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Middle Ages And eArly eXPlorAtion
EXPANDING CONTACTS: DISCOVERY AND 
EXPLORATION

9
Renaissance 
Italy (c. 1400–1600)

9.1 Overview
9.1.1 links with our tiMes

The term Renaissance has been used to describe great 
changes in art, science and learning that took place in 
Italy during the fi fteenth and sixteenth century. These 
changes began in Italy and spread throughout Europe. 

During the Renaissance, people wrestled with 
issues that continue to challenge us today. At times 
they struggled to know how to respond to people who 
had different beliefs or culture from the mainstream. 
Like our own times, the Renaissance was a period 
of great change in culture and technology. Some 
people were very enthusiastic about these changes. 
Others felt that the changes offended their beliefs and 
values. For example, in the modern world innovations 
in gene technology have caused us to reconsider our 
ideas about the sanctity of life. In Renaissance times, 
Copernicus’ models of the solar system challenged 
existing ideas of people’s central place in the universe. 

The experiences of individuals during the Renaissance 
varied depending on their position in society and where 
they lived. The changes of the period had the greatest 
impact in the cities, with wealthy men having the 
greatest opportunity to participate in society.

Big Questions
As you work through this topic, look for information that will 
help you to answer these questions:
1 What were the main features of Italian Renaissance society?
2 What kinds of relationships existed between the rulers and 

those they ruled?
3 What were some of the most signifi cant achievements 

of the Renaissance and who were the individuals who 
contributed to these achievements?

4 What have been the legacies of the Renaissance era?

stArter Questions
1 List three ideas you already have about the Renaissance.
2 Make a list of famous individuals from the Renaissance. 

Consider famous artists, scientists, thinkers and religious 
leaders.

3 Before the printing press, books were copied by hand and 
very expensive. How do you think the mass production of 
books on printing presses changed who could own a book?

1536
The Inquisition
is established

in Portugal.

1409
Council at Pisa 
elects a new Pope 
Alexander V, bringing 
the total to three.

1492
Christopher 

Columbus sails to
the Americas.

Leonardo da Vinci 
designs a flying 

machine.

1417–1436
Brunelleschi creates 

the dome of
Florence Cathedral.

1517
Martin Luther begins 

the Protestant 
Reformation.

1543
Nicolaus Copernicus 

publishes the first 
book showing that 

the Earth is
not the centre of

the universe.

1600
The astronomer 
Giordano Bruno is 
burnt at the stake
in Rome.

1633
Galileo is arrested

for denying the
Earth is the centre

of the universe.

1445
Johannes Gutenberg 
produces the first 
European book on a 
printing press using 
moveable type.

1589–1613
William Shakespeare

creates most of his 
known work.

1531–1532
The Church of 
England breaks 
away from the 
Roman Catholic 
Church.

1501
Michelangelo begins 
work on his great 
statue David.

1606
Dutch sailors first 
land in Australia.

1618–1648
The Thirty Years’ War 
kills a third of 
Germany’s people.
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9.2 Examining the evidence 

9.2.1 How do we know about the Renaissance era?
Th e term Renaissance comes from the old French term renaistre meaning ‘rebirth’ and was fi rst 
used in 1860 by Swiss historian Jacob Burkhardt to describe the renewed interest in the ideas of 
ancient Greece and Rome during the fi fteenth century in Italy. 

9.2.2 What was the Renaissance? 
During the Renaissance the study of classical texts and artefacts combined with innovation 
to create a period of great cultural change. It was a period of cultural expression and 
renewed intellectual curiosity that challenged some existing values, particularly in religion 
and politics. Humanism stressed the dignity of human beings and the importance of reason 
and inquiry. 

Th e writing of the time suggests a belief that they were part of a new direction in art and 
literature. Italian poet and scholar Francesco Petrarch (1304–1374) rejected the medieval 
era as a period of ‘darkness’. Th e idea of rebirth was used by the art historian Giorgio Vasari 
(1511–1574), who claimed in his Lives of the Most Excellent Painters, Sculptors and Architects 
(1550) that art had been ‘reborn’ in Italy in about 1250 and had reached maturity in Italy in 
the sixteenth century.

With the benefi t of historical perspective, historians have argued that the social changes and 
cultural expression of the Renaissance developed from trends formed during the medieval period. 
Th e Crusades of the eleventh century brought Europeans into contact with exotic goods, such as 
spices from the East, and classical texts from Greece and Rome that had been preserved by the 
Byzantine and Arab civilisations. A number of universities were established in the medieval era, 
including Bologna in 1088, Oxford in 1096, Cambridge in 1209, Padua in 1222 and Naples in 
1224. Many individuals who contributed to the changes associated with the Renaissance studied 
at these universities.

9.2.3 Primary sources 
A great many sources of information survive from the Renaissance that enable students to 
understand the period. A few of examples are:
• maps and diaries of travellers who explored new areas previously unknown to Europeans, 

including � e Travels of Marco Polo (c. 1350)
• histories of the Renaissance period, including Alberti’s history of art Lives of the Most Excellent 

Painters, Sculptors and Architects (1550) and political histories of Florence by both Bruni and 
Guicciardini

• collections of letters that have survived, including the letters early humanist Petrarch, the 
letters of artist Michelangelo and letters written by women such as the collections of Isabella 
d’Este and Nanini Medici

• the business accounts of merchants in cities such as Florence, Venice and Genoa
• wills written by various individuals, including women and the lower classes
• the contents of libraries, including those established by Cosimo de Medici and Federico of 

Urbino 
• the preserved diaries of many careful diary writers including Marin Sanudo, Buonaccorso Pitti, 

Gregorio Dati and Marco Parenti 
• books written during the Renaissance, including � e Prince (1513) by Niccolo Machiavelli and 

the works of William Shakespeare (1564–1616)
• some of the writing of Martin Luther (1483–1546) that was printed on a press
• the music of composers including Giovanni Palestrina (1525–1549)
• the architecture, sculpture and art of the Renaissance, including the work of Brunelleschi, 

Leonardo, Michelangelo and Titian
• objects, such as the instruments used by Galileo to study the planets.

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au
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sourCe 1 A view of the city of modern-day Florence, Italy. Filippo Brunelleschi's great fi fteenth-
century dome of the Cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore towers above the city.

sourCe 2 The Osepdale degli Innocenti (Hospital of the Innocents), built by Filippo Brunelleschi in 1419 as 
an orphanage, was commissioned by the Silk Guild of Florence. It is considered to be an excellent example 
of Renaissance architecture for its use of symmetry, proportion and columns.

9.2 Putting it All together

identifying Continuity And ChAnge

1 Describe the changes that occurred during 
the Renaissance. 

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe

2 Select two primary sources described in this 
subtopic and explain what historians can 
learn from them.

3 Study sourCe 1. Why would one of the 
most prominent buildings in a European city 
be a church or cathedral?

4 Examine sourCe 2. Draw a table and record 
your impressions of the building. Use the 
headings ‘See’, ‘Think’, ‘Wonder’.
a What do you see in the image? 
b What do you think about what you can 

see? 
c What do you wonder about the image?
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9.3 The origins of the Renaissance
9.3.1 The growth of city-states 
Th e fi fteenth-century 
Renaissance began and thrived 
in Italy, especially in city-states 
such as Florence, Genoa and 
Venice. Th ese cities were at 
the crossroads of trade routes 
linking Europe, the Middle 
East and Asia. From Italy, the 
Renaissance spread to northern 
Europe, especially after 1445 
when books started to be 
printed in Europe.

During the Renaissance, 
Italy was made of independent 
city-states (see sourCe 1). A 
city-state is an independent 
urban centre and the 
surrounding countryside, 
including small towns, that 
was governed by its own laws 
and political system. City-
states were run by a variety of 
political systems, including 
republics such as Florence, 
Venice, Lucca and Siena. 
Others were controlled by 
hereditary rulers, such as 
Naples, which was ruled by a 
king, and Milan, which was 
ruled by a duke. Th e city-states 
were often at war with each 
other and competed for status.

Deepen and check your understanding of the topic with the 
following resources and auto-marked questions:
renaissance italy

9.3.1 Activities 

CheCk your understAnding

1 Explain why Italy’s location was important in 
exchanging goods and ideas.

2 Defi ne a city-state and explain the different 
ways they were governed during the 
Renaissance.

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe

3 Examine sourCe 1. List the states that were:
• republics
• kingdoms or duchies (ruled by dukes)
• controlled by the Pope.

