he painted while on 
his back in the middle of scaffolding. 
He was up dozens of feet in the air. He 
was often sick, exhausted, and uncomfortable. However, he completed the ceiling in four years. 

 The painting on the ceiling tells the story of the first book of the Bible, Genesis. There are 
eight huge panels. The painting is to be read opposite to the book. It starts with the drunkenness 
of Noah and ends with Creation. Michelangelo was trying to show the journey of the human spirit 
back to God. Along the sides, huge figures of prophets and prophetesses foretell the coming of 
Christ. Each figure is a masterpiece. People are often struck by how much the figures look like 
sculptures. However, they have all been created in paint.

 Michelangelo finished the Sistine Chapel 
in 1512. By that time, the long years of warfare 
had changed the mood of Italy. The optimism, 
or bright outlook, about human potential for 
growth had mostly gone away. It was replaced 
by pessimism, or worry about the worst, for the 
future. Michelangelo continued to create beauti-
ful works of art for another 52 years. However, 
his images of human perfection seemed more 
and more out of touch with life as it was led in 
the 16th century.

The Sistine Chapel Ceiling

The Creation of Man 
in the Sistine Chapel
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Education and the 
Renaissance Woman

 A group of well-dressed riders slowly came out of the 
woods. Among them were ladies-in-waiting, pages, secre-
taries, and a few soldiers. They were the Duchess of Milan’s 
escort for her daily ride. Yet the young Duchess was not in 
sight. She and her closest friends had held their horses back. 
They were supposedly watching a pair of young foxes play-
ing in the brush. Their barely hidden smirks told another tale. 
Suddenly, they let out whoops of laughter. Then they galloped 
down upon the slow-moving escort. The ladies-in-waiting 
were taken completely by surprise. Two ladies were thrown 
from their horses. They found themselves sitting painfully 
in the middle of the road. Their brocade dresses, lace, and 
pearls were now covered in dust. Amid moans and curses, 
the Duchess and her friends howled with laughter.

Beatrice and Isabella d’Este
 The story above is about Beatrice d’Este. She was one of the most interesting women of 
the Renaissance. Her cruel sense of humor was typical of the 15th century. She was also a highly 
intelligent and talented woman. She died in giving birth at the age of 22. This was also typical of 
the 15th century. Her sister, Isabella, however, lived well into her sixties. Admirers called her the 
first lady of the world. She and her sister came from the city-state of Ferrara. Her father, Ercole 
d’Este, was Duke of the city-state. Ferrara was caught up in the cultural world of the Renaissance. 
The Duke and Duchess of Ferrara were well known for their patronage of artists and writers. Fer-
rara was famous for its humanist schools. Those lucky enough to attend got the best education 
possible.

Humanists Begin Modern Education
 Humanists had a great impact upon education. Modern education began in the Renais-
sance. Humanists believed education should be well-rounded. This included education of the 
mind and the body. Therefore, students studied history, literature, grammar, rhetoric, logic, music, 
arithmetic, geometry, and natural science. They also studied swimming, dancing, riding, and fenc-
ing. Of course, the most important of these was the study of Greek and Latin literature. Students 
memorized the works of classical authors. They then worked on perfecting their own Latin. Human-
ists believed that the amount a student learned depended upon age and ability. Teachers needed 
to adapt what and how they taught to the student. In addition, students were also to develop good 
manners, sound character, and the art of clever conversation.

Upper-class Education
 This humanist education was mostly for the upper classes. They made up a small percent-
age of the population. Most of the people in the Renaissance could not read or write. A complete 
education was also intended mainly for boys. Even most upper-class girls were only partly edu-

Isabella d’Este
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cated. They learned a little classical literature, music, and dance. 
They spent most of their time learning how to manage a house, 
do needlework, and be religious. They were also taught how to 
be charming and proper wives. Women could not go to universi-
ties at all.

Educated Women Were Few
 A few determined women did manage to become writers 
like Christine De Pizan. She published a book called The Book 
of the City of Ladies. In the book she argued that women could 
do all the jobs needed to run a city. Other women, like Vittoria 
Colonna, became well-known poets. Still other women, like Arte-
misia Gentileschi, became successful artists. Such women, how-
ever, were rare. Isabella and Beatrice were two of the very few 
women even from the ruling classes to enjoy the advantage of a 
full Renaissance education.

The Role of Women
 Women received little education. Their role in 15th-century society required little. To the rul-
ing families of Renaissance Italy, daughters were important for only two reasons. First, they were 
married to neighboring princes in order to create political alliances. Second, they were supposed 
to give birth to children to keep the family alive. The same was true in the families of ordinary mer-
chants or shopkeepers. The women had very little choice in the matter. Beatrice was married to 
the 40-year-old Duke of Milan when she was 15. Her sister, Isabella, was married at 16 to another 
prince. He was the Marquis of Mantua. He was older than she, but somewhat closer to her own 
age. The d’Este women’s experience was common. Most women in the Renaissance were married 
between the ages of 13 and 16 to older men. Isabella had no say in the selection of her husband. 
However, she went on to live a full and influential life. Isabella brought the best artists and writers 
to Mantua. She also worked at gathering one of the finest libraries in Italy. To keep her mind sharp, 
she wrote and received letters from family, friends, artists, merchants, and thinkers from all over 
Europe. Over 2,000 of her letters survive.

Isabella Proves to Be an Able Ruler
 In 1494, a huge French Army invaded Italy. This was just four years after Isabella’s marriage 
to the Marquis. For the rest of Isabella’s life, Italy was a battleground. France, Spain, and Germany 
fought for control. The little Italian city-states like Mantua tried to stay independent as best they 
could. During this time, Isabella’s husband was captured. She was left to rule Mantua alone. She 
turned out to be far better than her husband at politics. She ruled so well that her husband even 
became jealous of her success. She used skillful diplomacy and strict control of the army. This kept 
Mantua free from attack and peaceful. Her husband eventually died. She continued to rule for her 
son. She even won for him the title of Duke.

 Isabella was an impressive woman. It is important to note that she had more opportunities 
than most women of her day. Most talented women had to make do with much less. Even her sis-
ter, Beatrice, enjoyed only the limited possibilities of a sadly brief life.

Christine De Pizan lecturing 
a group of men
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The Life of the 
Lower Classes 

in the 
Renaissance

 He lowered his head to enter the peasant 
hut. It was dark and smelly inside. There were no 
windows and no chimney. The smoke of the cook-
ing fire mingled with the smell of unwashed humans 
and the two cows that lived in a small barn just off 
of the hut. Only a fence kept the animals out of the 
family’s living space. The floor was dirt. As he sat 
down on the rough-hewn bench, he could hear the 
rustling of rats moving above in the thatched roof. His wife had come in from the fields only a little 
earlier than he to make supper. She had placed on the table coarse, black rye bread, dried beans, 
and a hunk of cheese. A little golden light crept into the open door as the sun set on another ordi-
nary day for the peasant.

Peasants in the Renaissance
  For most of the people of Europe in the 15th century, the picture above was typical. Only 
a small minority could enjoy the new ideas, arts, and architecture of the Renaissance. The rest 
of Europe lived the same way it had for hundreds of years. Most lived in the countryside in small 
villages of 500 to 700 people. Society there was divided into rigid social classes with very little 
chance to move out of them. The nobility made up two percent of the population. Another two to 
four percent were priests, monks, or nuns. The rest of the people were peasants.

Health
 A peasant’s life was hard. Every able-bodied person in a peasant family spent most of their 
days working in their landlord’s fields. This included women and children. They aged rapidly and 
were often bent over from years of hard labor. They had bad teeth and were often ill from malnu-
trition. Seldom did they bathe. Typically, mothers sewed their daughters into their dresses for the 
winter. Fruit was too expensive. Green vegetables and meat were rare. When crops failed, they 
might eat seeds, acorns, tree bark, or grass. Starvation was common. During years of bad har-
vests, more babies than usual were left on roadsides. Even in good years, about one-third of all 
babies born died in their first year. Under half of those who survived made it to adulthood. 

Tied to the Land
 A feudal lord of the Middle Ages could count on a certain number of peasants to be bound 
to the land when he acquired a new piece of property. By the 15th century, feudalism was disap-
pearing in western Europe. Little, however, had changed. Peasants were now free to leave the 
land. Most chose to stay rather than face danger and starvation on the road. That meant that 
they still paid a large part of their harvest to landlords in rent. In addition, they owed a tithe to the 
church. This was a tenth of their harvest. They owed more to tax collectors.

