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HUMANISM AND KNOWLEDGE



HUMANISM

• Humanism was a cultural movement that first began in the 14th century. It developed 

fully in the 15th and 16th centuries in the rich city-states of the northern part of the 

Italian Peninsula. These city-states had a flourishing economy and a rich artistic heritage.

• Humanists developed an anthropocentric world view as an alternative to the God-

centred world view of medieval Christians. Humans and their intelligence became the 

main concerns of the Humanists, although they were still devoted to the Christian faith. 

The main characteristics of Humanism are shown below.

https://youtu.be/fI1OeMmwYjU


ANTHROPOCENTRISM

• Man was at the centre of historical 

events, so Humanism was an 

individualist movement, unlike 

medieval ways of thinking. Humans 

were considered capable of making 

decisions using reason and 

intelligence.



THE REVIVAL OF ANTIQUITY

• The Humanist scholars Petrarch and 

Giovanni Boccaccio 

studied antiquity and revised 

classical thinking in order to make it 

compatible with Christian values.



THE LOVE OF KNOWLEDGE

• Humanists believed that a person’s 

prestige not only depended on their 

wealth and power, but also on their 

education. Humanists were experts 

in various fields. For example, 

Leonardo da Vinci was a painter, but 

also studied anatomy, botany and 

mechanics. Humanists encouraged 

the use of Latin and Greek.
A History of Fernando of Aragón (1445), written in Latin by 

the Humanist Lorenzo Valla, who lived in the court of King 

Alfonso V of Aragón in Naples



• Humanist artists and thinkers were supported by patrons. These were people who, thanks to 

their power and wealth, sponsored cultural and artistic activities. Patrons were typically governors 

and rich families. Their courts and palaces, in Naples, Rome and especially Florence, were the 

epicentres of Humanism. The new Humanist ideas spread from these centres to the rest of 

Europe.

• In some of these cities, Humanists created academies to teach their ideas and develop new ones. 

The most well-known academy was in Florence, and was sponsored by the Medici family, which 

governed the city at the time. This academy brought together great 15th-century thinkers, such as 

Marsilio Ficino and Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, who both had a good knowledge of the 

Christian, Greek and Latin traditions. Other important Humanists from outside Florence included:

https://youtu.be/AsrRqsSM97U


ERAMUS OF ROTTERDAM

• Erasmus was born in the 

Netherlands. He criticised the vices 

of society, especially those at the 

heart of the Church. He called for 

reform based on an individual’s 

freedom of choice. His main 

works were In Praise of Folly, Adagia

and Of Free Will.



THOMAS MORE

• More was an important English 

lawyer and author. He defended the 

right of the individual 

conscience against the power of 

the state. In his book Utopia, he 

described a society based on 

egalitarian principles, where there 

was no private property and the 

government was elected 

democratically.

https://youtu.be/FpMnzx6zXYY


CARDINAL CISNEROS

• Cardinal Cisneros set up the 

University of Alcalá de Henares as a 

centre of theology, a study revived 

by the Humanists. Due to his 

influence, Humanism had a clear 

Christian character in Castilla. 

Another eminent Humanist was 

Antonio de Nebrija, who wrote the 

first grammar of the Castilian 

language.





THE SPREAD 
OF 
KNOWLEDGE



THE PRINTING
PRESS

• Humanist ideas and knowledge spread more rapidly in 

the Early Modern Period than in the Middle Ages, when 

knowledge was spread through books written by hand, 

mostly by clergymen in monasteries.

• Around 1440, Johannes Gutenberg, a blacksmith from 

the city of Mainz in the Holy Roman Empire, invented 

the movable-type printing press. Books could 

therefore be produced more easily and ideas spread 

more quickly. It also meant that intellectual life was 

no longer restricted to monasteries and universities. It 

improved literacy, although most of the population 

still could not read or write at the time. 

https://youtu.be/0ojyCDRc8uc
https://youtu.be/_YqYtdPUis4


DID YOU KNOW?

