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all natural things, but in varying amounts. Thus those things which
contain more spiritus have more of the power of the World-SouP2
The magus who best knows how to extract this essence from things,
or to use those things which contain this essence, especially in its
pure state, can draw down propitiously the heavenly gifts. This is
really what Ficino's natural and astrological magic consists of. He
considers that this essence is to be found in things which shine, which
smell sweet or which have heat and moisture in their 'subtle sub­
stance' (e.g., gold, wine, gemstones). As food is converted to life
within man by the human spirits, these things that abound in spiritus
help to make us more akin to the spiritus of the world.

Ficino states that the world has life through all its parts, as is evi­
dent through the generation and movement manifested throughout.
The universe is the most perfect animal. j3 Then he returns to the
spiritus mundi as follows:

Therefore, between the tangible and partly transient body of the world
and its very soul, whose nature is very far from its body, there exists
everywhere a spiritus, just as there is between the soul and body in us,
assuming that life everywhere is always communicated by a soul to a
grosser body. For such a spiritus is necessarily required as a medium
by which the divine Soul may both be present to the grosser body
and bestow life throughout it.... Therefore the aid of a more excel­
lent body-a body not a body, as it were--is needed. We know that
just as all living things, plants as well as animals, live and generate
through a spirit like this, so among the elements, those which are most
full of spiritus generate very quickly and move perpetually as if alive.54

But, he continues, 'if the elements and living beings generate some­
thing like themselves by means of their spiritus, why do they not
generate minerals and metals, which are intermediate between the

52 De vita, HLl (ed. Kaske & Clark, p. 247; Opera omnia, p. 532).
53 Ibid., HL2 (ed. Kaske & Clark, p. 251, and notes thereon; Opera omnia,

p. 533). Cf. Plato, Timaeus, 30c-31A; Plotinus, Enneads, H.9.5, III.2.3, IY.3.7, IV.4.32.
5' 'Igitur inter mundi corpus tractabile et ex parte caducum atque ipsam eius

animam, cuius natura nimium ab eiusmodi corpore distat, inest ubique spiritus,
sicut inter animam et corpus in nobis, si modo ubique vita est communicata
semper ab anima corpori crassiori. Talis namque spiritus necessaria requiritur tan­
quam medium, quo anima divina et adsit corpari crassiori et vitam eidem penitus
largiatur ... Opus est igitur excellentioris corporis adminiculo, quasi non corporis.
Proinde scimus viventia omnia, tarn plantas quam animalia, per quendam spiritum
huic similem vivere atque generare, atque inter elementa, quod maxime spirituale
est, veloeissime generare perpetuoque moveri quasi vivens.' De vita, IlL3 (ed. Kaske
& Clark, pp. 255-57; Opera omnia, pp. 534-35).

elements and living beings?' The answer is that the spiritus in min­
erals is confined in their body by gross matter. Ficino then connects
this idea of the spiritus mundi extracted from natural things to the
alchemical concept of 'elixir', since the spiritus is able to take the
place of the 'seminal power' (seminaria virtus):

When this spiritus is rightly separated and, once separated, is conserved,
it is able as 'seminal power' to generate a thing like itself, if only it is
employed on material of the same kind. Diligent natural philosophers,
when they separate this sort of spiritus from gold by sublimation
over fire, will employ it on any of the metals and will make it gold.
This spiritus rightly drawn from gold or something else and preserved,
the Arab astrologers call 'elixir,.jj

According to Ficino, the sensible world generates all things through
the spiritus mundi which is identified with the 'quintessence' (quinta
essentia) and then with the 'heavens' (coelum). The only difference
between the spiritus mundi and the human spirit lies in the fact that
the World-Soul does not draw its spiritus from the four elements act­
ing as humours, whereas our human soul does draw its spirit from
the bodily humours. Ficino then reveals the origin of this spiritus or
the manner of its birth in these terms: ' [The World-Soul] procreates
this spiritus in the first instance (to speak Platonically, or rather Plotini­
cally) as if pregnant by her own generative power, and the stars
along with it. Immediately through the spiritus the World-Soul gives
birth to the four elements, as though everything were contained
in the power of that spiritus.'j6 Then he defines its nature: 'the spiritus
is the most tenuous body, as if it were now soul and not body, and
now body and not soul.' Its nature reflects that of the heavenly
bodies. Thus it has the nature of the aether, the fifth element uniquely
kept in the heavens by Aristotle. For Ficino, spiritus lives in all
things as 'the proximate maker (auctor) of all generation and motion',
being fully hot and clear, moist and life-giving by its own nature. It
has acquired these gifts from the superior gifts of the W orld-