9.3.2 The rise of the patron
Historians believe that the Renaissance began in Italy in the 1300s with a renewed interest in 
the ideas of classical Greece and Rome. Franceso Petrarch was one of the fi rst Italian thinkers to 
translate these works, including the works of Cicero and Livy. Greek scholars, including Manuel 
Chrysoloras, moved to Italy bringing with them ancient manuscripts and teaching Greek in the 
schools and universities of Italy.
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sourCe 1 A map of Italy in 1494. In the fi fteenth century, 
Italy was several separate states that were not unifi ed until 
the late nineteenth century.

republic a government 
system in which many 
individuals share power

hereditary passed 
from one family 
member to another
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Growing trade with the East and new industries made a new group of medieval men wealthy. 
Th ese businessmen, who made their money in banking and cloth production wanted to show 
off  their wealth and status. To do this they commissioned art, architecture, literature and 
music. Th ese patrons had a signifi cant role in the development and spread of the ideas of the 
Renaissance. Artists and intellectuals often moved from place to place in search of a patron, 
spreading the ideas of the Renaissance across Italy and later into Europe. Th e desire to imitate 
and surpass the ancient civilisations of Greece and Rome led to developments in art, architecture, 
literature, music, philosophy, education and science. 

Suju is a very great noble city. They possess silk in great quantities, from which they make gold brocade 
.  .  . and they live by their manufactures and trade. There are also in this city many great philosophers and 
diligent students of nature.

sourCe 2 From the The Travels of Marco Polo, about the kingdoms and marvels of the East

9.3.2 Activities 

CheCk your understAnding

1 Imagine that you are studying at a university 
during the Renaissance, write a diary entry 
describing your reaction to the arrival of the 
Greek scholar Manuel Chrysoloras.

2 Suggest reasons why wealthy people may 
have become patrons of the arts.

3 Explain the role of patrons in spreading the 
changes and ideas of the Renaissance.

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe

4 Read sourCe 2 and explain why Marco Polo 
was impressed by the city of Suju.

5 Read sourCe 2. How accurate is Marco 
Polo’s description of Suju likely to be?

9.3 Putting it All together

identifying Continuity And ChAnge

1 The Renaissance was a time that saw the 
emergence of many new products and new 
ideas. Create a mind map of these changes.
a Begin by putting the central idea of new 

produces and new ideas in the centre.
b Think of as many products and ideas as 

you can and record them. You may like to 
work with a partner.

c Wherever possible record an example 
of a change (e.g. for new books record 
the name of a book, such The Prince by 
Machiavelli). 

d Use arrows to show connections between 
your ideas and products (e.g. you could 
connect the printing press with new books).

2 Begin a timeline of the developments of the 
Renaissance. Leave enough space so that as 
you learn about the period you can continue 
adding events and personalities to your 
timeline.

deterMining historiCAl signifiCAnCe

3 Using your library and the internet research 
examples of art and architecture of ancient 
Greece or Rome. Examine your examples 
and suggest why Renaissance Italians may 
have been so impressed by them.

4 Many wealthy noble and merchant families 
sent their sons to university. What might have 
been the benefi t of a university education 
during the Renaissance?

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au

9.4 Florence: the cradle of 
the Renaissance
9.4.1 New industries 
Th e city of Florence played a leading role in the development of the Renaissance and has 
been described as ‘the cradle of the Renaissance’. It was a busy trading city with many people 
and products passing through each day. In the fi fteenth century Florence had a population 
of 60  000.

patron a person or 
institution who pays for 
a work to be created

philosophy the 
study of the principles 
underlying all knowledge

did you know?

Marco Polo 
(c. 1254–1324) was 
a Venetian traveller 
who returned 
from China and 
Mongolia via the 
Silk Road with 
porcelain, silks, 
spices and jade.
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Florence is located on the banks of the river Arno, which was important for the cloth industry. 
Th e city, surrounded by walls, controlled much of the surrounding countryside. Th e city made use 
of its local produce, such as oil and grain, to feed the population and provided work for people 
from the nearby villages. Previously, wealth had been based almost entirely on land ownership. 
However, during the Renaissance the main sources of economic wealth were banking, trade, 
craft goods and cloth manufacturing. In the fi fteenth century the wool industry employed over 
30  000 workers. Many of these workers were so poor that they were classifi ed as miserabili, because 
they owned so little that they paid no tax. Many of the jobs in the wool and silk industries were 
low-paid, diffi  cult and unpleasant jobs. For example, one part of the manufacturing process 
involved stamping on the wool in large vats containing urine. However, the merchants who 
owned the cloth became very wealthy from the profi ts. 

sourCe 1 A nineteenth-century copy of the Pianta della Cantena, a woodcut made about 1470, showing 
Florence at the height of the Renaissance

9.4.1 Activities 

CheCk your understAnding

1 Compare the sources of wealth during the medieval era and the Renaissance in Florence.
2 In your opinion, were the same people wealthy in both eras? Provide reasons for your opinion.
3 Describe what life was like for the majority of people in Florence.

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe

4 Examine sourCe 1.
a Suggest reasons why most of the buildings were built inside the city walls.
b Which buildings do you think were most important in the city? 
c Examine the buildings closely and suggest what each one may have been used for.
d Suggest what the river Arno may have been used for during the Renaissance.

9.4.2 A guild government 
As banking and cloth manufacturing became more profi table, merchant families campaigned 
for greater access to political power. Unlike some states in Italy, Florence was not ruled by one 
individual, it was a republic. In Florence there were many councils, each with a separate role. 
During the later medieval period, merchants and nobles had fought with one another for the 

merchant a person 
who buys and sells 
goods for profi t
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greatest share of these offi  ces. In 1293, a new law called the Ordinances of Justice changed 
the rules about who could participate in government. To be eligible to vote or have a position 
in any of the political bodies you had to be male, a citizen, pay tax and a member of a guild. 
In Florence during the Renaissance there were seven major and 14 minor guilds divided 
according to profession. Th e seven major guilds were: merchants; judges, lawyers and notaries; 
wool manufacturers and merchants; bankers; silk merchants and manufacturers; physicians 
and pharmacists; and furriers and skinners. As the nobility gained their income from their land 
they could not join a guild. However, many men from noble families used their money and 
friends to fi nd a way around these rules and joined guilds.

On 28 April my name was drawn out as stand-bearer for the militia company. Up until then I had not been 
sure whether my name was in the bags for that offi ce, although I was eager that it should be both for my 
own honour and for that of my heirs  .  .  .  on the very day my name was drawn, I had taken advantage of the 
reprieve granted by the new laws and fi nished paying off my debts to the commune.

sourCe 2 Diary of Gregorio Dati entry from 1412 

The foundation of peace in democratic cities is equality in matters of offi ces and taxes. Our ancestors had 
provided for it, among other things, through the rotation of offi ces.

sourCe 3 A speaker in the council assembly in Florence 

9.4.2 Activities 

CheCk your understAnding

1 Explain how it was decided that a person could participate in government in Florence.
2 What checks and balances were in place in the Florentine government to prevent one individual 

from becoming too powerful?

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe

3 Read sourCe 2.
a What can we learn about the election process in Florence?
b Why was it important that Gregorio Dati had paid off his ‘debts to the commune’ before his 

election to offi ce? 
4 Using sourCe 2 as evidence, explain why Gregorio Dati believed election to offi ce was 

important?
5 How useful is sourCe 2 in helping us to understand the political system in Florence during the 

Renaissance?
6 Read sourCe 3.

a According the speaker how did democratic cities ensure equality in offi ces? 
b The person is making a speech in one of the political bodies in Florence. Evaluate 

how accurate this source is likely to be in describing the government in Florence 
at this time.

9.4.3 The Medici family
Despite the eff orts of Florentines to share power between all eligible families, the government 
was dominated by the wealthiest merchant families. Th ese families used a network of friends 
and family to infl uence politics in the city. Th e most famous of these was the Medici family. 
Th e wealth of the family came mainly from the Medici bank. In the mid-fi fteenth century 
Cosimo Medici came to dominate Florentine politics; however, he took care not to attract 
jealousy by riding on a donkey. Cosimo continued to infl uence Florentine politics until 
his death in 1464. Th e Medici family were important fi gures in Florence, their infl uence 
continuing under Cosimo’s son Piero and then his grandson Lorenzo. Th e infl uence of the 
family ceased for a time with the banishing of Piero the Younger from Florence in 1494, 

guild an association 
of craftsmen

did you know?

