Renan, (Joseph) Ernest (1823-1892), French philologist and historian of religion. In his youth, Renan studied for the Roman Catholic priesthood, but later broke with the church. His widely read Life of Jesus (1863; trans. 1863), which caused great controversy in France because of its unorthodox point of view, formed the first part of his History of the Origins of Christianity (8 volumes, 1863-1883; trans., 5 volumes, 1888-1890). In 1878 Renan was elected to the French Academy, and in 1883 he was made director of the Collège de France, a post he retained until his death. His many other works include Recollections of My Youth (1883; trans. 1883) and History of the People of Israel (5 volumes, 1887-1893; trans. 1888-1896). Renan approached religion as a rationalist and humanist, using contemporary historical findings in a field long restricted by tradition. His writings are valued today more for their literary style than for their erudition.
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