Peasants in a Country Room 
by Joos van Craesbeeck
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Time to Relax
 This life of dull, hard work was broken up by 
church holidays, weddings, seasonal rituals, and occa-
sional fairs. In the 15th century, fairs were places where 
traveling peddlers and merchants could sell their goods. 
Fairs allowed a peasant family to buy a few small items, 
socialize with neighbors, drink, and dance. Observers 
were often shocked by the wildness of peasant dances. 
However, this wildness is not surprising, since it was one 
of the peasants’ few outlets. Sometimes frustration was 
released in other ways. Major peasant revolts broke out 
repeatedly in the 14th, 15th, and 16th centuries. These 
rebellions were always brutally crushed by the rulers. 

Life in the Cities
 Life was somewhat better for ordinary people in cities. During the Renaissance, town dwell-
ers were more likely to be exposed to beautiful architecture, art, and ideas. The cities of the Re-
naissance were small by today’s standards. The biggest were rarely more than 100,000 people. 
Here, five to six percent of the population were wealthy merchants who dominated the city. These 
were people like the Medici in Florence. Below them, small merchants, shopkeepers, artisans, law-
yers, and teachers made up another 50 to 60 percent. At the bottom of society was a third of the 
town’s population. This portion was made up of young apprentices studying trades, gardeners, 
servants, unskilled laborers, peddlers, and beggars.

Housing Conditions
 All cities in the Renaissance were enclosed by walls, so life was cramped. Most people lived 
in small, half-timbered apartments above their shops. Only a few, like the wealthy Medici, could 
build luxurious stone or brick townhouses. Streets were often unpaved, narrow, and crooked. A 
pedestrian would have to find his way around open sewers, goats, cows, pigs, peddlers, and wag-
ons. He or she would also have to watch out for the garbage and human excrement thrown out of 
windows. At night, with no streetlights, cities were dark and dangerous. Most mornings would see 
a body or two fished out of the river. To fight crime, punishment was severe. The gates to towns 
were often decorated with the heads of executed criminals.

Disease in Cities
 City life could be as unhealthy as life in the country. This was especially true of disease. The 
close quarters and unhealthy atmosphere of cities account for the effects of the Bubonic Plague. 
This was better known as the Black Death. This disease was carried by fleas on rats. Cities in 
the late Middle Ages and Renaissance had huge populations of these rodents. The rats lived off 
garbage and nested in rafters. Infected fleas easily dropped onto the humans below. This killed 
about one-third of Europe’s population between 1348 and 1350. Later outbreaks continued to limit 
Europe’s population. One hundred and fifty years later, the population of most cities was still only 
60 to 75 percent of what it had been before the plague.

 It is important to remember that few people could enjoy the breathtaking buildings, exciting 
ideas, and inspiring paintings. For the rest, life in the Renaissance was a daily struggle to stay alive.

The Peasant Wedding by Pieter Bruegel 
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The Northern Renaissance

 Albrecht Dürer carefully observed the dying whale. 
For four days, it had been trapped in the saltwater marshes 
of Zeeland. People had rushed to see it. Now, it was ex-
hausted from its struggle and starving. Dürer took his pad 
and watercolors from his saddlebag. He studied the whale 
from every angle. He allowed his eyes to absorb every tiny 
detail of the great beast. What amazing wonders nature 
offered for those who would take the time to look. Then he 
sat down and began to paint.

Albrecht Dürer and the German Gothic Style
 Albrecht Dürer began life as an apprentice to a gold-
smith. This was like the Italians Donatello and Brunelleschi. 
However, Dürer was German. In the north, the Renais-
sance was coming about in very different ways. When Dür-
er became an apprentice in 1486, there were new forms 
of painting in northern Europe. However, they were not affected much by southern art. Gothic 
art, the style of the Middle Ages, still dominated the workshops of German cities. This was true in 

Nuremburg where Dürer studied. Gothic art was beautiful. But it 
tended to look mystical and dream-like. Spatial proportions often 
appeared unnatural in order to focus on the symbolic importance 
of a figure. It was this artistic style that first shaped and formed 
northern Renaissance art. The classical ideals that were popular 
in the south had not made their way north yet. 

Dürer Travels to Italy
 In time, artists like Dürer did travel to Italy. They wanted to 
study firsthand the new ideas and techniques that were growing 
out of the classical past. Dürer went south to Venice. There he be-
came friends with Giovanni Bellini, the leading painter of the city. 
Bellini showed Dürer techniques for drawing realistically. These 
would have included such ideas as spatial harmony, linear per-
spective, and anatomical proportion. Others in Venice exposed 
Dürer to the Renaissance love for Greek and Roman literature. 
Dürer returned to Nuremburg six months later. He was full of 
new ideas that changed his drawing and printmaking style.

Humanist Ideals in Germany
 The Renaissance spread through Germany, France, the Netherlands, and England as men 
like Dürer returned from their travels. They brought with them new ideas and techniques. Germany 
was a good place for the humanist ideals of the south to become popular. It was similar to Italy 
in many ways. Like Italy, Germany was divided into dozens of independent states. Also like Italy, 

Albrecht Dürer

The Pieta by Lorenzo Monaco
an example of mystical Gothic art



CD-404158  ©Mark Twain Media, Inc., Publishers 35

Renaissance: Alternate Version Download The Northern Renaissance

these German states thrived on trade. There were rich banking families like the Fuggers of Augs-
burg. They were willing patrons of the arts. In addition, the Germans had long been fascinated by 
the natural world. The forest and meadow played an important role in their legends, myths, and art. 
As a result of these similarities, Italian ideas easily took root and flourished. However, the Renais-
sance in northern Europe developed differently than in Italy.

The Importance of the Bible
 Consider the difference in religious practice. In the 15th century, there was only one church. 
It was controlled by the Pope in Rome. Christianity had not yet split into Protestant and Catholic 
churches. Northern Europeans were more devout than the Italians. This included the Dutch and 
Germans. In their view, the Bible was by far the most important book of all. It was the main guide 
for living a religious life.

 The New Testament of the Bible was originally 
written in Greek. Centuries later, it was translated into 
Latin. This was the language of the scholars. This trans-
lation became known as the Latin Vulgate. Few people 
could read and understand Latin. They relied on priests 
to tell them what the Vulgate Bible said. During the Re-
naissance, more people learned how to read Greek and 
Latin. German and Dutch scholars began to disagree 
with the way the Bible had been translated and explained 
by the church. Desiderius Erasmus was a Dutch human-
ist. He published a new translation of the New Testament 
in Greek. His version sometimes differed in meaning 
from the Latin Vulgate. This caused humanists living in 
northern Europe to disagree with the church. They had 
different ideas about the nature of religious life and how 
it should be practiced.

 Even though they did not mean for it to happen, 
Erasmus and others like him planted the seeds for a split 
in the church. This event was called the Reformation. 
Before it was over, Europe would be split into opposing 
sides. Its soil would be soaked with blood.

Portrait of Desiderius Erasmus 
by Hans Holbein the Younger
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The Printing Press

The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse
 Four grim horsemen gallop over the bodies of dy-
ing men and women. First comes Death. It is riding a bony 
horse with wild eyes. Then comes Famine. It is swinging 
scales like a battle-ax. Next comes War. Its huge sword 
is held high and ready to strike. Finally comes Plague. It 
draws a bow and strikes down the human race. This is the 
frightening version of the Four Horsemen of the Apoca-
lypse that is told of in the book of Revelation. This is also 
the image that the German artist, Albrecht Dürer, printed 
onto a piece of paper.

 Dürer’s book, The Apocalypse, was the first printed 
work designed and published entirely by one artist. The 
book told the story of the end of the world. It had 14 full-
page woodcuts like the one described above. Hundreds of 
copies of the book quickly sold out. Dürer’s fame spread 
throughout Germany. Most people of the time could not read. But even they could enjoy the book 
and get the main ideas. What was this thing called printing? How could it offer so many readers at 
one time the same terrifying vision?

