
Renaissance
The Renaissance was a dramatic change in art, literature, music, and architecture in 

14th-16th Centuries.  These movements began in Italy and spread into Germany, France, 

England, and other parts of Europe. During the Renaissance, people studied the great 

civilizations of ancient Greece and Rome and came to the conclusion that their own cultural 

achievements rivaled those of the Greeks and Romans. Their thinking was also influenced by 

the concept of humanism, which emphasizes that each person is valuable and important. 

Renaissance humanists believed it was possible to improve human society through education 

of ancient Greek and Roman ideas, like poetry, history, writing, philosophy, and art.

After the fall of the Roman Empire in the 5th Century, Europe became controlled by 

dozens of much smaller rulers all over Europe.  The Church and God ruled all, and people 

did not act or behave on their wishes, but on those of the rulers and what those rulers told 

them God wanted people to do.  During this time (5th-14th Centuries), most people lost track 

of great Greek and Roman art, architecture, and writing.  People of the Middle Ages did not 

have access to these wonderful pieces of art, as most Europeans were poor and virtually 

enslaved to local leaders.  In addition, few Europeans could read!  It’s very hard to learn 

about your history when you cannot read it.  Very slowly, as more and more people learned 

to read, as farmers began to dig up buried Roman treasures, and as rulers lost their power, a 

renewed interest in these great pieces of art was born again.

The rise to the Renaissance wasn’t an abrupt, overnight change, it was a slow, steady 

change in the way how people studied poetry, history, writing, philosophy, and art.  

This renewed emphasis on the arts had begun in the late 13th and early 14th centuries 

with the work of Italian painter Giotto and Italian poet Dante Alighieri.  Giotto’s work ended 

the formal and boring style of Middle Ages painting, where, expressionless, lifeless figures 

were arranged in size and according to their symbolic importance.  Art work wasn’t realistic, 

but meant to send a message (for example, Ms. Coppoletta, one of the greatest teachers in the 
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world, would dwarf Mr. Little in a Middle Age painting.  That’s not right!)  Francesco 

Petrarca incorporated most elements of real life into his work.  He studied humans, animals, 

landscapes, and scenes of daily life, and included them in their works, as well as historic 

events and religious.  

During the 16th Century, Italians produced great writing.  Among them are The Prince, a 

book about the abuse of political power, by Niccolò Machiavelli Portraits.  Representation of 

the natural world, however, was not enough for the great artists of the later Renaissance. The 

masterpieces of Leonardo da Vinci, Raphael, and Michelangelo reveal not only the complete 

mastery of earlier advances, but also profound reflection on the world and an effort to 

represent ideal qualities of appearances. 

The Renaissance wouldn’t just change the way people approached poetry, history, 

writing, philosophy, and art.  The idea of humanism, which valued the importance of each 

person and the potential greatness (and wealth!) that each person had, had spread into 

religion, science, and government.  Once people they had the potential to achieve great things 

like their Greek and Roman ancestors, they began to take control of their government; they 

began to question the role of the Church in religion and science.  Once people realized how 

great humans could be – they wanted to be great!

Because of the Renaissance, a “rebirth” in greatness began.  People would begin to seek 

out their own freedoms and enjoy their lives.  It wasn’t just Art that the Renaissance provided 

people with… but a sense of wonder, a sense of adventure, desire to be great and the 

creativity that had long been forgotten and frowned upon.  
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