Florentines were so 
concerned about 
one person taking 
control of the city 
that they created 
a number of rules 
around election 
to offi ce. These 
included using 
bags to draw out 
names at random 
and voting using 
coloured beans for 
anonymity. 

UNCORRECTED P
AGE P

ROOFS



336 Jacaranda History Alive 8 Victorian Curriculum

c09RenaissanceItaly 336 October 21, 2016 11:36 AM

when the Florentine government was angered because he made a deal on their behalf with the 
French to surrender the city. Th e Medici family returned to Florence in 1512 and established 
themselves as dukes of the city.

sourCe 4 The Procession of the Magi by Benozzo Gozzoli shows Cosimo Medici riding a donkey in the 
bottom left corner of the painting.

Although he was the chief man in Florence, he never overstepped the bounds of prudence .  .  . he never 
appeared anything but a simple citizen. 

sourCe 5 Niccolò Machiavelli wrote about Cosimo Medici in his History of Florence.

.  .  . not so much a citizen as the master of his city. Political councils were held at his house; the magistrates he 
nominated were elected; he was king in all but name and state. 

sourCe 6 Pope Pius II writing about Cosimo Medici 

Whoever keeps in with the Medici does well for himself.

sourCe 7 Alessandro Strozzi wrote about the great infl uence Cosimo Medici had over Florence.

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au
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9.4.3 Activities 

CheCk your understAnding

1 Explain why it was important to keep on good terms with 
the wealthy merchant families of the city.

2 Explain why Cosimo Medici rode on a donkey. Do you 
think this strategy was effective?

3 Explain how that actions of Piero the Younger contradicted 
the republican ideals of the Florentine government.

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe

4 Study sourCes 4–7. What evidence is there that Cosimo 
Medici was a powerful man in Florence?

5 Look carefully at sourCe 4. It is a painting of the three 
wise men.
a Why do you think Cosimo Medici has placed himself in 

the painting? 
b What is he trying to suggest about himself?

6 Some parts of sourCe 4 are factually inaccurate. Is the 
painting still useful to historians trying to understand 
Renaissance society?

7 What do we learn from Pope Pius II (sourCe 6) and 
Alessandra Strozzi (sourCe 7) about the methods 
Cosimo Medici used to infl uence politics in Florence?

8 Given that Machiavelli was from Florence why might his 
account of Cosimo Medici (sourCe 5) differ from Pope 
Pius II (sourCe 6)?

9.4.4 Interest in the classical world
Th e wealthy merchants of Florence were among 
the fi rst people in Italy to have an interest in 
the classical world and played in an important 
role in the Renaissance as patrons. Th ey paid 
for a range of work to be created for churches, 
public buildings and private collections. Cosimo 
Medici was a great patron of humanists, artists, 
sculptors and architects. He gave money to 
humanist thinkers Poggio Bracciolini and Marsilio 
Ficino, as well as commissioning the translation 
of Diogenes Laertius’ Lives of Philosopher’s. Both 
Donatello’s David and Judith and Holofernes were 
commissioned by Cosimo for his palace. He paid 
for work on several churches in Florence including 
the Church of San Marco. Cosimo’s grandson 
Lorenzo Medici was also a great patron and 
commissioned a range of work including Sandro 
Botticelli’s Primavera. In the early Renaissance the 
patron and not the craftsmen decided many of the 
details of a work. Th is could include selecting the 
content, composition and colours in a painting. 
For this reason the patron was often considered the 
creator of a work. Th e banker Giovanni Ruccellai 
commissioned Leon Battista Alberti to create the 
façade of the church Santa Maria Novella. In the 
inscription on the façade, Ruccellai names himself 
as the maker. Many wealthy merchant families, 
such as the Strozzi in sourCe 8, built their families 
new palaces. Ruccellai wrote that his spending on 
architecture refl ected ‘his desire to honour God 
and his city and in memory of himself ’. 

9.4.4 Activities 

CheCk your understAnding

1 Identify the different reasons individuals paid for works 
of art and architecture.

2 Explain how a patron might infl uence the nature of 
an artwork.

3 Explain why Giovanni Ruccellai paid for architecture.

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe

4 Examine sourCe 8 and suggest what impression Filippo 
Strozzi was trying to create about himself and his family 
with the design of his family palace.

sourCe 8 The Strozzi Palace was begun 
in 1489 by Benedetto da Maiano for Filippo 
Strozzi. Filippo bought and demolished a 
number of buildings on the site to make 
enough space for the new palace but he 
did not move from the site of his families’ 
original house.

did you know?

Girolamo 
Savonarola was a 
Catholic priest who 
accused political 
and religious 
leaders of being 
corrupt. He was 
also very critical 
of the classical 
infl uences in 
literature, art and 
sculpture, which 
he described 
as pagan. He 
was particularly 
critical of the 
Medici family, 
who he thought 
were taxing the 
poor of Florence 
too heavily. He 
encouraged his 
followers to burn 
items he regarded 
as sinful, such as 
books, art and 
luxury items in the 
Bonfi res of the 
Vanities. He was 
hang and burnt for 
his criticism of the 
church.
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9.4 Putting it All together

AnAlysing CAuse And effeCt

1 Which group or groups in Florence participated the most 
in the changes of the Renaissance? Why do you think this 
was the case? Share your ideas in a class discussion. 

identifying Continuity And ChAnge

2 Draw a cartoon strip that explains how Florence was 
governed throughout the Renaissance. Begin with the 
landowning nobles in power, include a description of the 
Republican structure, the control of the Medici family and 
end with the Medici Dukes. Don’t forget to include the 
expulsion of Piero the Younger in 1494.

3 Draw a Venn diagram of the similarities and differences 
between a modern republic and the republic of Florence.

deterMining historiCAl signifiCAnCe

4 Research some of the worst jobs in the Renaissance. 
For example, you may look up the role of a ‘fuller’ or a 
‘carder’ who worked in the wool industry. What were the 
conditions of this job?

5 Research how the river Arno in Florence was used in 
cloth making during the Renaissance. What was the 
impact of cloth making on the health of the river.

6 Research one member of the Medici family. 
(Consider fi nding out about one of female members 
of the family such as Lucrezia Tornabuoni or Catherine 
Medici). How did this individual contribute to 
Renaissance society?

9.5 Venice: the serene republic
9.5.1 A city built on a lagoon 
Venice was a republic ruled by wealthy merchants. By the thirteenth century it had become a strong 
naval power and a centre of trade at the crossroads between Europe, Asia and the Middle East.

From humble origins on a lagoon in the Adriatic Sea, Venice grew to be one of the richest and 
most powerful city-states in Italy. Th e city is built on marshy islands so that the buildings appear 
to rise from the sea. Th e early Venetians were fi shermen and sailors. Th ey traded fi sh and salt for 
the products they could not grow. By the fi fteenth century, Venice had a trading network that 
went in all directions as you can see in sourCe 3. Th ey had ports down the Adriatic coast through 
the Greek islands to Egypt, the Far East, to Constantinople and the Black Sea. Venetian ships 
brought timber, grain, salt, fruit and wine from the Mediterranean. From the East they brought 
silks, spices, drugs and jewels. People came great distances to do business in Venice. Many people 
came to live in Venice to do business including, Greeks, Albanians, Turks and Germans.

Cardinal Bessarion, himself from Greece, was one of many immigrants who came to live in 
Venice. In a letter of 1468 he said ‘As all peoples of almost the entire world gather in your city, 
so  .  .  .  do the Greeks’. 

sourCe 1 The city of Venice was built on a lagoon 
and had streets of water. People moved around the city 
on foot or by boat.

sourCe 2 A Venetian noble was not allowed to call his home a 
palace. He had to call it a ca’, short for casa, a house.
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sourCe 3 Map of the Venetian sea trade routes 
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9.5.1 Activities 

CheCk your understAnding

1 Explain why it was necessary for Venetians to trade goods.
2 Was Cardinal Bessarion impressed by the mix of people 

in Venice? Justify your answer.
3 Imagine that you have recently arrived in Venice to do 

business. Write an account of your time in the city. 
Describe the city, including the other people you see and 
the types of goods being traded.