Printing
 The kind of printing that Dürer used to make many copies of the pictures in The Apocalypse 
had been around for a long time. In fact, the Europeans had been doing it since the 12th century. 
They learned it from the Chinese. They had been printing since the 8th century. This kind of print-
ing is called woodblock printing. An outline of a picture is cut into a block of wood. Then the rest 
of the wood is chipped away around the outline. Only the original picture is raised. The block is then 
inked and pressed onto paper. The printer could make many copies before the wood cracked. This 
worked well for making images. It was not good for making pages of words. It was hard to carve the 
thousands of tiny letters that made up a page of print. Also, the letters had to be cut in reverse.

Hand-copied Books
 It was so hard to carve letters that books in the Middle Ages were copied by hand. At first, 
the people who copied books only had parchment to write on. Parchment is made of animal skin. 
One copy of the Bible took about 100 calfskins or 300 sheepskins. Remember also that the making 
of a book would take months. The scribe had to copy all of the pages by hand. The scribe did not 
just copy the words either. They would often add detail to the pages with fancy, tiny pictures and 
decorations. These were painted in blue, red, green, and gold. This process is called illumination. 
It is not surprising that books were very costly and rare. Most books were copied in monasteries. 
These were places where monks lived and worked. That is where the books tended to stay. Mon-
astery libraries were the best stocked. They would have been proud of a collection of only 500 
books.

The Four Riders of the Apocalypse
by Albrecht Dürer
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Paper, Ink, and Movable Type
 Eventually, Europeans learned from the Chinese how to 
make paper from wood pulp. By the 15th century, they also 
learned how to mix ground charcoal and linseed oil to make 
long-lasting printer’s ink. Finally, a German goldsmith named 
Johann Gutenberg perfected the making of movable metal 
type. He made models of each letter of the alphabet in a hard 
metal. He used these models to make molds of these letters. 
With the molds, he made unlimited numbers of each letter with 
hot, liquid lead. When it cooled, each letter was a solid metal 
piece. The lead types, as they are called, could then be set 
side-by-side in plates. These were put together to make a page 
of print. The plates were then covered with ink and pressed onto 
paper. This made a printed page of text. Gutenberg printed his 
first pages in this way sometime between 1445 and 1448. Dürer 
printed The Apocalypse by using woodblock printing to make 
the pictures and Gutenberg’s movable type for the words.

Information Becomes More Available
 Printing in the Renaissance was like the computer in today’s society. Suddenly many more 
people had access to much more information. By the year 1500, 40,000 titles had been pub-
lished. That meant that around nine million individual books were being read. Over half of these 
were religious books. Next on the list were ancient classics, grammar books, law books, astrology 
handbooks, encyclopedias, almanacs, and chivalric romances. Printing became a big business. It 
employed thousands of people and involved huge amounts of money.

Changes in Education
 What resulted from all of this information? More people learned to read. Books were cheap-
er. Education changed because students could read books for themselves. They did not have to 
rely on the lectures of teachers for all of their information. Languages other than Latin or Greek 
were standardized. These languages included English, French, Spanish, and Italian. Before print-
ing, these so-called vernacular languages had no rules for spelling or punctuation. In fact, they 
were looked down upon. Only Latin was seen as suitable for proper writing. With the printing press, 
books and other written materials came out in these common languages.

The Spread of Renaissance Ideas
 Finally, the printing press spread Renaissance ideas 
throughout Europe. Through books, more people could read 
about the ideals of ancient Greece and Rome. These were the 
ideals that had inspired the Renaissance. Other Europeans be-
sides Italians could now learn to look closely at nature. They 
could learn about leading lives dedicated to human growth. More 
people could perfect their reading of Greek and Latin. They could 
take a new and closer look at the main influence of the age, the 
Bible. Their different thoughts about the Bible changed European society forever.

The Gutenberg Bible

A printing press in operation, 1568
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The Reformation

 Martin Luther rode away from the city on his horse. It 
was late afternoon. The forest was already dark and menac-
ing. His senses were awake to the strange sounds and black 
shapes around him. If his enemies wanted to harm him, this 
was the place to do it. Then, to his horror, he saw large, dark 
shapes moving toward him. He thought about trying to escape. 
Then a rough, military voice called to him. “Dr. Luther, we have 
been sent by the Duke of Saxony. We are to take you to the 
Duke’s castle. We are here for your protection. You have many 
enemies, Doctor, but you can count the Duke as a friend.”

Martin Luther’s 95 Theses
 Luther did have many enemies, and it is not surprising. 
Luther was a professor from the University of Wittenburg. In 1517, he posted his 95 theses on 
the door of the Wittenburg Church. The 95 theses were his key arguments in his debate with the 
Catholic church. He did not agree with the church about the sale of indulgences. Indulgences 
were documents sold by the church that were supposed to lessen the punishment for sinners in 
the afterlife. The newly invented printing presses made it easy to print Luther’s 95 theses. They 
were quickly handed out all across Germany. This caused an unexpected number of complaints 
against the church.

The Powerful Catholic Church
 The church in the early 16th century was different from what we know today. All Europeans 
belonged to one Christian church. Today it is known as the Roman Catholic church. The church 
was ruled over by bishops, archbishops, and cardinals. The Pope was the overall leader. He was 
in Rome. All these churchmen were called the clergy. The church owned almost a quarter of all 
farmland in Europe. It was a wealthy and powerful organization. Priests were well-paid, but they 
were exempt from taxation. That meant they did not have to pay taxes to local or national govern-
ments. The clergy even had their own laws and law courts. These were separate from the rest of 
the population. They were also one of the few groups of people in the 16th century who knew how 
to read and write. The clergy were important to most people because religion was at the center of 
people’s lives. All of this made the clergy the most powerful group in Europe.

Problems With the Church
 The church was a large and powerful human organization. There were bound to be prob-
lems. Some people felt the church was too concerned with money. Others criticized the church for 
getting too involved in politics. Still others felt that the church was controlled by Italians and no one 
else. When Luther spoke out against the sale of indulgences, others quickly followed his lead. They 
began criticizing the church in other ways. The motives of the critics were mixed. For instance, Ger-
man princes supported Luther because they hoped to take over church property. However, other 
thinking men and women, like Luther, really wanted to improve religious life in Europe.

Martin Luther
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Luther Calls for More Reform and Translates the New Testament
 The Pope at the time was Leo X. He feared that Luther would 
weaken the church. Therefore, he tried to silence him. Luther was called 
to defend himself before a council of princes, bishops, and cardinals. 
Instead of giving in, Luther only added to the list of reforms he wanted. 
Luckily, Luther had powerful friends. Otherwise, he might have been 
arrested and executed. The Duke of Saxony gave him protection in his 
castle, the Wartburg. While hiding there, Luther used his time wisely. 
He translated the New Testament of the Bible from Latin into German. 
This activity grew out of one of Luther’s main beliefs. He thought that 
all people should be able to read the Bible for themselves. This book 
even laid the foundation for the modern German language.

The Church Splits in Two
 Luther’s ideas about how the church should change spread quickly throughout Europe. The 
printing press helped with this process. As a result, within 10 years, the church was permanently 
split in two. The period came to be called the Reformation. The followers of Luther’s ideas were 
known as Protestants. Even in the Protestant church there were divisions. Those closest to Lu-
ther were called Lutherans. John Calvin broke away from the Lutherans and founded Calvinism. 
Conrad Grebel separated from other Protestants and founded the Anabaptists.

Peasants Revolt
 In this age, religion was taken very seriously. Such an event was bound to have a great ef-
fect on other parts of people’s lives. In Germany, peasants began to defy the rule of their landlords. 
They thought if Luther could challenge the church, they could challenge their landlords. In 1524, a 
revolt broke out. However, it was crushed. Countless peasants were killed. Meanwhile, princes and 
kings got richer by seizing church property. The question of religion also found its way into relations 
among kingdoms. For the next 130 years, Europe was torn apart by warfare as Protestants and 
Catholics battled for power. 

The Council of Trent
 Many left the old church to join the Protestant churches. However, most Europeans stayed 
faithful to the Catholic tradition. They still preferred the rituals and ceremonies. They also admired 
the way the old church cared for the poor and sick. However, many Catholics admitted there was 
a need for reform. The leaders of the Catholic church finally met in the Italian city of Trent in 1545. 
They wanted to decide if the break with the Protestants could be healed. The Council of Trent 
put through many reforms. For instance, it insisted upon better education for priests, less focus on 
wealth, and the end of the sale of indulgences. However, on other important matters, it stayed firm 
on the basic beliefs of the church. These would stay the same as before Luther published his 95 
theses. Priests, for instance, were still seen as the main interpreters of the Bible. Luther believed 
that anyone could interpret the Bible for him- or herself. Much of modern Catholicism grew out of 
the Council of Trent. At the same time, the council was unable to reach an agreement with the 
Protestants. Religion in Europe remained permanently divided.

