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The Renaissance is the revival of European art and literature under the influence of classical models in 

the 14th-16th centuries. "Renaissance" is a French word meaning "rebirth". The reason that the period is 

called by this name is that, at that time, people started taking an interest in the learning of ancient times, 

in particular the learning of Ancient Greece and Rome. The Renaissance was seen as a "rebirth" of that 

learning. The Renaissance is often said to be the start of the "modern age". The Renaissance is generally 

regarded as beginning in Florence, where there was a revival of interest in classical antiquity. Important 

early figures are the writers Petrarch, Dante, and Boccaccio and the painter Giotto. Music flourished, 

from madrigals to the polyphonic masses of Palestrina, with a wide variety of instruments such as viols 

and lutes. The period from the end of the 15th century has become known as the High Renaissance, 

when Venice and Rome began to share Florence’s importance and Raphael, Leonardo da Vinci, and 

Michelangelo were active. Renaissance thinking spread to the rest of Europe from the early 16th 

century, and was influential for the next hundred years. 

Characteristics:  

 

Humanism 

In some ways Humanism was not a philosophy but a method of learning. In contrast to the medieval 

scholastic mode, which focused on resolving contradictions between authors, humanists would study 

ancient texts in the original, and appraise them through a combination of reasoning and empirical 

evidence. Humanist education was based on the programme of 'Studia Humanitatis', that being the study 

of five humanities: poetry, grammar, history, moral philosophy and rhetoric. Although historians have 

sometimes struggled to define humanism precisely, most have settled on "a middle of the road 

definition... the movement to recover, interpret, and assimilate the language, literature, learning and 

values of ancient Greece and Rome". Above all, humanists asserted "the genius of man ... the unique 

and extraordinary ability of the human mind." 

Science 

The rediscovery of ancient texts and the invention of printing democratized learning and allowed a 

faster propagation of ideas. In the first period of Italian Renaissance, humanists favoured the study of 

humanities over natural philosophy or applied mathematics. And their reverence for classical sources 

further enshrined the Aristotelian and Ptolemaic views of the universe. Even though, around 1450, the 
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writings of Nicholas Cusanus were anticipating Copernicus heliocentric world-view, it was made in a 

philosophical fashion. Science and art were very much intermingled in the early Renaissance, with 

polymath artists such as Leonardo da Vinci making observational drawings of anatomy and nature. He 

set up controlled experiments in water flow, medical dissection, and systematic study of movement and 

aerodynamics; he devised principles of research method that led to Fritjof Capra classifying him as 

"father of modern science". Some have seen this as a "scientific revolution", heralding the beginning of 

the modern age. Others as an acceleration of a continuous process stretching from the ancient world to 

the present day. Regardless, there is general agreement that the Renaissance saw significant changes in 

the way the universe was viewed and the methods sought to explain natural phenomena. 

Religion 

The Renaissance had a profound effect on contemporary theology, particularly in the way people 

perceived the relationship between man and God. The Renaissance began in times of religious turmoil. 

The late Middle Ages saw a period of political intrigue surrounding the Papacy, culminating in the 

Western Schism, in which three men simultaneously claimed to be true Bishop of Rome. Churchmen 

such as Erasmus and Luther proposed reform to the Church, often based on humanist textual criticism 

of the New Testament. It was Luther who in October 1517 published the 95 Theses, challenging papal 

authority and criticizing its perceived corruption, particularly with regard to its sale of indulgences. The 

95 Theses led to the Reformation, a break with the Roman Catholic Church that previously claimed 

hegemony in Western Europe. Humanism and the Renaissance therefore played a direct role in sparking 

the Reformation, as well as in many other contemporaneous religious debates and conflicts. 

Self-awareness 

By the 15th century, writers, artists, and architects in Italy were well aware of the transformations that 

were taking place and were using phrases such as, modi antichi (in the antique manner) or alle romana 

et alla antica (in the manner of the Romans and the ancients) to describe their work. In the 1330s 

Petrarch referred to pre-Christian times as antiqua (ancient) and to the Christian period as nova (new). 

From Petrarch's Italian perspective, this new period (which included his own time) was an age of 

national eclipse. Leonardo Bruni was the first to use tripartite periodization in his History of the 

Florentine People (1442). Bruni's first two periods were based on those of Petrarch, but he added a third 

period because he believed that Italy was no longer in a state of decline. Flavio Biondo used a similar 

framework in Decades of History from the Deterioration of the Roman Empire (1439–1453). Humanist 

historians argued that contemporary scholarship restored direct links to the classical period, thus 
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bypassing the Medieval period, which they then named for the first time the "Middle Ages". The term 

first appears in Latin in 1469 as media tempestas (middle times). Vasari divides the age into three 

phases: the first phase contains Cimabue, Giotto, and Arnolfo di Cambio; the second phase contains 

Masaccio, Brunelleschi, and Donatello; the third centers on Leonardo da Vinci and culminates with 

Michelangelo. It was not just the growing awareness of classical antiquity that drove this development, 

according to Vasari, but also the growing desire to study and imitate nature. 

English Renaissance: 

The English Renaissance was a cultural and artistic movement in England dating from the late 15th 

and early 16th centuries to the early 17th century. It is associated with the pan-European Renaissance 

that is usually regarded as beginning in Italy in the late 14th century. Like most of northern Europe, 

England saw little of these developments until more than a century later. The beginning of the English 

Renaissance is often taken, as a convenience, to be 1485, when the Battle of Bosworth Field ended the 

Wars of the Roses and inaugurated the Tudor Dynasty. Renaissance style and ideas, however, were slow 

in penetrating England, and the Elizabethan era in the second half of the 16th century is usually 

regarded as the height of the English Renaissance. 

Literature 

England had a strong tradition of literature in the English vernacular, which gradually increased as 

English use of the printing press became common by the mid 16th century. By the time of Elizabethan 

literature a vigorous literary culture in both drama and poetry included poets such as Edmund Spenser, 

whose verse epic The Faerie Queene did not become a dominating influence on English literature in the 

way that some foreign equivalents did for their countries. Instead the lyrics of William Shakespeare, 

Thomas Wyatt and others, typically circulating in manuscript form for some time before they were 

published, and above all the plays of English Renaissance theatre, were the outstanding legacy of the 

period. 

The English theatre scene, which performed both for the court and nobility in private performances, and 

a very wide public in the theatres, was the most crowded in Europe, with a host of other playwrights as 

well as the giant figures of Christopher Marlowe, Shakespeare and Ben Jonson. Elizabeth herself was a 

product of Renaissance humanism trained by Roger Ascham, and wrote occasional poems such as On 

Monsieur’s Departure at critical moments of her life. Philosophers and intellectuals included Thomas 

More and Francis Bacon. 


