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Echoes of Genius: Reflections on  
the 2023 Renaissance Program
Carlo DiCelico shares the experience of participating in a new program 
that provides a captivating encounter with Renaissance art and ideas

Carlo DiCelico, MPS, is a member of Triangle 
Lodge № 1,  Ancient, Free and Accepted Masons 
of Maine.

 Ours is an era marked by competing 
desires. We seek personal abundance and 
equitable prosperity for all; we want to 

advance scientific knowledge, and also to preserve 
the wisdom that helped us get here in the first 
place; we reach for maximal individual agency and 
recognition, while we also crave connection and 
collaboration; we ask that we be understood and 
our values accommodated, even as we hesitate or 
refuse to extend this same consideration to others; 
and we celebrate and defend all that is human, 
just as we rush to give more of ourselves away to 
our own creations with every passing day. Above 
all, we seem to desire fundamental and sweeping 
transformation, both individually and as a society. 
Indeed, such a transformation is upon us whether 
we desire it or not. All the while, time washes us 
inexorably into a future we cannot quite see.
 	 Against this backdrop, the Renaissance Pro-
gram brought scholars and lifelong learners alike 
together in Florence to consider an intriguing 
question—Can the ideas that sparked the Italian 
Renaissance, and the ideas that emerged from it, be 
used to ignite a new era of human enlightenment 

and flourishing today? This is about much more 
than simply revisiting history, and we must wrestle 
with other questions in order to make a start at 
answering this one—What is a renaissance? What 
causes one? What did the thinkers of the Italian 
Renaissance learn that was so transformational? 
Is their outlook still relevant to us today? And, 
perhaps most importantly, in what ways were they 
successful, and in what ways did they fail? 
	 Held in Florence last year from November 13th 

to the 17th , with an optional symposium on the 18th, 
the Renaissance Program offered a fascinating 
blend of academic inquiry and experiential learn-
ing aimed at exploring these questions. Through 
a series of meticulously curated talks, site visits, 
and discussions, attendees explored the nuances 
of Renaissance humanism, its impact on contem-
porary society, and its lasting legacy, immersing 
themselves in the cultural revival that defined one 
of history’s most transformative periods. 

The Renaissance Program Overview
The Italian Renaissance was a period of intense 
artistic, intellectual, and societal growth, span-
ning roughly the fourteenth to the seventeenth 

Opposite: The Duomo di Firenze (1436) is the stun-
ning engineering achievment of Filippo Brunelleschi, 
founding father of Renaissance architecture.
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centuries, marking a departure from the Middle 
Ages and ushering in the modern age. Originating 
in Florence, Italy, due to its political structure, 
economic prosperity, and social dynamics, the 
Renaissance spread across Europe, leaving an 
indelible mark on Western civilization. This era 
was characterized by a revival of interest in the 
classical learning and values of ancient Greece 
and Rome, which contrasted sharply with the 
medieval period’s emphasis on religious orthodoxy 
and the afterlife. Renaissance thinkers, artists, 
and scholars, driven by a spirit of inquiry and the 
rediscovery of classical texts, sought to harmonize 
the knowledge of the ancient world with contem-
porary Christian thought and new intellectual 
discoveries, laying the groundwork for the rapid 
evolution of science, politics, art, and philosophy 
that emerged with the Scientific Revolution and 
Enlightenment.

	 In collaboration with the British Institute of 
Florence, the International Studies Institute (ISI 
Florence), the History of Hermetic Philosophy 
and Related Currents program at the University 
of Amsterdam, the owners of the Medici Villa in 
Fiesole, Plato’s Academy Centre in Athens, the 
Social Hub in Florence, the Temenos Academy, and 
other supporters and donors, David Fideler and 
Chandi Wyant created an immersive, week-long 
educational program focused on the Renaissance 
and its relevance to, and impact on, the modern 
world. Fideler and Wyant were the main speak-
ers and organizers for the Renaissance Program, 
bringing a wealth of knowledge and expertise 
in Renaissance history, culture, and philosophy. 
Fideler, with a Ph.D. in philosophy, has an exten-
sive background in education, publishing, and as 
a director of a humanities center. He is also the 
author of numerous books, most recently the pop-