 Pope Leo X
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Music and the 
Harmony of the Spheres

 “I believe music unfit for soldiers,” announced 
Lord Gaspar, striking a martial pose.
 “With all due respect, my friend, you are very 
wrong,” said the Count.
 “But what could music possibly offer me?” snort-
ed Lord Gaspar.
 “Let me remind you,” replied the Count, “of the 
Greek philosopher, Pythagoras. He said that the world 
is made of music. The planets and the stars move ac-
cording to the rules of harmony and melody. Plato him-
self agreed. He said that music spoke directly to the deepest part of the soul. Therefore, music is 
necessary to make healthy and sane people.”
 “Oh, very fine words, Count, but I can see nothing in them but hot air,” replied Lord Gaspar. 
“I can neither sing nor play, and I am none the worse for it.” And with that, Lord Gaspar strode over 
to talk to some other people about boar hunting.
 Chuckling, the Count turned to his friends and shrugged his shoulders. “When example is 
at hand, what need is there for words?”

The Courtier
 The scene above is based on similar scenes that can be found in the 16th-century best sell-
er, The Courtier. It was written by Baldasarre Castiglione. It was a guidebook for how to succeed in 
Renaissance upper-class society. It also created a model for what the ideal Renaissance man or 
woman should be. The 16th-century readers would have agreed with Castiglione’s emphasis upon 
music. They saw its positive effects all around them. 

Music for All Social Classes
 Music was enjoyed by more people than any of the other arts. Peasants in the fields sang 
folk songs to help pass their long, dreary days. At weddings, musicians played the bagpipe or 
hurdy-gurdy. These were the two most popular instruments of the countryside. They supplied 
rowdy music for dance and fun. Music was important on the other end of the social scale, as well. 
The upper classes felt it was important to be able to sing and play at least one musical instrument. 
Lutes, viols, flutes, and harps were popular instruments. Often, supper was followed by an evening 
of musical performance. Sometimes music was even printed on large sheets placed in the center 
of a table. The guests sitting around the table would then know their parts.

Music According to Mathematical Laws
 Innovation is coming up with something new. It is a part of the story of Renaissance music. 
This was similar to the art, literature, science, and technology of the time. Renaissance thinkers 
believed that music was its most perfect in ancient Greece. Almost no ancient music survived. 
Books about ancient music theory were still around, though. Renaissance composers used them 
to write their own music. This meant that music was written according to mathematical laws. The 
ancients believed these laws linked the universe together. Mathematics was thought to be the pur-
est of all languages. If they could understand math, they could write music that harmonized with 
the planets.

A Hurdy-Gurdy
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New Music Develops in Flanders
 Renaissance music began in Flanders, instead of Italy. This was a region on the coast 
of Belgium, France, and the Netherlands. There, composers created complex harmonies. They 
also wrote a type of music called polyphony. Polyphony is music written for more than one voice. 
The voices sing separate parts, but they harmonize to create chords. The voices blend together 
beautifully. This was different from late medieval music. That music was beautiful in its own way. 
However, it could sound as if the notes were clashing with each other. It focused on a single line 
of notes. In the place of the single line, the composers of Renaissance Flanders created a stream 
of ever-shifting chords. Renaissance polyphony did not focus on melody. Harmony was the most 
important quality.

Flemish Composers Travel to Italy
 Flemish composers and musicians traveled to Renaissance Italy. In Italian city-states, they 
found wealthy, open-minded patrons. These people were willing to pay for creative new music. For 
example, Lorenzo de’ Medici persuaded the composer Heinrich Isaac of Flanders to come to Flor-
ence. He was the court composer and tutor of the Medici children. In Italy, Isaac and other Flemish 
composers picked up the humanists’ love of language. They did not want to focus on the notes. 
This sometimes caused the listener to miss the lyrics, or words. The new music of the 15th century 
was written in such a way that the words were clearly sung. The music reflected the meaning of 
the words. All of these factors came together in beautiful polyphonic choral music. 

Religious Compositions
 Religion was at the center of European life. Many of the choral compositions in the 15th 
century were religious in nature. The two most common types of works were masses and motets. 
These were religious texts put to music for church services.

Secular Compositions
 Other choral music was written for activities not related to church. This included events like 
festivals, weddings, courtship, and entertainment. The word we use to describe such activities is 
secular. The most popular form of this secular music was the madrigal. At first, a madrigal was an 
Italian poem set to music for two or more voices. The subject matter of these songs was romantic 
love. By the end of the 16th century, more secular music was being written than religious.

Instrumental Music
 Along with choral music, music for instruments also developed. In the Middle Ages, instru-
mental music was less important than choral music. However, in the Renaissance, instrumental 
music began to be taken seriously. Talented composers wrote music just for groups of instruments. 
The most popular household instrument was the lute. This was a pear-shaped string instrument. It 
had one single string and five double strings. Its neck was fretted like a guitar. The most common 
wind instruments were recorders. A great deal of instrumental music was written for complicated 
dances. The upper class loved these dances. One of these dances was the Pavane.

The Printing Press Helps Spread New Music
 Music of all types was easier to get because many copies could be printed on the printing 
press. This helped to spread the new ideas in music throughout Europe. Truly, the Renaissance 
world was moving to the harmony of the spheres.
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Food, Feasts, and 
Manners

 There was a loud roll of drums 
and blare of trumpets. Then food started 
coming into the great hall. The first dish 
was a cooked peacock. It was prepared 
so that its feathers were fully displayed. 
The guests oohed and aahed. Next came 
a huge pie filled with live, singing birds. 
Right after this was a roasted swan. It 
was decorated with red and gold can-
died fruits. A parade of other spectacu-
lar dishes followed. Finally, there was the 
end of what was just the first course. This 
was the arrival of the cockentrice. This mythical animal was created by sewing the upper part of 
a baked chicken to the lower part of a roasted pig. As they laughed and talked, the guests began 
to feast.

Feast Days
 Meals in the Renaissance could be as much for show as 
they were for eating. The dishes mentioned above could eas-
ily have been eaten by the wealthy at special occasions. There 
were many of these. There were births, baptisms, weddings, fu-
nerals, and victory celebrations. Many religious feasts occurred 
throughout the year. These included Christmas, but also Epiph-
any on January 6. Candelmas was on February 2. Whitsunday 
was on May 3. Holy Rood Day was September 14. Michelmas 
was September 29. All Saints Day was on November 1. Those 
were only a few of the special religious days. 

Courses
 The word course meant something different in the Re-
naissance than it does today. There were usually three courses. 
However, a meal could have as many as 17. Each course could 
include as many as 15 different dishes. What might these dishes 
be? It was always important to have a few like the dishes de-

scribed for a great show. Then there might be salmon belly, roasted porpoise and peas, and baked 
herring with sugar. Or there could be baked pheasant with cold herb jelly. For vegetables, there 
could be lemon rice with almonds, fried squash flowers, or artichokes with blueberry rice. This 
could be followed by parsnip and apple fritters, figs stuffed with cinnamoned eggs, and elderberry 
funnel cakes.

Two examples of a cockentrice

An illustration of Holy Rood Day
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Entertainment
 A course could last for hours. At the same time there would be music and entertainment. 
Sometimes jugglers or acrobats were served in huge puddings. They would leap out to astonish 
guests. Then there were the jesters, dwarfs, and wildmen. There would also be an orchestra. For 
example, the d’Este family ruled the city of Ferrara. They entertained guests at one of their feasts 
with six singers, six viols, a lute, a trombone, a recorder, a flute, and a keyboard instrument. Many 
times, guests were treated to a theatrical play after the meal.