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe

4 Examine sourCe 1 and suggest how the canals would 
have affected the appearance of Venice and the daily life 
of people in the city.

5 Examine sourCe 2 and suggest why the Venetian 
government preferred the word ca’ to palace.

6 Using sourCe 3, explain what was traded by the 
Venetians in each location.

9.5.2 Ship building
In order to trade goods the Venetians built large ships or galleys. Ship building was so important 
to the economy that it was controlled by the government. By 1560 it was the largest industrial 
site in Europe employing over 2000 workers. Th e Venetians used standardised parts for easy 
replacement. In times of emergency a ship could be built very quickly. In 1570 they built 
100 ships in two months. Because ship building was so important the craftsmen were given 
special pay and conditions. Th is included ceremonial roles like being body guards to the head of 
the Venetian republic. However, the arsenalotti, as they were known, were not allowed to leave 
Venice because they might share the secrets of Venetian ship buildings.

Out came a galley towed by a boat and from the windows they handed rope from one, bread from another, 
arms from another  .  .  .  and when the galley reached the end  .  .  .  all the necessary men were on board. 

sourCe 4 A Spanish visitor’s description of a Venetian ship fi lled with supplies

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au

arsenalotti craftsmen 
who built ships in Venice
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9.5.2 Activities 

CheCk your understAnding

1 Why was ship building important in Venice?
2 How did the Venetian government try to control the arsenalotti?
3 How did the Venetians make it easier to replace parts on the ships?

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe

4 Explain what we learn from the Spanish visitor in sourCe 4 about the how the galleys were loaded.

9.5.3 The Venetian Republic
Venice was a republic from 1297 until 1797 when the city surrendered to Napoleon. During this 
period Venetians enjoyed political stability. In 1297, a law was passed declaring that only men 
whose families had their name in the Book of Gold were eligible for political offi  ce. Although 
they were called nobles these men earned their income from trade. All eligible men over the age 
of 30 were expected to sit in the Great Council when they were in Venice. Th e Great Council 

was the fi rst level of Venetian government. Its main 
function was to elect the other councils. Th e Venetian 
government was made up of several councils each with 
its own function. Th e head of the Venetian government 
was called the Doge. Th e Doge was elected through a 
very complicated process. He could do very little by 
himself. In fact he was not allowed to open his own 
mail or receive visitors alone. Th is was to prevent 
him from becoming too powerful. Both Venice and 
Florence were ruled by rich merchants who were 
determined to limit the power of individual men and 
families. Th erefore, they used complicated voting to 
prevent vote rigging and multiple councils to spread 
the power of offi  ce.

Venetians and her visitors were impressed by the 
beauty of the city. Th ey admired her canals, richly 
adorned buildings, thriving economy and diverse 
population. Art, architecture and sculpture were paid 
for to enhance the image of the Republic. Titian, 
Tintoretto, Veronese, Sansovino and Palladio all 
produced works that glorifi ed Venice. Priuli said that 
she appeared to be ‘built more by divine will than 
human hand’.

9.5.3 Activities 

CheCk your understAnding

1 Explain why the city of Venice was admired.
2 Explain why the Venetians used a complicated 

voting system to elect the Doge.
3 Why might Priuli have believed that Venice was 

made by divine will? 

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe

4 Study sourCe 5.
a Identify the gifts Juno is giving to Venice. 
b What might each of the gifts represent? 
c Use your library and the internet to research the 

ancient Roman god Juno. What impression are 
the Venetians trying to create of themselves by 
depicted their city as a woman receiving these 
gifts from Juno?

sourCe 5 Juno bestowing gifts on 
Venice by Paolo Veronese, 1553–1554. 
The fi gure above is the ancient Roman 
god Juno and she is showering gifts on 
Venice, who is represented as a woman.
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9.5 Putting it All together

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe

1 Examine sourCe 3. Note the locations of the Venetians ports along the trade routes. Suggest 
why the Venetians may have needed these ports along their trade routes.

2 The Venetians had a large empire, in part to protect their sea ports. Venetian rule could be harsh 
or benevolent. Select one sea port in the Venetian empire and use your library and the internet to 
fi nd out about its history as a Venetian colony. Some questions you should investigate are:
a How did the Venetians rule? 
b What evidence is there of Venetian infl uence? 
c What was the culture of the native people? 

deterMining historiCAl signifiCAnCe

3 What evidence is there that the Venetians had connections with other cultures?
4 How important was the empire of sea ports to the Venetian economy?

did you know?

Festivals were 
used to affi rm 
the image of 
the state. For 
example, during 
the Ascension Day 
celebrations the 
Doge dropped a 
gold ring into the 
sea and declared, 
‘we wed you, sea, 
in token of true 
dominion’.

9.6 Renaissance society
9.6.1 The importance of family
Many institutions were important during the Renaissance. Family was an important source of 
comfort and support. In the growing cities of the Renaissance, people also relied on connections 
with the people living in their local area. Another important institution was the parish Church, 
where signifi cant occasions were celebrated and which held many feasts days and festivals.

For many people, their family provided guidance, advice and connections. As recommendations 
were essential, people also depended on their family and friends to make introductions for them. 
For the merchant families these networks were essential for conducting business. For the working 
class and women, networks allowed them to develop new friendships and ask for favours. Local 
identity and relationships were very important in the Renaissance. In Venice, every autumn men 
from two districts, the Castellani and the Nicolotti, staged fi ghts called ‘the war of the fi sts’ on 
bridges for the pride of their sestieri (district). Th e fi ghts were bloody and ferocious.

sourCe 1 Piazza del Mercato Vecchio, Florence (The Piazza of the Old Market) by Jan 
van der Straet, 1555. The piazza was a large open space where people gathered to shop, 
socialise and conduct business.
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9.6.1 Activities 

CheCk your understAnding

1 Explain the types of assistance family and friends provided an individual.

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe

2 Examine sourCe 1.
a Describe the types of social interactions you can see in the painting.
b What do you notice about the people in the painting? 
c Who is in the market? 
d Who do you not see in the market? Why might this be?

9.6.2 The role of the Church 
Th e Catholic Church continued to play an important role in most people’s lives in Italy during 
the Renaissance. Signifi cant occasions like birth, engagement, marriage and death were usually 
marked in the parish church. Th roughout the year numerous religious feasts and festivals were held 
expressing religious devotion and pride in the city-state. Th e Pope was the head of the Catholic 
Church. He was also a powerful political fi gure with his own army. Although most people accepted 
its teachings, some began to question the abuses of power and corruption within the Church.

The size of the multitude is  .  .  .  hard to believe; both sexes and every age and station were represented. The 
Doge himself with a great bank of leading men.

sourCe 2 Ascension Day celebrations in Venice as described by Petrarch

9.6.2 Activities 

CheCk your understAnding

1 Explain the role of the Church in people’s lives during the Renaissance.

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe

2 What does sourCe 2 tell us about the signifi cance of the celebration of Ascension Day?

9.6.3 Women in Renaissance Italy
Renaissance Italy was a patriarchal society that favoured men. Women were generally believed 
to be inferior to men. However, there were exceptions. Some men educated their daughters 
and trusted their wives with important tasks like managing the estate while they were away on 
business. Women generally received a limited education that prepared them for tasks in the 
home. Th e women of noble or merchant families tended to be restricted to the home, while 
poorer families could not do without the work of women. Th ese women often worked as 
servants, spinners or leather workers. For women from wealthy families, the parish church was 
a welcomed outlet for socialisation.

Many of the decisions in the life of Renaissance women were made by her male relations. For 
the wealthy, marriage was a chance to form alliances between two families and the match was a 
family decision. For example, Cosimo Medici was married to Contessina Bardi, who was from an 
old Florentine family. Th e bride and groom could not see each other until the ceremony. Women 
were usually married between the ages of 15 and 19. Men tended to marry in their mid-twenties 
or later. Nanini Medici wrote in frustration to her brother Lorenzo ‘Don’t be born a woman if 
you want to have your own way’. 

