
Defining the Renaissance 
through its Values

Humanism, Individualism, 

Secularism, Materialism, 

Civic Humanism, Virtù



Humanism

This is the most fundamental and characteristic value of Renaissance.  
It is a complex notion pulling together three interlocking elements: 

• a revival of the Classical culture of the Greeks and Romans

• a belief in man as a proper focus of study

• the concrete work of reviving and correcting classical texts and 
language and creating new works in the style of the classics.  



Revival of the Classical learning of the Greeks and 
Romans

As this knowledge was “pagan,”  the Church had gone to great lengths in the Early 

Middle Ages to destroy the works or make them inaccessible to the general 

population and most scholars.

Aristotle, whose work on comedy, a part of Poetics, was 

lost, allegedly through the zeal of the Church



Beginning in the High and Late 

Middle Ages, some Catholic 

scholars began to see the ideas 

included in these works in a new 

light and sought to make them 

acceptable to and even supportive 

of Christianity and the Church. 

St. Thomas Aquinas



In the 1300s and early 1400s, intentional searches began for Classical 
texts, many found in monastic libraries (generally not easily accessible 
to the monks), some private libraries, or even landfills.  

Poggio Bracciolini, early 
1400s aide to the Pope, 
whose discovery of the then 
only known copy of  
Lucretius’ De Rerum Naturum
was arguably one of the most 
important finds for the full 
creation of Humanism.



I judge, from what I know of your religious 
fervour,, that you will feel a sort of 
repugnance toward the poem which I 
enclose in this letter, deeming it quite out 
of harmony with all your professions, and in 
direct opposition to your whole mode of 
thinking and living. But you must not be too 
hasty in your conclusions. What can be 
more foolish than to pronounce an opinion 
upon a subject that you have not 
investigated? The fact is, poetry is very far 
from being opposed to theology. Does that 
surprise you? One may almost say that 
theology actually is poetry, poetry 
concerning God.

Francesco Petrarca, 

“the father of humanism”



Your letters I sought for long and diligently; and finally, where I least 

expected it, I found them. At once I read them, over and over, with the 

utmost eagerness. And as I read I seemed to hear your bodily voice, O 

Marcus Tullius, saying many things, uttering many lamentations, ranging 

through many phases of thought and feeling. I long had known how 

excellent a guide you have proved for others; at last I was to learn what 

sort of guidance you gave yourself. Your letters I sought for long and 

diligently; and finally, where I least expected it, I found them. At once I 

read them, over and over, with the utmost eagerness. And as I read I 

seemed to hear your bodily voice, O Marcus Tullius, saying many things, 

uttering many lamentations, ranging through many phases of thought 

and feeling. I long had known how excellent a guide you have proved for 

others; at last I was to learn what sort of guidance you gave yourself.

Written in the land of the living; on the right bank of the Adige, in 

Verona, a city of  Transpadane Italy; on the 16th of June, and in the year of 

that God whom you never knew the 1345th.



Whatever the ease or difficulty of learning grammar, try to 

compare crude faith with culture. An ignorant Christian will 

hardly know what to believe. 

Without literary culture, one 

can, I agree, have sincerity of 

faith; but we cannot understand 

Scripture, not the expositions 

and traditions of doctors, which 

are barely comprehensible for 

the literati ... 

Coluccio Salutati



How this revival is seen in the art of the Renaissance

• integration of Greco-Roman remnants into contemporary buildings



• the revival of Greco-Roman forms, styles, and techniques



• Obvious references to Classical models







• the use of Classical subject matter—pagan deities, narratives, and 
figures from myth







• reintroduction of the nude in opposition to the medieval Christian ideals





Belief in man as a proper focus of study

The increasing knowledge of Classical texts that 
focused almost exclusively on the actions and ideas of 
individual humans and mankind as a whole sparked 
renewed interest in history, politics, philosophy, 
biography, rhetoric, Roman law—this world and its 
inhabitants.



The centrality of Humanism does not mean that this was 
a totally or even mostly secular, irreligious or atheistic 
age; in fact, it means the opposite.

Renaissance thinkers believed man to be a proper focus 
of study precisely because G-d had created him in His 
image and had endowed him with a “spark of the divine”:  
the ability to create—intellectually and artistically. 











Possibly the best expression of this tenet of Humanism is Giovanni 
Pico della Mirandola’s Oration on the Dignity of Man

But upon man, at the moment of his creation, 
God bestowed seeds pregnant with all 
possibilities, the germs of every form of life. 
Whichever of these a man shall cultivate, the 
same will mature and bear fruit in him. If 
vegetative, he will become a plant; if sensual, 
he will become brutish; if rational, he will 
reveal himself a heavenly being; if 
intellectual, he will be an angel and the son of 
God. And if, dissatisfied with the lot of all 
creatures, he should recollect himself into the 
center of his own unity, he will there become 
one spirit with God, in the solitary darkness 
of the Father, Who is set above all things, 
himself transcend all creatures.





Marsilio Ficino—considered the “greatest philosopher of 
the Renaissance” and the primary exponent of Neo-
Platonism

a synthesis of Platonic ideals and Christian theology—the 
“soul” as the universal center and the desire of the soul through 
knowledge to link with G-d



How this attitude is seen in the art of the Renaissance

• Portraits of actual living (or recently deceased) contemporaries





• anatomical studies and the nude







• a focus in 
religious art on 
the earthly Christ 
and depictions of 
Christ, the Virgin 
Mary, and the 
saints and other 
religious figures 
in far more 
earthly, natural, 
human ways













• The concrete work of reviving and correcting 
classical texts and language and creating new 
works in the style of the classics

Lorenzo Valla—critical analysis of the 
“Donation of Constantine” and the proof of its 
inauthenticity

“Is the barbarousness of his style not sufficient 
proof that such a piece of nonsense was forged 
not in Constantine’s day but much later?”

Elegantiae linguae Latinae, a manual for the 
correct use of Latin syntax and vocabulary, a 
bestseller throughout Europe