 Italian theater at the time was done in a style that is called Commedia dell’ arte. The Com-
media troupes did slapstick comedies. In fact, our modern word slapstick comes from this time. It 
was the name of a Commedia prop used to hit actors for a laugh. Traveling troupes of actors would 
dress in masks and certain types of costumes. This was so the audiences would recognize the 
characters. All Commedia dell’ arte 
shows used the same characters. 
There was Harlequino. He always 
wore patchwork quilts and played 
the clever servant. Then there was 
Pantalone. He was the foolish old fa-
ther who could be recognized by his 
huge pants. There was the swagger-
ing, bragging Il Capitano. He carried 
a long sword that was always getting 
stuck in its scabbard. Most Comme-
dia characters had a collection of 
jokes and skits they used as needed 
in different performances.

Manners
 The guests at a banquet enjoyed the food and entertainment greatly. There were definite 
rules about etiquette and table manners. Spoons were used for soups and puddings. Knives were 
used for meat. There was always a great deal of meat served. However, all else was eaten with 
hands. Certain fingers were held up while eating specific foods. This allowed clean fingertips to be 
ready for the next dish. Many dishes in the Renaissance were designed to be eaten with the hands. 
Breads, pies, and pastries filled with meat, fish, or fruit were common dishes for this reason. How-
ever, there were also plenty of sauces, gravies, stuffings, and cream. It took skill to eat gracefully. 
Between courses and at the end of a meal, fingers were washed in bowls of lemon-scented wa-
ter 

 Renaissance table manners may have been less refined than what we are used to today. 
Giovanni della Casa was the author of a guidebook on good manners. He made the following sug-
gestions to his readers: Do not clean your teeth with your napkin. It is impolite to scratch yourself 
at the table. You should avoid spitting at mealtimes. If you must spit, then do so in a decent manner. 
You should not carry toothpicks behind your ears. You should not make nasty noises with your lips. 
Finally, he reminded his readers, when blowing your nose, you should not open the handkerchief 
and inspect it, as if pearls or rubies had dropped out.

A Commedia dell’ arte troupe
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Fashion and Hygiene

 Imagine that you have recently come to Florence for a visit. 
You are out for a stroll in the early evening of a warm, Italian sum-
mer. The year is 1465. What would you expect to see? Most of the 
streets that you would walk through would be narrow. They would 
be crowded by the red-tiled apartments and shops of the ordinary 
Florentines. In the wealthier parts of town, you would see recently 
built churches and palaces. These would have columns, arches, 
and proportions modeled on classical Greek and Roman architec-
ture. Of course, in addition to buildings, you would also see the 
people. What would they look like?

Women’s Hair and Makeup
 One of the first things you would notice about a typical 
wealthy woman of the time would be her high, dome-like forehead. 
She would have plucked her hair to halfway across her head. The 
eyelashes and most of the eyebrows would also be plucked out. Her 
hair would be bleached blond. This was done by spending hours 
every day in the sun under a wide-brimmed sunhat without a crown. 
Her hair would then be washed with lemon juice and brushed with 
sulfur. White and gold braid with rubies or sapphires would decorate 
her hair. The woman would also have a white complexion. Suntans 
were only appropriate for peasant women. To create the whitest 
skin possible on her face, she would have used cosmetics. These 
were made of mercury, pearls, silver, or eggshells. You might be 
surprised at how stiff and silent she appears. The reason for this 
could well be that the thickness of her face paint prevents her from 
smiling or talking. There would also be cosmetics on her neck and hands. Cheeks, ears, and fin-
gertips would be touched with red rouge. This was believed to make her look healthier.

Women’s Clothes
 This typical woman of wealth might be dressed in a loose-fitting, high-waisted gown that 
hung to the floor. It would be made of brocade fabric. The sleeves would be embroidered in gold. 
Masses of pearls would be hung around her neck. When walking in the street, she would wear 
clogs. These shoes raised her six inches off the ground to keep her gown out of the mud. She may 
or may not have fit the ideal Renaissance body type of plumpness. If she was thin, she might have 
resorted to special high-calorie medicines in order to gain weight.

Men’s Fashions
 Men’s fashions were also grand. First of all, whiteness was associated with the feminine, or 
ladies. So a man would blacken his beard with dye. He would also wear tight, multi-colored hose 
and no pants. Over this, you would see a short upper garment called a doublet or jerkin. This 
garment would have removable slashed sleeves. This was so the white shirt underneath could 

Lucretia Borgia was one of 
the most fashionable women 

of her time, circa 1492
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be seen. Buttons and zippers were not yet in use. The 
doublet was closed with many tiny hooks and rings 
called points. On his belt, you would see a dagger. On 
his feet, you would see the latest of fashion, square-
toed shoes. Hair was worn shoulder length underneath 
a flat, felt cap. Around his neck, you might see a chain 
with a jewel hanging from it. 

Cleanliness
 In the Renaissance, bathing was no longer 
popular. A variety of smells would have greeted you on 
your walk. In the Middle Ages, public baths had been 
common. However, doctors began to believe that one 
was more likely to catch diseases when bathing. They 
thought that open pores would allow the body’s vital 
forces to escape. Nevertheless, fewer baths did not 
mean that people looked or smelled worse than be-
fore. They were just different. In fact, how one looked in 
the Renaissance was more important than it had ever 
been. Appearance, like manners, became a way for the 
upper classes to mark themselves off from those be-
low them. Water was replaced with so-called dry ways 
of cleaning. Powder was used as a sort of dry sham-
poo. It was left on the head overnight and then combed out in the morning. Scented towels were 
used to rub the face and torso. Heavy doses of perfumes were sprinkled on clothing and furniture. 
People in the lower classes could not afford powder or perfumes. They either had to take baths or 
remain filthy.

Undergarments
 Wealthy people during the Renaissance believed very strongly in the importance of chang-
ing clothes. They changed their linen undergarments often. In fact, bathing was no longer con-
sidered so important because they thought that fresh linens kept people cleaner than bathing. Of 
course, only those of the wealthy social classes could afford linen. Most workers or artisans wore 
shirts made of hemp. This cost about one-fourth as much as a linen undergarment. Their outer 
clothes might also be of hemp or wool. The same was true of ordinary women in the city or coun-
tryside.

Fashion Shows Social Standing
 Fashion changed almost as often as the weather. What was true of the 1460s was already 
out of fashion in the 1470s. People have always valued appearance and staying up with changing 
styles. The same was true of the Renaissance. However, it was even more so. Wealthy Renais-
sance men and women wanted to show that they were different from those below them. They did 
this by adopting cultivated manners and classical education. They also used ever more costly and 
elaborate fashions to display their social standing.

Man in Military Costume 
by Titian, 1550
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A New Way of Looking 
at the Universe

Ptolemy’s Geocentric View of the Universe
 Educated people at the beginning of the 16th 
century believed that the universe was shaped like an 
onion. They held a geocentric view of the universe. 
That is, they believed that the earth was at the center 
of all things. Around the earth were layers of revolving 
clear substances. These were in the shape of spheres. 
Stuck into these layers of invisible material were the 
sun, the moon, the planets, and the stars. They be-
lieved that motion was unnatural. So they thought that 
the planets and the stars were being pushed by angels. This was the universe as explained by 
Ptolemy. He was a Greek astronomer and geographer. He had lived almost 1,300 years before the 
Renaissance. Yet people still considered Ptolemy the most important expert on astronomy. How-
ever, this orderly picture of the universe was about to be challenged.

How Is the Physical World Structured?
 In the Middle Ages, people relied on religion. It gave them answers to questions about the 
meaning of life. It also helped explain people’s relationship to nature. Religion, however, offered 
little on day-to-day physical matters. This included things like how to increase the speed of ships, 
how to fire cannons more accurately, or how to cure disease. Behind these kinds of questions was 
one big question. “How is the physical world made up?” People needed answers to these concrete 
problems in nature. Europeans of the 15th and 16th centuries relied on three major traditions.

Practical Solutions
 The first tradition was the one used by artisans and engineers. It was their job to find prac-
tical solutions to ordinary problems. Blacksmiths worked at improving horseshoes and swords. 
Engineers erected dams and built roads. Together they invented windmills and plows. By the 16th 
century, these men had a down-to-earth understanding of the way nature operated. Sometimes 
they could even control it. The explanation of “how or why” was left to somebody else.

Magicians
 The second tradition was that of the magicians. They could be found at all levels of society. 
There were so-called “wise” men and women in villages. They used omens, herbs, and spells to 
explain the works of nature. They also tried to control nature by these means. In the cities, learned 
alchemists conducted experiments. They used strange liquids, powders, animal parts, and met-
als. They tried to unlock the secrets of the universe. They sought to control nature by turning one 
element into another. They also tried different methods to cure wounds and sickness. Others called 
astrologers wanted to understand the future. They claimed to read secrets revealed in the stars. 
These magicians did things in different ways. However, they all believed that nature was organized 
in regular, predictable structures. You just had to discover those basic structures. Then you could 
command the universe!