• Johannes Gutenberg is normally 

credited with the invention of the 

printing press. However, Buddhist 

monks had been using a printing 

technique called ‘woodblock 

printing’ long before the 15th 

century. A Buddhist text called 

the Diamond Sutra, dating from 868, 

is considered to be the earliest 

printed book with a date on it.



SCIENTIFIC KNOWLEDGE

• During the Renaissance, thinkers and academics became interested 

in understanding the world that surrounded them and the natural 

processes that occurred in it. They revived the scientific method used 

in Ancient Greece and Rome, where the study of nature was based 

on observation and experimentation.

• The aim was to find a well-reasoned explanation for natural 

phenomena and provide empirical evidence, i.e. evidence gained 

through observation, experience and experimentation. However, many 

of the advances made were not popular with some societies that were 

still very traditional. Religious leaders and even some politicians were 

opposed to them. This is because they were devoted to the teachings 

of the Bible or classical antiquity, teachings that were impossible to 

prove. The greatest changes were in the following scientific disciplines:



ASTRONOMY

• In the 16th century, Polish astronomer Nicolaus 

Copernicus developed the theory 

of heliocentrism, which contradicted the theory 

of geocentrism developed by Ptolemy in the 2nd 

century AD. In the 17th century, Tuscan physicist 

Galileo Galilei proved Copernicus’ theory using a 

new invention, the telescope. However, Galileo 

was condemned by the Church, which did not 

accept the empirical evidence he provided.

https://youtu.be/NMM8vx9vDiE


MEDICINE

• Although there was widespread 

opposition to clinical trials, advances were 

made: the treatise on anatomy 

by Vesalius, who was born in Flanders; 

the theory of pulmonary circulation of the 

blood by Miguel Servet; and the 

development of pharmacology by Swiss 

physician Paracelsus. In the 17th century, 

the microscope was invented, leading to 

advances in clinical and medical research.

https://youtu.be/xVOaAEYNEjA?t=115


GEOGRAPHY

• During this period, it was established that the Earth 

was spherical. Modern cartography also began, with 

maps created based on the world map drawn by 

Gerardus Mercator in 1569. Mercator’s map showed 

all the lands discovered up until that date. Straight lines 

called parallels and meridians were used to locate 

any point in the world.

https://youtu.be/kIID5FDi2JQ


ACTIVITIES!

• Write a definition of Humanism. How did it differ from medieval thinking?

• What role did patrons have in the development of Humanism?

• What type of centre did the Humanists establish to teach and develop their ideas?

• How did Mercator’s map allow people to locate any point in the world?



THE RENAISSANCE IN ITALY

The concept of Renaissance is linked to the artistic changes that occurred in the 15th and 16th 

centuries. New artistic approaches revived the models of Ancient Greek and Roman art. 

These changes first began on the Italian Peninsula, where there were two major artistic periods: 

the Quattrocento and the Cinquecento.

https://youtu.be/6YiL9MNyGKE
https://youtu.be/xf2G2Il8crw
https://youtu.be/aMsaFP3kgqQ


ARCHITECTURE

• Innovations in architecture resulted in a departure from older Gothic forms. The 

characteristics of Renaissance architecture were:



BUILDINGS CHARACTERISED BY HARMONIOUS 
FORM

• Mathematical proportion and a unit of 

measurement based on the human form, 

i.e. structures were measured in terms of 

the average height of a human being.

• Villa Capra La Rotonda (1566), in Vicenza, is 

a symmetrical building with a square floor 

plan within an imaginary circle. Architect 

Andrea Palladio designed the building to 

be in harmony with the landscape.

https://youtu.be/bvq1cYDqd0U


A RETURN TO CLASSICAL 
STRUCTURAL ELEMENTS

• Columns imitating Ancient Greek 

and Roman designs were used.

https://youtu.be/rYcnh7hXOjE


THE GROWTH OF CIVIL 
ARCHITECTURE

• Although churches continued to be built, civil buildings, such 

as hospitals and palaces, also gained importance.