55 'Qui si quando rite secernatur secretusque conservetur, tanquam seminaria vir­
tus poterit sibi simile generare, si modo materiae cuidam adhibeatur generis eius­
demo Qualem spiritum physiei diligentes sublimatione quadam ad ignem ex auro
secernentes, cuivis metallorum adhibebunt aurumque efficient. Talem utique spiri­
turn ex aura vel ex alio rite tractatum atque servatum, elixir Arabes astrologi nomi­
nant.' Ibid. (ed. Kaske & Clark, p. 257; Opera omnia, p. 535). Cf. S. Matton, 'Marsile
Ficin et I'alchimie', p. 145.

56 De vita, HL3 (ed. Kaske & Clark, p. 257; Opera omnia, p. 535).



276 HIRO HIRAI CONCEPTS OF SEEDS AJ'ID NATURE IN MARSILIO FICINO 277

Soul."7 The stars and the demons residing In this spmtus owe their
existence to it. Further, the spiritus of the world may be absorbed in
man by his own human spirit which is similar in nature, most notably
in the case where the human spirit has been rendered more akin to
it (cognatior) by 'art', that is to say if it attains 'the highest heavenly
degree'. He who knows this art is the Ficinian magus. He can win
advantages from the World-Soul, from the stars and even from the
demons by contact with the spiritus absorbed in his body, since the
stars and demons exist in it. 58

Finally, in the last chapter of the third book, Ficino sums up his
discussion. Explicitly following Plotinus, he avers that the seminal
reasons are within the World-Soul:

Plotinus follows him [Hermes] and thinks that everything can be eas­
ily accomplished by the intermediation of the World-Soul, since the
World-Soul generates and moves the forms of natural things through
certain seminal reasons divinely implanted in her. These reasons he
even calls gods, since they are never cut off from the Ideas of the
supreme Mind. He thinks, therefore, that through such seminal rea­
sons the World-Soul can easily apply herself to materials since she has
formed them to begin with through these same seminal reasons, when
a magus or a priest brings to bear at the right time rightly grouped
forms of things-forms which properly aim towards one reason or
another, as the lodestone toward iron ... Sometimes it can happen
that when you bring seminal reasons to bear on forms, higher gifts
too may descend, since reasons in the World-Soul are conjoined to
the intellectual forms in her and through these to the Ideas of the
divine Mind.59

57 Ibid.
58 Ibid., III.4 (ed. Kaske & Clark, p. 259; Opera omnia, p. 536).
59 'Secutus hunc Plotinus putat totum id anima mundi conciliante confici posse,

quatenus ilia naturalium rerum formas per seminales quasdam rationes sibi divini­
tus insitas generat atque movet. Quas quidem rationes appellat etiam deos, quo­
niam ab ideis supremae mentis numquam destituuntur. Itaque per rationes eiusmodi
animam mundi facile se applicare materiis, quas formavit ab initio per easdem,
quando magus vel sacerdos opportunis temporibus adhibuerit formas rerum rite
collectas, quae rationem hanc aut illam proprie spectant, sicut magnes ferrum ...
Fieri vero posse quandoque ut rationibus ad formas sic adhibitis sublimiora quoque
dona descendant, quatenus rationes in anima mundi coniunctae sunt intellectual­
ibus eiusdem animae formis, atque per illas divinae mentis ideis.' Ibid., III.26 (ed.
Kaske & Clark, p. 391; Opera omnia, pp. 571-72).