Natural Philosophers
 The third tradition was practiced by the natural philosophers. These men could be found 
mainly in universities. They thought the nature of the universe could be understood by reading an-

Figure of the heavenly bodies after Ptolemy
 by Bartolomeu Velho
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cient books. Their favorite author was Aristotle. They also read Ptolemy’s works on geography and 
astronomy. They studied Galen’s writings on medicine. During the Renaissance, more people were 
interested in ancient languages and books. They became more familiar with Latin and Greek. They 
could then understand the ancient ideas better. By the 16th century, scholars had already begun to 
add new ideas to the older theories. For example, Renaissance mapmakers used Ptolemy’s ideas 
to make their own maps of the world. They were able to add a lot of territory that Ptolemy had never 
known.

Copernicus’s Heliocentric View of the Universe
 In the 16th century, these three traditions began to come together. 
The printing press helped spread ideas. There was also rising interest in 
the natural world. A good example of the results can be seen in the ideas 
of Nicholas Copernicus (1473–1543). He had questions about Ptolemy’s 
geocentric view of the universe. It did not always explain how he saw the 
planets moving. For instance, at times the planets appeared to be moving 
backwards around the earth. Nothing in Ptolemy’s theory would explain 
this. Copernicus solved the problem by coming up with a radical new idea. 
In 1543, he published a book entitled On the Revolution of the Celestial 
Spheres. He argued that the sun was in the center of the solar system. 
The earth was not the center of the universe. This is a heliocentric or 
sun-centered view. He said that the earth and other celestial bodies were 
in constant motion around the sun. Copernicus gave a better explanation 
of the planets’ movements than did Ptolemy. More and more people be-
gan to believe this theory. It was still almost a century before Copernicus’s 
theory was proven. However, this Polish astronomer inspired a new gen-
eration to observe the night sky differently.

The Beginnings of Modern Medicine
 Another person making new discoveries in modern science was Doctor Paracelsus (1493–
1541). He was an alchemist. He realized that knowledge about the human body should come only 
from close observation and experimentation. His studies led him to reject the early 16th-century 
notion of the four humors. The humors were believed to be the four main fluids in the body. They 
were blood, phlegm, and red and black bile. (They were also known as hot, cold, wet, and dry.) 
Most medical doctors at the time believed that to stay healthy the four humors had to be kept in bal-
ance. Bloodletting was a common practice of the time. This involved draining controlled amounts 
of blood from the body. Doing this was supposed to correct an imbalance of the humors. A person’s 
horoscope at the time of birth was also thought to control one’s balance of humors. The horoscope 
was how the stars and planets were positioned at a certain time. This meant that astrologers were 
seen as important as medical doctors in finding cures. Paracelsus used experimental methods to 
study illnesses. This led him to believe that an illness could be treated and cured with medicine 
designed for just that illness. As a result, he laid the foundation for the use of modern medicine.

The Scientific Revolution
 The practice of modern science continued to develop in the 16th century. By the mid 1500s, 
three central ideas about modern science were widely accepted. First, it was important to be curi-
ous. Second, a scientist should reject old theories and methods unless they could be proven as 
true. Third, the way to test ideas was by experimenting and observing. These discoveries were so 
radical that historians call this the Scientific Revolution.

Nicholas Copernicus
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The Age of Exploration

Expeditions Into the Unknown
 The Monopode is a one-legged man. His foot is so large that it 
can be used as a shade against the hot sun. The Blemmye has no head. 
His eyes, nose, and mouth are in the middle of his chest. This is what 
Sir John Mandeville wrote. He was telling what he thought the people of 
unexplored lands were like. His was one of the best-selling books of the 
14th century. People of the Renaissance were curious about these unex-
plored lands. They soon began to find out the truth. At the end of the 15th 
century, dozens of expeditions sailed into unknown waters. They soon 
changed the lives of Europeans and the people they met forever.

 In 1487, Bartholomeu Dias of Portugal was the first-known Eu-
ropean explorer to go around the southern tip of Africa. He entered the 
Indian Ocean before turning back. Then in 1497, Vasco Da Gama pushed 
farther into uncharted waters. He was another sea captain working for 
the King of Portugal.  He sailed around the tip of Africa and across the 
Indian Ocean. Finally he reached India. Meanwhile, an Italian from Genoa 
named Christopher Columbus headed due west into the Atlantic. He had 
talked Queen Isabella of Spain into paying for an expedition. The stories 
that he brought back inspired others to follow his lead. They would explore both North and South 
America. Europeans before the time of Columbus did not even know these continents existed. 
Many ships returned loaded with wonder and wealth. However, just as many lay at the bottom of 
the sea. Why did people in the late 15th century take such risks with their money and their lives?

Discovering the World Beyond Europe
 There were many reasons why the great age of exploration came about. First, people had 
been adding to what they knew about the world outside of Europe for centuries. Most educated 
people in the 15th century knew that the world was round. This had been one of Ptolemy’s ideas in 
the 2nd century. He advised his readers to draw maps that showed the way the world looks. They 
shouldn’t just draw it the way they wanted it to look. Renaissance scholars discovered Ptolemy 
again in 1410. Topographers, or mapmakers, began to correct the idea that Jerusalem was the 
center of the universe. This had been the popular view in medieval times.

 Another influence was the traveler Marco Polo. He had gone with his father and uncle to 
China in 1271. There he made friends with the ruler, Kublai Khan. Polo became a wealthy man. 
He realized that China could become dangerous for him when Kublai Khan died. Polo found a way 
to leave. He went with the Khan’s sister to Persia by going through Sumatra and India. When he 
returned to Venice, Polo wrote about his adventures. He described the places he had been and the 
wealth he had seen. Many years later in 1445, the printing press was invented. Maps and travel 
books like Marco Polo’s were then much easier to get. Readers like Christopher Columbus were 
stirred into action.

Trade With the East
 Another main reason for exploration was trade. Over the centuries, Europeans had come to 
like luxury items. These came from China, India, and Southeast Asia. The city-state of Venice got 
rich selling these items. They controlled the trade between Europe and Asia. Venetians brought 

A Blemmye, circa 1544



CD-404158  ©Mark Twain Media, Inc., Publishers 62

Renaissance: Alternate Version Download The Age of Exploration

cottons, silks, taffeta, muslin, damask, dyes, medicines, spices, perfumes, and pearls into Europe 
at great profit. The merchants of Venice increased prices as much as 2,000 percent over what they 
had paid for the items. 

 European buyers didn’t know much about where these objects came from. They just knew 
they wanted more. A place called Asia was the source of these great things. They wanted to find 
a way to break the Venetian monopoly on trade. Other Europeans wanted to set up direct contact 
with the Orient, or the East. They could then lower the cost of goods and increase their own prof-
its.

 The Portuguese explorers Dias and Da Gama tried to get to the Orient by going around 
Africa. The Queen of Spain agreed to pay for Columbus’ voyages. He wanted to find an Atlantic 
route to the Orient. By sailing west, he hoped to eventually end up in the East. Columbus and oth-
ers who followed him instead found the coasts of North and South America. At first, they believed 
this was the Asian mainland. 

Spreading Christianity
 A third reason for exploring new areas was religion. Christian Europe during the Renais-
sance was being attacked by Islamic warriors from the Middle East and North Africa. There had 
been war between the followers of the two religions for 400 years. Beginning in 1095, this conflict 
caused thousands of Christian soldiers to invade the Middle East. They came from all over Europe 
to gather into huge armies. There were several different invasions. They were called the Cru-
sades. 

 By the 15th century, the tide had turned. Muslim warriors had taken control of much of east-
ern Europe. They had also invaded Spain by way of North Africa. Christian Europe felt threatened. 
They wanted to find new allies. There was a legend of a rich, Christian king named Prester John. 
He was supposed to live in Africa or Asia. Explorers hoped to make contact with Prester John. 
They wanted his help in attacking the Muslim invaders. No one ever located this mythical king. 
However, explorers kept going for other religious reasons. They hoped to convert new people in 
the unknown lands to Christianity.