• The Pitti Palace in Florence was built for banker Luca Pitti in 

the 15th century. Later, it became the residence of the Duke 

of Tuscany.

https://www.360cities.net/image/florence-piazza-dei-pitti


THE QUATTROCENTO

• RENAISSANCE ARCHITECTURE IN THE 15TH CENTURY, OR QUATTROCENTO, AIMED TO CREATE HARMONIOUS 

SPACES BASED ON MATHEMATICAL AND GEOMETRICAL STUDIES. THE MOST IMPORTANT ARCHITECTS OF THIS 

PERIOD WERE BRUNELLESCHI, WHO DESIGNED THE DOME OF FLORENCE CATHEDRAL AND THE BASILICA DI SAN 

LORENZO (ALSO IN FLORENCE), AND ALBERTI, WHO DESIGNED THE BASICILICA DI SANT’ANDREA IN MANTUA 

AND THE TEMPIO MALATESTIANO IN RIMINI.

•

https://youtu.be/_IOPlGPQPuM


THE CINQUECENTO

• DUE TO THE PATRONAGE OF SUCCESSIVE POPES, 

THE MOST IMPORTANT WORKS OF 

ARCHITECTURE OF THE 16TH CENTURY, 

OR CINQUECENTO, WERE BUILT IN ROME. 

BUILDINGS BECAME MORE MONUMENTAL AND 

BEGAN TO SCRUPULOUSLY RESPECT ANCIENT 

ARCHITECTURAL 

ORDERS. BRAMANTE DESIGNED THE MOST 

IMPORTANT BUILDING OF THE CENTURY: ST. 

PETER’S BASILICA IN THE VATICAN.

https://youtu.be/QXIXA4_5ehw


PAINTING

RENAISSANCE PAINTERS MADE 

MANY ADVANCES IN PAINTING 

TECHNIQUES, AS THEY TRIED TO 

PRODUCE VERY REALISTIC 

PICTURES. THERE WAS ALSO 

A WIDER VARIETY OF THEMES: 

MYTHOLOGY, ALLEGORY, 

HISTORY AND PORTRAITS WERE 

ADDED TO THE MORE 

TRADITIONAL RELIGIOUS 

THEMES. THE MAIN 

CHARACTERISTICS OF 

RENAISSANCE PAINTING WERE

https://youtu.be/V9RrO0dtu5M


THE ILLUSION OF DEPTH

• Artists experimented and developed 

the technique of perspective.

• In Lamentation over the Dead Christ, 

Andrea Mantegna experimented 

with perspective and achieved the 

illusion of depth for the first time.



BALANCED, HARMONIOUS 
COMPOSITIONS

• The positions of the figures could 

not disrupt the harmonious balance 

of the painting.

• The Marriage of the Virgin (1504). 

Raffaello Sanzio (known as Raphael) 

composed this very balanced piece, 

using perspective and carefully 

positioning the subjects.



PROPORTION 

• s an essential source of beauty; perfect 

knowledge of the human figure; and faithful 

representation. Drawing was 

therefore more important than colour, 

which was considered secondary.

• The use of light to depict areas of light and 

shadow, perfecting the illusion of depth.

• In La Gioconda or the Mona Lisa (c. 1503), 

Leonardo da Vinci used the sfumato 

technique to create blurred contours

https://youtu.be/A_DRNbpsU3Q
https://youtu.be/c4kSKD1LrV8
https://youtu.be/n-h32XpDYBw
https://youtu.be/DI-hs1yrZuQ


ACTIVITIES!

• List the main characteristics of Italian Renaissance architecture.

• How did Italian architecture evolve between the Quattrocento and the Cinquecento?

• Which ancient civilisation used the Corinthian architectural order?



THE QUATTROCENTO

• In the 15th century, painters further 

developed the techniques of depth and 

perspective. This can be seen in the 

works of Masaccio (1401–1428) or Piero 

della Francesca. However, the most 

important artist in this period was 

Sandro Botticelli, who painted many 

different subjects.

https://youtu.be/ea1--FrSZTw
https://youtu.be/K6PBfbkMzFU


THE CINQUECENTO

• Some of the greatest painters of all time produced their work in the 16th century. Many 

of Michelangelo’s paintings are examples of monumentality and mastery of 

depth. Raphael was a prolific painter. He strived to paint pleasant, sweet scenes, using all 

of the painting techniques of the period.