6. TIe Commentary on the Enneads of Plotinus

Having finished the entire translation of the 54 treatises of the Enneads
of Plotinus between 1484 and January 1486, Ficino immediately
began to write a commentary on the work. After a long interval,
and having taken out the part which became the De vita coelitus
comparanda, he finished the commentary in 1490, and published
it with the translation of the Enneads in Florence in 1492. In the
commentary Ficino made full application of Plotinian 'seminal prin­
ciples' (logoi spermatikoi) to his cosmology. Unfortunately there are few
studies of this field on which to base our discussion. Moreover, the
vast scale of the work and the lack of a critical edition render the
task all the more difficult.60 In these circumstances we shall limit
ourselves to focusing briefly on some important features in Ficino's
development of the concept of seeds.

According to Ficino, Plotinus shows that all things generated and
moved by nature are directed by the 'seminal reasons' of Universal
Nature, and notably more by the particular reasons and seeds than
by the less differentiated reason-principles themselves. Ficino asserts,
by analogy with the animal world, that all the bodies produced in
the world are formed by the spiritus as well as by the seminal rea­
sons in the vegetative power of the World-Soul. Before the forms of
things exist in the world, they must be born from this generative
power acting through the seminal reasons. By these reason-principles,
the Soul forms things 'naturally', that is to say, 'the Soul produces
the seminal reasons in nature and through these reasons nature
reproduces the forms in matter'.61 The seminal reasons by their inex­
haustible potency multiply the seeds of nature and then natural things.
He also adds that the irrational part of the World-Soul holds the
seeds as if they were the last traces of Ideas. And the 'seminal rea­
son of the world' (ratio seminaria mundi) is itself, so to speak, the 'Word'

GO See however M. Heitzman, 'La liberta e il fato nella filosofia di Marsilio Ficino',
Rivista di filosofia neo-scolastica, 28 (1936), pp. 350-71, and 29 (1937), pp. 59-82;
A. M. Wolters, 'The First Draft of Ficino's Translation of Plotinus', in lVIarsilio Ficino
e il ritomo di Platone, I, pp. 305-29; M. J. B. Alien, 'Summoning Plotinus: Ficino,
Smoke, and the Strangled Chickens', in Reconsidering the Renaissance, ed. by .LvI. Di
Cesare, Binghamton, NY, 1992, pp. 63-88 (reprinted in Plato's Third Eye); H. D.
Saffrey, 'F1orence, 1492: The Reappearance of Plotinus', Renaissance Qyarterly, 49
(1996), pp. 488-508.

G! In Plotini librum De coelo, ch. 17, Opera omniil, p. 1640.
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of the divine Mind through which matter receives its worldly embell­
ishment.52 "Ve note here that the seeds are made by the seminal rea­
sons and are therefore not ontologically identical with the seminal
reasons.

For Ficino, since a whole animal, composed of diverse parts, mul­
tiplies from a tiny seed, the seminal reason in this seed does not
lack strength. The seminal reason can remain in any portion of the
bodily seed since it is free from matter and therefore from spatial
dimension. This divine reason-principle, that brings everything forth,
lacks nothing, for nature pervades and moves all. 53 With regard to
the seminal reason, Ficino puts forward four major features: I) sem­
inal reason is the efficient 'principle' of all things that are brought
forth; 2) it includes in itself all these things; 3) all natural things that
are born through seminal reason are made in the manner of a seal,
according to their own efficient and exemplary power; 4) the entire
arrangement and variability of things is prescribed within the semi­
nal reason which expresses them outwardly as they have been imprinted
inwardly, so that nothing escapes divine providence.54 At the heart
of these arguments we note that there is an underlying analogy
between the concept of seminal reasons artd that of the vegetable
kingdom:

this reason seems to spread just like the root of a plant, which pro­
pagates itself into stem, branches and so on. . . . Thus one sees that
the 'seminal reason of the world' . .. diffuses itself through different
things, even through opposites, under the very Idea of diversity.55

