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ABSTRACT

This thesis is structured in four substantial chapters with sub-
sections. The first two cover the background to Ficino's thought, the
second two present his own attitudes towards magic, astrology and music.

Chapter one is concerned with aspects of musica mundana as represented
by Ficino's three main authorities, Plato, Hermes Trismegistus and
Plotinus. Firstly I present the fundamental ideas underlying Ficino's mode
of thought and musical practice: the structure of the cosmos, Pythagorean
harmonia and the human soul as microcosm, concluding with the nature of
Platonic wisdom. Secondly I consider the role of Hermes and the Hermetic
texts with their emphasis on intuitive revelation, alchemical
transformation and the imagination. From, this synthesis of the
intellectual and the intuitive emerges Plotinus, whose understanding of
cosmic sympathy and resonance has profound implications for a significatory
attitude towards astrology.

Chapter two moves on to musica humana, and the magical means by which
the Pythagorean and Platonic traditions aspired to bring the human soul
into harmony with the cosmos. I discuss the nature of magic and mysticism,
of occult ritual and the value of a symbolic mode of perception. The first
half deals with Platonic and Plotinian attitudes towards magic, which were
predominantly spiritual; the second half considers the practical magical
rituals of theurgy, as revealed through the writings of the neo-platonists
Iamblichus and Proclus and the Chaldaean Oracles. The central notion, that
of time and its two orders, leads to a consideration of astrology as
divination and a conclusion on the way of being and perception on which the
efficacy of 'magic' depends.

The second half of the thesis is directly concerned with Ficino's own
synthesis of this material. Chapter three firstly presents his formulation
of ways of knowing as found in the Iamblichus Commentary, then considers
the implications of this for his attitude towards astrology. The
'scientific' astrology of Ptolemy and the syncretic tradition of the Arabs
leads to a presentation of the dilemma between the scientific and
divinatory approaches. I then discuss Ficino's reaction to astrological
determinism and his own views in relation to his Disputatio contra iudicium
astrologorum and Commentary on Plotinus.

Finally, chapter four brings both astrology and music into focus as the
ingredients of Ficino's practices of natural magic. I discuss his ideas
concerning the nature of hearing, the function of the musician and the
concepts of spiritus and anima mundi in connection with the sympathetic
magic of De vita coelitus comparanda. Ficino's attitude towards the power
of words and song and his rules for composing astrological music lead us to
the final section on musica instrumentalis - Ficino's role as the 'second
Orpheus'. Contemporary anecdotes, the importance of Orpheus as a model and
the rediscovery of the Orphic hymns precede a more historical discussion of
Ficino as a music theorist and improvisor within the context of 15th
century Italian musical culture. I speculate on his instrument,
Renaissance performance practice and musical repertoire, concluding with
examples of relevant musical forms.
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INTRODUCTION

In the Prooemium to his great Theologia Platonica, Ficino tells the
reader how he has felt called upon to explain his synthesis of Platonism
and Christianity to those who "separate the study of philosophy from holy
religion".(1l) Ficino's vocation was to bring theory and practice,
intellect and will, knowledge and experience into a harmony which
transcended all opposition, and he sought to achieve this through a ritual,

symbolic use of both astrology and music in a therapeutic context of
‘natural magic'. "
The writing of thils thesis has, in many ways, been a personal journey
of deepening experience and psychological integration. Over the past seven
years (a cycle of Saturn) Marsilio Ficino has assumed the role of a daimon,
leading me to confront the most difficult and complex issues in my life and
somehow asking to be put to rest. I embarked on thls task without knowing
exactly what he was asking of me - I now realise that the process has been
an alchemical one of unification, with both internal and external purposes.
As a practising astrologer I had always felt very strongly that Ficino's
attitude towards astrology had been, on the whole, misrepresented by
scholars, and that an attempt should be made to bridge the seemingly
irreconcilable gulf between the practising astrologers and the academic
historians who write about it. In the course of translating Ficino's
Disputatio contra judicium astrologorum, Liber de Sole and excexpts from
his Commentaries on Plotinus and Iamblichus, I became aware that the
essential problem was not one of wilful antagonism, but of the
misapprehension of the mode of perception required to enter into Ficino's
way of understanding the world. For Ficino, there had to be a way of
combining, as In astrological practice itself, the fluid, subjective
'irrational' content of qualitative experlence within the the firm outer
framework of an objective structure. 1In this sense, I humbly attempt to
imitate Ficino himself, who constantly sought to lead his readers to a
participatory awareness of the dimension of life commonly regarded as
'occult!, and to a valuation of that dimension as equally essential to
psychological and physical health as that of rational objectivity.

-6 -



In Plato and Hermes Trismegistus, Ficino found supreme representatives

of the ways of being he strove to integrate: intellectual rigour and
clarity and intuitive, mystical revelation. 1In the writings of Plotinus,

thirty years later, he found a synthesis of the two and a supreme
justification for astrology as a divinatory, not a ‘'pseudo-scientific’,
art. Out of this emerged his extraordinary feat of the imagination, the
Liber de vita, in which the reader is encouraged towards health of mind,
soul and body through a diet of philosophical contemplation, magical
practices and rituals, astrologlcal awareness and musical activity. It is
here that Ficino formulates his unigue astrological music-therapy, a
consideration of which will form the culmination of this thesis.

The theme of the three musics, mundana, humana and instrumentalis(2) is
a constant unifying motif throughout my work. For the Platonist, life
itself is music - instrumental and vocal music merely imitating the true
music of the cosmos, which finds its counterpart in the motions of the
human soul. True music is harmony of thought, word and deed, and this may
be fostered through the right use of audible music and song, if it is
performed with a ritual attitude of religious intent. Ficino's 'new!'
therapeutic combination of music and astrology recovers a lost dimension -
that of the divinatory 'moment' which allows the individual "a free
participation in destiny".(3) This was of course a hall-mark of the
Renaissance - a re-birth of faith in man's capacity to overcome the
limitations of a fate-bound existence and be master of himself, in
celebration of his own 'divine' potential. Ficino's vocation was to lead
men to thls realisation through exhorting them to "see with different
eyes", to develop what we might term a symbolic attitude towards life, to
understand that to see astrology and audible music as metaphors for reality
is to facilitate a harmonising of the soul which can only lead to true
happiness. Bearing this in mind, I make no apology for frequent reference
to the work of C.G. Jung, who has perhaps been the greatest twentieth-
century spokesman for the very union of mind and soul to which Ficino
dedicated his 1life. In Jung's writings I have found a constant source of
inspiration, clarifying and illuminating - in psychological terms -
Ficino's alchemical quest.



To illustrate the imbalance this thesis seeks to redress, I shiil
consider, foxr the remainder of the Introduction, some modern
interpretations and criticisms of Ficino's attitude towards astrolegy; in
particular, the impressive new translation of Ficino's Liber de vita editced
by Carol Kaske and John Clark. This will, I hope, help to clarify the

issue and sel a perspective for the reading of the rest of the work.

Despite Marsilius Ficinus florentinus heading Luca Gaurico's list of
late 15th century Florentine astrologers, (4) Ficino's integrity and
authority as an astrologer are by no means affirmed by modern scholar:zhip.
We find bewildered criticisms, condemnations and misrepresentations of hig
views by scholars who refer to his "oscillations", "inconsistent
views", (5), "self-contradiction",(6), "somewhat double-faced attitude", ('7)
"vacillation on the subject of judicial astrology", (8) "peculiar
adaptations of astrology" and even his "relapse into superstition".(9)

Such remarks stem mainly from the seeming contradiction in the sequence of
his writings concerning his evident enthusiasm for astrology in the
everyday life of himself and his friends, and his apparently wholesale
rejection of astrological practices in the Disputatio contra iudicium
astrologum of 1477 and the Commentary on Plotinus' Enneads Il of ten years
later. The Disputatio appears to be a polemical attack on astrological
determinism, but Ficino's attack goes deeper than that; for he understood
such determinism to be the the result of a naive, unself-critical
complacency on the part of certain astrologers. 1In particular, he attacked
their wilful, short-sighted use of the faculty of judgement (iudicium) when
making astrological predictions or observations. He does not take issue
with the very possibility of making astrological interpretations and
judgements - never denying the 'mirroring' of the heavens by the material
world - but with the lack of subtlety and imagination - a 'symbolic
attitude' - in a literal, 'scientific' approach towards the prediction of
particulars. It is not the astrologer who acts responsibly, exercising
mature clarity of insight and maintaining a religious awareness of cosmic
law, nor judicial astrology in itself, who Ficino criticises, although hc
suspects it is not within the limits of human capacity to develop the
technique required for a comprehensive awareness of all the factors
involved. (10) O©One does not have to try to prove the consistency of

Ficino's thought, or assume that we can or should be able to fathom the
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undoubtedly paradoxical twists and turns of his expression of it. But its

misinterpretation is another matter, and in recent times modern scholarship
has shown itself to be sadly unreceptive to the importance of Ficino's

reformation of astrological practice.

One such culprit is Carol Kaske, who in her Introduction to the
translation of Ficino's Liber de vita, mistranslates the very title of the
Disputatio as Disputation against judicial astrology (which would be
astrologia iudiciaria).(11l) Together with other Ficinian scholars such as
Eugenio Garin, P.0O. Kristeller and D.P. Walker, she has certainly pointed
to the need for a re-appraisal and consideration of Ficino's astrological
thought in his own terms, (12) but remains curiously unable to enter into
the implications of those terms. Garin admits that "with regard to
astrology [the work of Marsilio Ficinol] has never been adequately looked at
in all its fluctuations and variations"(13), and on the whole scholars have
paid insufficient attention to an area which is indispensable for an all-
embracing understanding of Ficino's philosophical position. It is very
difficult to broach such an area from a perspective of detached historical
analysls (what Ficino was to call notitia)(l4) and a continual danger that
personal prejudices or willy-nilly rejection of 'occult' practices will
result in an unwillingness to credit Ficino with an understanding of the
subject which is more comprehensive than theirs. We find Carol Kaske
searching for "plausible patterns”(15) in Ficino's attitude which will help
to clarify what she sees as his "self-contradiction"™. She assumes that
Ficino shows "two outright denials of astrology" in the Disputatio and in a
letter to Polizlano of 1494, where Ficino wrote to his friend in praise of
Plco's massive condemnation of astrology, rejoicing that the "superstitious
vanity" of the astrologers had been quashed.(16). She supposes that he
"turned back to specific predictive astrology" (demonstrated in numerous
letters, the Consiglio contra la pestilenza(l7) and the Liber de vita Book
3) in the Apology to the Cardinals against Savonarola, written a year
before his death in 1498,(18), and suggests simplistically, and not a
little nalvely, that Ficino's "faith in Savonarola motivated his rejection
of astrology™, and that as he withdrew his support he "resumed his more
habitual attitude to astrology™ and that finally after Pico and Poliziano
were dead they could not dispute his "relapse into superstition”.



It must be pointed out at the outset that we cannot, and should not,
attempt to interpret Flcino's various astrological writings in the same
way. So much depends on the personal, social and political context and his
intended readership. His relationships with both Pico and Poliziano were
complex and uneasy, and the involvement of the trio with Savonarocla in the
1490s is by no means straightforward or indeed without ominous
implications. Ficino's letter to Poliziano can hardly be regarded as a
clear—cut statement of astrological belief unconnected to the circumstances
in which it was written - in fact it may well have been conceived as a
hidden warning to his friend who died mysteriously soon afterwards.(19) It
is, I feel, misguided to attempt to define a linear strand of development
and/or regression in the chameleon-like, ever changing hues of Ficino's

chosen vehicles of expression and angles of vision.

For Ficino, intuitive vision must be a complement to rational thought-
processes if any marryling of mind and soul is to be achieved. One cannot
approach Ficinian astrology, or hope to enter the flux of his imaginative
understanding, with the detachment of purely logical analysis. Carol
Kaske's investigation seems to be geared to the idea that the motions of
the heavens and their unseen operation on the sublunar world (if any)
function as a purely natural-scientific process, and that any results of
that process must be measurable by rationalistic norms. Any subjective or
occult effects are to be reduced to mere "superstition". She sadly
misrepresents Ficino's innovative, personal attitude by an insistence on
restricting 'astrology' into a small pigeon-hole of determinism, even
denying altogether its possible validity in the world of scholarship: in
her introduction to a philologically thorough translation of Ficino's Liber
de vita, she laments that, in an ideal world, "to do Jjustice to a work so
encyclopaedic as De vita would ideally require the services of a committee
embracing historians of science, of the medical profession, of philosophy,
and of religion"(20) - that she evidently would not feel the need to
consult practising astrologers is a sad reflection of academic attitudes.
Her evident difficulty in incorporating the neo-platonic model of
sympathetic cosmic resonance into a broader concept of astrological
experience, leads her to attempt restrictive categorisations which purport
to delimit Ficino's far-reaching syncretism into "a preference for more-or-
less over elther/or thinking".(21).
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Carol Kaske talks of Ficino's "ominous horoscope", "peculiar adaptations

of astrology™ and "wholesale rejections of astrology"”; she even says "a
person with a bad horoscope could hardly be casual and lukewarm towards

astrology; he would have to either reinterpret it to give him some hope or
else deny it outright".(22). Ficino is continually at pains to point out
that crude good/bad distinctions play no part in subtle psychological
tempering, (23) and one simply cannot allow Carol Kaske's assumption that
Ficino's "very bad horoscope" accounts partly for his "rejection of
astrology"” in the Disputatio(24) - for such a statement totally denies the
very freedom of will and voluntary 'negotiation with fate' preserved by
Ficino's 'divinatory' attitude. Far from leading him to "reject
astrology", Ficino's struggle for self-knowledge, to use profitably the
tensions symbolised in his horoscope, encouraged him to explore the
meaningfulness of symbols and to throw out the deadwood of a deterministic
system. The tests of Saturn are hard, and the recognition that his glifts,
offered through the inner power of contemplation, might lead to inspired
creative activity was a profound discovery indeed. Certainly for the man
who does not exercise his free-will to know his innermost self and align
with a higher will, planetary influences may be perceived as harmful; but
the difficult and often painful process of such tempering may yield inner
strengths which have no other means of development. To call Ficino's
concern with his own horoscope an "obsession"(25) sadly makes a mockery of
his deep intuitlive perception of the benefits of intensely-focussed
perseverance as a path towards inner transformation. It seems unimportant
to me if Ficino "vacillated" as to whether Saturn "caused" or "prophesied®,
in any exact technical sense, his own philosophlcal career(26) - he
understood a personal horoscope as potentially revealing innate resources
for 1life and development, and for a greater understanding of personal
purpose. To compare this process to an I.Q. test(27) at best misses the
point, and at worst degrades the nobility, and sublimity, of the endeavour.

I have 1llustrated at some length Carol Kaske's critical attitude
because 1t reflects the very cut-and—-dried literalism which Ficino himself
saw as such an enemy to the creative possibilities which emerge when the
imagination is truly valued, when qualitative correspondences and
affinities, non-linear kinds of connection are applied. The psychological
unity Ficino strives for is not a simple uniformity - clarity of insight is

-11 -



not able to reduce the complexities of the sublunar world to convenient,
simple propositions. Rather, a unified faculty of intulitive perception
reveals the corresponding unity behind the complexity of experience, the
polytheistic universe, where elements may be tempered and attuned but not
reduced in scope to suit the needs of an explanatory system.

Following Plotinus, Ficino intuitively grasped that semiological
astrology, regarding heavenly configurations as signs rather than causes,
provided a more philosophically coherent foundation for his practice of
natural magic, where synchronistic observations and correlations were
connected with an occultus influxus from the planets and stars. Carol
Kaske's definitive statement that Plotinus "was not very interested in
either astrology or magic"(28) hardly does justice to the subtle,
discriminating appraisal to which he subjects both arts in Enneads IV. She
appears to consider semiotic astrology as a somewhat poor cousin of the
causal variety, whereas if we learn anything from Ficino's attitude, it
surely must be quite the opposite; that it is precisely a deterministic
astrology which leaves much to be desired in terms of preserving human
dignity, and that the neo-platonic/hermetic imaginative, symbolic and
essentially magical attitude holds the key to unlocking the door of fate.
To read that "Ficino occasionally retreats to it when defending Saturn"(29)
or that "the semlological survived such condemnations (of predictive
astrology) in Plotinus' thought"(30) surely belittles the very attitude
Ficino strove to advocate. What Carol Kaske sees as "generalising" from a
single or scanty data(3l) Ficino (as indeed Jung) would have advocated as
the free-ranging elaboration of the imagination. The limits of
determinism, for the Renaissance humanist, can play no useful part in man's
striving to know himself, and know God.

