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	ANIMA MUNDI:

	THE SACRED FIRE OF THE RENAISSANCE

	 

	 

	The Soul of the World (in Greek Ψυχὴ Κόσμου, Psychè Kósmou, also known in Latin as Anima Mundi) is a philosophical concept used by the Platonists to indicate the vitality of nature in its totality, assimilated to a single living organism. It is the unifying principle from which individual organisms take shape, each articulating and differentiating according to its own individual peculiarities, yet bound together by such a common Universal Soul. The Renaissance, under the impetus of ancient mystery and initiatory schools that had survived centuries of Church persecution, sought to reconnect humanity with such a Universal Soul.

	 

	As I have repeatedly pointed out in my essays and in more than thirty years of research, the true history of the Renaissance has yet to be fully written, and is far from being truly understood and investigated. In spite of thousands of publications of international nature – which are constantly increasing – and a renewed and growing media interest in one of the most compelling and intellectually stimulating eras of human history, we can safely say that there is no historical period more idealised, mythologised, stereotyped, and at the same time misrepresented and mystified (with an impressive load of omissions and grey areas) than the one that characterised Italian and European events between the end of the Middle Ages and the beginning of the so-called Modern Age.

	Ever since the French historian Jules Michelet first coined, in 1855, the term ‘Renaissance’ to refer to the ‘discovery of the world of Man’ (although, in reality, Giorgio Vasari had already spoken of a ‘renaissance’ in his Lives of the Most Excellent Painters, Sculptors, and Architects), such a definition has been widely used and – since the Swiss historian Jacob Burckhardt, in 1860, deepened and extended the meaning of the term, describing it as “that historical phase that, after a long period of obscure decadence, gave birth to modern consciousness and humanity”1 – rivers of ink have been spilled like an unstoppable flood.

	Even today, a century and a half after Michelet’s and Burckhardt’s studies, although giant strides have been made to deepen and investigate many important aspects of the events of that period, both in the historiographical and art-historical field (suffice it to mention Aby Warburg’s fundamental studies) and with regard to the social and economic history of the 15th and 16th centuries, the image related to the post-medieval historical period that the term ‘Renaissance’ encompasses, embodies and defines is still fundamentally hinged on the path traced by 19th century historiographical studies. This is not to say that they are not important and accurate – don’t get me wrong, they are still gold compared to certain contemporary essays! – but, objectively speaking, one has to wonder whether there is still any point in getting lost in sterile debates on hypothetical or presumed dates of the beginning or end of the Renaissance or on the equally sterile question of whether it should be considered as a moment of rupture, or vice versa as a continuation of the Middle Ages.

	What use or benefit can authentic all-round historical research ever have from debates and clashes between the theses of ‘continuity’ and ‘discontinuity’ if we continue to lose sight of, or fail to understand at all, the true nature and deeper origins of the Renaissance?

	Back in 2019, in my essay Camillo Agrippa, la quintessenza del Rinascimento 2, I focused my attention on how much the Italian Renaissance is internationally known and celebrated, but in reality not at all understood in its most intimate and real essence. While it can undoubtedly give pleasure and fill us with pride that undisputed protagonists of this golden season and of the Italian Genius such as Leonardo Da Vinci, Michelangelo Buonarroti, Raffaello Sanzio or Sandro Botticelli are universally known and the subject of international exhibitions, countless studies and publications and degree courses on all continents, or even immortalised in American television series (albeit dubious and somewhat questionable), as in the case of Lorenzo the Magnificent, on the other hand we must necessarily make a bitter observation: the Renaissance had many other protagonists of absolute genius, men who, although with their works, theories, creations, intuitions, discoveries and inventions contributed decisively to ferrying European society from the Middle Ages to the Modern Age, have been unjustly and miserably condemned to oblivion, or – in the best of cases – occasionally and sporadically remembered in encyclopaedias as ‘minor’ characters. I could mention many names in this regard, from Matteo Palmieri to Coluccio Salutati, from Luca Pacioli to Ciriaco d’Ancona, from Benedetto Varchi to Camillo Agrippa, from Giovanni Augurelli to Pietro Bembo, from Lorenzo Valla to Bernardino Telesio, from Girolamo Rorario to Michele Marullo, from Paolo Dal Pozzo Toscanelli to Marcello Palingenio Stellato, from Francesco Da Meleto to Niccolò Della Luna, from Cosma Raimondi to Guarino Veronese, from Bartolomeo Sacchi to Giulio Pomponio Leto. And I stop here, because any possible list with a minimum claim to completeness would necessarily occupy several pages.

