


















noblemen to poor peasants gave money, materials, and sometimes their labor 
to help build the magnificent churches of the Middle Ages. 

During the Middle Ages, impressive castles were constructed across 
the European landscape. Kings battled each other for land, and nations were 
born. People thought a lot about the path to heaven. Art was created to honor 
God, or to communicate stories from the Bible, which was important because 
few people were able to read during this time. To express religious devotion, 
medieval artists created stylized religious figures and moved away from the 
natural human form common in ancient Greek and Roman art. 

But as you know, history does not stand still. Things change and new 
ideas emerge. And so along came the Renaissance movement. But how, and 
why, the Renaissance movement emerged is the question.

Chartres Cathedral, France
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The Middle Class
Typically, most people lived 

and died in the towns and rural 
areas where they were born. As 
had been the case for centuries, 
people belonged to groups, or 
classes, and social mobility was 
limited. 

However, during the late 
Middle Ages into the Renaissance 
period, as the Italians became 
wealthier and cities grew, there 
were more and more merchants 
and craftsmen. There were so 
many, in fact, that there was 
an expansion of the middle 
class, the class between those 
who worked the land and the 
nobility. As a result, the wealthy 
middle class grew in power and 
status. Bankers and merchants 
proved you didn’t have to be born 
a nobleman to be rich and powerful. You could work hard and make money 
and rise in society. And with money comes political influence. The rise of the 
middle class was not restricted to Italy. The financial and political rise of this 
social group was evident throughout Europe. Without a doubt, the middle 
class assumed even greater influence during the Renaissance.

Patrons: Dollars for Scholars
So what do merchants and money have to do with the Renaissance? 

These wealthy merchants could read and write, although most people 
could not. As a result, some merchants or businessmen became interested 
in literature and art. Of course, most of them were so busy running their 
businesses that they didn’t have time to write books or paint, but they had 
enough money to help others write, study, and create works of art.

Hans Holbein the Younger’s Portrait of the 
Merchant Georg Gisze, 1532 CE

8

















A Little Barrel
Alessandro di Mariano Filipepi was his real name, but he was called 

Sandro Botticelli. Botticelli means “little barrel” in Italian. It is believed that 
the nickname was first applied to Botticelli’s older brother, and, when young 
Sandro went to live with him, people started calling him Botticelli, too. While 
the nickname doesn’t bring graceful images to mind, Botticelli’s paintings are 
known for their grace, elegance, and beauty.

Botticelli was born in Florence in 1455 CE. He was first apprenticed to a 
goldsmith and then later to a famous painter. In 1481 CE he traveled to Rome, 
where he spent a year painting the walls of the Sistine Chapel. The Sistine 
Chapel is located in the Vatican, where the pope, the head of the Church, lives. 

Botticelli’s most famous painting, The Birth of Venus, shows a scene from 
classical mythology. Botticelli painted Venus in a pose from an ancient Roman 
statue, then added his own touches, such as the flowing hair and the almost-sad 
expression. The wind gods blow gentle breezes to move the goddess ashore.
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But the painting itself did not last very long. Leonardo experimented 
with a new fresco technique, using oil and varnish mixed in with his colors. 
The paint absorbed the moisture from the wall and crumbled over time. 
Recently, artists and scientists who specialize in restoring old paintings have 
used advanced techniques to try to make The Last Supper look more like 
Leonardo’s original creation.

Putting Things in Perspective
The Last Supper is painted on a 14-by-30-foot wall. The wall, of course, 

is flat, but the painting seems to have depth. It almost seems as if you could 
walk through the open windows into the landscape in the background. To 
create a sense of depth in a painting, Leonardo used perspective. You can see 
how Leonardo directs the viewer’s eye toward Jesus.

In The Last Supper, Leonardo followed the rules of perspective 
developed by Italian artist and architect Brunelleschi. If you were to extend 
the lines of the ceiling to the horizon, they would meet at a vanishing point 
in the center of the painting, somewhere behind the head of Jesus. This draws 
your attention to Jesus as the most important figure in the painting.

Leonardo also put an open door and windows behind Jesus. Through 
them you can see the landscape in the distance. In a book he wrote on 
painting techniques, Leonardo added some refinements to the rules of 
perspective. He said that when you paint objects at a distance, you should not 
make them too detailed, and you should make the colors a little weaker.