Considering all this, is there in fact an "astrological problem"™ which
"comes to a head in De vita" and which was "festering" earlier in Ficino's
1life?(32) D.P. Walker, in an attempt to impose a more "coherent line of
development™(33) on Ficino's "varied, inconsistent and usually evasively
expressed" views even wishes to re-date the Disputatio (with no reliable
evidence) to colincide with the letter to Poliziano. D.P. Walker admits at
the outset of his paper "I am remarkably i1l qualified to speak on
astrology. I know nothing of the details of astrological procedures of any
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period”(34) and demonstrates his lack of understanding by a bewildered
incomprehension at how Ficino, Pico and Poliziano could possibly have
laughed at the "vanity of the astrologers™(35): "If only I could find
astrology funny, I would read it eagerly, and this would be a much better
paper."(36) Such an inability to discriminate between the 'petty ogres'
(nefarios gigantulos)(37) whose arrogance and folly, in true Democritan
spirit, so amused Ficino and the discriminating wisdom of the
philosopher/astrologers for whom astrology as a symbolic system became a
tool for self-knowledge, is unfortunately a hallmark of recent attempts to
clarify Ficino's position. The issue at stake is surely not whether or not
Ficino 'believed' in astrology at different times of his life - he clearly
takes its phenomena as self-evident. It is rather to appraise his
intellectual and intuitive capacities within a specific philosophical/
religious framework, from which position he was able to enter into the play
of forces implicit in an animated cosmos, and thus use astrological

symbolism as a vehicle for his musical psychological therapy.
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ONE: MUSICA MUNDANA

eo ig - Ficino' cient Authori s

1.1. Prologue

"let us rather say that the cause and purpose of god's
invention and gift to us of sight was that we should see
the revolutions of intelligence in the heavens and use
their untroubled course to quide the troubled revolutions
in our own understanding, which are akin to them and so, by
learning what they are and how to calculate them accurately
according to their nature, correct the disorder of our own
revolutions by the standard of invariability of those of
god ... all audible musical sound is given us for the sake
of harmony, which has motions akin to the orbits in our
soul, and which, as anyone who makes intelligent use of the
arts knows, is not to be used, as 1s commonly thought, to
give irrational pleasure, but as a heaven-sent ally in
reducing to order and harmony any disharmony in the
revolutions within us."(1)

This passage from Plato's Timaeus encapsulates concisely the very theme
of this thesis, and is perhaps the earliest explicit testimony we have to
the connection between symbolic astrology, and the practical use of music-
making as a therapy. Plato understood that the arts of astrology and
music, at their highest potential, are both means by which human beings can
achieve inner equilibrium of soul and self-knowledge. For they can be seen
as a reflection and echo - a "heaven-sent ally" - of the perfect and
immutably decreed pattern of motion and harmony established in the cosmos
by the divine creator, and deeply imprinted within the human soul. 1In this
chapter I shall be exploring the common sources and roots of such a
hypothesis as revealed in the 'ancient theology' of Ficino's most revered
authorities in the Pythagorean-Hermetic tradition, who not only provided
his own practice of 'natural magic' with sound philosophical precedents,
but were also his constant, living sources of inspiration. 1In the
teachings and writings of Pythagoras, Plato, Hermes Trismegistus and
Orpheus (continued in the neo-platonic schools of Plotinus, Porphyry,
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Iamblichus and Proclus) Ficlino found kindred spirits, whose religious
philosophy he could interpret as being entirely in sympathy with Christian
teaching. Ficino's conviction that a thread of truth could be discerned,
to a greater or lesser extent, at all periods of history, woven through
religion and philosophy - particularly via the Platonic tradition - led him
to dedicate his life to the reconciliation of this 'religious' philosophy
with Christian revelation. He produced, to this end, his main
philosophical and theological works, the Theologia Platonica(2) and De
Christiana religione.(3) In the words of Hankins:
"For Ficino, Platonism, instead of being the nemesis of

Christendom, is part of God's providential design for the

human race, a philosophia perennis, springing intertwined

wvith Christianity from the same sqQil of religious

experience; each of them lends support to the other in
their growth towards perfection and truth."(4)

Ficino saw the scholastic Aristotellanism of the previous centuries as
having falled to achieve the goals of moral and religious training due to
an over-insistence on dogmatic, formulaic methods of teaching at the
expense of inner reflection. He maintalned that true knowledge must first
and foremost be an intuition of the divine which is by its very nature
prophetic, and which draws everything back to the subjective, qualitative
experience of the individual. In this way, it could not be argued that
Plato's religious experience was qualitatively different from or inferior
to that of Moses or other Hebrew prophets. Ficino recogised the need to
fertilise the traditional, orthodox religious values of his time with the
wvater of the soul - a conjunction of Saturn and Jupiter (signifying formal
tradition and inspired revelation) such as was actually witnessed in the
heavens in 1484, the year that his complete translation of Plato appeared.
Ficino would also understand Saturn with Jupiter to represent the Platonic
unity of wisdom and worldly power, and would have seen such an ideal
embodied in his patron and close friend Lorenzo de' Medici.(5)

The syncretic tendency was of course well represented in the Christian
apologetic tradition initiated by Philo, the Alexandrian Church Fathers
Clement and Origen and handed down to the Middle Ages via Lactantius and
St. Augustine to St. Thomas Aquinas,(6) and in such Christian Platonists as
Dionysius Areopagitus(7) and John Scotus Eriugena.(8) The interpenetration
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of Aristotelian and Platonic ideas in the Medieval period and the influence
of the scholastics on Ficino's philosophy has been discussed by P.O.
Kristeller.(9) It is my intention to consider the chief representatives of
the perennial wisdom called ‘'ancient theologians': those great pagan
vislionaries of the Western esoteric tradition whose religious philosophy
most directly fertilised Ficino's particular practice of therapeutic
astrology and music-making. Zoroaster, Hermes Trismeglistus, Orpheus,
Aglaophemus, Pythagoras and Plato(10) - Ficino was deeply attracted by
these quasi-‘'divine' representatives of a tradition, which far from being
based exclusively on scholastic verbal definitions of intelligible
doctrines, incorporated metaphorical and visionary symbolism together with
all kinds of theurgic practices involving natural magic, astrology and
music. Above all, it preserved inviolate a secret that was only accessible
to those who were worthy of comprehending it, and to this end these
initiates "held the assumption that deep truths must be veiled in fable and
allegory".(1ll) Ficino was firmly convinced "that the best pagan minds had
been far above polytheistic superstitions, and had adhered to an esoteric
philosophico-religious wisdom which they concealed from the uninitiated to
avoid persecution and vulgarisation of thought."(12)

The quantity of Greek and Latin texts of which Ficino had first-hand
knowledge is formidable, but it is the 'divine Plato' who is most
frequently summoned as the advocate of 'right thinking' and as such
Ficino's ultimate authority. For the first time in Western history, his
complete dialoques, along with the Corpus Hermeticum (believed by
Renalissance scholars to stem from the hand of Hermes Trismegistus himself),
were translated and commented on - by Ficino at the very beginning of his
career. In his Preface to the Commentaries on Plato, dedicated to Lorenzo
de"Medici(13) Ficino tells us how Lorenzo's grandfather Cosimo entrusted
him with the task, establishing him as the leader of the Academy at Careggi
which was to become the focal intellectual and artistic centre of the
Florentine Renalssance. For Ficino, Plato was no less than a prophet of
eternal wisdom:

" ... Almighty God, at an appointed time, sent down the
divine spirit of Plato from on high to shed the light of

holy religion upon all peoples, through his life, genius
and marvellous teaching."(14)
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Although Ficino claims that the style of his master could never be
reproduced, being "more like that of a divine oracle than any human
eloguence, now resounding on high, now flowing with the sweetness of
nectar, ever encompassing the secrets of heaven"(15) nevertheless in many
of his own writings (particularly his correspondence) we may glimpse the
qualities he admires so much - the veiling of truth with humour and jest,
the "sweetening" of profound thought with "some sweet and useful
matter", (16)) the very use of language itself to rhetorically captivate and
seduce the minds of worldly men into contemplating more enduring spiritual
realities:

" ... indeed Plato's style appears to be more poetical than
philosophical; now his words thunder and reverberate like
those of a seer, now they flow gently, and all the while
they obey no human power but one that is prophetic and
divine; he does not play the part of a teacher so much as a
priest or prophet, now enrapturing some whilst expiating

others, and seizing them with divine frenzy in the same
way."(17)

Hankins has observed(18) that in his literary style Ficino was not
content to reproduce the "rhetorical fervour and elegant style" of his
contemporary humanists, but cultivated his own rich, pithy and "mystagogic"
language, full of irony, puns and allegorical excursions. Following his
master Plato, Ficino knew how to use appropriate language as a bait or
'divine lure', to entice the reader to exercise his imaginative faculty and
develop an ability to find the hidden meaning in myth and symbol - always
encouraging the light of the intellect to be turned inwards towards the

imago Dei in the human soul.

Through the miracle of Divine Providence which has "restored to the
light" Platonic wisdom, Ficino sees Philosophy, the daughter of Minerva,
extending encouragement to Lorenzo to enter the Platonic Academy. On one
level this is an invitation to join the elite at Careggi, where the gods
themselves inspire and instruct: Apollo sings in the garden, Mercury
declaims at the entrance, Jupiter pronounces justice, and, most
importantly, "within the innermost sanctuary, philosophers will come to
know their Saturn contemplating the secrets of the heavens“(my
italics}.(19) Already we have an indication of the elevated and noble

function of the symbolic imagery of astrology in Ficino's quest for self-
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knowledge, as also of the central role of musical performance, for as we
shall see in chapter four, Ficino's contemplation of "the secrets of the
heavens" involved specially composed musical settings of Orphic hymns
addressed to planetary deities. Certainly the task of knowing his own
Saturn by such a means was to prove life-long, and was to carry profound
consequences for astrology - namely, the re-interpretation of the
traditional 'malefic' view of the planet. On another level, Ficino's
invitation can be understood as a universal and timeless exhortation to
mankind to join an esoteric 'Platonic Academy' and embark on the dittficult
but infinitely rewarding journey to true happiness through philosophical

speculation and religious contemplation.

Ficino's fervent conviction that true religion would find in the
Platonic teachings its surest defence against profanity initiated a reviwval
of ancient wisdom and pagan spirituality which places him at the forefront
of a new era - most especially through the philanthropic incorporation of
Hermetic and neo-platonic 'licit' magic into his every-day practice as a
healer of soul and body. It must not be forgotten that Ficino was both a
priest and a physician, and that his wide range of activities included
interaction and communication with the ordinary Florentine citizen, whether
in Church or at their bedside. Ultimately, it was the application of his
religious philosophy to compassionate therapeutic ends, via sermons and
public lectures, herbal remedies and astrological music, which superseded
any mere theorising, and which singled him out amongst his contemporaries
in the Academy, such as his particular friends the philologist and poet
Angelo Poliziano and the brilliant but wayward young Giovanni Pico. For
Ficino, the practice of sympathetic magic was a means by which gnosis could
be attained, in the same way that the alchemist's art was directed towards
the union of heaven and earth. Both the magician and the alchemist werc
striving for psychological unity through the strengthening of
consciousness, or knowledge of the 'divine' essence of man and matter. But

this will be considered further in chapter four.
I shall now look at several of the key texts which set in perspective

Ficino's practice as a Renaissance magus - those which reveal the

particular cosmological framework on which his 'natural magic' depends.
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1.2. The Timaeus and Pvthagorean harmonia

Pythagoras, the father of the concept of musica mundana, the harmony of
the spheres, is a figure shrouded in legend, and we know little of the life
of the man himself. However, to the Renaissance Platonist he was the most
revered representative of the highest spiritual and intellectual
attainment.(20) It is probable that he travelled in Egypt and Babylon,
perhaps becoming initiated into the spiritual wisdom of the Egyptians, and
almost certainly becoming a spokesman for the long-established Eastern
religious tradition. Ernest McClain(2l) has emphasised the 'totally
unhistorical' basis of many traditional stories of Pythagorean discoverics,
suggesting that their origin may be traced to ancient Babylon. He shows
that Sumer and Babylon were mathematically highly advanced, incorporating
music, mathematics and religion in a system of knowledge which was
bequeathed to the Western world via the teachings of Pythagoras and
Plato. (22)

It is generally held that it was Pythagoras who discovered that musical
intervals may be reduced to numerical ratios, (23) thus providing a
mathematical basis for audible harmony. The perfect intervals of the
octave, f£ifth and fourth all contain as their numerical basis the numbers
one to four, and so the tetraktys became eguated with the notion of
harmonia, the 'fitting of things together! or adjustment of parts in a
complex whole.(24) 1In the words of Guthrie,

"The discovery of Pythagoras, that the basic intervals of
Greek music could be represented by the ratios 1:2, 3:2 and
4:3, made it appear that kosmos - order and beauty - was

imposed on the chaotic range of sound by means of the first
four integers, 1,2,3 and 4."(25)

In his Commentary on Cicero's Dream of Scipio which became the chief
authority on neo-platonism in the Middle Ages, Macrobius deals extensively
with number in creation.(26) Here we learn that odd numbers are associated
with the male principle, and even numbers with the female. The two are
united in the substance of the world soul of the Timaeus. The number one,
the monad or creative principle, is bisexual and both odd and even in
nature. Understood, in a musical metaphor, as the generating 'fundamental'

of the scale of creation, the unfolding of the consonant octave in the
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ratio of 1:2 can be seen as the emergence of the female principle out of
the original unity - astrologically, this can be further illustrated by the
symbols of the Sun and Moon. Macrobius affirms(27) that the Pythagoreans
"revere [the tetraktys] among their secrets as pertaining to the perfection
of the soul™ and for Iamblichus its secrets are connected with the oracle
at Delphi, the seat of the highest and most sacred wisdom.(28) Connected
with the tetraktys we find its sum, the sacred Decad or number ten, a
symbol of perfection and completion. Not only does it contaln the numbers
which constitute the ratios of 'perfect' musical intervals but also
encompasses all four dimensions of experience, being the sum of the
geometrical progressions of point (one), line (two), trlangle (three) and
pyramid (four).(29)

The Pythagorean concept of the harmonious structure of a universe
founded on numerical ratio was transmitted via the creation myth of Plato's
Timaeus.{(30) In Psychology and Western Religion Jung shows that pre-
Christian parallels to the three-fold symbolism of the Trinity are to be
found in Babylonlan and Egyptian traditions, and that such ideas were
assimilated into Christianity through Philo and Plutarch.(31) He refers to
Porphyry's statement(32) that the symbol of a cross within a circle
signified the world-soul for the Egyptians, and considers the psychological
implications of the triad and quaternity as symbols of completion. In this
section I can but summarise his conclusions, which provide an
interpretation of the Timaeus as an allegory of fundamental psychological
exper ience.

According to Macrobius, two is the first number, as with its separation
from the undivided One multiplication may begin: "As soon as the number two
appears, a unit is produced out of the original unity, and this unit is
none other than that same unity split into two and turned into a
'number'".(33) From this duality of the 'one' and the 'other' a tension
arlses, as the one holds on to the other and the other pushes away from the
one. Here we find the essential duality represented by archetypal
oppositions such as light and dark, good and evil, male and female. It is
a condition of unresolvable antagonism which must eventually give rise to a
third unifying principle: "every tension of opposites culminates in a
release, out of which comes the 'third'. 1In the third, the tension is
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resolved and the lost unity is restored."(34) Wwhereas the emergence of two
from one is prerequisite for the act of 'knowing' or differentiation of
consciousness from an unconscious, primordial chaos, three appears as a
synonym for the process of development in time and is expressed by the
perfect symmetry of the equilateral triangle.(35) Three is perfect as it
is the beginning, middle and end;(36) in religious experience the absolute
Deity unfolded into three aspects.

In the Timaeus we read:

"god, when he began to put together the body of the universe,
made it of fire and earth. But it is not possible to combine
two things properly without a third to act as a bond to hold
them together. And the best bond s one that effects the
closest unity between itself and the terms it is combining

e e " (37)

The mean holding the two opposites together will be a geometrical
proportion "such that, as the first is to it, so is it to the last" as in
the progression 2:1 = 4:2 = 8:4 = 2. This, continues Plato, would suffice
if the world were a plane surface. But solids require two means to connect
them: "So god placed water and air between fire and earth, and made them so
far as possible proportional to each other.. and in this way he bound the
world into a visible and tangible whole.™(38) Thus, the unit of the triad
is produced from the union of one pair of opposites only, a two-dimensional
construct whose reality is not physical, but remains on the plane of
abstract thought. To encompass physical reality in its fourfold aspect,
two pairs of opposites need to unite. Here, suggests Jung, is the dilemma
of the 'three' and the 'four' found reflected psychic experience:

*plato begins by representing the union of opposites two-
dimensionally, as an intellectual problem to be solved by
thinking, but then came to see that its solution does not
add up to reality. In the former case we have to do with a
self-subsistent triad, and in the latter with a quaternity.
This was the dilemma which perplexed the alchemists for
more than a thousand years ... and is also fourd in
psychology as the opposition between the functions of
consciousness, three of which are fairly well
differentiated, while the fourth, undifferentiated,
'inferior' function is undomesticated, unadapted,
uncontrolled, and primitive."(39)
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Jung draws our attention to the opening words of the dialogue, where
Socrates notices that a guest is missing: "One, two, three - but where, my
dear Timaeus, 1s the fourth of my quests of yesterday ..?",(40) suggesting
that, read symbolically, the implication is that either air or water is
missing from the equation of reality. If it is air, then there is no
connecting link with fire; if water, then no link with earth - and we must
agree with Jung's conclusion that "Plato certainly did not lack spirit; the
missing element he so much desired was the concrete realisation of
ideas."(41) The dichotomy between the perfection of the Ideal world and
the imperfection of earthly reality was not easily breached by Plato, who
struggled and failed to put his political theories into action. His vision
of the world was as a 'blessed god' - whole, perfect and uncorrupted;(42)
without the fluid, fertilising bonding-Bf water, air has no means of
integration with the realm of mother earth, which then can only be regarded
as anathema to spiritual aspiration, hostile and full of painful
limitation:

"The step from three to four brought him sharply up against
something unexpected and alien to his thought, something

heavy, inert, and limited, which no me on [not being] and
no ‘privatio boni' can conjure away or diminish."(43)

The Platonlic/Christian legacy of a triadic, 'masculine' spirituality has
of course been continually underpinned by the complementary 'shadow' of
pagan religions. Ficlino's re-discovery and promotion of Hermes
Trismegistus and neo-platonic magic heralded a breakthrough of the
'feminine' imaginative aspect of religious experience which promised a
potential healing of the elemental split - indeed this is the hallmark of
the Renalssance. As a Christian priest, his embracing of Lady Minerva can
be seen as a symbolic marriage of spirit and soul in the alchemical alembic
of Philosophy, where will and desire are one.