Universal Nature contains within herself more seeds of things than
Mind contains Ideas. The power of a seed is weak. One seed can­
not contain, nor accomplish, what one Idea can have and do.
Therefore the power of a single Idea is distributed among many
seeds to compensate for their weakness by numbers. And matter is
made into many forms under one seed.55 Even if visible corporeal

6' In Plotini librum De providentia, ch. 2, Opera omnia, p. 1687.
63 Ibid., ch. 3, Opera omnia, p. 1688.
6+ Ibid., ch. 15, Opera omnia, p. 1695.
65 'videtur haec ipsa ratio non aliter propagare seipsam, quam plantae radix in

stipitem atque ramos & reliqua ... Atque ita ratio seminaria mundi, vita quidem,
sed divinorum universaliumque ultima, videtur sub ipsa videlicet diversitatis idea
seipsam in se per diversa articulatim contrariaque diffimdere.' Ibid., ch. 16, Opera
omnia, p. 1697.

Ix; 'Natura plura continet in se rerum semina quam mens ideas. Quum enim naturae

seeds are not found everywhere throughout the mass of the world,
there are assuredly innumerable invisible seeds and seminal reasons
which are manifest to the senses through their operations. And nature
has no choice but to make the forms determined by the seminal rea­
sons. By these, acting as principles and rules, nature has complete
determination over motion. The qualities springing up are naturally
gathered into a confined space, and are led to a single production
by balanced moderation. This production is multiform but respects
uniform harmonious orderY

Nature gives birth to living beings without visible seeds but with
seminal reasons, and procreates the qualities of the elements through
incorporeal seeds without the help of the elements. Whatever its
power is, the seminal reason possesses it from the beginning. The
reason 'does not know what it is making' but produces it without
knowing. 58 The world multiplies through the 'seminal power' of the
vVorld-Soul, just as any living being does from its own seed, which
possesses such a power. The World-Soul acts with supreme power
to the extent that its intellect forms its reason-principle and hence
its nature. The reason-principle, which naturally runs in different
directions, is made pregnant with the seeds of everything. Thus the
rational form of the world is born from an intimate rational motion
through the seminal reasons of things.59

7. The sources for his concept if seeds

We hope to have shown the principal features of the Florentine
metaphysician's concept of seeds. On the one hand, he faithfully fol­
lowed Plotinian doctrine of the logoi spermatikoi using the term 'rationes
seminales', notably in the De vita coelitus comparanda and the com­
mentary on Plotinus, that is, in his mature thought. He discovered
the theory of logoi spermatikoi in Plotinus and united it with Thomas

semll11sque virtus sit debilior, non potest in uno semine comprehendere, perque
unum facere quaecumque idea possidet potestque una. Ergo per plura semina dis­
tribuitur ideae unicae vigor virtutisque debilitas numero compensatur. Eadem ratione
materia in plures perducitur sub unoquoque semine formas.' Ibid., ch. 17, Opera
omnia, p. 1697,

67 In Plotini librum De natura et contemplatione et uno, Opera omnia, p. 1723.
68 Ibid" Opera omnia, p, 1724.
69 In Plotini librum pn'mum De dubiis animae, Opera omnia, p. 1737.
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Aquinas's doctrine of 'substantial form'.7Il For this reason, we can
perhaps say that the Ficinian system subordinated Peripatetic physics
(or hylomorphism) to Neoplatonic metaphysics. On the other hand,
at the beginning of his career, Ficino already broached the concept
of seeds in identifying nature with the 'seminal power' that germi­
nates and generates. The total sum of particular natures is for him
Universal Mother Nature, the 'seminary of the world', or the 'World­
Seedbed'. It seems then that these two conceptions are not com­
pletely identical, although they are used in a way that is sometimes
very close.71 In any event, we can say that in the universe of Ficino
there are, below the seminal reasons of the World-Soul, the multi­
ple seeds of Universal Nature which determine the destiny of each
being. What are the possible sources for his notion of seeds?