Improved Ships and Navigational Devices
 Finally, new kinds of ships and rigging made sailing the open seas less dangerous. In the 
15th century, the Portuguese designed a ship called the caravel. It was more suitable for sailing 
on the high seas. It had a hinged rudder, deep-draft hulls, and a new combination of square and 
triangular sails. This allowed explorers to sail in all kinds 
of wind. The invention of the astrolabe helped sailors 
know where they were. It enabled sailors to find their lati-
tude by finding the position of the sun and stars. Magnetic 
compasses helped them keep track of direction. These 
improved ships and new navigational devices helped sail-
ors brave the unknown Atlantic.

 In the 15th and 16th centuries, Europeans began 
to find lands and people they had known nothing about 
before. It would be like us discovering aliens on a faraway 
planet today. Explorers learned things about the world 
that even Sir John Mandeville could not have invented.

A caravel
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Power: The Rise of the Nation-State 
and Machiavelli

Machiavelli’s The Prince
 “Is it better for a prince to be loved more than feared 
or feared more than loved? The answer is that he should 
be both, but since it is difficult to be feared and loved at 
the same time, it is much safer to be feared.” Niccolo Ma-
chiavelli wrote these lines in his handbook for politicians 
called The Prince. He wrote many other disturbing sugges-
tions: Humans will more quickly forgive the killing of a family 
member than having property taken from them. Often, for 
the good of the community, people must suffer. A prince 
who is too merciful will be judged weak. He should get used 
to the necessity of causing pain. The prince must learn to 
lie and cheat for the good of his subjects. He should recog-
nize that he is above the laws he uses to govern others. In 
other words, the ends justify the means. 

 Machiavelli’s writings have often been called evil. However, he would have claimed that 
he was only giving good advice. He based it on his first-hand political experience. Politics was a 
dangerous game when he wrote his book in 1513. Rulers at this time were likely to die in battle 
or be killed by an assassin. Few died peacefully in their beds. Machiavelli’s career allowed him to 
observe this cutthroat world.

 The rulers of Florence employed Machiavelli as an ambassador. They sent him on 24 dip-
lomatic missions. He would convey messages and talk with the rulers of other states or countries. 
He took four trips to the King of France and one to the Holy Roman Emperor, Maximilian I. In the 
13th year of his service, the French invaded Florence and took over. He was forced to leave Flor-
ence. It was then that he wrote his book. By writing it, Machiavelli hoped to gain favor with the new 
rulers of Florence. He hoped to win back his job. They ignored him. However, The Prince became 
the most famous book on political science ever written. Politicians today still read it.

Nation-States
 Machiavelli lived when ruthless kings and queens were uniting territories. Those areas that 
shared a language were formed into larger centralized kingdoms. This was the first time in Europe-
an history that this occurred. Before the 15th century, most of Europe was divided into many small 
territories. Each was ruled by noblemen. Sometimes they were organized into kingdoms. However, 
the kings were often too weak to challenge the power of the nobility. As a result, there might be a 
large region where the people spoke the same language. However, small areas within this region 
would be governed by several different rulers. In the late Middle Ages and Renaissance, powerful 
monarchs emerged. They were able to outsmart or defeat the nobility. The kingdoms created by 
these strong rulers are called nation-states. All the people of one nationality were finally joined 
together under one king. In his writings, Machiavelli included many useful and realistic lessons 
based on the success of these cunning rulers.

Niccolo Machiavelli
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Ferdinand and Isabella Unite Spain
 Machiavelli thought one of the best kings was Ferdinand of Spain. He began his career as 
Crown Prince of Aragon. This was one of the four Spanish kingdoms. All four would later unite to 
become modern Spain. In 1469, he married Isabella. She was the 
Queen of Castile. This was one of the other kingdoms. In the Renais-
sance, marriage between monarchs was often used as a tool. It was 
an easy way to expand territory and win trustworthy allies. By mar-
rying Isabella, Ferdinand united Aragon with the larger and richer 
kingdom of Castile. He also found in Isabella a smart, energetic, and 
determined wife. She had the same desire to strengthen royal power 
as he did. 

 Together they started to decrease the power of the nobility. 
They did not appoint nobles to positions in their government. They 
hired university-trained lawyers and churchmen. These men owed 
allegiance only to the king and queen. They also set up the Herman-
dad. This was a rural police force. It tackled disorder and carried 
law into the countryside. To increase respect for the monarchy, Isa-
bella added ceremony and formality to the royal court. The Spanish 
learned to hold their king and queen in awe. They viewed them as 
living symbols of Spain.

Driving the Muslims and Jews Out of Spain
 Spain was not yet fully united. There was still the emirate of Granada in the south. In 711, 
Muslim warriors from North Africa invaded Spain. These invaders were called the Moors. They 
brought great learning and culture to Spain. Much of what medieval Europe knew about medicine, 
music, and philosophy was learned from the Moors. In addition to the Moors, many Jewish people 
lived in Spain. They were important in the Spanish economy and society. They were craftsmen, 
traders, bankers, doctors, and scholars. However, this made no difference to the rulers of Spain. 
This was an age of religious warfare. Christians viewed Muslims and Jews as their enemies and 
vice versa. By 1491, only Granada remained in Muslim control. Ferdinand and Isabella joined 
forces and together drove the Moors from Spain in 1492.

 Even before the conquest of Granada, Ferdinand and Isabella realized that Christianity 
could be used as a tool. They wanted everyone to be the same religion. It would bind the Span-
ish people together and strengthen royal power. To do this, they set up a kind of religious police 
force. It was called the Inquisition. It was the Inquisition’s job to make sure that all Spaniards were 
Christian. The Jews and the defeated Moors were given a choice. They could convert, die, or leave. 
Most of them left.

 The loss of Muslim and Jewish skills, knowledge, and creativity hurt Spain in the long run. 
In the short term, however, Ferdinand and Isabella were a success. They kept the power in their 
hands. They left a unified Spain even after they were gone. To the people of the day, paying for 
Columbus’ voyage in 1492 seemed to be a minor detail. When they died, their daughter, Juana, 
inherited a powerful and united state. Juana’s son, Charles V, sent Spanish soldiers called Con-
quistadors to explore and conquer the new world. Machiavelli would have nodded his head with 
approval.

Ferdinand and Isabella
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Gloriana, 
Elizabeth’s England

 “Let tyrants fear! I have always so behaved my-
self that, under God, I have placed my chiefest strength 
and safeguard in the loyal hearts and good will of my 
subjects; and therefore I am come amongst you, as you 
see... resolved, in the midst and heat of the battle, to live 
or die amongst you all...”

 This was what Queen Elizabeth I said to her 
troops gathered near England’s shore. They were waiting 
for a Spanish invasion of England. No doubt her speech 
was followed by wild cheers. She was well loved by her 
people. Elizabeth was one of the most successful of Eng-
land’s monarchs. She also had one of the longest reigns. 
Her time as queen was called the Elizabethan age. It 
lasted from 1558 to 1603. It was an exciting time. Some 
of England’s boldest adventurers and greatest poets and 
playwrights were alive then.

Henry VIII’s Quest for a Son
 The most important person in the age was the queen. Eliz-
abeth came to power in England during a difficult time. England’s 
troubles started 30 years before Elizabeth’s reign. This was when 
her father Henry VIII failed to produce a son. Henry’s dynasty, or 
family, was called the Tudors. The family had just recently taken 
over ruling England. They were worried that other families with 
just as good a claim to the throne would unseat them. England 
did not yet have a tradition of ruling queens. Henry feared that 
his only daughter, Mary, might lose the throne. Henry had been 
married to Catherine of Aragon for 17 years. She was unable to 
have more children. She could not have a son. Henry wanted 
his marriage annulled, or declared invalid. He had already found 
a younger woman named Anne Boleyn to replace his wife. He 
needed the approval of the Pope to end the marriage. The Pope 
at the time was controlled by Catherine’s nephew, Charles V. He 

was the King of Spain and ruler of half of Europe as the Holy Roman Emperor. Catherine did not 
want to be set aside. So Charles influenced the Pope to deny Henry’s request. 

