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City Life in 
Renaissance Europe
Throughout the 1500s, the vast majority of Europeans—
more than 75 percent—lived in rural areas. However, the
capital and port cities of most European countries
experienced remarkable growth during this time. The
population of London, for example, stood at about 200,000
in 1600, making it perhaps the largest city in Europe. In
London, and in other large European cities, a distinctively
urban way of life developed in the Renaissance era.

RESEARCH LINKS For more on life in 
Renaissance Europe, go to classzone.com

▲ Entertainment
Performances at playhouses like the Globe often were wild affairs.
If audiences did not like the play, they booed loudly, pelted the
stage with garbage, and sometimes attacked the actors.

▼ Joblessness
Many newcomers to London struggled to 
find jobs and shelter. Some turned to crime
to make a living. Others became beggars.
However, it was illegal for able-bodied people
to beg. To avoid a whipping or prison time,
beggars had to be sick or disabled.

▼ Sanitation
This small pomander (POH•man•durh), a metal container
filled with spices, was crafted in the shape of orange
segments. Well-to-do Londoners held pomanders to their
noses to shield themselves from the stench of the rotting
garbage that littered the streets. 

http://www.classzone.com/books/wh_survey/


COST OF LIVING IN
RENAISSANCE LONDON
These tables show what typical
Londoners earned and spent in
the late 1500s. The basic
denominations in English
currency at the time were the
pound (£), the shilling, and the
penny (12 pence equaled 1
shilling, and 20 shillings equaled
1 pound). The pound of the late
1500s is roughly equivalent to
$400 in today’s U.S. currency.

Typical Earnings
Merchant £100 per year

Skilled £13 per year 
Worker (about 5 shillings/week)

Unskilled £5 per year 
Worker (about 4 pence/day)

Servant £1 to £2 per year 
(plus food and lodging)

Typical Prices
Lodging 4 to 8 pence a week

Beef 3 pence per lb

Chickens 1 penny each

Eggs 2 pence per dozen

Apples 1 penny per dozen

Onions 1/2 penny a sack

Various Spices 10 to 11 shillings per lb

1. Making Inferences Study the images
and captions as well as the
information in the Data File. What
inferences about the standard of living
of London’s wealthy citizens can you
make from this information? How did
it compare to the standard of living of
London’s common people?

See Skillbuilder Handbook, page R9.

2. Comparing How does diet in the
United States today compare to the
diet of Renaissance Europeans? Cite
specific examples in your answer.
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▼ Food
A typical meal for wealthy Londoners might include fish, several kinds of meat,
bread, and a variety of vegetables, served on silver or pewter tableware. The diet 
of the poor was simpler. They rarely ate fish, meat, or cheese. Usually, their meals
consisted of a pottage—a kind of soup—of vegetables. And the poor ate their meals
from a trencher, a hollowed-out slab of stale bread or wood.

▼ Transportation
Many of London’s streets were so narrow that walking was the only
practical means of transportation. Often, however, the quickest way to
get from here to there in the city was to take the river. Boat traffic was
especially heavy when the playhouses were open. On those days, as
many as 4,000 people crossed the Thames from the city to Southwark,
where most of the theaters were located.
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