1.3. The Yorld-soul

In the Phaedrus Plato presents us with a succinct description of the
nature of soul as an all-pervading cosmic life-force:

"Soul taken as a whole is In charge of all that is animate,
and traverses the entire universe, appearing at different
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times In different forms. When it is perfect and winged it
moves on high and governs all creation, but the soul that

has shed its wings falls until it encounters solid matter.
There it settles and puts on an earthly body, which appears
to be self-moving because of the power of soul that is in
it, and this combination of soul and body is given the name
of a living being and is termed mortal.™(44)

In the Timaeus Plato tells us that the Demiurge fashioned this soul of
the living god of the world, its governing principle, from a mixture of the
'indivisible existence' and the 'divisible existence', and the 'same' and
the 'different', thus producing a third kind of independent compound.(45)
He then mixed them into a single unity, "forcing the Different, which wvas
by nature allergic to mixture, into union with the Same, and mixing both
with Existence." The world-soul is thus three in one, "a revelation or
unfolding of the God-image."(46) Jung points out that Plato makes a subtle
difference between the two oppositions of indivisible/divisible and
same/different, for there is no suggestion that the divisible has to be
united forcibly in the same manner as the different. Rather, we are
presented with a quaternio composed of two oppositions, whose middle term

coincides: Same

Tndivisible Divisible

Different

Jung suggests that the triad of the indivisible and the divisible with
their mean corresponds to the condition of abstract thought, which needs
the addition of the second mixture, the same and different, to become
'reality'. This added dimension necessarily involves the incorporation of
that most recalcitrant element, the different:

"The 'Other' is therefore the 'fourth' element, whose
nature it is to be the adversary and to resist harmony.
But the fourth, as the text says, is intimately connected
with Plato's desire for 'being'. One thinks, not

unnaturally, of the impatience the philosopher must have
felt when reality proved so intractable to his ideas."(47)

The common mean between all four opposites, or elements, could also be
seen as the fifth part - the unifying substance of soul which unites the
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four elements of the body of the world. We could also see the two mixtures
as representing the means of air and water needed to unite the outer

extremes of fire and earth, or in psychological terms the 'masculine' and
'feminine' aspects of the soul, the latter being most deeply buried

therefore more inaccessible to male consciousness. Whatever archetypal
process is being represented in this myth, it is important to realise that

Plato would not have been aware of the 'fourth' as a 'problem':

"However extraordinary his genius may have been, it by no
means follows that his thoughts were all conscious ones.
The problem of the fourth, for instance, which is an
absolutely essential ingredient of totality, can hardly
have reached his consciousness in complete form. If it
had, he would have been repelled by the violence with which
the elements were to be forced into a harmonious system.
Nor would he have been so illogical as to insist on the
threefoldness of his world-soul. Again, I would not
venture to assert that the opening words of the Timaeus are
a ocnscious reference to the underlying problem of the
recalcitrant fourth. Everything suggests that the same
unconscious spiritus rector was at work which twice
impelled the master to try to write a tetralogy, the fourth
part remaining unfinished on both occasions. This factor
also ensured that Plato would remain a bachelor to the end
of his life, as if affirming the masculinity of his triadic
God-image."(48)

In relation to the Timaeus, it remains to consider the harmonious
structure of the world-soul in terms of musica mundana and humana. The
Demiurge divides up the soul-stuff according to the ratios of the three
consonant intervals and then fills it out to complete a musical scale.(49)
It is then cut into two strips which are bent around each other, forming
the circles of the Same and the Different, which contain the spheres of the
fixed stars and the orbiting planets. This strip of the Different is
itself divided into narrower strips which form the basis of the movements
of the individual planets, and are arranged according to the seven numbers
which constitute the two geometrical progressions of 1,2,4,8 and 1,3,9,27.
The corporeal world, that is, the physical bodies of the spheres, is
created within the world-soul:

"and the soul was woven right through from the centre to the
outermost heaven, which it enveloped from the outside and,
revolving on itself, provided a divine source of unending and

rational life for all time. The body of the heaven is
visible, but the soul invisible and endowed with reason and
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harmony, being the best creation of the best of intelligible
and eternal things."(50)

The planets and the fixed stars move in contrary motion; the planets
move according to the strip of the Different which moves against that of
the Same. Here also we learn that the physical world is a unique copy of
the eternal:

*[The Demiurge] made in that which we call time an eternal

moving image of the eternity which remains for ever at
one."(51)

Time and movement, in the realm of change, lead to decay, death and

rebirth; the planets, or 'instruments of time’, are, according to Plato,
created in order to define and preserve our sub—celestizl realm and it is

from their movements that man on earth understands 'time'. The Demiurge
constructs the zodiacal sphere of the fixed stars like "a kind of universal
cosmic embroidery"(52) around the heavens, and gives them the two motions
of individual rotation and forward movement within the band as a whole.
Beyond this realm, 'time' is of quite another order; eternal and immutable.

The Demiurge divides the soul-stuff into "as many souls as there are
stars" and allotts each soul to a star.(53) Plato says that each soul
would be sown in its “appropriate instrument of time", that is, planet, and
that it would return to its native star if it lived a good life:

"And mounting them on their stars, as if on chariots, he
showed them the nature of the universe and told them the
laws of their destiny. To ensure fair treatment for each
at his hands, the first incarnation would be one and the
same for all and each would be sown in its appropriate
instrument of time and be born as the most god-fearing of
living things."(54)

However, the soul which did not refrain from wrong-doing

"would have no respite from change and suffering until he
allowed the motion of the Same and uniform in himself to
subdue all that multitude of riotous and irrational
feelings which have clung to it since its association with
fire, water, air and earth ... To avoid being responsible
for their subsequent wickednesses he sowed some of them in
the earth, some in the moon and some in all the other
instruments of time ..."(55)
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and the rest, he left to newly-created gods who fashioned mortal bodies,
and into them, the orbits of the immortal soul. The violent conflict which
ensued when the stream of incorruptibility plunged into the earthly body
caused the motions of the whole being to become "irregular, fortuitous and
irrational®. This is the perpetual state of man, caught in a conflict
between the pull of his irrational, mortal part and the awareness of his
essential divine nature. The implication is that the element of the 'same'
retained by each incarnating soul is a particular quality of the fixed star
under which it is born, that is, of the zodiac. It 1is also allotted a
quality of the 'different', that is from a particular planet, and it is not
difficult to see here the origins of a speculative astrology where the
planetary confiqurations at the moment of birth mirror the inherent
characteristics of an individual. '

In this myth Plato is describing symbolically the very beginning of
Time, when the seeds of all future generations are sown. It would seem
that here we have an esoteric explanation of the fundamental astrological
tenet of the twelve psychological and physical types, and the suggestion
that there is a higher law which determines the time of birth of each
individual so that he may embody the appropriate characteristics for his
unique destiny. In natal horoscopy, not only is each person born under a
particular constellation, but he has a personal 'ruling planet' determined
by his time of birth.(56) According to Plato, this is understood to be the
particular 'instrument of time' to which he is allotted before birth, and
often referred to as his 'quardian spirit'.(57)

In chapter two I shall be exploring in more detail the implications of
the two 'orders' of time, temporal (the realm of change) and eternal
(unchanging) in the context of neo-platonic maglc. The framework set out
by Plato in the Timaeus provides a powerful image and reference point for
the paradoxical experiences of man as microcosm, who has a foot in both
worlds.
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1l.4. Mysica mundana

If number is responsible for perfect harmony, then number must assume a
mystical significance, since audible music founded on the particular
intervallic ratios underlying the cosmic soul will inevitably cause a
sympathetic reaction in the human soul, which is fashioned from the same

substance. This is vividly expressed by Cornford:

"The living creature (soul and body) is the individual unit
or microcosm; the world, macrocosm, is likewise a living
creature with a body and soul. Individuals reproduce the
vhole in miniature; they are not mere fractions, but
analogous parts of the whole which includes them."(58)

That the Pythagoreans equated this harmonia with audible music is
attested by Plato in the Republic, where he criticises those who "prefer to

use thelr ears instead of their minds" to judge intervals:

"for [the Pythagoreans) do just what the astronomers do;
they look for numerical relationships in audible concords,
and never get as far as formulating problems and examining
which numerical relations are concordant, which not, and

why."(59)

As we would expect, for Plato the autonomous theoretical speculation of
the mind was of a superior order to the observations gained from the
'unreliable' senses of vision or hearing, which was not the case for the

Pythagoreans, who evidently in their practical philosophy did not share his

difficulty in attributing value to the sensory realm.(60) Music-making (as

indeed all forms of art) was ldeally to be in service to philosophical
insight, a means of reducing the chaos of the human condition by
participating Iln, not just imitating, the divine pattern - a view shared by

Iris Murdoch:

"The proper activity of the human artist is in simple ways to
discern and emphasize and extend the harmonious rhythms of
divine creation: to produce good design rather than rival
objects ... The decent artist patiently sorts order out of

disorder."(61)

These 'harmonious rhythms', for the musician, are the harmonies of the
The origins of such a concept are obscure; although

¢

spheres themselves.
the idea of planetary motion producing harmony must originate in pre-
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Pythagorean times, it is from Aristotle, in his lost book on the
Pythagoreans(62) that we learn of their notion that the distances between
planets formed harmonic ratios, and that those furthest from the earth
moved the most rapidly.(63) In On the Heavens(64) Aristotle refutes the
idea that the planets' revolutions give forth real musical harmony,
although he concedes that the idea is "ingeniously and brilliantly
formulated". He states the size and speed of the moving bodies as the
Pythagoreans' evidence that sound is produced, and says:

"Taking this as their hypothesis, and also that the speeds

of the stars, judged by their distances, are in the ratios

of the musical consonances, they affirm that the sound of
the stars as they revolve is concordant."

Aristotle's criticism is purely empirical, based on natural scientific
observation of moving objects in a mediLm which is itself in motion - he
was not concerned with the need for a metaphorical interpretation. 1In the
Timaeus, Plato does not imply a system of audible cosmic harmony in the
world soul - it is in the 'Myth of Er'(65) where he suggests the origin of
harmonia as pitches sounded by sirens positioned on the rims (representing
the planetary orbits) on the spindle of Necessity:

"And on the top of each circle stands a siren, which is

carried round with it and utters a note of constant pitch,
and the eight notes together make up a single scale."(66)

In The Pythagorean Plato(67) Ernest McClain suggests a detailed musical
allegory underlying the myth as a whole, the ratios of the musical
tetraktys being represented by specific periods of time based on the number
ten and seven. He ingeniously presents the idea of a tempered tuning
system in relation to the three Fates, for since they are seated "at equal
distance from one another", this would suggest positions of equally-
tempered major thirds which are not possible in the Pythagorean system,
hence the adjustment required of Lachesis.(68) The psychological
implications of 'tempering' a scale according to a particular tuning system
in order to preserve certain 'perfect' intervals or avoid discordant ones
are evident if we imagine that the pattern established in the heavens is
that which is deeply embedded in the human soul. McClain suggests(69) that
Plato understood the necessity for such temperament and how it would be
reflected in society. In the Republic(70) Plato uses a musical analogy to
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describe the perfect working order of the ideal state, where self-
discipline provides the same function as temperance in the maintaining of
balance between all elements:

"Unlike courage and wisdom, which made our state brave and

wise by being present in a particular part of it, self-

discipline stretches across the whole scale. It produces a

harmony between its strongest and weakest and middle
elements..."

We saw earlier (see pages 21-2) that the process of creation involves
the step from 'one' to 'two', thus initiating a tension of opposing forces
of expansion and contraction. In the Philebus Socrates suggests that the
very foundation of music is to be found in the inherent harmony of these
opposites:

"doesn't [the opposites'] proper i;tegration in height and
depth and speed and slowness, which are indeterminates ...

create limit, and form the entire foundation of the whole
art of music."(71)

In Jung's hypothesis of the quaternity of elements, held together in a
tensile equilibrium and forming the archetypal pattern of the soul, we can
find a powerful musical analogy. The two 'conscious' and two ‘unconscious'
functions can be seen to correspond to the audible overtones and inaudible
undertones generated from a single pitch, for division produces the
overtones of the harmonic series by expansion analogously to the creation
of the manifest world out of the One first principle.(72) Iris Murdoch
points out that it is the Demiurge alone who has direct perception of both
limits, the 'overtones' of creation and the 'undertones' of unconscious,
unmanifest potential, "who can see both ends of the scale of being, the
great uncreated Particulars and the little created ones."(73) The
hypothesis of undertones and their implications has been explored fully by
Joscelyn Godwin who suggests that their postulation is a necessary step
"towards understanding how the musical system can be an intelligible symbol
of the world of Ideas."(74) This is because they ‘'balance' the audible
reality of overtones by representing their "unmanifested counterpart" in
the realm of the Ideas, or what Jung would term the collective
unconscious.(75) Godwin concludes that

"The twin rows of harmonics represent the universal forces
of contraction (overtones) and expansion (undertones),
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which for many theosophers are at the very foundation of
Being, and both necessary for Creation to emerge from
Chaos ."(76)

He suggests that it is possible that the science of harmonics which was
considered by Plato as the highest form of knowledge(77) is that of
esoteric study of the overtone and undertone series, hinted at by
Iamblichus(78) and expressed in the diagram of the lambda.(76) The
implications of this extremely complex subject cannot be explored within
the limits of this thesis, but it bears direct relevance to theories of
sympathetic cosmic resonance and musica humana, or the attuning of the
human soul and body to the harmonies inherent in creation, via musica
instrumentalis.(80) It would certainly carry implications for 'right
action' and moral responsibility stemming from recognition of the
‘undertones' as well as the 'overtones' of psychic existence:

"But our actions also have an exterior result whose
influence spreads out and eventually affects, however
slightly, the entire universe. The latter is part of the
karma (=action) that we create, often disbelieved by the
unphilosophical because, like the undertones, it its
imperceptible or delayed by a long lapse of time, but none
the less a metaphysical necessity. It is symbolically most
apt that we can grasp the overtones with our senses, as we

enclose our body's parts, but not the undertones, since
they belong to the macrocosm outside us."(81)

In Jungian terms, the least differentiated function of the quaternity
can never become wholly conscious, and will be experienced as the most
problematic and threatening aspect of the 'external' world. Depth
psychology recognises that elements belonging to what is now understood as
the 'unconscious' are inevitably projected onto matter, or the cosmos, in
an attempt to reflect back and thus gain some insight into the deeper,
'hidden' workings of the soul.(82) We can see this in operation in the
Pythagorean tradition of planetary scales and intervals, where distances
between the planets correspond to the ratios between notes in a musical
scale.(83) Joscelyn Godwin observes(80) that this theory is fundamentally
a projection into the heavens of a scale system based on the nine-stringed
Greek lyre: "It is an attempt to make the heavens accord with a system of

earthly music, while asserting on the contrary that the earthly system is a
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result of the heavenly order"™ which can be represented in the realm of

musica instrumentalis by the monochord.

There is a tradition that Pythagoras himself was able to hear the music
of the spheres - Iamblichus(84) tells us that he understood universal
harmony through intellectual speculation, and then was able to imitate for
his disciples what he perceived through the audible music of voice and
instruments. It is also experienced by Scipio (in the sixth book of
Cicero's De republica)(85) when, in a dream, his grandfather transports him
to the realm of the fixed stars, whence he looks back at the planetary
spheres and the Earth, and gains a new perspective on the affairs of the
world. Without the restrictions of earth-bound senses, Scipio can
contemplate the miraculous order of the cosmos and learn of his soul's true
origins. His grandfather testifies that the "great and pleasing sound" he
hears is indeed the music of the spheres:

"That ... is a concord of tones separated by unequal but
nevertheless carefully proportioned intervals, caused by
the rapid motion of the spheres themselves. The high ahd
low tones blended together produce different harmonies. Of
course such swift motions could not be accomplished in
silence and, as nature requires, the spheres at one extreme
produce the low tones and at the other extreme the high
tones. Consequently the outermost sphere, the star-bearer,
with its swifter motion gives forth a higher-pitched tone,
whereas the lunar sphere, the lowest, has the deepest tone.
Of course the earth, the ninth and stationary sphere,
always clings to the same position in the middle of the
universe. The other spheres, two of which move at the same
speed, produce seven different tones, this number being, as
might almost say, the key to the universe. Gifted men,
imitating this harmony on stringed instruments and in
singing, have gained for themselves a return to this

region, as have those of exceptional abilities who have
studied divine matters even in earthly life."(87)

Cicero's planetary music would appear to be generated from the motion of
the spheres themselves, not by sirens. It is an audible music which can be
appreciated by the disembodied soul, and in this sense different from the
purely theoretical proportional arrangement as described in the Timaeus.