Lines meet at the vanishing point in Leonardo’s painting, The Last Supper, 1495 to 1497 CE
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Gallery of the Palazzo Medici
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From Florence to Rome
The main activity of the Renaissance now moved from Florence to 

Rome. Rome was the headquarters of the Church, and home to the pope. 
From about 1450 CE on, one pope after another took on the role of patron 
of the arts. Like the wealthy businessmen of Florence, the popes in Rome 
supported artists in their work.

Why? Pope Nicholas V said that when people saw the spectacular works 
of art created with the Church’s support, they would better appreciate the 
magnificence and power of the Church.

The popes called many artists to Rome and set them to work on some 
of the most beautiful paintings, sculptures, and buildings of all time. Rome 
replaced Florence as the cultural center of the Renaissance.

Piazza del Campidoglio, designed by Michelangelo for Pope Paul III
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Overcoming Obstacles
Some women overcame the obstacles of their time and became 

respected artists in their own right. Well-known for her portrait work, 
Sofonisba Anguissola (1530–1625 CE) is one of the earliest known female 
artists. Most female artists of the time were the daughters of painters. 
However, Sofonisba’s father was not a painter but a wealthy nobleman.

The oldest of seven children, Sofonisba had five younger sisters and 
a brother. Her father, Amilcare Anguissola, read and lived by the famous 
words of Castiglione’s The Courtier, including the importance of educating 
young women. Both Sofonisba and her sister Elena lived and trained with 
prominent local artists. Under her father’s encouragement, Sofonisba 
received early inspiration from notable artists including Michelangelo. As a 
young artist, Sofonisba trained three of her younger sisters to be painters. 

Her most well-known works include many self-portraits and the famous 
family portrait Lucia, Minerva, and Europa Anguissola Playing Chess. Lucia, 
Minerva, and Europa are three of her younger sisters. The painting captures a 
glimpse of noble family life during this time. 

One of the first-known women to paint large figure paintings was 
the daughter of Italian painter 
Prospero Fontana. Lavinia 
Fontana (1552–1614 CE) received 
patronage from the family of 
Pope Gregory XIII and painted 
portraits of many well-known 
individuals. Recognized for 
her attention to detail and the 
use of vibrant colors, her self-
portraits and family paintings 
were reminiscent of Sofonisba 
Anguissola. Lavinia married 
lesser-known artist Gian Paolo 
Zappi, who ultimately worked as 
her agent. Lavinia Fontana’s, Self Portrait at the Spinet, 

1578 CE
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Jan van Eyck’s The Arnolfini Portrait, 1434 CE
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By the time Shakespeare reached college age, his father had become 
so poor that he owed money, couldn’t pay taxes, and didn’t show his face in 
public for fear of being thrown in jail. It’s likely that the Shakespeare family 
didn’t have enough money to pay for a college education for William.

What did William do when he finished his schooling? No one knows  
for sure.

The Lost Years
There’s a lot about Shakespeare’s life we don’t know. No one even knows 

for sure the exact date of Shakespeare’s birthday.

Most of the information we have about Shakespeare comes from the 
town’s official records of baptisms, marriages, and deaths. We also know a 
little from what his friends wrote about him. Over the years, scholars have 
closely examined the available documents, as well as Shakespeare’s own 
writings, to put together a picture of the playwright’s life. Sometimes parts of 
the picture are missing, and then scholars have to use whatever evidence they 
have to make an informed guess.

We do know that 18-year-old William married 26-year-old Anne 
Hathaway in 1582 CE. Over the next few years, Anne gave birth to their 
daughter Susanna, followed by twins, a daughter named Judith and a son 
named Hamnet. 

After the twins were born, Shakespeare did not linger very long in 
Stratford-upon-Avon. We’re not certain why he left. Nor does anyone know 
what Shakespeare did during what are called “The Lost Years” from  
1582 to 1592 CE.

We do know that by 1592 CE, Shakespeare had arrived in London and 
was establishing a reputation as a playwright, actor, and poet. Some of his 
more highly educated competitors said his plays were “vulgar.” But the  
people loved his work, and the royalty also enjoyed them. His acting  
company frequently performed in the court of Queen Elizabeth and later  
for King James.
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