• A different artistic school called the Venetian school developed in Venice. Its painters 

focused on colour, movement and natural landscapes. Titian and Tintoretto were 

prominent members of this school.

https://youtu.be/ihlqGCfD5_g
https://youtu.be/feSpI92dUnU


• The Creation of Adam (c. 1511) by 

Michelangelo is a fresco painting on 

the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel in 

the Vatican. It is an example of 

Michelangelo’s mastery of drawing 

and depth. The movement of the 

subjects marked the end of the 

balanced, harmonious compositions 

of the Baroque period.

https://youtu.be/zrkuPpqgJkw
https://youtu.be/NadMZ-P93Ms
http://www.vatican.va/various/cappelle/sistina_vr/index.html


SCULPTURE

• Renaissance sculpture continued to 

be influenced by Gothic naturalism, 

but its main influence was classical 

sculpture. Sculptors studied 

Ancient Roman sculptures from Italy 

and used them as models. The main 

characteristics of Renaissance 

sculpture were:



THE USE OF AVARIETY OF 
MATERIALS

• Especially marble, bronze and wood, 

which was used above all in religious 

sculptures.

• The Rape of the Sabine Women(1582) 

by Giambologna

https://youtu.be/KslKceY3riM


NEW THEMES

• Mythological and historical themes 

and portraits were added to 

traditional religious themes.

• Perseus with the Head of Medusa(c. 

1545) by Cellini



THE PURSUIT OF 
IDEAL BEAUTY

• This beauty was characterised by 

balance and was inspired by Ancient 

Greek and Roman models. Artists 

studied anatomy and the 

proportions of the human body.

• The Pietà (1498) by Michelangelo, 

Rome.



THE QUATTROCENTO

• The city of Florence was the most 

important centre of sculpture in the 

15th century. The works of Ghiberti 

and Donatello were particularly 

important. Ghiberti skilfully depicted 

landscapes and depth to create the 

reliefs on the doors of the Florence 

Baptistery, known as the Gates of 

Paradise. Donatello had an excellent 

knowledge of human anatomy and 

created balanced sculptures of nudes 

with serene facial expressions.

https://youtu.be/6kUUJJV_MNA
https://youtu.be/d7gHaoeAB6w


THE CINQUECENTO

• In the 16th century, Rome became another centre of 

sculpture alongside Florence. The greatest artist of the time 

was Michelangelo, who was a sculptor as well as an 

architect and a painter.

• Moses by Michelangelo (1513). Michelangelo’s works show 

new developments in monumentality and a style 

called terribilità. This style was characterised by the contained 

strength and great expressiveness of the figures. This 

sculpture shows Moses’ defined, strong muscles and his 

expression of contained fury when he discovered 

the idolatry of the people of Israel.



ACTIVITIES!

• How did Italian painting evolve between the Quattrocento and the Cinquecento?

• List the main characteristics of Italian Renaissance sculpture.

• Which ancient civilization used the Corinthian architectural order?

• List the main characteristics of Italian Renaissance architecture.



THE SPREAD OF THE 
RENAISSANCE

THE ARTISTIC ADVANCES 

OF THE RENAISSANCE 

SPREAD FROM ITALY TO 

THE REST OF EUROPE. 

THIS SPREAD WAS 

HELPED BY TRADE LINKS 

AND THE PATRONAGE 

OF KINGS, BISHOPS AND 

NOBLEMEN.

https://youtu.be/2EeCS1VIurA




THE RENAISSANCE IN EUROPE: FLANDERS

• The European region where art flourished the most was Flanders, where cities such as Bruges and 

Antwerp became very prosperous. A wealthy middle class developed in these cities. They were keen 

to demonstrate their power by building and decorating luxurious city palaces. The greatest 

innovations were in painting, and were made by a group of artists known as the Flemish 

Primitives in the 15th century. Their style was characterised by realistic figures and concern for 

detail.

• The Van Eyck brothers and Rogier van der Weyden were important members of the group. 