In Cicero's account earthly music-making has an exalted role indeed,

corresponding to that of philosophical speculation in its potential for re-

uniting the soul with its divine source. The musical ladder of the octave

is a powerful analogy for the journey of the soul from Earth to heaven via
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the steps or tones of the planets, for the eighth step, the octave,
represents the culmination of the journey beyond the sphere of the fixed
stars in the perfection of the Intelligible realm. Cicero compares the
magnitude of sound produced by such a harmony to the sun - for neither may
be directly confronted. The human sense of hearing is too dull to catch
it, as vision is too weak to gaze into the sun's rays; both however may be
recognised through their reflections and echoes by those who are gifted -
that is already endowed with a particular receptivity - and who develop
particular skills to this end.

The question to be asked, of course, is what it means to be 'gifted'; to
be able to hear the harmonies of heaven and reproduce them on earth. The
whole concept of music therapy, considered .from the Platonic standpoint,
becomes central to the psychological integration of the human being. The
notion that soul, connecting the pure Ideas of the divine mind with the
planetary and earthly realms, converts these Ideas into the instrumental
causes which move the sublunary world (to be extensively elaborated by
Plotinus in explanation of 'occult' practices)(88) led Ficino to postulate
a circuitus spiritualis of energy moving between Mind, Soul and Nature, a
"divine influence emanating from God, penetrating the heavens, descending
through the elements, and coming to an end in lower matter."(89) The
circuit would be completed by the 'plugging in' of the magician-
philosopher, who would know how to use the hidden properties of soul in the
material world and in musical sound for the ultimate aim of re-aligning his
own with God (that is, gaining greater self-knowledge). Man can know of
the interpenetration of the world-soul through its effects in the spiritual
circuit, and 'therapeutic' astrological music can be seen as a way of
working with and on these effects as they are manifest symbolically as
planetary energies in the human psyche - for if a personal natal horoscope
provides an image of the particular concords and discords of the heavens at
the moment of a soul's incarnation, it is not unreasonable to assume that
knowledge of the laws of astrology, musical skill and an active symbolic
imagination could combine in a therapeutic process of considerable

transformative power. Such was the intention of Ficino's Orphic singing.
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1.5. The Epinomis

An appendix to the Laws, this spurious treatise addresses the question
of the nature of wisdom, and 1s directly relevant to the intrinsic
connection we are making between astrology and music; which is of course
their dependence on number. Whether by Plato or not, the Epinomis contains
a summation of Platonic thought on the fundamental musical and rhythmical
constitution of life itself and man's participation in the eternal cosmic
dance. The kind of wisdom Plato draws our attention to is that which
exceeds all intellectual 'knowledge' and consists of a deep connection to
the fundamental pulsing of nature combined with reverence and awe for the
transcendent principles, or gods, as they are manifest in the bodily
vehicles of the stars and planets. As we shall see in the next chapter, it
is such a quality of being which is prerequisite for the effectiveness of
any 'magical' operation intended to achieve psychological harmonisation - a
quality which can be fostered by the right use of the arts whose basis lies

in numerical proportion.

The Athenian begins his investigation into the nature of such wisdom and
the studies required to achieve it by making the clear distinction between
the outer quantitative forms of knowledge-accumulation and the inner
intuition, common to all men if they stop to listen, that there must be
another dimension - the qualitative, 'irrational' element of experience -
vhich requires recognition and integration. Such insight, by its very
nature, is ephemeral and easily submerged, proving to be elusive

"as soon as we turn to any of the branches of understanding
which make up the so-called arts, forms of understanding,
or other such fancied sciences. It is as though none of
them all deserved the name of wisdom in the affairs of a
man's life; yet the soul has a confident trust, a prophetic

divination, that she possesses such a native capacity
W "(90) (my italics)

Neither is wisdom to be found in the habitual performance of daily
activities or unguestioning acceptance of rules necessary for survival,
such as those concerning meat-consumption, farming, building, hunting and
traditional crafts, nor in the undiscriminating and mechanical relaying of
oracles ("the art of the prophet or his interpreter .. fails us entirely;
he knows only what his oracle says - whether it is true is more than he can
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tell").(91) Once, the Athenian concedes, the man who fully understood his
relationship to such activities might have been termed wise, but in his
contemporary society such occupations are merely regarded as serviceable or
even denigrated as unworthy of the virtuous man.(92) Similarly, those who
imitate nature in the arts of music or drawing, show courage in war, skill
in medical diagnoses (based on "fanciful conjecture"), expertise in
seafaring or persuasion in lawcourts do not possess wisdom unless they are
able to refer their particular gift or skill to a higher authority than
that of human opinion and unreliable sense-perception.(93) Most lawyers,
for example "devote themselves to a study of human character based on
memories and empirical fancies, while they are far astray from true
comprehension of genuine rights".(94) Even the man of easy, natural
sagacity, quick intellect, good memory and astute resourcefulness is not
truly wise simply on account of these qualities.(95) 1In all these types of
applied knowledge or natural 'wit! there is an essential factor missing,
without which no art or science could transcend human limitations and thus
lead to spiritual growth, and without which no adherence to a belief-system
would ever convince the believer or anyone else of its claims.(96) This is
the knowledge of higher principles which is directly connected to the
science of number, given to mankind by the god Uranus, and freely available
to all through contemplation of the movements of the heavens:

"If a man will but come to the right contemplation of him,

he may call him by the name of Cosmos, Olympus, or Uranus

as he pleases; only let him follow him in his course as he

bespangles himself and wheels his stars through all their

courses in the act of providing us all with seasons and

daily food ... and with the gift of the whole number

series, ... he gives us likewise the rest of understanding

and all other good things. But this is the greatest boon

of all, if a man will accept his gift of number and let his

mind expatiate over the whole heavenly circuit."(97) (my
italics)

Number underlies the principles of rational discourse (otherwise there
would be nothing but sensation and memory), all the arts ("all musical
effects manifestly depend upon the numeration of motions and tones"), and
most importantly of all, the natural rhythmic cycles of the universe.(98)
Since the pursuit of wisdom, in the noblest Platonic sense of the
strengthening of the divine part of the soul, depends on rational
discourse, and goodness and happiness depend on wisdom, then it follows
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that the truly wise man must also be happy and good. The message of the
Epinomis is that such equilibrium is to be achieved through one discipline

only: the understanding of numerical proportion through the practice of
astronomy. Evil and unhappiness are equated with the disorder and chaos

vhich manifests when events and activities are "destitute of number™ and
degenerate into undisciplined and unrhythmical outbursts of "tuneless
movement™.(99) In this sense, number can be equated with virtue, which
could be defined as the requlation of disorderly impulses within human
nature and the cultivation of measure and proportion in thought, word and
deed.

We only have to begin, says the Athenian, with the observation of the
rhythmical cycle of night and day (reflecting the numerical equivalent of
one to two) and the Moon's period of waxing and waning. The phenomena of
such repetitive cycles in nature, such as the months combining to form the
year, give living creatures "a general insight into the relations of number
with number" at a most profound level of their experience.(100) If
anything upsets the natural rhythms with their infallible provision for
mankind's wellbeing, it is to be attributed to ignorant human interference
and man's inability to order his life within the immutable scheme of the

elements, and not to the whim of an angry deity.

The essential ingredient of the intuitive wisdom being advocated is that
guality of soul which stems from the direct apprehension that there is a
greater power at work in the ordering of human lives than the personal will
of the individual; namely, piety.(101) The expression of reverence for
such a power needs concrete enactment, while we are in an embodied
condition, through ritual worship involving prayers and hymns.(102) A
conscious attitude of humility is required if man truly wishes to purge
away the earth-bound, acquisitive part of his nature, and to discover the
gods' will demands an open, alert attitude of enquiry and attention.
Clinias and the Athenian demonstrate this in their prayer to the gods
before they embark on discussing them - for in making an intentional
connection with forces not usually accessible to human awareness they are
stimulating their own capacity for insight into their nature, in order to

represent them as truthfully as possible.(103)
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There follows a survey of the Platonic dichotomy between solid matter
and invisible soul, with the elemental hierarchy extending like a ladder
between earth and heaven. Each layer contains its own form of living
creature composed from a varying proportion of of elements; from the human
being with his predominance of earth to the fiery daemons who inhabit the
stars.(104) Ficino, in his Epitome, elaborates the orders of creatures into
a twelve-fold system, making a direct correspondence between stars and men
which suggests the differentiation implicit in the twelve signs of the
zodiac:

"For [Platol] wishes there to be twelve spheres and twelve
souls beyond the one soul of the whole world: then twelve
orders of souls in each sphere. In heaven, these orders
are constellations and stars, on earth, men: in the aether,
air and water they are of course the more lofty
daenmons."(105) N

The earth-bound nature is disorderly and unintelligent, in comparison
with the uniformity, autonomy and intelligence of the stars, demonstrated
by the immutable laws governing their movements. It is the role of Fate to
watch over "the full accomplishment of all that each and every god has
determined with perfect good counsel."(106) We could say that to be fate-
bound is to be star-bound(107) - that is, to regard the operation of cosmic
laws in relation to earthly creatures as limiting and restricting rather
than liberating, which can only be achieved through a consenting and
willingness to participate in what they decree - the implications of which
will be explored more fully in the next two chapters. To free oneself from
an attitude of fatalistic determinism and grasp the true principles at work
requires a 'turning upside down' of habitual thinking(108) - man, says the
Athenian, erroneously believes that human beings are intelligent precisely
because they are of a mutable nature, and considers the heavens to be
devoid of intelligence because they appear immutable - but this is not the
case, for

"that which eternally does the same acts, in a uniform way

and for the same reasons, is for that very reason to be

deemed intelligent ... as [the stars] move through the

figures of the fairest and most glorious of dances they
accomplish their duty to all living creatures."(109)
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For Plato the presence of soul in the heavenly bodies is proved by the
accuracy of their movements in relation to their "amazing magnitude"; and
if they are divine then they are worthy of worship either as gods in
themselves, or as images fashioned by the gods in their likeness.(110)
Their messages are transmitted through the variety of spirits and daemons
which invisibly inhabit the elements of air and aether, and those watery
demi—gods who are sometimes visible to man (Ficino adds "“of course, rather
by internal sight than external”).(111) Although such spirits, being
partly of material constitution, are not exempt from suffering, the stellar
and planetary gods are "“"possessed of an all-embracing wisdom and
knowledge"(112) from whose perspective all earthly trials and misfortunes
are seen as part of a larger, ultimately harmonious, pattern. The
interaction of the daemonic realm with the human may give rise to what we
may term 'occult' phenomena, and this is'an area to which no one may
attempt to apply rational explanations nor confine within the bounds of
legislation:

"When it comes to beliefs of individuals or whole societies
originating in the intercourse of some [0of the daemons]
with us - appearances in dreams of the night, oracular and
prophetic voices ... no legislator of even the slenderest
sense will presume to innovate, and so divert his city to a
devoutness with no sure foundations. Nor yet will he
prohibit obedience to the inherited usages about
sacrifices, since in this matter he has no knowledge
wvhatsoever, as, indeed, 'tis impossible that mankind should
_have any."(113)

The Sun and Moon command our attention because of their visibility and
evident rulership over life and generation. But we are reminded by the
Athenian that the remaining five planets are equally worthy of respect and
worship as gods who play a necessary part in the ordering of human
affairs; (114) again it is stressed that only the art of astronomy will lead
to a unified mind, for only by contemplating the order of the whole cosmos
as an intricate but perfect expression of the unity or oneness of the
creator can the human soul find such a unity reflected within itself. Such
a glimpse will evoke desire, not merely intellectual curiosity; that is, it
will involve the participation of the irrational soul and stir the erotic
connecting force of love which for Plato was prereguisite for beginning the

spiritual quest:
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"In the happy man this order [in the heavens] awakens first
wonder, and then the passion to learn all of it that
mortality may, for 'tis thus, as he believes, he will spend
his days best and with most good fortune, and after his
decease reach the proper abodes of virtue."(115)

The Athenian stresses again that the virtue of piety is learnt through
astronomy - the observation and measurement of the heavens must lead to a
heartfelt desire for active worship of the divine principles revealed,
otherwise it remains on the level of theoretical abstraction criticised at
the beginning of the dialogue. The true astronomer, he says, must be a man
of great wisdom who has not just observed the visible settings and risings
of the Sun and Moon, but who has trained his capacities to comprehend the
orbits of all seven planets through the application of arithmetic, geometry
and stereometry.(116) "“Numbers are indeed incorporeal in themselves",
Ficino points out,(117) "since they are none other than a return to unity,
and this is indivisible." In metaphysical terms, the return to 'the one'
is the ultimate aim of the soul, and the Epinomis leaves us with the
injunction that if man pursues his studies focussed on a single end and
purpose, he will come to understand the unity underlying all geometric
constructions, number systems, melodic progressions and schemes of
celestial revolutions:

"As such a man reflects, he will receive the revelation of
a single bond of natural interconnection between all these
problems....[such a man will have] reduced the manifold
within himself to unity."(118)

Ficino's Epitome chiefly presents an elucidation of the dialogue, with
confirmations from Orpheus, Hermes and other writers and one or two
personal interpolations and excursions; in particular, concerning the
twelve-fold division of the heavens (see page 38 above) and the equating of
the musical ratios underlying the intervals of fifth and fourth to the
distances between earth to Sun and Sun to firmament, according to
Pythagorean tradition.(119) 1In his introduction Ficino emphasises that a
"perfect disposition of mind", a prerequisite for happiness, consists in
both speculative wisdom and practical religious ritual.(120) The
worshipful attitude towards the divine truths perceived through
intellectual energising is vital, for in order to regulate any potential

hubristic tendencies or intellectual arrogance, acknowledgment of and
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reverence for the 'irrational' elements in experiential religion - the
experience of faith - is essential.(121) Such a form of knowledge is
innate and natural to the soul and only has to be uncovered and fostered
for a desire for the good to emerge and lead the soul to a more unified
condition, as it recognises the corresponding unity in incorporeal things.
It is not until his later writings, in particular the Commentary on
Iamblichus' De mysteriis Aegyptiorum, that Ficino explores more fully the
implications of such a way of knowing through similitude (notio and

aedequatio), which we shall consider in more detail in chapter three.

PART TWO: HERMES

1.6. The Corpus Hermeticum

Now let us turn to the development of Platonic cosmology in the early
centuries A.D., and in doing so, begin examination of the mode of knowledge
embodied in the Corpus Hermeticum (which will be continued in more depth in
chapter two), together with the attributes of Hermes as a mythological
figure. It was in the adaptation and elaboration of Platonic concepts that
the neo-platonic and Hermetic authors provided rich soil for the
Renaissance flowering of occult and magical arts, and cultivated the seed,
already sown by their master, of a 'psychological' application of
astrological principles.

In 1463 Cosimo de' Medici instructed the young Ficino to set aside his
intended translations of Plato and work immediately on a Latin version of
part of the Corpus Hermeticum.(l) This treatise was included in a
manuscript brought to Florence from Macedonia by a monk who had been
employed by Cosimo in his search for Greek texts. Ficino tells us in his
Preface to the Commentaries on Plotinus(2) that Cosimo had been insgplred to
found the Platonic Academy by the teachings of the Platonist Gemisthus
Pletho who came to Florence for the Council of Florence in 1438.(3) P.O.
Kristeller(4) suggests that it was from Pletho that Ficino derived the idea
of the prisca theologia - certainly Pletho's visit to Italy can be seen as
sowing the seed of a revival of interest in classical paganism, opening and

enlivening the debate on the rival virtues of Aristotle and Plato. Both

-41 -



Cosimo and Ficino felt a profound excitement at the disovery of the Corpus
Hermeticum, which they believed to stem from the hand of Hermes
Trismegistus, the Greek name for the Egyptian god Thoth whose sacred books
were believed to be the source of wisdom of the Egyptian priests who
instructed both Pythagoras and Plato.(5) Ficino, on the authority of St.
Augqustine, (6) supposed Hermes to be the great-grandson of a contemporary of

Moses who drank from the same fount of wisdom. In the ancient theology he

found a vehicle for philosophical truth in the same way that Christianity
was for religious truth, and both these modes of expression - which
connected intellectually and intuitively with transcendent realities -

found their common source in Moses. (7}

Various supposedly pre-antique texts, including the Greek Chaldaean
Oracles attributed to Zoroaster by Pletho(8) and first translated into
Latin by Ficino, and the Hermetic Latin Asclepius (translated by psuedo-
Apuleius) were already in circulation.(9) Renaissance scholars had the
excellent authority of St. Augustine and Lactantius(10) that Hermes
predated Plato (the fragments and Hymns attributed to Orpheus were not
known until the 15th century via the translations of Proclus).(11} In the
Asclepius Ficino would have read about the magic rites of 'ancient
Egyptian' religious practices, particularly those involving statue-
animating, (12) and in the Chaldaean Oracles, of the summoning of daemons
and Sun-worship. The men of the Renaissance would have had no reason to
disbelieve the authorities of the Church Fathers regarding the venerable
origins of such texts, and their supposed authors came to be considered as
early representatives of an ancient wisdom which appeared not only to
confirm the truth of Christianity but also to spring from a common source.
Ficino often refers to this genealogy, specifying the members on four
occasions:(13) in the Preface to his translation of the Corpus Hermeticum
of 1462, he gives the order of these prisci theologi or ancient theologians
as Mercurius Trismegistus, Orpheus, Aglaophemus, Pythagoras, Philolaus,
Plato; in his Philebus Commentary (c.1469) and in Book XVII of the
Theologia Platonica (c.1474) he inserts Zoroaster as the initiator and
omits Philolaus, extending the series into the various neo-platonic schools

including those of Plotinus and Proclus. Finally in the Preface to

Plotinus (1484) he says:
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"It was clearly the will of divine providence to recall all
men to herself in a wonderful way through the spirit of
individual leaders: so it once came about that a holy
philosophy was born among the Persians through the

influence of Zoroaster and among the E?yptians through
Hermes, a philosophy at one with itselt in both places. It

was then nourished among the Thracians through Orpheus and
Aglaophemus, quickly grew up under the guidance of
Pythagoras among the peoples of Greece and Italy, and was
finally brought to fulfilment by the divine Plato at
Athens."(14)

Since Hermes' wisdom was considered to be none other than the source of
Plato's own, it is not surprising that Cosimo urgently requested the
translation of this newly-discovered work, which Ficino completed shortly
before his patron's death.