In order to marry a women needed to have a dowry. As a women could not marry without a 
dowry, wealthy individuals donated dowries to poor girls in their city. However, some girls from 
poor families had to work for years to earn enough to marry. Women had few options outside of 
marriage. Some became nuns, but even a convent required a dowry. Some women without family 
who could help them were forced into prostitution. Th e dowries of merchant women became so 
large that Alessandra Strozzi declared ‘Whoever takes a wife wants money’. 

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au

dowry money and 
property that a woman 
brought with her 
when she married
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I resolved to get married. Since Guido di Messer Tommaso 
was the most respected and infl uential man in the city, I 
decided to put the matter in his hands and leave the choice of 
bride up to him.

sourCe 3 Diary of Buonaccorso Pitti

9.6.3 Activities 

CheCk your understAnding

1 Explain in what ways life was diffi cult for women during 
the Renaissance.

2 Explain the purpose of marriage for merchant 
families.

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe

3 How might Nanini Medici be different from most 
Renaissance women? Does this make her statement a 
less useful source for historians? Provide reasons for 
your answer.

4 a  What does Alessandra Strozzi tell us about 
Renaissance attitudes to marriage?

b Evaluate whether Alessandra Strozzi is likely to 
be a reliable source about marriage in Renaissance 
Italy.

5 What evidence is there in sourCe 3 that Buonaccorso 
Pitti hoped to increased his own status through his 
marriage?

9.6.4 Childhood in Renaissance Italy
Life was short in Renaissance times, with few people living 
into their forties. Working class houses usually had no 
more than two rooms, a bed, table and bench, and a few 
utensils. Yet in most families a child was born every two 
years. In poorer families particularly, most children did not 
live long enough to reach adulthood. Childbirth itself was 
so dangerous that it was common for women to make their 
wills before a baby was due to be born.

In all social classes children were regarded as little adults 
and expected to dress and behave like their elders. But, 
unlike their elders, children had no rights. Peasant and 
artisan children usually had no formal education. In peasant 
families children were put to work in the fi elds as soon 
as they were old enough to be useful. In artisan families, 
children would work alongside their fathers from an early 
age, with boys normally learning the father’s trade through 
apprenticeships from about age fourteen.

It was only among the wealthy classes that childhood 
began to be seen as a period of freedom from the 
responsibilities of adult life. Upper class boys usually 
attended colleges from around age seven to fi fteen unless 
they had home tutors. Upper class girls might attend a 
convent school until they were married or became nuns. 

In all classes, girls had less status than boys. Babies were 
often abandoned or left at orphanages because their parents 
had died, were unmarried or could not aff ord to keep them. 

sourCe 4 This painting of Lucrezia Borgia (1480–1519) was 
created by the artist Pinturicchio. She was the daughter of 
Rodrigo Borgia, who later became Pope Alexander VI, and 
Vannozza dei Cattanei, one of Rodrigo’s mistresses. The 
Borgia family was ruthless and corrupt, but also wealthy 
and very powerful. The family arranged several marriages 
for Lucrezia to further their own power and infl uence. It is 
generally believed that Lucrezia’s brother, Cesare, had her 
second husband murdered.

sourCe 5 This illustration appeared in a Grammar text 
by Elio Donato and shows Maximiliano Sorfza at school. 
Maximiliano Sorfza was the son of the Duke of Milan, 
Ludovico Sorfza, and he became duke himself in 1512.
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The records of the city-states show that two-thirds of all abandoned babies were girls. To relieve 
the burden on poor families, many girls were sent out to work as servants in wealthy households. 
Although some were treated well by their employers, others suffered physical and sexual abuse 
and the laws gave them little protection from such treatment.

9.6.4 Activities 

CheCk your understAnding

1 How did childhood vary between peasant, artisan and merchant families?
2 What extra risks did female babies and children face during the Renaissance?

9.6.5 Social minorities 
Not all groups were treated equally in Italian society during the Renaissance. Non-Italians 
were often excluded in various ways, as were slaves, prostitutes and homosexuals. People of the 
Jewish faith were a vital part of Venetian society during the Renaissance as they provided loans 
to the Venetian merchants. The financial service provided by Jews was essential to the Venetian 
economy, however, as Christians, the Venetians had some prejudices about the Jewish culture. 
As a result, Jewish people were subjected to a number of laws. In 1516, a law required all Jews to 
live in one location — the area of the Foundry. Jews were also subjected to a curfew that meant 
they had to be indoors at sundown. The Jewish community was made to pay for the walls of the 
ghetto and for the wages of Christian guards. 

9.6.5 Activities 

CheCk your understAnding

1 Explain the restrictions that were placed on Jewish people in Venice during the Renaissance.

9.6 Putting it All together

AnAlysing CAuse And effeCt

1 As well as people of the Jewish faith, many other groups lived in Venice during the Renaissance, 
including Greeks, Germans and Turks. Select one group and research how they were treated. Pay 
attention to the privileges and restrictions placed on your chosen group. 

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe

2 Examine sourCe 5 and record the activities you see in the illustration. This illustration appeared 
in a book describing the different parts of language, or grammar. Suggest reasons why Elio 
Donato might have included Sorfza in the image?

3 Write four questions a historian investigating the Renaissance could ask when analysing 
sourCe 3.

4 Use the internet to research the life of Lucrezia Borgia (see sourCe 4). Prepare a presentation in 
which you give a brief outline of her life and explain what her story reveals about the character of 
Renaissance Italian society and the position of women in that society.

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au

9.7 Artistic stars of the  
Renaissance
9.7.1 Renaissance painting and sculpture
Many people consider the Italian Renaissance artists, sculptors and architects to be among 
the greatest of all time. Among the most famous are Michelangelo Buonarotti (1475–1564), 
Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519), Raphael (1488–1520) and Titian (1488–1576). 

During the Renaissance, there was a great increase in demand for the works of talented 
painters, sculptors and architects, and cities competed to attract them by promising great rewards. 

did you know?

The term ‘ghetto’ 
may come from 
the Italian getto 
meaning foundry 
or from barghetto, 
a small section of 
town.
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Renaissance visual artists created works that were diff erent in style from most art of the Middle 
Ages (compare sourCes 1 and 2). Artists experimented with technique, light and colour. Unlike 
earlier artists, they used rich colours and tried to show depth in scenes by painting perspectives 
and distances realistically. Th is gave their paintings the feeling of having three dimensions. Artists 
began to use oil paint, and many of them created frescoes on buildings by applying paint to wet 
lime plaster.

Many medieval sculptures were shallow fi gures carved out of a background, known as relief 
sculptures. Renaissance sculptors were inspired by ancient Greek statues of the classical style that 
had developed in the fi fth century BCE. Th ey were also inspired by Roman statues that copied 
this Greek style. To achieve realism, Renaissance painters and sculptors used live models to create 
the fi gures in their works. Th ey also studied anatomy to gain a better understanding of how the 
human body functions and moves.

sourCe 1 An illustration from a medieval manuscript 
depicting the Three Graces (goddesses from Greek and 
Roman myths)

sourCe 2 A detail from Sandro Botticelli’s painting 
Primavera (c. 1482) showing the Three Graces

Subject matter
Like medieval artists, Renaissance artists still painted religious scenes, especially scenes depicting 
events in the Bible and the lives of saints. However, many also worked on other subjects 
including scenes from Greek and Roman myths, landscapes and portraits, especially of their 
wealthy patrons.

fresco a picture 
painted on a freshly 
plastered wall or ceiling

anatomy the 
scientifi c study of the 
structure of the body
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sourCe 3 The sculpture shows the Trajan priest 
Laocoön and his sons being crushed to death 
by snakes. The sculpture was rediscovered in a 
vineyard in Esquiline Hill on 14 January 1506 and 
had an great impact on Michelangelo.

sourCe 4 Moses by Michelangelo, 1515, 
was infl uenced by the rediscovered classical 
sculpture of Laocoön shown in sourCe 3.

9.7.1 Activities 

CheCk your understAnding

1 How did art change during the Renaissance?
2 Why did artists study anatomy?

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe

3 Compare sourCes 1 and 2. Identify three differences between the styles of these two artworks 
using the following headings:
• Depth
• Realism
• Colour.

4 Examine sourCes 3 and 4. What evidence is there that Michelangelo was infl uenced by the 
discovery of Laocoon?

did you know?

