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Leonardo da Vinci, one of the greatest 
painters in history, was an Italian sculptor, 

architect, engineer, inventor, anatomist, musician, 
geologist, cartographer, botanist, writer, and perhaps 
the most accomplished man of the Renaissance. His 
gift of painting was seen during his apprenticeship in 
the workshop of Verrocchio, where his work excelled 
over the others. He became a highly sought-after artist 
with commissions all over Europe. His paintings 
included Annunciation, The Last Supper, and the Mona 
Lisa. His most famous drawing was the Vitruvian 
Man, a study of the proportions of the human body. 

     Leonardo kept many notebooks 
filled with artistic studies, small 
sketches, and drawings of things 
that interested him, with most of his 
writing done in mirror-image cursive. 
He was not trained as a scientist, 
but he observed and recorded the 
world around him, was valued as an 
engineer, and was fascinated with 
flight and the creation of various 
machines.

Johannes Gutenberg—a German 
goldsmith, blacksmith, publisher, and printer—was 

one of the most influential people in history with his 
innovation of movable type printing. His invention 
launched the printing revolution that led to the mass 
production of printed books and changed society 
forever. Gutenberg’s greatest work, the Gutenberg Bible 
(also known as the 42-line Bible) was first printed 
in 1455. Most of the approximately 180 copies were 
printed on paper, but some were on vellum. The first 
printed Bible was arranged in two columns and lacked 
paragraphs, indentation, and page numbers.
     Gutenberg’s process for the mass production of 
movable type, the use of oil-based ink, and the use of 

a wooden printing press spread 
quickly throughout Europe and 
eventually the world. Pamphlets 
and books became readily available 
and were used to spread new 
ideas, threatening the political 
and religious establishments and 
bringing about radical changes in 
education and trade.

Luminaries of the Renaissance

Christopher Columbus—an 
Italian navigator, admiral, and explorer—

completed four voyages across the Atlantic Ocean, 
increasing European appreciation of America and 
claiming land for the Spanish crown. He launched 
a new era of European exploration, conquest, and 
colonization that lasted several hundred years.
     As navigators competed to find a sea route to Asia 
to obtain silk and spices from China after the fall of 
Constantinople, Columbus convinced the Spanish 
monarchs, Ferdinand II and Isabella I, to support 
him in his quest to reach the East Indies by sailing 
westward. He left Spain in 1492 with an expedition 
of three ships, stopped in the 
Canary Islands to restock, and 
landed in San Salvador. During his 
travels, Columbus discovered the 
trade winds but never reached his 
goal. Though he was not the first 
explorer to reach the Americas, he 
established settlements on the island 
of Hispaniola that began the Spanish 
colonization of the New World.

Isabella I, queen of Castile and LeÓn, reigned 
with her husband, Ferdinand II, in Spain. She was 

named as heir to the throne of her older half-brother, 
Henry IV, and was secretly betrothed to Ferdinand II 
of Aragon. She understood the importance of having a 
strong financial position and eliminated the enormous 
debt that her brother, Henry IV, had left after his 
reign. 
     While Isabella and Ferdinand are most known for 
sponsoring Christopher Columbus’s voyage of 1492 that 
led to the discovery of the New World, they also brought 
stability to the Spanish kingdoms that eventually led 
to the unification of Spain under their grandson, the 
Holy Roman Emperor Charles 
V. They ordered that all Muslim 
and Jewish subjects convert to 
Christianity or be exiled. Isabella 
and Ferdinand transformed the 
administration of Spain and used 
a police force to establish law and 
order, greatly reducing the crime 
rate to the lowest it had been in 
years. 
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