“

In fact, to quote Frances Yates, this premise was "a huge historical
error"(15) since it is now considered that both the Hermetic and Orphic
texts emerged out of Greek gnostic and neo-Pythagorean sects of the second
to third century A.D. - to quote D.P. Walker, "a Hellenistic amalgam of
Platonism, Stoicism, Judaism and Christianity, set in a gnostic and magical
framework".(16) Frances Yates has discussed the origins and influences of
the Asclepius and other astrological/alchemical 'hermetic' texts, together
with the implications of their magical content for the early Christian
Church and the Medieval philosopher-theologians. She points out that the
age in which they originated, the age of the early gnostic Christians and
the neo-platonists, tended strongly towards a intuitive, mystical and
magical knowledge of reality:

"Since reason seemed to have failed, it sought to cultivate
the Nous, the intuitive faculty in man. Philosophy was to
be used, not as a dialectical exercise, but as a way of

reaching intuitive knowledge of the divine and of the
meaning of the world .."(17)

Other scholars have produced convincing evidence that the ideas in the
Hermetica are indeed of Egyptian origin,(18) and certainly for Ficino their
pedigree was beyond question - Egypt was a golden land where wisdom arose
from unity of intuition and intellect, where priests were philosophers of
the highest order.(19) However, it is not the historical authenticity

which concerns us, but the content. Of greatest importance for Ficino was
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the intuitive mysticism of Hermes which offered such a complement and
contrast both to the dogma of the Church and the rigorous rationalism of
idealist philosophy. The fourteen treatises of the Corpus Hermeticum were
translated by Ficino under the general title of Pimander. The tenor of
these profoundly self-examinatory texts - "a religious philosophy or
philosophical religion"(20) - is revelatory, teaching that the individual
can reach personal illumination through the intimate master-disciple
relationship, contemplating the macrocosm of the universe as it is
reflected in the microcosm of his own soul. Here Ficino would indeed have
found confirmation of the esoteric Platonic undercurrents which struck such
a deep chord in his own heart - and confirmation of the efficacy of
'philosophical' magic. He knew that the wisdom of the ancient theologians
was concealed beneath symbols, numbers, images and allegories so that it
should not fall into the hands of those who would abuse it by
misunderstanding, (21) and it is important to bear this in mind when
considering the apparent contradictions and confusions in Ficino's own
writings on astrology, an art whose true potential as a tool for
psychological insight was (indeed has always been) often ignored, submerged

in a sea of superstitious and ignorant credulity.

1.7. Hermes and mythology

In Greek mythology the primary role of Hermes, the brother of Apollo, is
that of messenger.(22) Swift and cunning, armed with winged shoes and cap
of invisibility, he knows how to deceive and how to avoid being caught,
defined or restrained. He is the god who brings the 'lucky chance', the
unexpected benefit, and who snatches it away. He is the communicator, the
seductive manipulator of lovers' intrigues, of the persuasive businessman.
He is also psychopomp, and the guide of all travellers. It is said in the
Homeric Hymn(23)} that he invented the lyre before giving it to Apollo, and
in the words of Otto "Nothing can give better expression to the gay and at
the same time darkly mysterious, enchanting, and tender elements in Hermes
that the magically sweet tones of lyre or flute."(24) It is important to
recognise these original Hermetic characteristics, as they became
transmuted, refined and subdued in the esoteric, mysterious figure of

Hermes Trismegistus at the end of the pagan era.
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Ginette Paris likens Hermes' particular kind of intuitive, 'irrational'
intelligence with the Greek metis:
"Synonymous with prudence, reflection and wisdom, metis is
the opposite of deductive knowledge and is contrary to the
linear logic of Apollo ... Rooted in an inner knowledge, an
intuitive perception of contexts, and a sense of intimacy
with all of nature's ways, it belongs to mythic thought,
where logic does not apply. This is Hermes' brand of
intelligence which he gets from the Goddess Metis herself
and shares with the great seductresses Aphrodite, Pandora,
Ariadne, the sorceress Medea, the magician Circe, the

strategist Athena ... and many Greek heroes, including
Ulysses."(25)

The image of Zeus ruling with the wisdom of Metis advising him from his
belly(26) is a powerful one, for in connecting the two modes of 'heady'
intellectualism and 'gut' instinct a paraébxical mixture arises, which
contains the immediacy of intuitive illumination and practical 'sleight of
hand' in equal measure. It is a kind of savoir-faire which cannot be
reduced to either the blind instinct of Dionysos or the uncompromising
logos of Apollo, the personifications of chaos and reason in their most
extreme forms. Metis transcends both - she sees with an inner vision, not
through processes of thought. She grasps the truth unexpectedly, intuiting
the meaning of signs and symbols, instinctively grasping the 'right moment'
for action, moving obliguely with the ability to connect the significance
of random events which cannot be proved or reduced to a logical coherent
system. Hers is a wisdom which can only be experienced to be understood,
not objectively considered from a distance. 'Wily Odysseus' has metis, as
do Nestor and Antilochus in the Iliad.(27) This particular kind of
Hernmetic wisdom can be seen to contribute to a particular attitude which
can be brought to any activity or belief system, which would not seem
unconnected to the quality of intuitive wisdom advocated in the Epinomis.
Nor is it unrelated to the mode of being required for any act of
divination, augury or oracular prediction where everything depends on the
quality of the individual's participation and interaction with the
'moment'. As Iris Murdoch puts it:

"The truth which we can grasp is something quiet, small in
extent, and to be found only in the lived real moment of
direct apprehension out of which the indirectness of

mimetic art and writing and perhaps language and discursive
thought itself always tends to remove us."(28)(my italics)
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The writings attributed to the Thrice—great Hermes reveal a mode of
thought which is mythic in that it seeks to reconnect and sythesise both
experience and knowledge to a common source, not to separate and analyse
with the scalpel of pure Apolline rigour. Ficino himself draws attention
to the practical experience, rather than intellectual knowledge, contained
in Hermes' writings - experience which depends directly on an intuitive
wisdom which is innate to the soul since it is "naturally implanted by the
gods".(29) The secret of happiness, says Ficino in an early letter to
Antonio Miniatensi, (30) lies in following the practical lifestyle of
Socrates and Christ, the two supreme representatives of philosophical and
religious truth. Hermetic wisdom is all-embracing yet never static as in
the flow of consciousness, showing an acute awareness of the fluctuation of
the human condition yet never losing sight of the one connective principle
underlying the diversity of categorisatioﬁ. Ficino was to examine closely
the nature of such wisdom in his Commentary on Iamblichus' De mysteriis, to

be discussed in chapter three.

Astronomically, Mercury is the closest planet to the Sun, and
astrologically he is considered to act in harness with the Sun, being of "a
common nature".(31) The not inconsiderable implications of this are that
true 'solar' consciousness must include the depth and penetrative insight
of Hermetic intuition, and it is hardly surprising that the metaphor of
light to communicate such a faculty of inward 'seeing' was such a powerful
one for those prisci theologi who possessed it. But Hermes does not only
perceive, he communicates his insights through the power of rhetoric. The
Emperor Julian, one of Ficino's neo-platonic sources, calls on Hermes in
his Hymn to King Helios(32) to aid him in his endeavour to express what is
ultimately inexpressible, and to guard him against the ever-present danger
of hubris through mis-representing or restricting the natures of the gods
with inappropriate language. As Ficino emphasises in the Liber de
vita, (33) words carry a power which is to be respected and directed to
beneficial ends - this, too is the domain of Hermes. That he himself
possessed such a gift is confirmed by the elogquence and subtle wit of his
voluminous correspondence, which soars beyond personal sentiment to an
overwvhelming concern for communicating universal truth to humanity.
Accessibility of his particular message was of paramount importance,

whether {(to cite just four examples) via the weighty, scholarly argument of
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the Theologia Platonica, terse, uncompromising prose of the Disputatio
contra iudicium astrologorum (to be discussed in chapter three), clear,

practical advice of the Liber de vita or subtle, poetic nuance and metaphor
of the Liber de Sole. 1In his Preface to the latter, whose slendcr size

belies its significance as Ficino's final triumphant homage to the light of
consciousness, he stresses in true Mercurial fashion that the work is
"allegorical and mystical rather than dogmatic" and that his approach tc
the task is not "by rational arguments" but "by certain comparison:. deduced
from the light".(34)

1.8. The alchemical Mercurius

Al
"Mercurius is the light-bringing Nous, who knows the secret
of transformation and immortality"(35)

Ficino's disciple Pico della Mirandola wrote to him in 1488 urging him
to meet again for philosophical discussion, praising his master's wisdom in
terms which suggest the two men's familiarity with the alchemical
significance of Saturn/Mercurius in their mutual quest:

"Whatever it was which took you away from me, or rather,
took me away from myself, I beg you to come back later, so
that that which once united us should not separate us; and
also may you always believe you can come to discuss occult
matters [faturum], you who I eagerly desire and thirst for,
solace of my life, delight of my mind, establisher of laws,
master of learning. Farewell and come, so that your

Saturnine nous, that is, fit to discuss occult matters, may
render me able to speak of them also ...(36)

Of crucial importance is the role of Hermes/Mercurius in the alchemical
tradition, whose practices found their theoretical and philosophical basis
in the writings of Hermes Trismegistus. The psychological significance of
the alchemical opus in relation to Ficino will become apparent in chapter
four, and here it is appropriate to outline the esoteric dimension of the
wily god, whose very changeability and multiformity suited perfectly the
ambiguous and paradoxical nature of the occult work of chemical
transmutation. In doing so I shall refer to Jung's exhaustive studies on

alchemy (Psychology and Alchemy, Alchemical Studies, Mysterium

Coniunctionis).
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For the alchemist, Mercurius was synonymous with the essential power of
the philosophers' stone itself:

"The ability to 'become all', attributed to the Son of God,
is an attribute not only of the pneuma but of the
alchemical Mercurius, whose boundless powers of
transformation are praised in accordance with the
versatility of the astrological Mercury. He is the materia
lapidis, the transforming substance par excellence, and is
said to penetrate all bodies like a poison."(37)

Mercurius was first understood as the substance of quicksilver, or

Mercurius vulgaris. The object of alchemical procedure was to extract from

this the Mercurius philosophicus, an arcane essence present in the metal

yet different from it.(38) This could be referred to as the ‘'soul' of the

metal, and was given a variety of synonyms such as the 'divine water',

dragon, fiery lion, night raven and black eagle.(33) It was also

understood as the fire found in the centre of the earth, revelatory light

of nature, and even hell-fire itself.(40) The moral ambivalence of

Mercurius, who personified appears as devil, trickster, son of Saturn,
psychopomp or divine messenger, is a reflection of his potency as a symbol
of all conceivable opposites. Yet he also symbolises their unity, an
"undividedness impervious to contradictions"(41l) and thus may embody a

powerful healing force in the alchemical work, which was undoubtedly aimed
at psychological unity.

Mercurius also represents the mirror-image of Christ, in that they are

the archetypes of the unconscious and consciousness. As the Hermetic

filius microcosmi he unites above and below by ascending to heaven and

returning to earth as the messenger of divine secrets, in a contrary

movement to that of Christ. This continual circular movement is commonly

represented by the uroboros, or serpent biting its own tail.(42) As

psychopomp, Mercurius leads to the riches of the realm of Pluto, a
territory which must be explored by any heroic consciousness questing for

the grail, or philosophical lapis, if he wishes to achieve psychic
unity: (43)

"Hesitantly, as in a dream, the introspective brooding of
the centures gradually put together the fiqure of Mercurius
and created a symbol which, according to all the
psychological rules, stands in a complementary relation to
Christ ... its object is to throw a bridge across the abyss
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separating the two psychological worlds by presenting a
subtle compensatory counterpoint to the Christ image."(44)

From the Christian perspective, Mercurius would seem to stand for
everything that is dark and obscure if not downright evil, for dogmatic
Christianity (not, arguably, the authentic Christ-figure) atfirms the
supremacy of light and spiritual purification over the turbulent powers of
the nature. 1In the process of following such a religion, or any idealist
philosophy, consciousness is clarified and refined through a
differentiation of mind from matter, but only at the expense of rejecting
and denigrating the gods of the earth, who will then take their revenge.
Jung explains this is psychological terms:

"clarification of consciousness necessarily entails an
obscuration of those dimmer elemerits of the psyche which
are less capable of becoming conscious, so that sooner or
later a split occurs in the psychic system. Since it is
not recognised as such it is projected, and appears in the

form of a metaphysical split between the powers of light
and the powers of darkness."(45)

The alchemists understood Mercurius as a symbol to heal this split for
in his paradoxical nature he represents the conflict of opposites within
the individual psyche.(46) In his duality he embodies both rational soul
and inspirational pneuma, uniting the knowledge of the head and the heart,
or intellectual philosophy with religious revelation.(47) Jung points out
that when psychic transformation is consciously undergone the experience is
one of numinous intensity, and then Mercurius arises in his guise of the
Holy Ghost, or the archetype of wisdom, Sapientia.(48) His hermaphrcditic
nature can be expressed as One either through the unity of the three
elements of the masculine trinity, or through the quaternity of the lapis,
which with the added fourth element incorporates the chthonic feminine
aspect of existence.(49) As the principle of wholeness underlying both
three and four-fold aspects of existence he is "the Logos become world", or

the anima mundi suffused throughout creation.(50)

The active, conscious, masculine element of Mercurius is Sol, often
represented by the personifications of King, Father, or Son, whilst the
feminine, unconscious, passive aspect is Luna, personified as Queen,

Mother, Daughter, Church or Virgin.(51) As the Moon has no light of its
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own but reflects that of the Sun, so the territory of Luna may only be
known through the penetrating light of consciousness, which lies in
potential within the unconscious "like a child inside the mother".(52) The
birth of consciousness from the dark womb of chaos gave rise to powerful
archetypal myths of the divine child, and the re-connection of the 'heroic'
masculine with the feminine element from which he was born and from which
he struggles to differentiate is a task facing all men in their Jjourney
towards individuation, or psychic completeness. 1In Gnosticism Saturn is
recognised as the child of chaos, (53) Saturn who is Mercurius senex, the
'0ld King' who must die to be transformed into Mercurius, the new birth of
consciousness. This was indeed the new meaning that Ficino found in Saturn
through struggling with his melancholy temperament, a task which was given
symbolic significance by the prominence of the planet in his natal
horoscope, situated on the Ascendant i; Aquarius.(54) The symbol of
Saturn, as an alchemical/astrological 'projection', gave Ficino the key to
self-knowledge as he continually found meaning in the cycles and supposed
influences of the planet in his own life. It is interesting to note that
after a period of profound inner turmoil in his twenties, Ficino was
presented with the task of translating Hermes Trismegistus at the age of
twenty-nine, the completion of the first Saturn cycle or 'Saturn return' in
his life, a time of discrimination and rejection of outworn parental value-
systems and the re-birth of an individual sense of destiny. From this
moment, his vocation to unite spirit and soul took root, and he was to
spend the rest of his life in service to the ideal of the transcendent

unity of philosophy and religion.

But Mercurius demands the integration of matter, in that man is an
embodied creature dependent on the earth: "no more than we can separate the
constituents of character from the astronomical determinants of time are we
able to separate that unruly and evasive Mercurius from the autonomy of
matter."(55) His astrological glyph (t? ) graphically illustrates his
three-fold nature (Sun © Moon J Earth @ ). It was only at the very end
of his 1life that Ficino was led to pay his debt to the earth, in the
medical/alchemical Liber de vita. However, for reasons which demand a
fuller psychological investigation, the descent to the underworld was never
fully undertaken - the feminine never redeemed in her earthly quise.