The Flemish Primitives had an important influence on painters from the Iberian Peninsula. In the 

16th century, the most famous painter was Hieronymus Bosch, who painted a series of highly symbolic 

and very colourful social critiques.

https://youtu.be/lob0zb28_wM?t=158
https://youtu.be/9ODhKqFaugQ
https://youtu.be/pv1oh-a-gQM


FRANCE

• In France, artistic innovations were influenced by the patronage and power of the 

monarchy. Architecture was particularly important, with palaces such as the Louvre in 

Paris and châteaux such as the one in Blois.



THE HOLY ROMAN EMPIRE

• A number of painters in the Holy 

Roman Empire combined the 

Humanist concepts of Italian painting 

with the style developed in Flanders. 

Examples include Albrecht Dürer,  an 

excellent drawer and woodcutter, and 

Hans Holbein, who relocated to 

England.

https://youtu.be/zr3el94OP3Q
https://youtu.be/BTguDfbQmw8
https://youtu.be/6Az1K1Mjzps


SPAIN: ARCHITECTURE

• PLATERESQUE STYLE

• The Plateresque style developed in the 15th century and first quarter of the 16th century. It was 

characterised by very detailed, decorative patterns. In fact, the style gets its name from these 

decorative elements, which are reminiscent of the work of blacksmiths and silversmiths. Plateresque

buildings have the following characteristics:

1. An ornamented façade superimposed on a Late Gothic building. It is framed with pilasters 

and ornately decorated. It is decorated in three sections with friezes over two arches.

2. The main decorative motifs were shields, medallions and plant motifs. The third section of the façade 

includes a relief showing a pope handing over the papal bull, or authorisation, for the establishment of the 

University of Salamanca.



• CLASSICAL OR PURIST STYLE

• The purist style was typical of the reign of Carlos V, when the classical models of Renaissance Italy were 

followed. Its characteristics were:

1. In this example, the façade is made up of a protruding central section and two side sections with Italian-style 

bossage.

2. Classical architectural elements, such as semicircular arches, columns and barrel vaults.

3. Classical decorative motifs, such as pediments and pilasters , in the style of the Ionic and Doric orders. 

Medallions decorated with reliefs showing Carlos V and his achievements were also used.



• HERRERIAN STYLE

• The Herrerian style developed during the reign of Felipe II. Artistic trends changed. The 

main characteristics of this style were:

• Plain, austere buildings: walls and façades were no longer decorated.

• The use of classical architectural elements: columns, arches, vaults and cupolas.

• The use of geometrical shapes: cubes, pyramids and spheres.

• This style is named after an architect, Juan de Herrera, and is associated with one of his 

building projects: the Royal Site of San Lorenzo de El Escorial.



THE ROYAL SITE OF SAN LORENZO DE EL 
ESCORIAL (MADRID)



ACTIVITIES

• List the main characteristics of the Flemish Primitives.

• What were the main Renaissance art forms in France and the Holy Roman Empire?

• Find out what the Louvre Palace in Paris is used for today.

• Which of the following styles do you think is more intricate: the classical or the 

Plateresque?



SPAIN: PAINTING

• Painting in the kingdoms of Spain at the beginning of the 16th century was still influenced 

by the Flemish style of the previous century. After the first third of the century, Italian 

models and methods (or manners) began to be used. This style was known as 

Mannerism. Mannerist painters included Vicente Juan Masip and Luis de Morales.

• However, the most important artist of this period was the Greek painter Doménikos

Theotokópoulos, known as El Greco (1541–1614). He trained on the Italian Peninsula 

and then travelled to the court of Felipe II to work on the decoration of El Escorial. 

There he painted two paintings that the king rejected. El Greco therefore moved to 

Toledo, where he did most of his work. The main characteristics of his paintings are:

https://youtu.be/t6TvfyL9vHc


• Elongated figures, symbolising greater spirituality.

• Strong contrasts of light, with some illuminated areas and others in darkness. 

Sometimes the light mystically came from holy figures.

• Bold, cold colours. The colour contrasts were unsettling.

• Loose brushstrokes, giving weightlessness and spirituality to figures.



• Work and artist: El entierro del señor de Orgaz by El Greco. Painted in 1586 for the Church of Santo 

Tomé in Toledo.

