
Why an End?
The conditions and factors that worked 

together to bring an end to the 

Italian Renaissance



In sum, most of the reasons for the ending—and 
like the beginning, it was not a single stroke but a 
gradual process—related to the resolution of the 
problems that had allowed it to begin or major 
upheavals in the conditions that had fostered its 
growth.



Geographic, Socio-Economic, 
and Political Conditions



• Italian peninsula’s geographical position in middle of the Mediterranean 



• Improved navigation, exploration, and the European encounter with the New World 

moved trade routes out of the Mediterranean Sea



• In addition to the movement of trade routes to the 
Atlantic, poor economic practices under Lorenzo 
de’Medici and rivalries with other states over resources 
(e.g., the Papacy and alum deposits) undermined the 
Florentine economy.

• Increasing economic distress hurt the underclasses and 
created unrest and political instability. 



• Presence on the peninsula of a number of independent and highly competitive city-states





• The Treaty of Lodì (1454) that had created a balance of power 
among the five major city-states and had ushered in a period of 
peace that fostered Renaissance activity broke down upon the 
invasion of the Italian peninsula by Charles VII of France in 1494.

• Off and on for the next sixty-plus years the peninsula was a 
battleground between the Valois (French dynasty) and the 
Hapsburgs (Spanish Dynasty; Holy Roman Emperors)



• Development of a variety of political organizations, including oligarchic republics 

and duchies (many of them despotisms)



• Rivalries among leading families 

in the oligarchic republics led to 

attempts at popular uprising.  

• Similarly rivalries and weak heirs 
led to instability in the 
despotisms



Cultural and Religious Realities 



• Religious connection with the Greek East (Byzantium) where 

scholars of Classical texts and many texts themselves were found







• The growing demand for religious reform and the failure of popes 
to respond and their taking of actions that increased the challenges 
to Catholic theology and practice

Protestant pamphlets, L: anon; R: Lucas Cranach 



Specific Conditions and Causal 

Events Occurring

in the 1400s and 1500s



Conditions outside the Italian Peninsula



• No “Spain” –The continuing Reconquista and multiple competitive kingdoms



• Holy Roman Empire





• Hundred Years War





Gentile Bellini, Portrait of Mehmed II,  oil on canvas, 1480 



Suleyman the Magnificent, anon portrait miniature



Singular Events of the 
1400s and 1500s



• The voyages of  Columbus and other explorers

Sebastiano del Piombo, Columbus (?), 1519



• The rise of Savonarola and the ouster of the Medici in Florence

Fra Bartolommeo, Girolamo Savonarola, oil on panel, 1498



• Bonfire of the Vanities  





Sandro Botticelli,  above: Adoration of the Magi,

tempera on panel, 1475;  right: Mystical 

Nativity, tempera on tempera, 1500



• The start of religious rebellion—the Reformation—and the 
breaking of the Christian community in the West

Lucas Cranach, Martin Luther, oil and tempera on panel, 1529



• Sack of Rome 1527

Left:  Titian (?), Portrait of Charles V, oil on canvas; Right: Sebastiano del 

Piombo, portrait of Clement VII oil on slate, 1531 



Undoing the values that had defined the era



Individualism   Egotism

“It is true that men who have 
laboured with some show of 
excellence, have already given 
knowledge of themselves to the 
world; and this alone ought to suffice 
them; I mean the fact that they have 
proved their manhood and achieved 
renown. Yet one must needs live like 
others; and so in a work like this 
there will always be found occasion 
for natural bragging.”

from the Autobiography

of Benvenuto Cellini



Humanism                        Christian Humanism

Hans Holbein, Desiderius Erasmus, oil on canvas



Naturalism                                    Exaggeration and drama

Fra Filippo Lippi, Virgin and Child with Angels Parmigianino, Madonna of the Long Neck, 1534-40 



Pietro Perugino, Deposition, 1495

Pontormo, Deposition, 1525



There is no worse screen to 

block out the Spirit than 

confidence in our own 

intelligence.   

John Calvin




