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Chapter 11: The Renaissance
The word ‘Renaissance’, which in French means ‘rebirth’, was a cultural movement. It spanned 
roughly between the fourteenth and the seventeenth centuries, beginning in Italy in the late 
Middle Ages and later spreading to the rest of Europe. During this period, there was a revival of 
learning based on classical sources, the rise of courtly and papal patronage, the development of 
a new perspective in painting, and advancements in science.
There is a general consensus that the Renaissance began in Florence, in Italy, in the fourteenth 
century. Various theories have been proposed to explain its origin and characteristics, focussing 
on several factors, including the social and political peculiarities of Florence at that time.

CAUSES FOR THE RISE OF RENAISSANCE
Rediscovery of Ancient Texts
The rediscovery of ancient texts, that had been long forgotten by the western civilization, but 
were preserved in some monastic libraries as well as translations of Greek and Arabic texts into 
Latin paved the way for Renaissance.
Capture of Constantinople
Greek and Arabic knowledge was not only assimilated from Spain, but also from the Middle East. 
The decline of the Byzantine Empire after AD 1204 and its eventual fall in AD 1453 led to an 
exodus of Greek scholars to the west, especially to Italy. These scholars brought with them texts 
and knowledge of the classical Greek civilization which had been lost for centuries.



 

Decline of Feudalism
Feudalism, with its hierarchical pattern from the king down to the serfs, was based on the 
concept of service. This system of obligation was thus opposed to progress. But with the 
development of trade and commerce, the traders became prosperous. The economic focus 
shifted from agriculture to commerce. Consequently individualistic ideas and growth of free 
spirit and thinking made it conducive for Renaissance to flourish during this period.
Crusades
Crusades were religious wars that were fought between the Christians and the Muslims. They 
not only weakened the power of the feudal lords but also indirectly, led to an exchange of 
ideas between the East and the West. This gave an impetus to learning.
Art and Learning Flourished
In this period towns and cities emerged as centres of activity. Merchants and artists began 
living in these cities. Most of the merchants patronized learning. Thus schools and universities 
came up in Paris, Bologna, Naples, Padua, Oxford and Cambridge. Individual artists and 
scholars also received royal patronage. 
Geographical Discoveries
The need to discover sea routes became essential when the Turks refused to allow 
trade through Constantinople. Columbus set out to discover a western route to the 
Indies but instead discovered America. Bartholomew Diaz was successful in 
reaching the Cape of Good Hope. Vasco da Gama discovered India. These 
discoveries not only gave new outlets of trade to the West, but also influenced the 
contemporary western thought.



Invention of the Printing Press
Renaissance received a major boost after the invention of the printing press. Earlier the 
manual copying of books and manuscripts made reading an expensive proposition. But the 
printing press brought books not only within the reach of scholars but common people also. 
Knowledge no longer remained the select prerogative of the rich. 

IMPACT OF RENAISSANCE IN ITALY
Italy was the cradle of Renaissance. Gradually, it spread to the other parts of the world.
 Italy was the seat of the glorious Roman Empire. It had preserved many relics of worth, 

which attracted a number of scholars and artists from all over Europe.
 The Greek scholars who had fled from Constantinople also found a haven in the towns of 

Italy. These scholars were a source of inspiration for the people of Italy.
 Trade had resulted in profits for the Italian port towns and cities. The wealthy merchants 

patronized men of letters and art, which led to the revival of classical culture and literature.
 The opportunity so provided by the geographical explorations polished the outlook and 

vision of the western world. This helped in nurturing Renaissance.

IMPACT OF RENAISSANCE
With the dramatic changes brought about by inventions and discoveries all around the world, it 
was inevitable that the effects of the movement would be tremendous.
 The Renaissance with its discoveries and achievements paved the way for Reformation.
 Man found himself as the centre of all activities and he started questioning, observing and 

critically analyzing events taking place. 



 

 Meaningless rituals and practices were no longer blindly accepted. 
 The human form and human life was eulogized.
 Independent thinking was encouraged and accepted.
 The focus of attention shifted from the Church and theology to man, his interests, 

achievements and his very existence. 
 Humanism developed, as did the study of humanities.
 This undermined the position of the Church greatly.

 With the collapse of feudalism, professional men like lawyers, traders, soldiers, 
bankers, i.e. the middle class became important. These men wanted peace and 
security and so they supported the monarchy. Hence the growth of the middle class 
indirectly led to the rise of the monarchical form of government. The concept of 
Nationalism also gained ground as the political reins of the country came to be 
controlled by the rulers of the day.

 The discovery of new lands and new sea routes enhanced trade in Europe. Industries 
developed, as did the desire for material gains.

 The search for new lands was also based on the requirement of raw materials along 
with newer markets for their products. Renaissance thus stimulated economic growth.

 Culturally, the study of Greek and Latin gave impetus to education, which 
consequently led to the establishment of schools and colleges teaching philosophy, 
politics and sciences. 

 Inventions and discoveries encouraged the study of the sciences and allied subjects.
 Development in the field of art and architecture created a new genre of work so 

typical of the period. Innovations in buildings, paintings, sculptures, portraits, etc. 
made the age varied and rich.
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