Ficino doubtless drew the notion of seeds principally from Neo­
platonic writings. It is natural to suppose that he found the key in
his chief guides to Platonism, Plotinus and Proclus. 72 Besides the
Neoplatonists, can we find any indication in the dialogues of Plato
himself? Plato speaks of seeds in the Timaeus, probably under
Pythagorean influence. The subjects are the seed of the Athenian
people (23c), the oracle of God the Sower(41c-D), the seed which
is identified with the element of fire (56B), and is in the panspermia
made from primary triangles and identified with human marrow
(73c).73 Against such Presocratic notions, Aristotle set out refutations
in his j\lfetaphysics which is likewise a rich source for Presocratic con­
cepts of cosmogonic seed. 74

70 See B. P. Copenhaver, 'Renaissance Magic and Neoplatonic Philosophy', esp.
pp. 355 and 368-69.

7\ M. J. B. AlIen remarks that, in his commentary on Plato's Second Letter, Ficino
would later reduce the number of orders of divine species from four to three: forms,
reasons and Ideas, which relate to matter, the soul and the divine Mind respec­
tively. By this, Ficino links, but does not identify, forms with seeds, and he distin­
guishes seminal reasons from higher reasons. Therefore forms, seeds and seminal
reasons return to the 'World-Soul, while higher reasons go to the divine Mind, and
the Ideas to the One. The hypostasis of 'nature' is suppressed. See AlIen, 'Marsilio
Ficino on Plato', pp. 573-74.

72 See Plotinus, Enneads, lII.1.7, lII.2.2, lII.7.ll, IV.3.10, IVA.29 and 39, V.1.5,
V.3.8, V. 7.3, V.9.6, VI.3.16, VI. 7.5; Proclus, Commentary on the Timaeus, 1.51.31,
1.99.17, I.l43.18 and 30, 1.300.13, 1.430.5-8, 1.449.14, 11.66.20; 11.73.17-18, II.l31.22,
1I.146.5, 11.193.27, III.l88.7-9, III.191.7, Ill.192.22, III.233.4-25, III.248.10,
III.296.12.

73 He had no further recourse to Chalcidius on this subject, despite the latter's
use of seeds.

7+ Aristotle, iHetaphysics, I.3.983b, VIllA. I043a, XII.8.1072b, XIV.3.1 091 a,
XIV.5.1092a.

Now Ficino established his version of the chain of ancient the­
ologians based on the belief that a single truth was transmitted from
the time of Moses and Hermes-Mercury Trismegistus until the time
of Plato, and was finally revealed by Jesus Christ. This late Hellenistic
vision, elaborated in the Renaissance, has been studied particularly
by D. P. Walker. 75 This is the 'ancient theology' (prisca theologia).
Among the ancient theologians, Ficino venerated especially Zoroaster,
Hermes, Orpheus, Pythagoras and Plato. Even if the Chaldean Oracles
wrongly attributed to Zoroaster do not speak of seeds/6 we can find
an allusion to the seeds that Nature guards within herself in the
Orphic Hymn to Nature (Physis).77 As for the Corpus Hermeticum, while
it is true that in 1463 Ficino himself translated, prior to the dia­
logues of Plato, the first fourteen logoi in which the image of a
'Creator Sower' is put forward, possibly under the influence of
Stoicism,78 nevertheless we scarcely see him calling on this mythical
personage in support of his concept.

As far as the Stoic doctrine of logoi spermatikoi is concerned, he
could have used important texts in Diogenes Laertius, Plutarch,

75 See D. P. Walker, The Ancient Theology, London, 1972. See also C. B. Schmitt,
'Perennial Philosophy from Agostino Steuco to Leibniz', Joumal of the History of
Ideas, 27 (1966), pp. 505-32; M. J. B. AlIen, Synoptic Art, pp. 1-49; W. Schmidt­
Biggemann, Philosophia perennis: Historische Umrisse abendldndischer Spiritualitdt in Antike,
iVIittelalter und friiher Neuzeit, Frankfurt a. M., 1998.