Antonio Pollaiuolo, 
who lived during 
the fi fteenth 
century, was 
probably the fi rst 
artist to dissect 
(cut up) human 
corpses to 
study anatomy. 
Leonardo da Vinci 
did the same and 
even discovered 
that hardening of 
the arteries was a 
cause of death in 
older people.

9.7.2 Renaissance architecture
Like Renaissance sculptors, Renaissance architects were inspired 
by the reawakened interest in the knowledge and techniques 
of ancient Greece and Rome. Th e remains of ancient Roman 
buildings with their Greek columns and Roman arches and domes 
stood in many places, especially in Italy. Architects copied their 
styles and techniques to design new buildings. 

Among the most brilliant of their works is the dome of the 
Cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore in Florence. Th e building 
of this church had commenced in 1296. In 1419 Filippo 
Brunelleschi (1377–1446) won a competition to design its 
dome. Brunelleschi was inspired by the dome on the Pantheon, 
but he devised unique solutions to the problem of constructing 
a dome of such size. He used a herringbone design and a 
double skin. His completed dome is considered one of the 
greatest architectural achievements of the Renaissance (see in 
sourCe 1 9.2 Examining the evidence).

sourCe 5 Michelangelo 
Buonarotti’s famous Pieta 
(meaning ‘pity’). The marble 
sculpture depicts Mary holding 
the body of her son Jesus 
Christ after his crucifi xion.
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sourCe 6 The School of Athens by Raphael, showing Aristotle and Plato in discussion in the centre of 
the painting.

9.7.2 Activities 

CheCk your understAnding

1 What subject matter did Renaissance artists 
include in their work?

2 What ancient styles inspired Renaissance 
sculptors and architects?

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe

3 Look closely at sourCe 5.
a Describe the details of the sculpture.

b Describe the emotional effect of the 
sculpture.

c What would have been the diffi culties 
of carving this out of a single piece of 
marble?

4 Examine sourCe 6 and identify as many 
classical infl uences as you can. Pay attention 
to the use of perspective, the use of columns 
and arches, the fi gures and the style of dress.

did you know?

The home was 
regarded as the 
place for women 
in Renaissance 
Italy. However, 
by the sixteenth 
century humanist 
infl uence made it 
possible for a few 
women from the 
upper classes to 
study painting. 
Although women 
were barred 
from academies 
where male 
nudes provided 
models, some 
women managed 
to become 
successful artists. 
Among them 
were Sofonisba 
Anguissola; 
Marietta Robusti, 
the daughter of 
the famous artist 
Tintoretto; and 
Caterina dei Vigri, 
a nun.

9.7 Putting it All together

identifying Continuity And ChAnge

1 What were the greatest changes in art, sculpture and architecture during the Renaissance?
2 Select one famous Renaissance artist, sculptor or architect and research their work. Find at least 

two examples of their work and explain the qualities of the work. 

9.8 The spread of the Renaissance
9.8.1 A widening movement
From about 1450, the Renaissance spread from Italy to Europe. Historians call this movement 
the Northern Renaissance. Ideas were spread in several ways: through wealthy individuals 
importing Italian art and employing Italian artists and architects; through trade; through 
northern European students attending Italian universities; and through northern writers and 
scholars who were infl uenced by Italian humanism. But the most important reason for the spread 
of Renaissance ideas was the growing availability of printed books.

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au
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Infl uential scholars, such as Erasmus and Rabelais, spread humanist ideas as they travelled. 
King Francis I of France brought in Italian artists, including Leonardo da Vinci, to paint for 
his court. Several Italian artists came to Poland from the mid-fi fteenth century. King Ivan III 
brought in Italian architects to design Russian buildings. Young Hungarians studying in Italy 
returned with humanist ideas and, in the late fi fteenth century, the Hungarian city of Buda 
became an important centre of the arts with one of Europe’s greatest collections of books.

Th e spread of the Renaissance was not about the copying of Italian ideas but the development 
of them. In Northern Europe, the brothers Hubert and Jan van Eyck perfected techniques of 
painting in oils. Th is enabled paintings to survive for a longer period of time. In the Netherlands, 
the painter and printmaker Pieter Bruegel (1525–1569) followed Italian artists in depicting 
scenes from the Bible. An example is his famous Massacre of the Innocents (1565–7), which 
depicts the biblical story of King Herod’s attempt to wipe out all young male children in ancient 
Bethlehem. However, Bruegel also explored other ideas in his artwork, such as the horrors of war 
in his Triumph of Death (1562), and he went on to infl uence many artists through his landscapes 
and scenes of peasant life.

9.8.1 Activities 

CheCk your understAnding

1 How did trade, students, scholars and artists contribute to the spread of Renaissance culture?
2 Which European city had a great collection of books by the late fi fteenth century?

9.8.2 The English Renaissance
Some historians have argued that cultural developments in England were unrelated to the 
movement that began in Italy. However, from the early sixteenth century, Renaissance culture 
fl ourished in England, especially through the works of poets such as John Milton and John 
Donne, and playwrights such as Christopher Marlowe and William Shakespeare. Of all the great 
fi gures of the English Renaissance, none has had a more lasting infl uence than Shakespeare.

sourCe 1 A modern artist’s impression of printers producing books on a fi fteenth-century printing press

 A  Metal letters, numbers and symbols 
called ‘type’ were arranged and rearranged 
side by side in rows held together by a 
frame to create each page of print.

 C  A press, adapted from a 
wine press for squashing grapes, 
was pulled down to press sheets 
of paper against the ink-covered 
type in the frame.

 B  A frame of type was 
then fi xed onto the press 
and the surface of the type 
was covered with ink.

 d  The press was raised 
and the printed pages were 
removed. The complete sets of 
pages were bound together to 
make a copy of a book.

 d

 d

 A

 B

 C
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The printing press
Even though many Europeans were illiterate, no means of spreading Renaissance ideas was more 
important than the printing press. A form of printing with moveable type had been used in China 
since the late tenth century, but the fi rst European printing press was developed in Germany 
between 1440 and 1452 by Johannes Gutenberg (1398–1468), a goldsmith. Before Gutenberg’s 
press, books had to be copied by hand or printed from wooden blocks on which each letter had to 
be hand-carved. Th is process was very time consuming and therefore very expensive.

Gutenberg’s press and those that improved upon it used movable metal type. Th is enabled 
books and pamphlets to be mass-produced so that ideas could circulate widely. Books were 
generally printed in Latin because it was the international language of scholars. Th ey were also 
printed in the various languages used by the peoples of Europe. Th e fi rst book produced on 
Gutenberg’s press was the Gutenberg Bible, which was completed in 1456.

9.8.2 Activities 

CheCk your understAnding

1 Who developed the printing press?
2 How were books printed before using the printing press?
3 How many pages could a Renaissance press produce in a day?

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe

4 Examine sourCe 1 and explain what skills might have been needed to operate a Renaissance 
printing press.

9.8 Putting it All together

deterMining historiCAl signifiCAnCe

1 Rank in order of signifi cance the factors that spread the ideas of the Renaissance. Provide 
reasons to justify the choice of most important factor.

9.9 A scientific revolution
9.9.1 The humanists
During the Renaissance, there was a renewed interest in a broad curriculum including a range 
of subjects like poetry, music, mathematics, rhetoric and science. Th erefore, a scholar could be 
a priest, philosopher, scientist, artist and inventor. Th at is 
why the terms ‘Renaissance man’ and ‘Renaissance woman’ 
are still used to describe someone whose knowledge spans a 
wide range of fi elds of study. 

Th e ideas of the humanists also encouraged people to use 
their talents to create, invent and explore. For example Pico 
della Mirandola (1463–1494) was a humanist who argued 
that God gave humans the potential to achieve great things 
if they used their talents.

Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519)
Leonardo was one of the most remarkable of all the 
Italian Renaissance thinkers. He is most famous for his 
art, especially the Mona Lisa — arguably the most famous 
of all paintings. But he also conducted observations and 
experiments in biology, anatomy, geology, engineering, 
astronomy, mathematics and music. Leonardo was a 
great inventor. Among Leonardo’s many designs was an 
underwater diving suit, a robot and a glider.

hilt the handle of a 
sword or dagger

did you know?