David Fideler, originator of the Renaissance Program, explains key ideas during the opening session.
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ular Breakfast with Seneca (reviewed in Philalethes 
Vol. 75, No. 1).His work bridges the gap between 
historical scholarship and contemporary life, fo-
cusing on how Renaissance ideas can be applied 
today. Wyant, an expert in Renaissance history, 
added an immersive dimension to the program, 
guiding participants through the historical sites of 
Florence with contextual narratives that brought 
the past to life.
	 The program featured a series of talks focusing 
on key aspects of Renaissance thought and cul-
ture. These included discussions on Renaissance 
humanism, the significance of civic engagement, 
the role of art and architecture in shaping societal 

ideals, and the Renaissance’s approach to human 
dignity and potential. Each talk was designed not 
only to provide historical insights but also to reflect 
on how these ideas can enhance modern life.
	 Additionally, an optional symposium was 
held on the final day, serving as a capstone for 
the program, in the Palazzo Rucellai, designed by 
Leon Battista Alberti. Our faculty for the day were 
David Fideler, Stefano Baldassarri (International 
Studies Institute), Barbara Di Gennaro Splendore 
(International Studies Institute), Marieke van den 
Doel (University of Humanistic Studies, Utrecht), 
Shawn Eyer (Harvard University), and Peter For-
shaw (University of Amsterdam) gave a series of 

The Renaissance Program concluded with a visit to the Medici Villa in Fiesole, overlooking Florence and normally 
closed to the public. The first Renaissance villa built with a formal garden, it served as a model for many other 
villas and gardens that followed. Significantly, this villa was a meeting place for Lorenzo de Medici and the phi-
losophers Pico della Mirandola and Marsilio Ficino (the first person to translate Plato’s writings into Latin).
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talks on aspects of Renaissance art, history, and 
philosophy. Baldassarri led attendees through a 
tour of the palazzo, adding insightful and often 
humorous historical and sociological commentary.
	 The Renaissance Program also facilitated fre-
quent and vibrant social interactions among the 
attendees. Group lunches and dinners, set among 
Florence’s historic venues, created opportunities 
for discussions, fostering a communal learning 
environment. These gatherings allowed for the 
exchange of ideas, interpretations, and personal 
reflections on each day’s learnings. The social 
interactions enriched the educational experience 
with a combination of personal connection and 
academic exploration, and highlighted the impor-
tance of community in the pursuit of knowledge. 
Throughout these sessions, Fideler and Wyant 
encouraged participants to see the Renaissance 
not just as a historical period but as a source of 
inspiration for personal and social growth today. 

Venues
The Social Hub Florence Lavagnini. 
The first four days were held at The Social Hub 
near the Giardino della Fortezza. A converted 
nineteenth-century palazzo, the Social Hub is a 
combination hotel and coworking space with a 
lovely restaurant, rooftop terrace and pool, and 
classrooms. With its bustle of travelers, students, 
and entrepreneurs, and its location within walking 
distance of the centro storico, it was a fitting place 
for the Renaissance Program’s morning sessions.
	T he British Institute of Florence. 
The Wednesday session was held in the Ferragamo 
Room of The British Institute of Florence. The Brit-
ish Institute of Florence is a center for Anglo-Italian 
cultural exchange located in the centro storico in a 
sixteenth-century palazzo that looks out over the 

