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The Renaissance 
 

Our story yesterday took us to the scene of Magellan’s death in a battle on an island about 
1000 kms from the Moluccas. What happened to the rest of the fleet? There were two 
remaining ships, which the men sailed to the Moluccas. They found the islands as rich as 
they had hoped. After a month, the holds of both ships were full of cloves. The men made 
the return journey home to Spain. These islands were not as far east as originally thought 
and the quickest way back to Spain was to continue west, following the already-known 
route from the Indies. The return journey is in blue on the map below.  
 

It was only one of the 
ships which completed 
this first journey around 
the world. The other 
ship lost half its crew to 
scurvy and was 
captured by a 
Portuguese warship. 
The survivors died in 
prison. Ninety men out 
two hundred and 
seventy made it home, 
three years after 
departing from Spain. 
More lands were still to 
be discovered but the 
knowledge that came 
from this voyage, 
including information 
about the Pacific Ocean, 
was a great 
achievement and could 
finally be put on the 
map. 

 
The expeditions of the conquistadors and Magellan’s great voyage around the world are 
both signs that a new age was coming, but while the people of Europe began to explore the 
new world in the west, the great and dangerous enemy of the Turks rose again.  
 
In the time of the crusaders, the Turks had never invaded Europe. There was one thing 
which kept the Turks out of Europe and that was Constantinople. As we know, this great city 
was named after Constantine the Great. It is on a narrow strait called the Bosphorus, which 
is in between the Mediterranean and the Black Sea. The Bosphorus was like a strong gate 
stopping the Turks from storming Europe. Ever since the crusades, the Turks had tried 
repeatedly to take Constantinople but had failed.  
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While Constantinople was a Christian city, its people did not 
belong to the same Church as those of Western Europe, who 
belonged to the Church of Rome with its pope as the highest 
authority. The people of Constantinople did not recognise 
the pope as an authority at all – the Emperor of 
Constantinople was at the same time head of the Eastern 
Church. Because of this, there was no great friendship 
between them.  
 
Around the time Columbus was born, in 1451, and as 
Gutenberg perfected his press, a Turkish Sultan – the man 
who ruled the Ottomon Empire –  Mehmed II (right), swore 
that he would not rest until the crescent moon of Muhammad flew over Constantinople. He 
led a vast army of three hundred thousand Turks against the city.  

 
The Emperor of Constantinople, who was called 
Constantine (left), like the first emperor, had only fifty 
thousand men to defend the city. In despair he asked for 
help from the Christians in the west, sending messengers to 
the pope in Rome, begging for help: perhaps a new crusade 
would save Constantinople. But the pope was not 
interested in people who called themselves Christians 
without accepting him as their head of the Church.  
 
People who did not look up the the pope were called 
‘heretics’, and to be a heretic was worse than not being a 
Christian at all. So the pope and the Christians of Europe 
simply ignored the desperate pleas for help that came from 
Constantinople. 

  
When Constantine knew that he could not expect help, he called his people together and 
said: “It is the duty of every man to give his life in the defence of his family, his country, and 
his religion. You are now called upon to fight and give your life for all three.” Then he added, 
“If I have ever hurt or offended any one of you, I am asking for forgiveness so that we shall 
fight and die as friends.”  
 
Constantine could have saved his own life and that of his family, for the Turks offered to let 
him and his family go if they surrendered the city without a fight. But he refused to save 
himself and leave his people to the fury of the Turks. They should at least have the chance 
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to fight. And so for three 
weeks the Turks threw 
their whole might against 
Constantinople – their 
cannons smashed walls, 
houses and whole 
streets. The people of 
Constantinople, the 
merchants and 
shopkeepers – men who 
never carried arms – now 
fought with the courage 
of veteran soldiers. But 
they were heavily 
outnumbered, and after 
three weeks the Turks 
broke through and 
poured into the city. They slaughtered men, women and children. They plundered and burnt 
houses. They killed Emperor Constantine and sold his family as slaves. The crescent moon of 
Muhammad rose over the churches of Constantinople, and they were turned into mosques 
which remain to this day (see below). Mehmed renamed Constantinople, Istanbul. 
 

Now that the gate to Europe had been broken, 
the Turks crossed the strait and could reach the 
Balkan Penisula (a region of Europe).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Soon Greece was overrun and the people of 
Greece came under the rulership of the Turks for 
four hundred years. But the Turkish armies swept 
onwards – all the Balkan countries fell to them, 

then they stormed into Hungary, and in Hungary too, towns and villages went up in flames, 
and their inhabitants were plundered and oppressed.  
 
Only when the Turks came to Vienna, the capital of Austria were they stopped. Vienna held 
out against the Turkish onslaught and so saved the other countries of Europe from the 
terrible invaders.  

The Balkans 
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But the danger of the Turks remained. As Europe had been threatened by the Huns and 
later the Mongols of Ghengis Khan, so it was now under the threat of the Turks. So Europe 
paid a terrible price for having left Constantinople to its own fate.  
 
Some good came from the Turkish invasion, though. Before Constantinople was taken by 
the Turks a great number of people fled westwards, mainly to Italy. These refugees from 
Constantinople spoke the Greek language and they brought with them books which 
contained the knowledge of ancient Greece and Rome – a knowledge that Western Europe 
had forgotten.  
 
If this had happened three hundred years earlier, no one would have paid much attention to 
the Greeks from Constantinople, and the knowledge they brought. But in this new age, 
when people’s minds were eager and curious, the knowledge that came from 
Constantinople, the knowledge of ancient Greece, excited and stirred the Italians.  
 
There was another change. Everywhere in Italy there are still ruins of ancient Roman times: 
temples, statues, and buildings. In earlier days no one had taken much notice of these ruins. 
If an Italian peasant unearthed a Roman statue with his plough he broke it up and used the 
marble to fill in a hole in a wall. But now this changed. People realised that these things 
from the past were treasures. Bishops, princes, rich merchants began to collect anything 
that could still be found. An old manuscript from Greek or Roman times, or a statue, even if 
broken, became valuable and sought-after.  
 
People also studied the Greek myths, of the Trojan War, of Odysseus. They enjoyed and 
loved these stories so much that there were bishops who knew more about the Greek gods 
than the bible. And at the same time, the whole Italian nation, from princes to peasants, 
became passionately interested in art, in painting, sculpture and architecture.  
 
In our time thousands of people get excited about a singer, or film star, or TV series, but in 
Italy at that time, the whole population of a city would come to look at an artist’s new 
painting or new statue.  
 

Istanbul 



Class 7 
The Age of Discovery 
Week 2 
Friday 31th July 2020 
 

 5 

This period, when a love for art and for beauty was reborn, first in Italy and then spreading 
to all countries of Europe, is called the Renaissance which means ‘rebirth’. The Renaissance 
came at the same time as the great voyages of discovery, and it brought great and 
wonderful artists such as Leonardo, Raphael, and Michelangelo.  