Instead, Ficino embraced Lady Wisdom and Mother Church, and his final
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apotheosis took literary form in panegyrics to the Sun and Light.(56) The
abyss was to be regarded with "clarity and compassion",(57) not entered

into for the sake of its own dark, instinctual wisdom, and Ficino, as
torchbearer of consciousness to Western man, could but embrace his role to
the hilt. Here he necessarily parts company with the Jjourney of depth
psychology: "Never", he wrote to Lorenzo de' Medici, "have I impiously sung
of ... Proserpine, snatched into the underworld" but rather
"I have honoured .. that doctor of souls from Tarsus [St.

Paul] who was carried off into the world above. And I have

not ... depicted the ill-fated seizure of Helen, that is

earthly appearance, but, as is the way of the Platonists, I

have depicted the sublime upward soaring of the heavenly
mind."(58).

However, the alchemists understood a further truth (and many risked

their lives for it), that only "at the bottom of the abyss comes the voice

of salvation."(59)

1.9. The Pimander

Let us now look at the account of the creation and the nature of man in
the Pimander, to see how it may provide the framework for an elaboration of
a 'psychological' understanding of astrology, and the model for the
alchemical coniunctio of mind and soul. First of all, a summary of the
physical and spiritual constitution of the Platonic cosmos, which will set

the context for the Hermetic myth.

It is believed that the knowledge of the planets and their order in the
heavens came from Babylon, introduced into Greece before Plato but after
Anaximander (c.600 B.C.), probably around 440 BC.(60) The division of the
ecliptic (the Sun's apparent path through the heavens as viewed from Earth)
into the twelve zodiacal signs or sections of thirty degrees was a
Babylonian invention brought to Greece before 400 B.C.(61) It is possible
that the generally accepted planetary order of Earth, Moon, Mercury, Venus,
Sun, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn was determined by Pythagoras; this is the order
given by Cicero and called 'Chaldean' by Macrobius.(62) In Plato and
Aristotle(63), Venus and Mercury are positioned above the Sun, Macrobius'
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'Egyptian' order.(64) Physically, Platonic cosmology gives us a model of
seven planetary spheres around the Earth, the eighth sphere of the fixed
stars (the zodiac) and the Intelligible sphere of God beyond. From the
complementary spiritual perspective, the cosmos is ordered in hierarchies
of Divine Mind (the pure intelligence of God), the World Soul (the all-
pervading, active principle which conveys and converts Ideas into causes in
the sublunar realm), Nature (the four elements - corruptible, compounded of
both intelligible forms and matter) and Matter (lifeless, unformed raw
material). Within this basic four-fold hierarchical structure there could
be an almost infinite variety of sub-divisions, yet the overriding vision
was of a manifest creation which, through the agency of soul, returned back
to the One divine source in a constant circular process of emanation,

conversion and reversion.

The vision of the origin and destiny of the soul in the Corpus
Hermeticum owes much to the Pythagorean influence on the Timaeus - for
Ficino, it was Plato who was inspired by Hermes. In the Hermetic text we

read that in the beginning there was Mind, which gave birth to the Maker,

" ... and this second Mind made out of fire and air seven
Administrators, who encompass with their orbits the world
perceived by sense; and their administration is called
Destiny ... And Man took station in the Maker's sphere [the
highest sphere of heavenl}, and observed the things made by
his brother [the planets], who was set over the region of
fire; and having observed the Makex's creation in the
region of fire, he willed to make things for his own part
also; and his Father gave permission ... having in himself
all the working of the Administrators; and the
Administrators took delight in him, and each of them gave
him a share of their own nature ... And having learnt to
know the being of the Administrators, and received a share
of their nature, he willed to break through the bounding
circle of their orbits; and he looked down through the
structure of the heavens, having broken through the [lunar]
sphere, and showed to downward-tending nature the beautiful
form of God. And Nature, seeing the beauty of the form of
God, smiled with insatiate love of Man, showing the
reflection of that most beautiful form in the water, an its
shadow on the earth. And he, seeing this form, a form like
to his own, in earth and water, loved it, and and willed to
dwell there. BAnd the deed followed close on the design;
and he took up his abode in matter devoid of reason. And
Nature, when she had got him with whom she was in love,
wrapped him in her clasp, and they were mingled in one; for
they were in love with one another."(65)[my italics]l
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It is important to stress that we are dealing with a symbolic cosmology,
a 'poetic metaphor' for an intangible but intense human experience of a

transcendent reality, a myth which provides a vivid image of a profound
human dilemma. Jung understands the ascent and descent of the soul to
represent the alchemical ascent to consciousness, or unity, and the descent
to reality: "He who ascends unites the powers of Above and Below and shows
his full power when he returns again to earth".(66) The mingling of
rational man with the powers of nature, the meeting of fire and earth, male
and female, thinking and feeling, light and dark, cannot be achieved
without a third unifying factor, for as perceived by the Emperor Julian,
the soul and body pull in opposite directions:

"For [man's] is a two-fold contending nature of soul and

body compounded into one, the former divine, the latter

dark and clouded. Naturally, thereefore, there is a battle
and a feud between them."(67)

Such a feud results in a state of continual tension in which "all things
which come into being are full of perturbations, seeing that the very
process of coming into being involves perturbation."(68) Clearly a mean
must be found to enable man to live creatively within this perpetual battle
between reason and instinct, and the solution, known to the alcherist and
the neoplatonic magician, lay in the soulful realm of the imagination which
was activated in the practice of their chemical experiment, or through
talismanic magic, ritual invocations and hymn-singing and other theurgic
ceremonial. They understood that the imagination provides a 'middle area'
where images may safely be held and processed, and thus may hold the key to
the resolution of the tension between the opposing forces within the
psyche. We can of course make the connection between this resolution and
the mode of knowledge advocated in the Epinomis, where underlying the
insistence on the importance of ritual worship is perhaps the notion that
such practices could provide for such an synthesis of head and heart

through the imaginative use of symbol and image.

The Administrators referred to in the Pimander are of course the
planets, who through the active agency of soul, have endowed the soul of
man with particular qualities before he is incarnate on earth:

"It is the swiftness of the movement of the Kosmos that
causes the diversity of the births. For the cosmic life-
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breath, working without intermission, conveys into the
bodies a succession of qualities, and therewith makes the
universe one mass of life."(69)

We are introduced to the idea that the planets in some way control the
destiny of the sensible world, but that man has responsibility and choice.
It is man who desires to create after the fashion of the Maker, and man who
uses his will to leave the divine realm and become embodied and 'mingled'
with Nature on earth. According to Platonic tradition(70) the individual
soul selects his particular life, which will reflect the the purpose of itis
incarnation. This is why, continues Hermes, man is twofold, immortal by
reason of his soul and mortal by reason of his body - "he is exalted above
the structure of the heavens; yet he is born a slave of Destiny".(71) The
crucial point here is that the eternal,.,part of man is ultimately immune to
the play of fate, which comes into operation once his soul is embedded in
the gross matter of the body, with all its irrational impulses and natural
appetites. However, because the original divine part of man is his reason,
a strengthening of this faculty will allow a more conscious participation
in and responsible manipulation of the inevitable downward pull of fate.

Hermes says

"Aall men are subject to destiny, in as much as all are

subject to birth and death ... and all men undergo what
destiny has appointed for them; but rational men (that is,
those who ... are governed by mind), do not undergo it in

the same way as the irrational ... It is impossible for a
man to escape from his destined death, just as it is
impossible for him to escape from his destined birth; but
from wickedness a man can escape, if he has mind in
him."(72)

In other words, there is a choice to be made, a path to be followed
which will lead one closer to the divine part of one's being and thus
closer to God within the confines of our given mortal span. It is the
"gods who circle in the heavens"(73) who determine the destiny of our
earthly lives, and their rule is paradoxically inexorable yet ever-
changing. At death, in the Hermetic account, a man's soul travels back
through the heavenly spheres discarding the evil attributes of each planet
to the appropriate body, thus freeing himself from the contamination
acquired by his orginal fall from the purity of the eighth sphere:
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"And to the first zone of heaven (i.e. Moon] he gives up
the force which works increase and that which works
decrease; to the second zone [Mercuryl the machinations of

evil cunning; to the third zone [Venus], the lust whereby
men are deceived; to the fourth zone [Sun] domineering

arrogance; to the fifth zone [(Marsl, unholy daring and rash
audacity; to the sixth zone [Jupiter], evil strivings after
wealth; and to the seventh zone [Saturnl], the falsehood
which lies in wait to work harm. And thereupon, having
been stripped of all that was wrought upon him by the
structure of the heavens, he ascends to the substance of
the eighth sphere [the fixed starsl, being now possessed of
his own proper power; and he sings, together with those who
dwell there, hymning the Fathex".(74)

This return to a pristine, unsullied state is the aim of gnosis - the a
journey is of course metaphorical and does not imply literal, physical
death as a prereqguisite for union with'God. Such an aim is to be strived
for through the contemplative pursuit of pure philosophy. It is through
the contemplation of the heavens themselves, of the movements of the
planets and particularly of the Sun that the mind may be guided to overcome
the 'perturbations' inherent in the state of being. This is a powerful
recommendation indeed for the value of symbolic astrology as an aid towards
greater consciousness: for the mind, nothing is impossible - man is a
'magnum miraculum' who has the potential ability to know the cosmos and
himself, and to understand the part he must play whilst on earth.(75)
Through the intellectual penetration and control of mind, the soul may be
either exalted above destiny or deliberately subjected to it,(76) for it
facilitates a deliberate self-awareness and self-direction. This
glorification of the power of the mind, the supremacy of a reason
fertilised by innate intuition, is reflected in the importance for the neo-
platonic philosophers of the Sun as the symbolic representation of the

highest rational principle of man.

1.10. The _Sun

Philosophy is a 'solar' activity in the sense that it depends on
visionary, inward sight rather than on logical calculation - that is, the
combination of Mercurial intuitive insight with Apollonian clarity of

perception. In this sense it is also 'masculine' as it strives to separate
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and differentiate from the instinctual wisdom of the earth. Apollo himselt
lacks compassion, (77) being a god capable of the most cruel and cold-
blooded acts (witness the flaying of Marsyas and the murder of the children
of Niobe). He emanates spiritual loftiness and high-minded purity,
together with a piercing accuracy of perception which endows him with
prophetic gifts - his very distance allows him the utmost objectivity to
see things as they are:

"Apollonian desiderates clarity and form, and hence

distance. The first impression this word gives is of

something negative, but implied in it is the most positive

thing of all - the attitude of cognition. Apollo rejects

whatever is too near - entanglement in things, the melting

gaze, and equally, soulful merging, mystical inebriation

and its ecstatic vision. He desires not soul but spirit

... In Apollo there greets us the spirit of clear-eyed

cognition which confronts existente and the world with

unparalleled freedom - the truly Greek spirit which was
destined to produce not only the arts but eventually even

science."(78)

But Apollonian science without the compassionate depth of lunar wisdom
would be sterile and mechanical, just as a total lack of his clarity of
judgement would lead to superstitious indulgence and unfocussed
assumptions. Apollo represents intellect in some way divorced from soul;
he needs to incorporate the phantasy, the imagination of both the Moon and
Mercury (astrologically, the only two planets whose mutable nature is
moulded and coloured by the others) to become 'humanised'. But the gods
are not fixed or consistent in their natures, and Apollo does indeed

'balance' his nature in another role - that of the supreme musician.

For Ficino, Apollo was doubly important as the patron of both music and
medicine, (79) and it is through his musical attributes that his nature is
'ensouled' and balanced, inspiring the human musician to achieve skills
which may elevate the spirit and thus strengthen the solar nature. Such a
'humanised' Apollo became metamorphosed into the figure of Orpheus, who for
the Renaissance musician embodied the ideal 'music therapist' with the
transforming power of his performance. The imitation of this ideal was
certainly the conscious purpose of Ficino's music-making, as we shall sce
in chapter four. Using Boethius' model, for the Hermetic Renaissance

musician the conscious cultivation of these very Apollonian ideals of
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supreme control, unsullied beauty, moderation and proportion, expressed,
paradoxically, through a 'Dionysian' condition of divine intoxication or

'frenzy' in the performance of musica instrumentalis, might lead to an
intimation of the echoes of the harmonies of the spheres themselves, the

musica mundana of the cosmos, and thus might powerfully affect man's own

inner equilibrium, musica humana.

In the the pure light of the Sun Platonic philosophers aim to see things
as they are, not clouded and obscured in the shadowy twilight of lunar
approximation and varying opinion(80) - which belong to the domain of
Mother Nature who has enfolded man in her clasp. The Moon reflects the
light of the Sun, softening and diluting its harsh glare, but in its own
essential nature was considered to be Qoist and damp, governing the
generating power of nature, corruption of matter and the fluctuation and
changeability of earthly affairs.(81) The alchemists understood that lunar
consciousness demanded integration, and their supreme symbol for psychic
unity was the coniunctio or mystical marriage of Sun and Moon. We have
already seen that the hermaphroditic Hermes represents such a union - he
encompasses the realms of night and day, bringing form and clarity to the
inscrutable mystery of the night, and gently poeticising the uncompromising
literalness of the day. He is "the one who studies the unseen world in the
light of things seen".(82) Without the penetrating and transforming
compassion of his vision there would be a danger of total submersion in the
irrational forces of the underworld - he leads souls to the realm of Pluto,
but also guides them out again. He must, for 'solar' consciousness truly
is a prerequisite for civilisation, the upward thrust of enlightenment
whose energy is generated by the insistent repelling of 'the powers of
darkness'. It is hardly surprising that those valuing the wisdom of the
night should have been forced 'underground' and branded as deviant or
heretical, for since Plato the scales have been too heavily weighted

against them.

The Sun as a physical symbol for God provided Ficino with one of the
richest 'poetic metaphors' of the Christian Platonic tradition. 1In the
hierarchy of levels of being the Sun mediates between all the layers of the

material and spiritual cosmos as a unifying, all-pervasive symbolic entity:
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"In the same manner that the Sun generates both eyes and
colours, giving the eyes the power by which they may see,
and colours the potency by which they are seen, and joining
both of them together with a uniting light, so God is
thought to be with respect to all meanings and intelligible
things. For expectancy itself creates all meaning and
intelliqgibility, and provides in turn a virtue in action at
once natural and appropriate to both. Moreover the Sun
daily pours out a universal light through which it excites
to mutual action the virtues of both the intelligible and
intellectual realms, and joins them together through
action. Clearly Plato calls this light truth in respect to
intelligible things, and knowledge with respect to the mind
of man. He thinks moreover that the good itself, that is
God, surpasses all these things, just as the Sun is
superior to light, eyes and colours. But where Plato said
that the Sun prevails over the whole visible realm,
doubtlessly he surmised that the incorporeal Sun, that is
the divine intellect, prevails over the corporeal Sun."(83)
*

In particular, the letter Orphica comparatio Solis ad Deum(84) and his
small astrological/theological treatises De Sole and De Lumine written at
the end of his life testify to his own Hermetic ability to synthesise
astrological, neo-platonic and Christian symbolism into a unified whole,
Similarly, light emanating from the Sun as a metaphor for spiritual
enlightenment, at its highest potential, and as the source of nourishment
required for the inner journey, is a fundamental concept in the tradition
of prisca theologia. To Niccolo degli Albizzi Ficino wrote:

"Pythagoras told his disciples that they should look at
themselves in a mirror, not by the light of a lamp, but by
the light of the sun. What is the light of a lamp, if it
is not a mind as yet too little instructed by knowledge?