Arno river. They host events, courses (including 
language classes), and programs related to history, 
art, Italian culture, and UK culture.
	 International Studies Institute. 
The optional symposium took place on Saturday 
at the International Studies Institute Florence (ISI 
Florence), in the incomparable Palazzo Rucellai. 
ISI Florence is an American higher education 
center formed by a consortium of universities and 
providing programs and courses in architecture, 
international studies, and STEM topics.
	 The Bargello. Once a palace, a prison, 
and now a museum, the Bargello stands as a re-
markable example of medieval architecture. It 
houses a comprehensive collection of Renaissance 
sculpture, including masterpieces by Donatello, 
Michelangelo, and Cellini, offering insight into 
the evolution of Italian sculpture.
	 Cathedral Complex (including Santa 
Maria del Fiore and Brunelleschi’s Dome). The 
heart of Florence, this complex showcases the in-
genuity of Renaissance architecture. Brunelleschi’s 
Dome, in particular, is an engineering marvel that 
revolutionized construction techniques. The cathe-
dral and its dome symbolize the era’s blend of art, 
science, and faith, and remain as testimony of the 
transformation of concepts of what was possible 
for people to acheive during the Renaissance.
	 San Marco Monastery and Library. 
Known for its frescoes by Fra Angelico, San Marco 
embodies the spiritual and intellectual pursuits of 
the Renaissance. The monastery’s library, a center 
of humanist studies, reflects the period’s reverence 
for knowledge and classical literature.
	 Palazzo Vecchio. Florence’s town hall 
stands as a testament to civic humanism. Its ar-
chitecture and art, including works by Vasari and 
Michelangelo, reflect the city-state’s political power 
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and cultural prosperity during the Renaissance.
	 Accademia Gallery. Home to Michelan-
gelo’s David, the Accademia illustrates the Renais-
sance’s artistic achievements and its ideals of beau-
ty and human potential. The gallery’s collection 
provides a comprehensive overview of Florentine 
art from the Middle Ages to the Renaissance.
	 Uffizi Gallery. One of the most famous 
art museums in the world, the Uffizi holds an un-
paralleled collection of Renaissance art, including 
Botticelli’s The Birth of Venus and Leonardo’s An-
nunciation. The gallery’s architecture and the art 
it houses showcase the period’s artistic innovation 
and its impact on Western culture.
	 Villa Medici Villa in Fiesole. Over-
looking Florence, this villa represents the power 
and patronage of the Medici family, key supporters 
of the arts and humanist scholarship. The villa 
and its gardens reflect the Renaissance ideals of 
harmony between humanity and nature.

The Italian Renaissance in Context
Central to the Renaissance was the concept of 
humanism, a scholarly and educational move-
ment that emphasized the value and agency of 
human beings, individually and collectively. In an 
academic turn away from medieval scholasticism 
beginning with Petrarch, humanists studied the 
liberal arts, focusing on subjects like rhetoric, 
history, and moral philosophy, with the aim of 
cultivating virtuous and articulate citizens capa-
ble of contributing to the public good. Whereas 
the medieval period saw humans comparatively 
unfavorably, the Renaissance lifted humanity up 
as agents of the divine harmony capable of find-
ing their purpose and flourishing in the here and 
now. Renaissance thinkers aimed to assert their 
intellectual and creative abilities, both individually 

and as a society, over and against the established 
order characterized by ignorance and oppression, 
and to develop and perfect humanity via a fusion 
of the revival of classical learning and the rational 
exploration of the cosmos and everything in it.
	 Renaissance humanism was more than an aca-
demic discipline; it was a way of life that promoted 
the development of a well-rounded individual. 
Thinkers like Alberti, Brunelleschi, and Ficino be-
lieved that the best place to start a revolution is in 
the minds and characters of individuals. By making 
education and continual self-refinement available 
to everyone, they hoped to create a new world out 
of the ashes of the Middle Ages—a world based 
on reason, toleration, and equity. This was epito-
mized by the ideal of the “Renaissance man”, or 
polymath—someone proficient in multiple fields 
of study, embodying the union of intellectual, so-
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Stefano Baldassarri, Program Director of the Interna-
tional Studies Institute, at the symposium.
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Editor Shawn Eyer delivers his talk, “A Harmony of 
Mind and Spirit: The Renaissance Syncretism of Pico 
della Mirandola and Modern Spirituality,” at Alberti’s 
Palazzo Rucellai, the location of ISI Florence.