The Church of England
 Desperate, Henry took the bold step of breaking away from the Catholic church. He formed 
his own church called the Church of England. Europe was shocked. Henry annulled his marriage 
to Catherine. He then married Anne. Henry’s luck, however, had not changed. Anne gave birth to 

Henry VIII

Elizabeth I
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only another daughter, Elizabeth. Henry still needed a son. This time he executed his wife, Anne. 
Then he married another woman, Jane Seymour. She gave birth to a sickly son named Edward. 
Henry died in 1547. By that time, he had married three more times. He left his kingdom divided and 
confused. People were also unsure over the nature of the Church of England.

England Divided Over Religion
 Such a state of affairs was dangerous. Religion was the central focus of the age. It was the 
main debate in politics. The princes of Europe were split into two warring camps, Protestant and 
Catholic. Rulers were expected to choose the religious beliefs for their subjects. Those who dis-
agreed with the king’s choice were punished or exiled. Religious toleration was almost unknown 
in Europe. People were not allowed to practice their religion freely if it differed from the official 
religion.

 The regents were a governing board of men who ruled for ten-year-old King Edward VI. 
They made the Church of England more like other Protestant churches. Edward lasted only five 
years before 16th-century medical care killed him. He was replaced by his older sister Mary. She 
was determined to make England Catholic again. Her efforts added to the nation’s confusion. She, 
too, lasted only five years.

Elizabeth
 This was the realm that Elizabeth finally took over. England’s luck, however, had changed. 
At 25, Elizabeth was healthy and able to rule. She was courageous, intelligent, attractive, and 
charming. She had enjoyed a fine Renaissance education. This included mastery of Latin, Greek, 
French, and Italian. The time of Mary’s reign gave Elizabeth experience in the deadly game of 
Renaissance politics. Queen Mary I often suspected her younger sister of treason. While Mary 
was on the throne, Elizabeth lived in fear of losing her head on the chopping block like her mother, 
Anne Boleyn. The experience taught Elizabeth to be careful and to work at understanding other 
people.

Religious Compromise
 Elizabeth found an England that was divided by religious questions. One of the first things 
she did was to bring about a compromise. This was called the moderate Elizabethan religious 
settlement. This compromise made the Church of England a Protestant church. However, the ritu-
als were much like the ceremonies of the Catholic church. Most Englishmen accepted the compro-
mise. Elizabeth knew there were some Catholics who would never be satisfied. There were radical 
Protestants called Puritans who would also reject the settlement. She tried to make life as easy 
for them as she could. She only required people to conform outwardly to the new rules. She only 
wanted to be able to count on her subjects’ loyalty. She said she did not desire “windows into men’s 
souls.”

Elizabeth Inspires Loyalty
 The religious settlement helped to unite the English people. Elizabeth began to gain the 
loyalty of her people. She was good at presenting a beautiful and powerful image. She used the 
fact that she was a woman to her advantage. Her wardrobe was designed to impress. Upon her 
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death, she left over 2,000 richly made dresses. These helped her subjects to see her not only as 
a queen but also as a goddess. She never married. Elizabeth could also replace the Virgin Mary 
in the hearts of her subjects. She had nicknames like the Virgin Queen, Gloriana, or Diana, the 
goddess of the hunt. Her subjects clearly adored her.

William Shakespeare
 Some of the greatest writers in the English language lived during the Elizabethan age. The 
greatest of the age was the playwright William Shakespeare. His plays still appeal to modern view-
ers. He had a deep understanding of human psychology. He is considered the greatest master 
of the English language that has ever lived. His huge vocabulary, new ideas, and poetry molded 
English literature and language.

Men of Action Defeat the Spanish
 Elizabeth was also served by men of action. Sir Walter Raleigh was the first Englishman 
to attempt to colonize North America. Sir Francis Drake raided the ships and ports of England’s 
enemy, Spain. The earl of Leicester led an army into Holland. This helped the Dutch rebel against 
their Spanish overlords. It was the actions of men like Drake and Leicester that led the Spanish 
to try to invade England. The Spanish assembled a huge fleet of ships. It was called the Spanish 
Armada.  It set sail in 1588. The Spanish intended to conquer Elizabeth’s England. But this was an 
England ruled by no ordinary queen. Elizabeth gave the stirring speech that started this chapter 
just before the battle. Her navy drove the Armada into the wild North Atlantic. There, most of its 
ships were destroyed in a storm.

Gloriana, Elizabeth’s England
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The Past and 
the Future

 You might think of history as being like a huge oriental 
rug. Complex designs of every possible shape are woven by 
threads of every possible color. As you move across the rug, 
the patterns are always changing. Nothing stays the same. 
Yet nothing is ever completely new. One pattern’s threads run 
into the next. Sometimes this happens quickly and sometimes 
slowly.

The Renaissance Gives Way to the Baroque
 The Renaissance contained colors and patterns from 
the Middle Ages that had come before. The 17th century also 
contained textures and shapes from the Renaissance. Histori-
ans call the 17th century the Baroque era to mark it off as a 
new age. Even so, it was laced with threads from the 15th and 16th centuries. Let’s look at some 
of the things that happened in the years following the Renaissance.

Exploration
 Within 30 years of Columbus, Magellan went around the southern tip of South America and 
crossed the Pacific Ocean. Hernando Cortés and a small Spanish army moved deep into Mexico. 
They conquered the Aztec empire. Twenty years later in 1539, Hernando De Soto landed with 
another army on the coast of Florida. They hiked as far north as North Carolina. They also crossed 
the Mississippi River in the west. As the Spanish moved in, they brought Renaissance culture to 
South and Central America. The style of government, churches, and universities was carried from 
Spain to the new world.

Colonies Founded in America
 Meanwhile, there were many who were out to make a profit. English investors in the 17th 
century formed trading companies. They wanted to plant settlements in the new world and make 

money from goods sent back to Europe. In 1607, 
the Virginia Company started the first success-
ful English colony in North America. This was at 
Jamestown, Virginia. Within a few years, this com-
pany set up another colony. They hoped it would 
also make money. One hundred and one men, 
women, and children set sail in the Mayflower in 
1620. They started a colony at Plymouth, Massa-
chusetts. Their first winter was terrible. Almost half 
the colonists died of disease and cold. Why would 
people take such risks?

The Girl With a Pearl Earring 
by Johannes Vermeer, 1665 

The Landing of the Pilgrims
by Henry A. Bacon



CD-404158  ©Mark Twain Media, Inc., Publishers 74

Renaissance: Alternate Version Download The Past and the Future

Religious Refugees Settle in the New World
 The answer lies in the problems of the Reformation. The Pilgrims who settled at Plymouth 
were religious refugees. They were trying to get away from harsh treatment in a Europe divided 
by religion. At the end of the 16th century, the Protestants were split into many groups. They often 
fought with each other as much as they did with the Catholics. The Church of England was also 
alarmed by Protestant extremists. These were groups like the Pilgrims. The church tried to stop 
their activities. The Pilgrims had no choice but to flee. Life for Catholics in England had also been 
difficult for a long time. They too began to move to North America. In 1634, they founded St. Mary’s. 
This was the first settlement in Maryland.

Scientific Discoveries Continue
 Copernicus came up with his theories about the uni-
verse in 1543. It was 60 years before they were finally con-
firmed. The Florentine scientist Galileo Galilei was able to 
prove Copernicus right. In 1608, Galileo made a telescope. 
He used it to study the heavenly bodies. He saw the shadows 
of mountains on the moon’s surface. He proved that the sun 
turns on its own axis. He also noted that Jupiter had moons 
that revolved around it like the planets revolve around the 
sun. Within 50 years, the first telescope was brought to the 
North American colonies. Two generations later, Benjamin 
Franklin used the scientific method to understand the nature 
of electricity. This method had been developed by Renais-
sance thinkers.

Renaissance Influence in Today’s World
 The Renaissance is still with us in many ways. American cities are full of architecture mod-
eled after Florentine churches and palaces of the 15th century. Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet 
is performed many times every year. Michelangelo’s sculpture of David and da Vinci’s Mona Lisa 
continue to be held up as the best of human creativity. The threads from the 15th and 16th centu-
ries run deep. Our language, our ideals, and our thoughts about the world were shaped there. The 
Renaissance has affected how we see ourselves and the world.

Galileo Galilei showing the Doge of 
Venice how to use the Telescope

 by Giuseppe Bertini

Many features of 
the United States 

Capitol Build-
ing, including the 

dome and the 
columns, are 
modeled on 
Renaissance 
architecture.


