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Renaissance Introduction 

SETTING THE STAGE During the late Middle Ages, Europe suffered from both war and plague. Those who survived wanted 

to celebrate life and the human spirit. They began to question institutions of the Middle Ages, which had been unable to prevent 

war or to relieve suffering brought by the plague. Some people questioned the Church, which taught Christians to endure 

suffering while they awaited their rewards in heaven. In northern Italy, writers and artists began to express this new spirit and to 

experiment with different styles. These men and women would greatly change how Europeans saw themselves and their world. 

Italy's Advantages  

This movement that started in Italy caused an explosion of creativity in art, writing, and thought that lasted approximately from 

1300 to 1600. Historians call this period the Renaissance (REHN•ih•SAHNS). The term means rebirth, and in this context, it 

refers to a revival of art and learning. The educated men and women of Italy hoped to bring back to life the culture of classical 

Greece and Rome. Yet in striving to revive the past, the people of the Renaissance created something new. The contributions 

made during this period led to innovative styles of art and literature. They also led to new values, such as the importance of the 

individual. 

 

The Renaissance eventually spread from northern Italy to the rest of Europe. Italy had three advantages that made it the 

birthplace of the Renaissance: thriving cities, a wealthy merchant class, and the classical heritage of Greece and Rome. 

Classical and Worldly Values  

As scholars studied ancient Roman and Greek manuscripts, they became more influenced by classical ideas. These ideas helped 

them to develop a new outlook on life and art. 

 

Classics Lead to Humanism  The study of classical texts led to humanism , an intellectual movement that focused on human 

potential and achievements. Instead of trying to make classical texts agree with Christian teaching as medieval scholars had, 

humanists studied them to understand ancient Greek values. Humanists influenced artists and architects to carry on classical 

traditions. Also, humanists popularized the study of subjects common to classical education, such as history, literature, and 

philosophy. These subjects are called the humanities. 

 

Worldly Pleasures  In the Middle Ages, some people had demonstrated their piety by wearing rough clothing and eating plain 

foods. However, humanists suggested that a person might enjoy life without offending God. In Renaissance Italy, the wealthy 

enjoyed material luxuries, good music, and fine foods. 

     

Most people remained devout Catholics. However, the basic spirit of Renaissance society was secular —worldly rather than 

spiritual and concerned with the here and now. Even church leaders became more worldly. Some lived in beautiful mansions, 

threw lavish banquets, and wore expensive clothes. 

 

Patrons of the Arts Church leaders during the Renaissance beautified Rome and other cities by spending huge amounts of 

money for art. They became patrons of the arts by financially supporting artists. Renaissance merchants and wealthy families 

also were patrons of the arts. By having their portraits painted or by donating art to the city to place in public squares, the 

wealthy demonstrated their own importance. 

 

The Renaissance Man  Renaissance writers introduced the idea that all educated people were expected to create art. In fact, the 

ideal individual strove to master almost every area of study. A man who excelled in many fields was praised as a “universal 

man.” Later ages called such people “Renaissance men.” 

 

Baldassare Castiglione (KAHS•teel•YOH•nay) wrote a book called  The Courtier (1528) that taught how to become such a 

person. A young man should be charming, witty, and well educated in the classics. He should dance, sing, play music, and write 

poetry. In addition, he should be a skilled rider, wrestler, and swordsman.
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Answer the following questions. 

What two things did people start to question? _____________________________________________________  

 _________________________________________________________________________________________  

What cultures did the Renaissance look to revive? _________________________________________________  

What was one new value they created? __________________________________________________________  

What are three advantages that Italy had? ________________________________________________________  

 _________________________________________________________________________________________  

What did the study of classical texts lead to? _____________________________________________________  

How did humanists study classical texts? ________________________________________________________  

 _________________________________________________________________________________________  

What are three subjects in classical education? ____________________________________________________  

 _________________________________________________________________________________________  

How did people demonstrate their piety in the Middle Ages? _________________________________________  

 _________________________________________________________________________________________  

What did the wealthy enjoy in Renaissance Italy? __________________________________________________  

 _________________________________________________________________________________________  

What was the basic spirit of Renaissance society? _________________________________________________  

What was a “patron of the arts”? _______________________________________________________________  

 _________________________________________________________________________________________  

What is another term for “Renaissance Man”? ____________________________________________________  

What was the name of the author and book about Renaissance men? ___________________________________  

 _________________________________________________________________________________________  

What are three traits of this type of man? ________________________________________________________  

 _________________________________________________________________________________________  

What are seven things they should be able to do? __________________________________________________  

 _________________________________________________________________________________________  

 _________________________________________________________________________________________  

 