• Theme: Religious, because it shows the miracle that occurred when this 14th-century nobleman was 

buried. According to tradition, St. Augustine and St. Stephen came to bury him.

• Elongated, spiritual figures painted with loose brushstrokes.

• Composition: Divided into two large spaces, with the Earth at the bottom and Heaven above.

• Heaven: The three central figures are Christ, the Virgin Mary and John the Baptist.

• Earth: The dead man and the saints, pointed at by a boy. Behind them, there are portraits of Toledan

society, including one of the painter himself.



SCULPTURE

• There were three main types of sculpture: sculptures by royal sculptors, funerary sculptures 

and religious imaginería. The Italian influence was most evident in the first two, which used 

marble and bronze.

• The most original style of Hispanic sculpture was the carving and painting of religious icons 

or imaginería. This tradition continued in subsequent centuries. The most prominent sculptors 

included Alonso Berruguete, Juan de Juni and Gaspar Becerra. The main characteristics 

of imaginería were:

• The use of polychrome wood to make the figures look realistic.

• The arrangement of figure groups in altarpieces.



• Work and artist: El martirio de San Sebastián (1526), part of the altarpiece of the Church of San 

Benito in Valladolid. It was created by Alonso Berruguete, a sculptor who trained on the Italian 

Peninsula and worked in Michelangelo’s studio.

• Theme: religious, as it shows the moment before the martyrdom of St. Sebastian, who was shot with 

arrows.

• Open composition with strong revolving movement around the tree, creating imbalance.

• There is a lack of dramatic expression in the face, which shows an acceptance of death.

• A detailed study of anatomy and body proportions, although the forms are smooth and delicate.



ACTIVITIES

• Find out which animal is hidden on the façade of the University of Salamanca.

• List the main characteristics of El Greco’s painting style.

• List the main characteristics of the imaginería tradition.

• Can you find El Greco in El entierro del señor de Orgaz, shown on the previous page? What 

makes him stand out?



ANALYSING A SCULPTURE

• Sculptures are three-dimensional 

representations of real or imaginary figures. 

Like other pieces of art, their characteristics 

depend not only on the preferences of the 

creator, but also on the social, 

economic and political 

circumstances of a specific historical 

period. We need to think about all these 

elements when we analyse a piece like this. 

Below is an example in which we analyse

Michelangelo’s David.



FACT CARD

•Work: David

•Artist: Michelangelo di Lodovico 

Buonarroti

•Date: 1502–1504

•Location: Gallery of the Academy 

of Florence



HOW DO YOU ANALYSE A SCULPTURE?

To analyse a sculpture, you need to examine and research various formal aspects of it. The aspects below are the most 

important.

Form: David is a sculpture in the round (free-standing). We can observe it from many angles.

Theme: Religious. The sculpture shows David moments before his battle with Goliath. In fact, he has a stone in one hand and 

a sling in the other. According to the Bible, he launched

the stone at Goliath and killed him.

Material: White marble, a type of stone. Artists working with this material have to sculpt or smooth parts of the stone to 

obtain the desired shape. Then they can polish it. Michelangelo is thought to have said of sculpting with marble: ‘It’s simple. I 

just remove everything that does not look like David.’

https://youtu.be/sM2MOyonDsY


Size: This is a key aspect of any sculpture. This sculpture is four metres
tall. When figures are very large, they can be described as colossal.

Characteristics: This male nude was inspired by the idealised beauty 
of Classical Greek sculpture. The figure is therefore well-proportioned. 
The subject is not a specific person or model, but the ideal concept of 
a man.

Movement: The movement of the figure is contained. There are no 
violent gestures. The figure is holding the sling in one hand and there is 
a slight movement of one leg, and the head is turned towards one 
side.

Expression: Expression is essential in this piece, as it shows contained 
strength and confidence in victory. Michelangelo achieved this through 
anatomical studies (of the muscles, tendons and veins under the skin), by 
making the hands disproportionately large, and through the expressiveness 
of the eyes and mouth.



• Analyse the Equestrian Statue 

of Gattamelata, a sculpture by 

Donatello.