What is the light of the sun, if not the mind totally under
its instruction?"(85)

In the Hermetic and Chaldaean revelatory texts Ficino discovered what he
believed to be the source of such heliocentric philosophical speculation,
for example in the Chaldaean Oracles of Pletho he would have read:

"You must hasten towards the light and rays of the Father,

Whence your soul was sent out, clothed in abundant
intellect."(86)

and in the Asclepius:

"By the light of mind the human soul is illumined, as the
world is illumined by the sun, - nay, in yet fuller
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measure. For all things on which the sun shines are
deprived of his light from time to time by the
interposition of the earth, when night comes on; but when
mind has once been interfused with the soul of man, there
results from the intimate blending of mind with soul a
thing that is one and indivisible, so that such men's
thought is never obstructed by the darkness of error."(87)

The "intimate blending of mind with soul" was the unio mentalis to which
the alchemists aspired, and to which Ficino dedicated his life. 1In his
Preface to the Corpus Hermeticum Ficino, in a rhapsodic eulogy to
Mercurius, stresses that for this interfusion to take place, there must be
a conscious, firm intention and desire of the soul for penetration by the
divine mind:

""And so there is a real need for divine light, so that we
may contemplate the Sun itself by the light of the Sun.
Indeed the light of the divine mind is never poured into
the soul unless the soul, like the Moon to the Sun, is
wholly turned towards the mind of God. The soul is not
turned to the mind unless the mind (does likewise ].
Indeed the mind was no sooner made than the deception of
the senses, and it generated the mists of the imagination.
For this reason Mercurius simply laid aside the senses and
the dullness of fantasy, withdrawing into the portals of
the mind: soon Pimander, that is, the divine mind, flowed
in, whence he contemplated the nature of all things, both
exlisting in God and emanating from God. Then those things
were revealed by divine command which he explained to the
rest of men.%(88)

This concept of the similitude between the subjective condition of the
human soul and the object of its knowledge, or adaequatio is further
explained by Ficino in the Theologia Platonica:

"As long as the intellect is only potentially prepared to
know, it is not yet united with the object potentially to
be known; but when it is actually knowing, it is united
with it ... since the form of that object is inherent in
the mind .. Thus the knowing mind and the thing known

becomes one, since the form of that thing, as such, molds
the mind."(89)

We shall refer to this correspondence later where Ficino restates the
notion more emphatically - at the beginning of his Commentary on
Iamblichus.(90) Suffice it to say here that underlying this conception of
knowledge is the notion of sympatheia within the hierarchy of the ordered
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Platonic universe.(91) For the neo-platonists the interdependence and
interpenetration of all elements within the whole was made possible by the
active principle of the interweaving vitalising force or soul within the
cosmos. In the words of Hermes Trismegistus, echoing those of Plato:

"And this whole body, in which all bodies are contained, is

filled with soul; soul is filled with mind; and mind is

filled with God. Soul fills the whole body within, and

encompasses it without, giving life to the universe;

without, it gives life to this great and perfect living

creature, and within, to all the living creatures. 1In

heaven above, soul persists in sameness; on earth below, it
changes as things come into being."(92)

In the Asclepius Herwes follows Plato in emphasising that the goal of
all philosophy is to attain to knowledge of God, that all sciences, whether
speculative astronomy or natural science, are ultimately directed towards
the adoration of God's skill and wisdom. He continues:

"And to know the science of music is nothing else than
this, - to know how all things are ordered, and how God's
design has assigned to each its place; for the ordered
system in which each and all by the supreme Artist's skill
are wrought together into a single whole yields a divinely

musical harmony, sweet and true beyond all melodious
sounds."(93)

We have now arrived at a position to consider the implications of such a
universal sympathy for the practice of theurgic ritual and semiological
astrology, which Ficino synthesised into his unique form of 'natural
magic'. It is in the works of Plotinus, Iamblichus and Proclus especially,
as well as the Asclepius, that Ficino found philosophical justification for
his occult experiments which provoked considerable suspicion from the
Christian authorities. Plotinus in particular arrived in Ficino's life,
along with Pico della Mirandola, at the highly significant time of his
second Saturn return, and he approached the task of translating and
commenting with as much dedication as he had done with Plato thirty years
earlier. In fact, Ficino tells us, Pico arrived the very day the Platonic
opus was being edited for publication, as if Cosimo de' Medici was
continuing to fulfil his role as spiritual patron from heaven. For Ficino,
this was all evidence of a divine plan.(94) Plotinus represented the next
vital step - for in the Enneads Ficino found authority for his 'natural
magic' with the possibility of conscious participation in the life of the

_60 -



cosmos, and justification for a semiological astrology which preserved
human free will.

PART THREE: PLOTINUS

1.11. The cosmic ballet

The works of Plotinus were rediscovered by Ficino after a long period of
obscurity, although Paul Henry has pointed out(l) that his thought left
traces throughout the Middle Ages, influencing St Rugustine, Dionysius and
St Thomas Aquinas. Unlike Ficino, Plotinus (c.204-270 A.D.), we learn from
his biographer and pupil Porphyry, was not' especially interested in the
practical application of his philosophy, being by temperament a
contemplative and a mystic theoretician:

"He had a complete knowledge of geometry, arithmetic,

mechanics, optics, and music, but was not disposed to apply
himself to detailed research in those subjects."(2)

He was interested in the principles of sciences such as Astronomy, but
only as a constituent element in the overall scheme of cosmic harmony and
sympathy which he elaborated in astonishingly complex detail in the nine
Enneads. Porphyry does however particularly mention that his master
studied horoscopy in detail, and "when he had detected the unreliability of
[the astrologers'] alleged results he did not hesitate to attack many of
the statements made in their writings."(3) Plotinus evidently achieved the
heights of mystical union with God, had prophetic insight into the workings
of human nature, and was considered to have "expounded the principles of
Pythagorean and Platonic philosophy more clearly than anyone before
him."(4) He was illuminating a tradition which, owing to its subtlety and
esotericism, was constantly in danger of obscurity and mis-representation,

and which therefore needed a succession of sympathetic interpreters to keep
its insights alive.

Ficino certainly agreed with Porphyry; in the Preface to his own
translation and commentary he states his belief that Plotinus was the first
to 'unveil' the divine knowledge of the ancient theologians.(5) Ficino,
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having discovered Plotinus towards the end of his life, found in his
writings a way of synthesising his own experience and knowledge - bringing
philosophical speculation into harness with mystical contemplation and both
with active participation in 'the life of the All'. He justifies the
extent of his own lengthy commentaries on account of Plotinus' literary
style, for behind an "incredible terseness" of words is to be found a
penetrative depth of perception, abundance and richness of thought as in a

multi-faceted jewel. Porphyry describes it thus:

"He puts things shortly and abounds more in ideas than in
words, he generally expresses himself in a rapt
inspiration, and states what he himself really feels about
the matter and not what has been handed down by
tradition."(6)

Ficino was most excited by the infusion of deep religious mystlicism
into philosophical speculation (the fruitful union of the lunar and solar
forms of contemplation) demonstrated by the ancient theologians, regarding
the rediscovery of their work as leading to an 'ennobling' of religion
through the clarifying intellectual influence of philosophy. He accuses
the followers of Aristotle of mis-representing and secularising the
essentially 'religious' insight of their master, and concludes that, rather
than attempting to simply preach to them, such philosophers who "make away
with religion" would only be convinced by a display of divine miracles (to
redress the balance) or the emergence of a "philosophical religion":

"Now, divine providence is pleased in our age to strengthen

religion as a whole with the authority and reason of

philosophy, until at the appointed time she strengthens the

truest form of religion, as she has sometimes done before,

with the manifestation of miracles among all nations.

Therefore quided by divine providence we have expounded the
divine Plato and the great Plotinus."(7)

As a conclusion to this survey of Ficino's three major authorities, it
remains to consider Plotinus' own position regarding astrological
influence, for he was undoubtedly Ficino's greatest discovery in justifying
the experiences of synchronistic connection or 'meaningful coincidence!

between events which so greatly enriched his everyday life and deepened his
perception of reality.
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For Plotinus, the divine being consists of three hypostases, the One,
the Divine Mind or Intellectual Principle (nous) and the All-soul, or life-

principle. The One, the supreme God of Plato, is the highest 'unknowable',
the ultimate resting point of the whole of creation:

"The One is the One and nothing else, and even to assert
that it 'is' or that it is 'One' is false, since it is
beyond being or essence. No 'name' can apply to it; it
eludes all definition, all knowledge; it can neither be
perceived nor thought. It is not in movement, nor is it at
rest. It is infinite, without limits, and since it has no
parts, it is without structure and without form."(8)

The One transcends the Ideas or Forms in the divine mind, and shines its
light on them to endow them with beauty. The soul, contemplating the Forms
of the intellectual principle, then generates the lower realm of the
'possible'. Plotinus identifies the three deities Ouranos (Caelus),
Chronos (Saturn) and Zeus (Jupiter) with the the three hypostases, linking
Zeus with his grandfather Ouranos in aspiring to his 'active power' rather
than to his father Chronos' purely contemplative nature.(9) We find this
symbolism again in the traditional astrological attribution of the virtues
of active and contemplative lives to Jupiter and Saturn, whose antithesis
reverberated strongly for Ficino, reflected in an opposition aspect in his

natal horoscope.

The All-soul for Plotinus includes all individual souls, and when
particularised in a human being can itself fall into a hierarchy of
Intellective (true knowing), Reasoning (from discursive reasoning to
ignorant opinion) and Unreasoning (from sensible imagination to animal
instinct). Present in the Reasoning principle are the will, the
intellectual imagination and intellectual memory, which present sensations
to the higher function for judgement. As the All of the universe
culminates in the One, so all man's faculties culminate in the supreme
Intuitional Intellectual principle, and the aim of his life should be to
labour to identify with this. Soul is the central reference point for
Plotinus - it is 'amphibian' and connective in function, partaking of and
travelling between the two worlds of divinity and matter. It is also self-
consclousness, that Is, the perception of the divinity in one's own soul,
through which self-realisation occurs. This is entirely through the
efforts of the individual soul - there is no divine 'grace' or active
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participation by a transcendent godhead. Prayer, if it is effective at
all, works through a "tension of the soul"(10) as part of the process of
striving - it is not a personally directed appeal. According to
Porphyry(1ll) Plotinus' last words were "Try to bring back the god in us to
the divine in the All"; it is the perfect alignment of the soul with the

Intellectual Principle which enables a two-way interaction, the soul at
last fully acknowledging its own divinity:

"1ike sight affected by the thing seen, the soul admits the

imprint, graven upon it and working within it, of the
vision it has come to."(12)

Plotinus' experiential mystical impulse pervades his writing. The
combination of rational arqument and deep, fervent personal desire for
mystic union appealed to Ficino's own eemperament and urge for self-
understanding; (13) indeed the central Plotinian tenet that one knows God
through knowing oneself, that return to the 'father' or 'source' is a
matter of intense, concentrated effort to free the ‘authentic' man from the
encumbrances of the attachments it has accrued in its 'fall' from the first
principle, can be seen to underlie Ficino's 'unorthodox' astrology. For if
a personal horoscope is understood as a symbollic representation of such an
imprint - that is, of the individual's essential nature - then its
contemplation could be a powerful tool in the striving to strip away all
false accretions and obstacles to self-knowledge, and this is of course
exactly what Ficino does advocate in De vita coelitus comparanda, the third

part of the Liber de vita which, it has been suggested, he intended as a

Commentary on Plotinus' Ennead IV.3.11.(14) We can see that the potential
afforded by astrology in the Plotinian sense of slignification, not
causation, 1s a far cry indeed from the deterministic variety held in such

suspicion both by the Church, and by Ficino and his intimate circle.

The Plotinlan cosmos then is fllled with soul, from the One to the
outermost reaches of matter, in a complex interdependent web of emanation.
All members of the system, from planets to herbs and minerals, are both
'ensouled' and connected by soul, and thus become sources of cosmic energy
in their various degrees and qualities. In this vast chain of being, all
components are inextricably connected and reciprocally affect each other in

their movements and actions, every such action following a higher law of
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ultimate divine justice. 1In Ennead 1I1.3 Plotinus addressed the question of
whether the stars are causes, generally condemning the commonly-held,
simplistic astrological belief that planets can in any way cause human
conditions or that they have any kind of will, or that their inherent
qualities might change according to their varying positions under the
Zodiac or in relation to other planets. They cannot, he stresses, be good
or evil in themselves, nor can they desire to effect changes on earth:

"Like the birds of auqury, the living beings of the

heavens, having no lot or part with us, may serve

incidentally to foreshow the future, but they have
absolutely no main function in our regard."(15)

The stars and planets are in service to the Universe as limbs to a body,
in sympathy with the whole being. As such, and this was to underlie
Ficino's attitude to astrology, they could signify general events, which
might happen elsewhere in the universal animal, by certain traces or
repercussions which might be interpreted by the perceptive astrologer via
the act of divination, when self-aligned with cosmic law. However they
could never be the direct cause of particulars. Plotinus, like the
venerable exponents of the tradition before him, stresses that only through
the mediation of a symbol can one grasp the meaningful significance and
depth of experiences which are essentially foreign to linear, abstract
conceptualisation:

"We may think of the stars as letters perpetually being
inscribed on the heavens or inscribed once and for all and
yet moving as they pursue the other tasks allotted to them:
upon these main tasks will follow the quality of
signifying, just as the one principle underlying any living
unit enables us to reason from member to member, so that
for example we may judge of character and even of perlils
and safeguards by indications in the eyes of some other
part of the body ... all teems with symbol: the wise man is

the man who in any one thing can read another."(16)(my
italics)

All forms of divination, augury or prediction would, for Plotinus, have
their basis in this co-ordination of all creation and inter-dependence of
all its parts: "each thing works with every other thing reciprocally yet
independently in a complex yet determined scheme",(17) When the individual
has freed his mind from the shackles of lower nature and can enter in part
communion with its divine counterpart, then he may see in the comprehensive
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meaning of the term, the hermetic meaning, for he has a clear channel
through to the organising principles of the cosmos. The stars' symbolic
pover extends down to the lowest realms of sense, but any immediate
efficacy only extends to what they can clearly be seen to do. 1In the
Plotinlan hierarchy of creation, the chain of causation through subsequent
signification continually extends and moves from the higher (ultimately,
the One) to the lower, becoming less pristine and, one might say, diffused
and diluted, as it reaches out through the multiplicity of effects in this
world. There is never any question that the heavenly bodies do produce
effects on the natural world (such as weather and tides), and by extension
it is accepted that they can directly influence the lower part of human
nature, that is, man's bodily condition, temperament and instinctual
behaviour and appetites - indeed medical astrologers work on this premise.
Human temperament as such does not determine human actions, it provides the
rav material with which to perform them, and as such may legitimately be
ordered by a natural law depending on the positions of heavenly bodies.

All natural actions and events would then be in active correlation with the
animated universe, and comprise the realm of what might be termed 'fate’'.
However, Plotinus stresses that it the task of man to become liberated from
this material, fate-bound existence by the deliberate raising of his
consciousness in order to "profit by the significance of the sidereal
system" not be "sunken in it and dragged along".(18) That is, to use the
stars symbolically as a tool in self-awareness. Some ren achieve a measure
of harmonious equilibrium amidst the continual upheaval and evolution of

life in this way - but most do not.

Plotinus postulates, like Hermes, the predestination of the birth of
individual souls, which are "determined by the cosmic circuit"(19) and
whose nature is immutable, decided in part by stellar correlations and
external material circumstances, for the pure qualities of the planets will
necessarily become modified and corrupted when they enter the body. 1If
these deteriorations are extreme, then there may be no possibility of
regaining ‘'alignment', just as "a lyre may be so ill strung as to be
incapable of the melodic exactitude necessary to musical effect".(20)

Soul, as the ordering principle of the whole cosmic circuit (which is
linked by the pervading Spirit), knows the results of all action and
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experience, and it is Soul which determines the moments and conditions of
birth:

"For whensoever similar factors meet and act in relation to
each other, similar consequences must inevitably ensue: the
Soul adopting or fore-planning the given conditions '
accomplishes the due outcome and links all into a total.
All, then, is antecedent and resultant."(21)

The momentary alignments of the moving cosmos allow what Plotinus terms
"strokes of fortune™ 1like the finding of a treasure-trove. They also allow
for what Jung was to call 'synchronicity', or meaningful coincidence of
apparently random events connected by a principle which is a-causal.(22)
Both Plotinus and Jung suggest that at such moments, something beyond the
natural law of cause and effect has entéred into the action; a passing
alignment of forces within the cosmic order whose repercussions, like
ripples in water, extend to the furthest reaches of the complex web. At
these moments, ripe for announcing events, the wise astrologer or
clairvoyant is able to 'plug in' and predict purely natural occurrences
which do not depend on the responsibility of individual intervention. On
the other hand, human events and conditions such as robbery, marriage, fame
or power Plotinus considers to be essentially determined by many material,
wilful and natural factors, and although they may conceivably be announced
by heavenly configurations, they could never by predicted as particulars.
Since the stars do not have wills, in no sense do they signify
purposefully, in order to indicate future events - it is rather that by the
inevitable pattern and working-out of events along the chain some things
will necessarily indicate others:

"all is unity sprung of unity and therefore one thing is
known by way of another, a cause in the light of the
caused, the sequent as rising from its precedent, the

compound from the constituents which must make themselves
known in the linked total."(23)

It is not surprising that Plotinus mistrusted horoscopy, where it is all
too easy for the astrologer to fall into the trap of a restricting
concretisation of life's possibilities through assertions and predictions
which deny the fluid, unpredictable but personally meaningful potential of
a symbolic attitude to enhance and deepen, not exclude, self-exploration.
Plotinus' powerful image of the animated universe as a great ballet
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comprised of a rich variety of different movements, everything in sympathy,
like affecting like, unlike repelling unlike, earthly events happening in
syrpathy with the changing combinations and patterns in the heavens, and
man's soul reflecting in microcosm the continual motion, suggests infinite
possibilities for glimpsing powers at work throughout the whole network:

The heavenly circuit has nothing causal in it, but goes

according to the rational principle of its living organism;

there must therefore be a harmony of action and experience

ard an order which arranged things together, adapting them

and bringing them into due relation with each other, so

that according to every figure of the heavenly circuit

there is a different disposition of the things which it

governs, as if they were performing a single ballet in a
rich variety of dance-movements."(24)

The apprehension and channelling of such powers by man for beneficial
purposes forms the basis of 'natural magic' - theurgic practices involving
ritual, music, talismanic images and astrology were, for the neo-platonists
and Ficino, for the purpose of ennobling the soul by bringing it into
harmony with the 'aAll'. 1In the next chapter I shall continue with an
exploration of this concept of 'magic' and, moving from the macrocosm to
the microcosm, consider the ways in which musica humana may be harmonised
and tempered to become a mediating ground, uniting 'what is above' with
'what is below' in the alchemical marriage of nature and divinity.