76 See J. Bidez and F. Cumont, Les iWages hellinises: <oroastre, Ostanes et Hystaspe
d'apres la tradition grecque, 2 vols, Paris, 1938; repr. New York, 1975; H. Lewy,
Chaldaean Oracles and Theurgy, rev. edn, Paris, 1978, pp. 340-44. On the Chaldean
Oracles in the Renaissance, see K. H. Dannenfeldt, 'The Pseudo-Zoroastrian Oracles
in the Renaissance', Studies in the Renaissance, 4 (1957), pp. 7-30; I. Klutstein, 'Marsile
Ficin et les Oracles chaldai'ques', in Marsilio Ficino e il ritomo di Platone, I, pp. 331-38;
eadem, L'vlarsilio Ficino et la theologie ancienne: Orades chaldai'ques, Hymnes orphiques, Hymnes
de Froclus, florence, 1987; and B. Tambrun, 'Marsile Ficin et le Commentaire de
Plethon sur les Oracles chaldai'ques', Accademia. Revue de la Societe lvlarsile Ficin, I (1999),
pp. 9-48.

77 The Orphic Hymns, ed. and tr. by A. Athanassakis, Missoula, Mont., 1977, p. 16.
The Ficinian version of this hymn is contained in a letter published by P. O. Kris­
teller, 'The Scholastic Background of Marsi!io Ficino with an Edition of Unpub­
lished Texts', Traditio, 2 (1944), pp. 257-318, esp. pp. 317-18. But Ficino did not
emphasize the passage in question. However, the anonymous translation falsely
attributed to him reads: 'Omnium tu pater, mater, nutrix et alumna I Celeri­
para, beata, multi seminis, horaria, impetuosa .. .', in I. Klutstein, Alarsilio Ficino et
la theologie ancienne, p. 66 (IX.19). On Orpheus in Ficino, see J. Warden, 'Orpheus
and Ficino', in Orpheus: The lHetamorphoses of a ivIyth, ed. by J. Warden, London,
1982, pp. 85-110; D. P. Walker, 'Orpheus the Theologian', in his Ancient Theology,
pp. 22-41.

78 Corpus Hermeticum, 1IL3, VlII.3, IX.3-6, X.3, XlII.2, XIV.! O.
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Seneca, Cicero and others. However, it is difficult for us to find clear

evidence of Stoic involvement, except what was conveyed through

the Neoplatonic texts. We can nevertheless add to this list the cos­

mogonic passage in the Metamorphoses of Ovid, 1.5-9, and those lines

of poetry so influential in Neoplatonic circles in late antiquity, Virgil,

Aeneid, VI. 724-31. As regards the Fathers of the Church, we know

that St Augustine was one of Ficino's favourite authors. He made

significant use of his De civitate Dei which includes two passages on

the doctrine of seminal reasons, but he seems not to have used the

more important De Genesi ad litteram for his concept of seeds. 79 In the

Latin Picatrix, a magic treatise of Arabic origin and one of the sources

of Ficino's theory of spiritus mundi, I have not been able to find any

special mention of seeds which would cast light on the problem.80

These texts are possible sources for Ficino's concept of seeds. Yet

we do not have any decisive evidence. In these circumstances his

commentary on Plato's Philebus may be viewed in a rather special

light.8
! Conceived as a dialogue on the theme of the Good, the high­

est principle in Plotinus, the Philebus was very important for the

Neoplatonists, as also for Ficino. This commentary seems to have

been composed earlier in his career, between July and the winter of

1469, that is, between the commentary on Plato's Symposium and the

Platonic 77zeology. As in other writings, Ficino speaks of the seeds of

nature on several occasions. To avoid repetition we shall not repro­

duce them all here.82 But we find a remarkable passage at the begin­

ning of the commentary, on the need for finality in natural change.
He says,

79 Augustine, De civitate Dei, XI1.26 and XXI1.14. See my article: 'Les logoi sper­
matikoi et le concept de semence dans la mineralogie de Parace!se', forthcoming in
Revue d'histoire des sciences. A. Tarabochia Canavero, 'So Agostino nella Teologia Platonica
di Marsilio Ficino', Rivista di filosofia neo-scolastica, 70 (1978), pp. 626-46, says that
Ficino used the De Genesi ad litteram for his concept of 'seminal reasons', but her
discussion on this point seems to me unsatisfactory.