A Renaissance 
printing press 
could produce 
3600 pages 
in a day. It has 
been estimated 
that more than 
20 million copies 
of books had 
been produced on 
printing presses by 
1500. By the late 
sixteenth century, 
ten times as many 
had been printed.

sourCe 1 Self-portrait of 
Leonardo da Vinci

did you know?

Leonardo da 
Vinci recorded his 
observations, ideas 
and inventions in 
over 4000 pages 
of notebooks. 
These have to be 
read with a mirror 
because Leonardo 
wrote everything 
backwards.
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sourCe 3 In 2002, Steve Roberts built a glider based entirely 
on Leonardo’s sketches and instructions produced between 1490 
and 1505. Roberts used only materials that would have been 
available in Leonardo’s time. The glider reached 10 metres above 
the ground and fl ew for up to 17 seconds on its longest fl ight.

sourCe 2 Leonardo da Vinci’s sketch and instructions 
for building a glider

Nicolaus Copernicus (1473–1543)
Copernicus was a Polish astronomer who developed a theory that put the Sun, rather than the 
Earth, at the centre of the universe. Th e Catholic Church held the view that the Earth was 
the centre of the universe and that the Sun, Moon and planets revolved around it. Th is belief 
had come from the ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle and had been described by the Greek 
astronomer Ptolemy in the second century CE.

Copernicus spent many years investigating the movements of heavenly bodies and, in 1515, he 
sent copies of his fi ndings to other astronomers. After further 
study, Copernicus published his theory in a book called On 
the Revolution of Heavenly Spheres (1543). Copernicus’s model 
of the planetary system is called a heliocentric system. It states 
that the Earth revolves around the Sun in a year and rotates 
on its axis once every 24 hours. 
Giordano Bruno (1548–1600)
Some thinkers were burned as heretics. Th at was the fate of 
Italian friar, philosopher, astronomer and mathematician 
Giordano Bruno who accepted Copernicus’s ideas but 
took them further, recognising that the Sun is just one of 
billions of suns in the universe. Several of Bruno’s religious 
ideas also diff ered from those of the Church. In 1600, the 
Roman Inquisition found him guilty of heresy and had 
him burned at the stake.
Andreas Vesalius (1514–1564)
Vesalius is often called ‘the father of human anatomy’ 
because of his contributions to understanding the human 
body. Th e Catholic Church banned people from dissecting 
human bodies. Th is meant that up to early modern times, 
doctors had to rely on the writings of ancient Greeks 
such as Hippocrates and Galen for their understanding 
of anatomy. Th is made it very diffi  cult to treat injuries 
and disease. Vesalius defi ed the Church and obtained 
the permission of the local law courts to dissect and 
conduct experiments on the bodies of people who had 
been executed. In 1543, Vesalius published a book with 
drawings of diff erent parts of the body and explanations of 
how they worked.

sourCe 4 An illustration of the 
human skeleton that Vesalius 
published in 1543

heretics people 
who expressed ideas 
that contradicted 
the teaching of the 
Catholic Church

friar a member 
of a Catholic order 
who was supposed 
to live in poverty

roman inquisition 
a system of tribunals 
set up by the Catholic 
Church during the 
sixteenth century to 
censor literature and 
prosecute people 
accused of heresy 
and other crimes
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Galileo Galilei (1564–1642)
Galileo was an Italian astronomer, physicist, mathematician, philosopher and inventor. He 
developed a telescope and carried out observations that enabled him to prove that Copernicus was 
right about the movement of the Earth and other planets. Galileo published his fi ndings in 1632, 
and in the following year the Roman Inquisition charged him with heresy and threatened him with 
torture. As he was found to be ‘suspect of heresy’, he was forced to recant and was kept under house 
arrest for the remainder of his life.

sourCe 5 Trial of Galileo, painted in the seventeenth century

9.9.1 Activities 

CheCk your understAnding

1 What is meant by the term ‘Renaissance 
man’ or ‘Renaissance women’?

2 Name three inventions of Leonardo da Vinci.
3 What was the theory of Copernicus? How 

was his theory different from commonly held 
theories at the time?

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe

4 How do sourCes 2 and 3 support the claim 
that Leonardo da Vinci, shown in sourCe 1, 
was a revolutionary thinker?

5 Study sourCe 4. Explain why Vesalius 
was able to depict the human skeleton so 
accurately and why it had been diffi cult to 
create accurate anatomical drawings 
before his time.

6 Working in small groups, write a script and 
perform a role-play based on the events 
depicted in sourCe 5. Try to convey the 
different perspectives of Galileo and the 
judges and prosecutors of the Roman 
Inquisition.

anatomical drawings 
drawings showing the 
workings of organs and 
systems of the body

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au

9.9 Putting it All together

deterMining historiCAl signifiCAnCe 

1 Choose one of the thinkers from the 
following list:
a Konrad Gessner (1516–1565)
b Sir Francis Bacon (1561–1626)
c Johannes Kepler (1571–1630)

d Geradus Mercator (1512–1594)
e William Gilbert, also known as Gilbard 

(1544–1603).
Conduct research and write a one-page biography 
of your chosen thinker, describing his contribution 
to science and technology. 

recant to take back a 
former opinion, usually 
with a confession that 
you were wrong
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9.10 The Reformation and 
Counter-Reformation
9.10.1 Luther challenges the Church
As the name suggests the Reformation began as a series of unrelated attempts to reform the 
Catholic Church. Th e people who made these attempts were called Protestants, because they were 
protesting a specifi c aspect of the Catholic Church at the time. In particular, Protestants believed 
in the central place of the Bible in determining Christian doctrine and that the Bible should be 
translated into the vernacular language so that everyone could read it. However, as a result of 
these calls for change, signifi cant and permanent divisions occurred within the Christian Church. 

Martin Luther was a German Catholic monk and a professor at the University of 
Wittenberg. Luther believed that some Church teachings were not supported by the Bible. 
He disagreed with the Church’s practices of selling indulgences (making people pay to have 
a dead person’s soul enter heaven) and selling positions of authority in the Church. He 
was also angry that many priests, who had taken vows of chastity, lived openly in sexual 
relationships.

Martin Luther believed that the Bible was the ultimate 
source of Christian teaching. He translated the Bible from 
Latin, Hebrew and ancient Greek into German. Th e project 
took him many years and the German New Testament was 
published in 1522. A complete translation was published 
in 1534. Many copies of the Bible were sold thanks to 
the recently invented printing press. Th is made the Bible 
accessible to many people who had never read it before.

In 1517, Luther nailed his Ninety-Five � eses to the door 
of Wittenberg Cathedral. His arguments included the 
following ideas:
• Popes, bishops and priests were not superior to other 

Christians.
• Indulgences were corrupt because only God could decide 

on punishments for sins.
• Priests should be permitted to marry.
• People were not saved (able to enter heaven) by following 

Church practices.
• Christians did not need priests to stand between them 

and God.
• People could achieve salvation only through faith in 

Jesus Christ.

Deepen and check your understanding of the topic with the following 
resources and auto-marked questions:
Protestant reformation

9.10.1 Activities 

CheCk your understAnding

1 What is Protestantism?
2 What was the Reformation?
3 Who was Martin Luther?

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe

4 In Luther’s Ninety-Five Theses, identify one demand that was concerned with corruption and one 
demand that challenged Church beliefs.

sourCe 1 Portrait of Martin 
Luther painted by his friend Lucas 
Cranach the Elder in 1529

doctrine a 
collective teaching

vernacular everyday 
language spoken by a 
particular group or class

chastity choosing 
not to have sexual 
relationships
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9.10.2 New forms of Protestantism
Other forms of Protestantism soon appeared. In Switzerland, John Calvin formed a church that 
replaced bishops and priests with elected ministers. Calvinists believed that only some people were 
chosen to be saved. Calvinism spread into parts of France, Germany, the Netherlands and Scotland. 
Among other Protestants were the Anabaptists, who rejected the practice, preferring for individuals 
to make an informed decision about their faith as an adult. Th e Church of England was formed 
initially because the Pope would not grant England’s King Henry VIII a divorce. Henry declared 
that he, not the Pope, was head of the English Church. 