cial, physical, and artistic excellence. Figures such 
as Leonardo da Vinci, Michelangelo, and Raphael 
not only created works of unparalleled beauty 
but also contributed to the sciences, literature, 
and philosophy, demonstrating the fundamental 
interconnectedness of all forms of knowledge. 
	 Renaissance artists and intellectuals thought 
that by studying and internalizing the natural phe-
nomena we perceive with our senses and describe 
with the language of mathematics, we might cre-
ate a civil order more attuned to Nature’s rational 
harmony. For them, everything God has to say is 
already written in the book of Nature—we have 
only to pick it up and learn to read it. When we 
absorb the lessons it imparts, we order our own 
internal cosmos into a more balanced, harmoni-
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ous whole and make ourselves fit for integration 
into a larger society. By emulating this natural 
harmony in the arts, the Renaissance artists call 
our attention to the perfection of Nature and our 
role as caretakers of the natural world and co-cre-
ators of our rational civil order. Gaining wisdom, 
then, is a continual process of attuning ourselves 
to the larger pattern of Nature and reflecting the 
resulting understanding creatively outward in a 
balanced approach to scientific exploration and 
artistic expression grounded in a reverence for 
life, humanity, and the cosmos.
	 The scholars of the Renaissance understood all 
too well the frailties of the human will, so they de-
veloped the ideas of classical thinkers on creating 
virtuous environments—spaces and constructions 
emulating the harmony and proportion of the 
natural beauty found in the world and in the hu-
man body. These designed spaces have a profound 
effect on even the most jaded, lifting us out of our 
small thoughts and elevating us to the experience 
of poetry and reason in union. This fusion of art 
and intellect is everywhere in Renaissance art 
and architecture. When we struggle in the work 
to change our interior world, changing our envi-
ronment often helps overcome blocks to progress. 
Additionally, internalizing the experience leaves 
a kind of imprint on our character. Appreciating 
beauty refines us and makes us capable of appre-
ciating ever more nuanced and subtle expressions 
of human genius, causes us to love our fellow 
humans, and thereby makes us more humane.

Conclusion
In an age characterized by technological advance-
ment and rapid social change, the humanistic 
values of the Renaissance offer a grounding per-
spective. They remind us of the importance of 
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the humanities to developing critical thinking, 
empathy, and a sense of civic responsibility, and 
as an antidote to the hubris that so often accom-
panies scientific and technological progress. The 
Renaissance emphasis on individual potential and 
self-cultivation provides a counterbalance to con-
temporary concerns about alienation and loss of 
meaning in the face of globalization and digitaliza-
tion, and the Renaissance’s integration of different 
fields of knowledge encourages interdisciplinary 
approaches to solving today’s complex challenges, 
such as climate change, social inequality, and the 
ethical implications of artificial intelligence. The 
fundamental approach of the Renaissance—that 
of examining the learning of earlier generations, 
combining it with our current understanding into 
an approach for the present—can help us forge 
new pathways for innovation and progress that are 
both humane and holistic. Finally, the Renaissance 

shows us the enduring power and relevance of 
classical learning to the modern world, providing 
a rational basis for the preservation of our shared 
intellectual and cultural heritage.
	 The Italian Renaissance and its humanistic 
legacy continue to inspire and inform us. When we 
look into the past, we tend to see the people there 
as others. But on closer inspection, we realize they 
were just us, and we are just them all over again. 
By revisiting this pivotal moment in history, we 
not only gain insights into the origins of modern 
Western thought and culture but also derive valu-
able lessons on how to navigate the present and 
shape a more enlightened future. The Renaissance 
Program in Florence served as a testament to this 
enduring influence, offering participants a unique 
opportunity to immerse themselves in the milieu 
of Renaissance ideas and their ongoing relevance 
and value to contemporary life.
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