80 There is a good critical edition of this text by D. Pingree, Picatrix: 77ze Latin
Version qf the 'Ghiiyat Al-Hakfm', London, 1986. See also V. Perrone Compagni,
'Picatrix latinus: Concezioni filosofico-religiose e prassi magica', Rivista di storia delta
filosofia medievale, I (1975), pp. 237-337; E. Garin, Ermetismo del Rinascimento, Rome,
1988, passim; Zambelli, L'ambigua natura delta magia, passim.

III See Marsilio Ficino, The 'Philebus' Commentary, ed. and tr. by M. J. B. AlIen,
Berkeley etc., 1975; repr. Tempe, Ariz., 2000.

8~ The principal ideas on 'seeds' are: the truth of the divine Mind and the cor­
respondence with the seeds of things in its essence, Ll5 (Opera omnia, p. 1221; AlIen,
p. 169); in the Mind, the creator of all things, reside the species, seeds, powers,

Again, the body's power either produces something by chance or by
a necessary intention of the nature. It is not by chance, because any
one body would produce all possible effects and so anything would
result from anything. Things would not need a definite seed and the
argument [discussed] by Lucretius would come to pass: 'If things were
made from nothing, every genus could be born from every thing; noth­
ing would need a seed. First, men could arise from the sea and the
genus of fishes from the land and birds could burst from the sky'. And
surely what happens by chance rarely happens, and it happens not
just in one way but in various ways. But we see certain appropriate
effects coming from individual things-from a particular seed, at the
established time, in the usual order and way, in a set sequence, with
the same middle terms and the same rational principle and most of
the time. So, as the corporeal power produces the effect from a nec­
essary intention of the nature, it intends the effect in the proper way
and what it intends it desires by natural instinct.83

Clearly Ficino is involving the Lucretian idea of 'the seeds of things'

(semina rerum) in his conception of the seeds of nature. Lucretius him­

self elaborated this theory within an atomist tradition that we can

reconstruct from the surviving fragments of Democritus and Epicurus.84

reasons and Ideas of all its works, Ll7 (Opera omnia, p. 1223; AlIen, p. 181); the
seeds of forms are present in nature and the reasons of all the seeds of nature are
in essence, Ll8 (Opera omnia, p. 1224; AlIen, p. 187); the Idea in nature is like the
seedbed in matter, 1.20 (Opera omnia, p. 1226; AlIen, p. 203); God determines mat­
ter through form, nature through seeds, the soul through reasons, the Mind through
Ideas, 1.36 (Opera omnia, p. 1250; AlIen, p. 363); the Mind effects creation with mat­
ter through the Ideas while the soul achieves generation with matter through seeds
and reasons, 11.4 (Opera omnia, p. 1257; AlIen, p. 417).

83 'Item corporis vis aut casu in opus incidit aut necessaria quadam intentione
naturae. Non casu, quia in quaecumque opera quodcumque corpus incurreret, atque
ita quaelibet a quibuslibet fie rent, neque certo res semine indigerent et illud Lucretii
eveniret. Nam si de nihilo fie rent ex omnibus rebus omne genus nasci posset; nihil
semine egeret, e mari primum homines, e terra possit oriri squamigerum genus et
volucres erumpere coelo. Et profecto quod casu fit raro contingit, nec uno dum­
taxat modo sed variis provenit. Videmus autem propria quaedam a singulis, certo
semine, instituto tempore, solito ordine modoque, digesta serie, iisdem mediis, eadem
ratione et ut plurimum fieri. Ergo cum necessaria quadam intentione naturae cor­
porea vis effectum producat, proprie illum intendit et quod intendit naturali instinctu
appetit.' Commentaria in Philebum, Ll (Opera omnia, p. 1207; AlIen, pp. 75 and 77).
Cr. Lucretius, De rerum natura, I.l59-63.