	But that is not the point. Leaving aside the question of the ‘Renaissance showcase’ presented for the use and consumption of hasty ‘hit-and-run’ tourists with an indecent cultural and cognitive level, which it is far better to remain silent, in no tourist guide or popularised essay you can find a simple and banal question: did the protagonists of this extraordinary season, who with their works and creations in the fields of art, architecture, philosophy and literature left an indelible mark of their passage by decreeing the birth of a new era, beyond the patronage that may have characterised some Italian courts, act on impulse, in an isolated and random manner, or were they guided and directed by someone or something? And, above all, if their ‘mission’ was not random nor dictated by mere circumstances nor by the will of a single patron, was it part of a major unitary project whose boundaries have never been fully identified or investigated?
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	Giovanni di Stefano: inlay of the floor of Siena Cathedral depicting Hermes Trismegistus (16th century)

	 

	Well, in this reflection I will attempt to provide an answer to these tricky questions.

	What the overwhelming majority of historians ignore (or sometimes guiltily pretend to ignore) is that that great season which, starting in Italy like an unstoppable motion, spread throughout Europe, bringing about, in open defiance of the Holy Roman Church, Thomism and the fences of a certain pseudo-Aristotelian Scholasticism the rediscovery of the themes of Greek and Roman classicism and that rebirth of Platonic Philosophy, Maieutics, the Arts, Sciences and Consciences, tangibly and irreversibly influencing all the centuries to come and paving the way for the Modern Age, was anything but a fruit of chance. The Renaissance was, in fact, beyond a natural socio-cultural evolution grafted on with Humanism, also and above all the implementation of a centuries-old project carried out by ancient pre-Christian mystery and initiatory orders, which entered the shadows at the end of the 4th century with the forced Theodosian imposition of the Pauline doctrine and survived, like a silent karst river, throughout the the Middle Ages, until reaffirming their presence and identity with force and vigour on the threshold of the 15th century. A project that was vigorously and determinedly implemented also – and above all – thanks to the political and economic affirmation of a group of initiatic families that were inextricably linked to these orders and traditions. I am referring to families such as the Medici, the Este, the Gonzaga, the Montefeltro, the Da Malatesta, the Da Varano, etc.

	Authors such as the philosopher Julius Evola, who are still held in high esteem by certain traditionalist circles that believe they hold the authentic key to interpreting the events and history of the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, have, in my opinion, only contributed to creating confusion and diverting attention from a reality that many - perhaps too many, starting with the Church - would do well to ignore or keep buried. In his essay Revolt Against the Modern World, in the chapter entitled Sunset of the Medieval Ecumene, the Sicilian ‘baron’ wrote verbatim: “In the Renaissance, ‘paganism’, in reality, served essentially to develop the simple affirmation of Man, to foment an exaltation of the individual, who went on to become inebriated with the productions of an art, erudition and speculation devoid of any transcendent and metaphysical element”3 . Nothing could be more false and misleading!

	My friend Luca Valentini, a great scholar of the esoteric tradition, in his preface to my essay Camillo Agrippa, la quintessenza del Rinascimento 4, posed legitimate questions on this vexata quaestio: “Can the Renaissance be considered an epoch of spiritual and specifically archaic rebirth, or can the traditionalist criticism be accepted that with Renaissance Humanism it did not re-propose the great teachings of classical antiquity, but all those philosophical-literary anomalies, from sophism to democritical atomism, which the same Greco-Roman civilisation rejected as pure deviations, affirming a modus vivendi that, philosophically, can be associated and identified with Individualism?”5. And again: “Did Humanism objectivise itself as a mere sum of individuals, without a real ethicality, without an ideality that could lead the individual beyond his own narrow circles, towards the rediscovery of an aristocratic personality? Was it the budding of modernity, the cradle of the human, the ‘Nietzschean’ too human, or the era of a sterile, formless imitation?”6.
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