9.10.2 Activities 

CheCk your understAnding

1 Why did King Henry VII create the Church of England?

9.10.3 The Counter-Reformation
From the late sixteenth century the Catholic Church attempted to reform itself by stamping out 
corruption and promoting Catholic beliefs. Th is movement was called the Counter-Reformation. 
Th e Church began this process at the Council of Trent 1545 to 1563. Among Catholicism’s most 
eff ective defenders was the Society of Jesus (Jesuits). It was formed in 1534 to convert heretics 
and non-believers. Jesuit priests set up missions, schools and colleges in Africa and Asia. In the 
New World, they befriended and converted many Native Americans.

sourCe 2 A woodcut by Jorg Breu, c. 1530, showing the Pope’s 
representatives selling indulgences to Catholic townspeople

9.10.3 Activities 

CheCk your understAnding

1 What was the Counter-Reformation?
2 How did the Jesuits promote the beliefs of 

the Catholic Church?

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe

3 What point was Jorg Breu making about 
indulgences in sourCe 2?

9.10.4 Wars of religion
Religious uprisings and wars raged across Europe for over a century. In Germany, under the 
Peace of Augsburg (1555), it was agreed that each ruler had the right to decide the religion of his 
subjects. However, in 1618, the Th irty Years’ War began. It was partly about religion and partly a 
struggle for power between rival rulers. It spread over much of Europe but was worst in Germany, 
where a third of the population was wiped out.
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sourCe 3 The Massacre of Saint Bartholomew’s Eve in Paris on 24 August 
1572. In this incident, Catholic extremists dragged some eight thousand 
Huguenots (French Protestants) out of their beds and slaughtered them. The 
slaughter of Protestants continued for several weeks outside Paris.

9.10.4 Activities 

CheCk your understAnding

1 Under the Peace of Augsburg, who had the right to decide what religion people would follow in 
any state?

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au

9.10 Putting it All together

identify Continuity And ChAnge

1 How were the results of the Protestant 
Reformation different from the intentions of 
those who started it?

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe 

2 Using sourCe 3 as your evidence, write a 
paragraph describing one consequence of 
the Reformation.

9.11 Legacies of the Renaissance
9.11.1 Renaissance art and literature
Th e legacy of the Renaissance is enormous. Its spirit of inquiry encouraged change and a thirst 
for new knowledge and understanding. It brought in ways of thinking that are essential to the 
scientifi c advances that are so much a part of the modern world. Th e Renaissance era has also 
given us a wonderful cultural legacy, while the Reformation and Counter-Reformation have 
shaped relations between the diff erent Christian denominations in the world today. 

Millions of people visit Italy every year to see the artistic legacies of the Renaissance. In 
Florence, they visit sites such as the Cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore, the Uffi  zi Gallery, 
which has some of the great works of Renaissance art, and the Accademia Gallery, which holds 
Michelangelo’s magnifi cent sculpture David. Th e Vatican in Rome holds many more Renaissance 
artistic treasures, and there are others scattered around churches, galleries and museums across 
Italy and throughout the world.

Th e spirit of the Renaissance combined with the introduction of printing contributed to 
the rise of literature, which has been with us ever since. Among the most famous of all Italian 
Renaissance writers was Niccolo Machiavelli (1469–1527). His book � e Prince described 
ruthless methods of gaining political power. In modern times, we use the word Machiavellian to 
describe someone who uses ruthless, scheming methods to rise in politics.

denomination 
a religious group, 
especially an 
established church
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sourCe 1 Artwork on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel at St Peter’s Basilica

sourCe 2 The dome of St Peter’s Basilica is considered to be a Renaissance 
cultural treasure.

Even more signifi cant have been the works of the great English Renaissance era playwright 
William Shakespeare (1564–1616) who produced about 38 plays and over 160 poems. Not 
since the age of the ancient Greeks had such great steps been taken to explore human behaviour 
through drama. In his own time, the audiences for performances of Shakespeare’s plays included 
every level of English society. Shakespeare’s plays are still widely studied. Th ey have been 
translated into almost all modern languages and their performances still draw huge audiences 
throughout the world. Th is is because they portray human situations and confl icts and pose 
questions that are still relevant to modern times.

9.11.1 Activities 

CheCk your understAnding

1 Write a list of the legacies of the 
Renaissance.

2 Where might you go to see examples of 
Renaissance art?

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe

3 Working in pairs, discuss what sourCes 1 
and 2 can show us about the ideas, values 
and skills of Renaissance artists and 
architects.
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9.11.2 Legacies of the Reformation and Counter-Reformation
Th e Reformation and Counter-Reformation also encouraged the spread of education and 
learning. One immediate result was the translation of the Bible into the native languages of 
each country. Previously, the Bible could be read only by scholars who had studied Latin. 
Th e Reformation was followed by centuries of hatred and intolerance between Catholics 
and Protestants that lasted until the latter part of the twentieth century in some countries. 
However, since then, people in most Christian countries have become much more tolerant.

sourCe 3 Ruins of Kirkstall Abbey, near Leeds in England. When King Henry VIII of 
England broke away from the Catholic Church he closed down the Catholic monasteries. 
Kirkstall Abbey was closed in 1539. The lands of such monasteries were given to 
powerful supporters of the king. This was one of many acts during the Renaissance era 
that caused centuries of bitterness between Catholics and Protestants.

9.11.2 Activities 

CheCk your understAnding

1 How is the term Machiavellian used today?
2 The plays of William Shakespeare continue to 

be read and performed. Why do they appeal 
to modern audiences?

3 How did the Reformation change who could 
read the Bible?

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe 

4 Examine sourCe 3. Suggest how the lives 
of the people living nearby may have been 
affected by the destruction of the monastery.

9.11.3 Scientific legacies
Probably the most important of all legacies of the Renaissance era is scientifi c thinking. In the 
fi fteenth and sixteenth centuries, there was no such profession as science. Scientifi c studies were 
not seen as separate from religion, and authorities saw inquiry as a threat to their beliefs and their 
power. We know today that there is much more to the universe than was discovered by Copernicus 
or Galileo, and we also know that there is still much remaining to be discovered. However, what 
these Renaissance thinkers did was to courageously investigate and to develop hypotheses based 
on observations, calculations and other kinds of evidence. We owe a great debt to those who 
pushed the boundaries of knowledge, knowing that asking questions could cost them their lives.

9.11.3 Activities 

CheCk your understAnding

1 How did the discoveries of Copernicus and Galileo change the way we think about the universe?
2 Explain what is meant by the term ‘scientifi c thinking’?
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9.11 PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER

IDENTIFYING CONTINUITY AND CHANGE

1 Draw three columns in your workbook. 
a In the � rst column, make a list of legacies of the 

Renaissance era.
b In the middle column, give one example of each type 

of legacy. You may need to look back at previous 
subtopics for more information.

c In the third column, rank these legacies in the order in 
which you think they have had the most impact on the 
modern world.

d Share your list with the class and justify your rankings.

2 In Renaissance Italy, wealthy individuals such as 
members of the Medici family, and wealthy institutions 
such as the Catholic Church, played important roles 
as patrons of the arts. This meant that they paid artists 
to produce artwork. Without such support, many great 
Renaissance artworks would not exist. Hold a class 
discussion on whether it is still important to support art 
and, if it is important, who should play such a role today.

3 The Renaissance saw con� ict between science and 
religion. Do you think there is still such a con� ict today or 
can a person now be both scienti� c and religious?

9.12 SkillBuilder: Evaluating 
historical significance

Why do historians evaluate the signifi cance of events, ideas, 
achievement or people?

Historians try to determine which events, ideas, achievements or people have the most impact. Asking 
questions about the impact of an individual, development or cultural achievement helps us to assess 
its signi� cance in bringing about change.

Go to your learnON course to access:
• An explanation of the skill (Tell me)
• The step-by-step process involved in 

developing the skill with an example (Show me)
• An activity to allow you to practise the skill 

(Let me do it)
• Questions to test your application of the skill 

(Applying skills)

9.13 Review
This � nal subtopic provides a range of opportunities 
for you to review and respond through:
i revising and checking your historical knowledge
ii demonstrating your ability to apply historical concepts 

and skills.

Go to your learnON course to access:
• A key chronology of events relevant to the topic
• A summary of the key knowledge presented in 

the topic
• A ‘Big Questions’ activity
• A multiple choice topic test
• Short answer or extended writing responses

Interactivity
Renaiasance Italy 
timeline
Create a visual 
timeline of key events 
in Renaiasance Italy 
(c. 1400–1600 CE). 
int-2947
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