•, For Leucippus and Democritus, nature is, so to speak, the 'universal seedbed'
(panspermia), Aristotle, De caelo, III.4.303a, Leucippus, A15. The panspermia makes all
the elements of nature from atoms, Aristotle De anima, 1.2.404a, Leucippus A28. On
Epicurus and Lucretius, see F. Solmsen, 'Epicurus and Cosmological Heresies',
American Journal qf Philology, 72 (1951), pp. 1-23, esp. pp. 20-23; P. H. Schrijvers,
'Le regard sur l'invisible: Etude sur l'emp!oi de l'analogie dans I'ceuvre de Lucrece',
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The influence of Lucretius on Ficino has hitherto been mentioned
in connection with his youth,H5 but this other avenue has not been

seriously explored, and our observations on the importance of Lucretius

in the genesis of Ficino's ideas on the seeds of nature are only a

first step. Future research will surely disclose other elements in this
fundamental dimension of his thought. In any event, we can con­

clude that the concept of seeds in Ficino is an original synthesis of
quite heterogeneous ideas from antiquity.

in Lucrece, ed. by O. Gigon, Geneva, 1978, pp. 77-114; V. Nutton, 'The Seeds of
Disease: An Explanation of Contagion and Infection from the Greeks to the
Renaissance', Medical History, 27 (1983), pp. 1-34.

RS See Marcel, A!arsile Ficin (as n. I above), pp. 223-28. See also P. O. Kristeller,
Supplementum Ficinianum, 2 vols, Florence, 1937; repr. Florence, 1973, I, p. clxiii;
idem, TIle Philosophy qf lv!arsilio Ficino, p. 24-, n. 22; idem, Le TIlomis'me et la pensee
italienne de la Renaissance, Montreal and Paris, 1967, p. 118. A study of the influence
of Lucretius on Ficino is a desideratum.

NARCISSUS, DIVINE GAZES AND BLOODY MIRRORS:
THE CONCEPT OF lV1ATTER IN FICIN01

Sergius Kodera

Ad lucernae lumen ne le contempleris.
Look not in a mirror by lamplight.

Pythagorean precept

In this paper, I want to combine two related interests of mine, an

interest in gendered metaphors and in their use to describe the mate­
rial aspect of the world, that is to say, how an ostensibly abstract

philosophical discourse on the order of the world relates to ideas

about the relationship between actual men and women in the early

modem period. In that context, I also want to investigate the metaphor
of the mirror, which is of crucial importance in a male discourse,

the philosophy of Marsilio Ficino. In his Neoplatonic philosophy, the

mirror becomes, I argue, the most important and highly ambiguous
metaphor for the embodied world, and hence for the female and

passive aspect of creation. I shall argue that it eventually becomes the

crucial image of a particularly male fantasy of women. I shall focus

on the fact that Ficino's philosophy centres around a fundamentally
soIipsistic vision of creation and creativity, in which the material

world, by being tied to the ambiguous metaphor of the. mirror,
becomes associated with a particular and paradoxical condition of dis­

embodied embodiment and consequently associated with the demonic.
The myth of Narcissus has deep correspondences with this view.

I The material presented here summarizes part of the research I carried out
during my stay at the Warburg Institute in London in 1997 and 1998, which was
made possible by a Frances Yates Fellowship and an Erwin Schroedinger P?stdoc­
toral grant from the Austrian Federal Government; I WIsh to thank both lDstltu­
tions for their generous support. Intellectually this essay is most indebted to Michael
Alien's 1989 edition and commentary on Ficino's Sophist commentary as well as to
Frontisi-Ducroux's 1997 study on the role of mirrors in ancient Greece and Rome.
I wish to thank Valery Rees, Michael Alien, Georges Didi-Huberman and Tanya
Pollard lor their comments, corrections and draft-reading. In some aspects, the pre­
sent paper continues the topics of a paper I published in 1999: 'The Stuff Dreams
are Made of: Ficino's Magic Mirrors', Accademia. Revue de la Societe J;farsile Ficin, I
(1999), pp. 85-100, hence some of the material presented here overlaps with that
publication.
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