I will end this chapter, as I began, with confirmation this time from

Plotinus of the inextricable association of astrology, psychology and
music; of the harmonious interplay of forces in the heavens being reflected
in man's soul. In this sense, for those who are able to ‘'see' with the
inner vision of the true follower of Hermes, astrology is music:

"We may know [the overall single purpose of the cosmic
system] also by the concordance of the souls with the
ordered scheme of the Cosmos; they are not dependent, but,
by their descent, they have put themselves in contact, and
they stand hence-forth in harmonious association with the
cosmic circuit - to the extent that their fortunes, their
life-experiences, their choosing and refusing, are
announced by the patterns of the stars - and out of this
concordance rises as it were one musical utterance: the
music, the harmony, by which all is described (the harmony
of the spheres), is the best witness to this truth."(25)
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See F.M. Cornford, Plato's Cosmology PP.66-72 on 'The division of the

world-soul into harmonic intervals'; PpP.69-70 on the tetraktys
Guthrie A History of Greek Philosophy D.224

~-70 -



26,

27.
28.

29.

30.
31.
32.
33.

34.

35.

36.

37.
38.
39,
40,
41,
42,

43.

Macrobius I.v-vi. See also E. McClain, The Myth of Invariance p.19

Macrobius I.iv.41

Iamblichus, Vita Pythagoricae 82: "What are the islands of the
blessed? Sun and Moon. What is the oracle at Delphi? The tetraktys.
What is harmony? That in which the sirens subsist ... what is the
wisest thing? Number."

See Guthrie A History of Greek Philosophy pp.225,260. Examples of the
decad include Apollo and the nine Muses, God and the nine orders of
angels. See for instance Censorinus De die natali XX (on the 'ten
months' year); Macrobius I.6.41 (on tetraktys and fourfold nature of
human soul), 1.6.76 (on decad: "et ipse perfectissimus numerus est").
Also McClain Myth of Invariance p.6

Plato, Timaeus 35

C.G. Jung, Psychology and Religion:ﬁwest and East paras.172-8
ibid. paras.179-192

ibid. para. 190

ibid. para. 180; this also has implications for the consonant third in
music: see chapter four, section 9

ibid.

See Aristotle, On the Heavens 1.i.268a (On the Heavens trans. W.K.C.
Guthrie p.5):

It is just as the Pythagoreans say, the whole world and

all things in it are summed up in the number three; for

end, middle, and beginning give the number of the whole,

and their number is the triad.

Timaeus 31b-c

ibid. 32a

Jung, Pschology and Western Religion para.l184

Timaeus 1l7a

Jung, Psychology and Western Religion para.l85

Timaeus 34b

Jung, Psychology and Western Religion para.185, also para.251:
Ever since the Timaeus the 'fourth' has signified
'realisation', i.e. entry into an essentlally different
condition, that of worldly materiality, which, it is
authoritatively stated, is ruled by the Prince of this
world ... it is the true abode of the devil, whose
hellish hearth-fire burns deep in the interior of the
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earth, while the shining spirit soars in the aether,
freed from the shackles of gravity.

44. Plato, Phaedrus 246

45, Timaeus 39

46. Jung, Psychology and Western Religion para.187. See Timaeus 37c: the

'father' creates a pattern of himself.
47. Jung, Psychology and Western Religion para.l188

48. ibid. para.92

49. Timaeus 35. The Pythagorean scale:

PR e e S T e (9:3)

ccale T T « T 7T T 5 S« Semitme
4:3_/ \3‘1 (256:243)

50. Timaeus 36 s

51. ibid. 37

52. ibid.

53. ibid. 4le-424
54. 1ibid. 4le

55. 1ibid. 42
56. See Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos III.2.11
57. See Plato, Phaedo 107e,108b,113d; Symposium 202e

58. See Cornford, 'Mysticism and Science' p.142

59. Republic 53la-c

60. The Pythagoreans had no trouble with the four-fold nature of
existence, as symbolised in the sacred tetraktys. This is a highly
complex and little considered area of investigation, but it could be
said that with Plato a 'triadic' consciousness arises as the fourth
element of 'lunar' intuition becomes devalued in the Western surge
towards the supremacy of 'solar' rationality and supreme

consciousness.

61. Iris Murdoch, The Fire and the Sun p.57
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62.

63.

64.
65.
66.

67.

68.

69.

70.
71.

72.

Aristotle, Metaphysics 40.7. See W. Burkert, Lore and Science in
Ancient Pythagoreanism pp.350-368

Plato disagrees (Timaeus 39a), saying that the fixed stars move most
swiftly, and that the planetary spheres decrease in motion as they are
further removed from the earth.

Aristotle, On the Heavens Il.ix
Republic X
ibid. 617b

E. McClain, The Pythagorean Plato pp.41-55; see also Joscelyn Godwin,
Music, Mysticism and Magic pp.2395-9

Republic 617c—d

McClain, The Pythagorean Plato p.55;" see also his Myth of Invariance:
McClain points out (p.9) that the twelve zodiacal constellations are
not evenly spaced, and that twelve lunar months do not equal exactly
one solar year. This inequality was also observed in the division of
musical intervals: "In ancient times neither the constellations nor
the intervals of the chromatic scale divided the cycle equally"
(p-10). There was a necessity for compromise in order that all parts
may work together, music imitating the heavens. Thus both astrology
and music serve Plato as analogies for his well-tempered society. The
'pure'! intervals of the ideal cosmic harmony cannot co-exist within
the imperfections of the earthly condition, where individual integrity
must be sacrificed for the good of the whole. In this sense, 'equal'
temperament can be seen as an unnatural, artificial division which has
no model in the harmony of the cosmos. It was Ptolemy who
'normalised' the zodiac in c¢.150 B.C. with the implicit idea of equal
temperament (Harmonics III). He correlated the 12 signs of the zodiac
with the 13 tones of the Greek Greater Perfect System or Pythagorean
scale. Since each whole tone equals one twelfth of the circumference
of the circle, his zodiacal signs correspond to a whole-tone scale in
equal temperament. McClain adds, "I do not mean to imply that Ptolemy
was advocating equal temperament. I believe he was merely using the
standard Pythagorean scale as a convenient approximation. His
accompanying discussion assigns the standard ratios of tonal intervals
(1:2, 2:3) to appropriate sections of the circumference. It is very
likely that there were older precedents for Ptolemy's procedure, for
the ratio 8.9 Is very nearly one sixth of an octave, and it was the
most convenient musical interval to associate with 6 or 12 equal
divisions of a mandala."(p.104) See chapter four, pp.306-9

Republic 431
Philebus 26a

Cornford, 'Mysticism and Science' p.145 remarks that the system of
establishing a fixed underlying pattern of perfect intervals in a
musical scale - imposing order on chaos - "marks out the whole
unlimited field of sound, which ranges indefinitely in opposite
directions (high and low)."
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73

74.

5.

76.
77.
78.

19.

80.

81.
82.
83.

84.
85.

86.

Iris Murdoch The Fire and the 8un p.55

Godwin, Harmonies of Heaven and Earth pp.188-93. This
reference, p.188

On the concept of the collective unconscious, see Jung, The Archetypes
and the Collective Unconscious paras.87-110

Godwin, Harmonies of Heaven and Earth p.189

Republic VII 5304-531c

See Godwin, Harmonies of Heaven and Earth p.190. The treatise
mentioned is Iamblichus, Coammentary on Nicomachus' Arithaetic,
discovered by Albert von Thimus; Godwin refers the reader to von
Thimus, Die harmonikale Symbolik des Alterthums 2 vols., Cologne,
1868, 1876, repr. Hildesheim, Olms,1 1972, wvol.l p.3

See Godwin, Harmonles of Heaven and Earth. Boethius (II.20) gives the
following example of the lambda, under the heading 'progessions from

unity to inﬂnlt};'(tram. C.M. Bower):
"the beginning of increasing

)
n,;" 23 and decreasing rests in
Ve 4 unity alone"

Ys 3
On the harmonia of soul and body see Aristotle, Politics 1340b.18;
Plato, Phaedo 86b, Philebus 17d; Cornford, 'Mysticlsm and Science'

pp.146-50
Godwin, Harmonies of Heaven and Earth p.188
See chapter four p.264; Jung, Psychology and Alchemy para.346

For example, the distance between Earth and Moon was considered to be
126,000 stades, which corresponded to one tone (one stade equalling
625 ft.). 8ee Pliny, Natural History 11.19-20; Censorinus, De die
natali XXIII; Martianus Capella, De Nuptiis Philologiae et Mercurii
II1.169-99; Theon of Smyrna, Mathematics useful for uvnderstanding Plato
I11.15. Censorinus and Theon both give the correlation between
planets and intervals as follows: earth to Moon = 1 tone, Moon to
Mercury = tone, Mercury to Venus = tone, Venus to Sun = 1 tones, Sun
to Mars = 1 tone, Mars to Jupiter = tone, Jupiter to Saturn = tone,
S8aturn to fixed stars = tone. Thus from the Sun to the earth = a
perfect 5th, from Sun to Moon = a perfect fourth, from the earth to
the fixed stars = an octave. An alternative version (Theon gives
Eratosthenes as an example) the earth remains immobile. 8ee chapter
four, part one ref.7 for further information.

Godwin, Harmonies of Heaven and Earth pp.126-7

Iamblichus, Vita Pythagorica ch.15; see Godwin, Music, Mysticism and
Magic pp.26-7

Best known through Macroblus' Commentary (360-early 4th c.A.D.) based
on a lost work of Porphyry. This was the most important sourcebook of

Platonism in the Latin West.
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87'
88.

89.

90.

91.
92.
93.
94.
95.
96.
97.
98.
99.
100.

101.

102.
103.
104.

105.

106.

107.

Macrobius VI.2

See Plotinus Enneads IV.3.11l

Ficino, Theologia Platonica X.7, Op.om. p.234:
Forte vero divinus influxus, ex Deo manans, per coelos
penetrans, descendens per elementa, in inferiorem
materiam desinens.

See E. Panofsky, Studies in Iconology p.132

Epinomis 974b-c. The 'prophetic divination' could be equated with
Ficino's notio - see chapter three section 1

Epinomis 975a-c
ibid. 974e, 975c
ibid. 975d-976b
ibid. 976b

ibid. 976c

ibid. 978b

ibid. 977b

ibid. 977c-d, 978a
ibid. 978b, 978a
ibid. 979a

See Jung, Mysterium Coniunctionis para.657: "Piety is needed for the
work [of alchemyl, and this is nothing but knowledge of oneself."

Epinomis 980a-b
ibid.
ibid. 981b-982a

Ficino, Op.om. pp.1525-30, this ref. p.1528:
Vult enim ultra unam mundi totius animam, duodecim esse
sphaerarum, duodecim animas: deinde in qualibet sphaera
duodecim esse ordines animarum. Hi ordines in coelo
sidera sunt et stelle, in terra homines: in aethere,
aere, agua, scilicet sublimiori sunt daemones.

Epinomis 982c

I am grateful to Darby Costello for her work on the etymology of

sidus. The Oxford Latin Dictionary gives the following definitions:

i) sidus: "a heavenly body.. the planets ... constellations....

considered as having a direct influence on human affairs... as causing
...75 -



108.
109.
110.

111.

112.
113.
114.
115.
116.

117.

118.

119.

120.

121.

paralysis". 1i) sidero: "(of constellations) to affect with sudden
paralysis". 1iii) sideratio: "the action of causing planets to wither
or affect human beings with paralysis attributed to the effect of the
constellations". See my chapter two, part one ref.3. For the
associations of considero and desidero with a participatory
astrological awareness, and the episode of Olympius' star-magic on
Plotinus, see chapter two p.1l11

Plato, Epinomis 9824
ibid. 982e
ibid. 983a-984a

Ficino, Op.om. p.1528:
... Visu scilicet intimo potius, qQuam externo.

Epinomis 985a-b
ibid. 985c-d
ibid. 986a—c
ibid. 986d
ibid. 990 a-b

Ficino, Op.om. p.1529:

Numeri in se guidem incorporei sunt, quando nihil aliud
sunt, quam repetitia unitas, haec autem individua est.

Epinomis 992b

Ficino, Op.om. p.1529:
Pythagorici enim ubi sphaerarum intervalla dimetiuntur,
terram ad flrmamentum comparant: item ad Lunam et
Solem, Solem quoque ad firmamentum. In quibus sane
comparationibus intervallum a terra ad Solenm,
comparatum ad intervallum ab eodem ad firmamentum,
efficit quidem inter terram ac Solem sesquialteram:
inter hunc vero et firmamentum sesquitertiam: et in

illa guidem proportione diapente consonantia nascitur:
ex hac autem diatessaron.

ibid. p.1525:

In speculatione quidem sapientia, in cultu vero

religio, in ambobus tota consistit humana foelicitas
finisque legum.

See Trinkaus on Ficino's De Christiana religione in In our Image and
Likeness pp.734-753. He concludes by suggesting that Ficino's
concentration on the nature of the human soul, the "subjective side of
philosophy and of man" revealed a reaching towards a "greater
universality in man's intellectual and religious traditions" which was
to find a similar expression in Lutheranism. Trinkaus' emphasis on
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PART

Ficino's firm position as an "enlightened Christian" despite all his
pagan and magical interests is important to bear in mind. (pp.752-3)

TWO: Hermes

Ficino, Op.om. pp.1836-67, Argqumentum Marsilii Ficini Florentini, in
librum Mercurii Trismegisti ad Cosmum Medicem, Pater Patriae. Ficino
translated the text Pimander (Mercurii Trismeqgisti liber de potestate
et sapienta Dei, cui titulum Pimander) and transcribed Apuleius'
version of the Asclepius (Marsilii Ficini in Mercurii Trismegisti
Asclepius Lucio Apuleio Madaurensi philosopho platonico interprete

Op.om. p.1537
See C.M.Woodhouse, George Gemistos Plethon

P.O. Kristeller The Philosophy of Marsilio Ficino, p.15. Hankins
however (Plato in the Italian Renaissance p.463) maintains that there
is no reason to assume that Ficino's versions of the ancient
theologians derive from Pletho.

On Hermes-Thoth see A-J. Festugiére, La Révélation d'Hermés
Trismégiste vol.I pp.67-88; G. Fowden, The Egyptian Hermes pp.22-31;
G.R.S. Mead, Thrice-Greatest Hermes vol.I pp.47-81; ed. W. Scott,
Hermetica Introduction.

Op.om. p.1836:
Eo tempore, quo Moses natus est, floruit Atlas

Astrologus Promethei physici frater, ac Maternus avus
maioris Mercurii, cuius nepos fuit Mercurius
Trismegistus. Hoc autem de illo scribit Augustinus.

The reference is to Augustine, De civitate Dei XVIII xxxix. See

Yates, Giordano Bruno pp.9-12

See Walker, The Ancient Theology, pp.20-1

The Chaldaean Oracles are a collection of revelatory and visionary
fragments supposedly received from the gods by one Julianus the
Chaldean and/or his son Julian the Theurgist in the late second
century A.D. They were first brought to the notice of the neo-
platonists by Porphyry and commented on by Iamblichus, Proclus and the
11th century Byzantine Psellus. Their content prescribed practical
religious/magical rituals known as theurgy, which will be discussed
more fully in chapter two. H. Lewy (The Chaldaean Oracles and Theurgy
p.368) supposes the oracles! influences to be oriental mystery
religions, Hermetic theosophy and gnosticism rather than Platonic
metaphysics, their Platonic elements deriving from contemporary neo-
platonism rather than from Plato himself. They reveal a cross-
fertilisation of oriental (Babylonian and Syrian) solar and astral
religion and Greek rational speculation, and are primarily concerned
with spiritual enlightenment through revelation from external divine
intervention, not the "training of the inner eye" (p.368), indicating
a "yearning for revelation rather than philosophical complexity"
(p.8). Ficino would have been familiar with the oracles through
Pletho's version, which attributed their origin to Zoroaster and which
_77 -—



10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

he translated (Magica, id est philosophica dicta magorum ex Zoroastre
in Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana XXXVI,35; fragments occur in
Theologia Platonica. See Marsilio Ficino e il Ritorno di Platone,
Manoscritti, Stampe e Documenti pp.25-7; Supp.Fic.I pp.x,cxlv). See
Dodds, The Greeks and the Irrational pp.283-9, Theurgy and its
relationship to Neoplatonism'; Hankins, Plato in the Italian
Renaissance p.463; Ruth Majercik, Introduction to The Chaldean Oracles
pp.1-5; Woodhouse, George Gemisthos Plethon ch.IV 'The Chaldaean
Oracles' pp.48-61. Editions of the oracles in E. Des Places, Oracles
Chaldaiques; Majercik The Chaldean Oracles; ed. J. Opsopoeus, Oracula
magica Zoroastris cum scholiis Plethonis et Pselli; ed. W. Kroll De
oraculis chaldaicis. Excerpts from Proclus' Commentary are to be
found in Iamblichus: The Exhortation to Philosophy, including the
letters of Iamblichus and Proclus' Commentary on the Chaldean Oracles
tr. Thomas Moore Johnson.

See Yates, Giordano Bruno p.3

*
Augustine, De civitate Dei VIII xxili-xxvi; Lactantius, Institutes
I.vi; see Yates, Giordano Bruno p.7

See Walker, 'Orpheus the Theologian and Renaissance Platonists'

ed. W. Scott, Asclepius I1I.23b,24a,37,38a in Hermetical. See my
chapter two, section 15

Op.om. pp.386,871,1836,1945

ibid. p.1537 In Plotini epitomae, seu arqumenta, commentaria et
annotationes; prooemium ad Magnanimum Laurentium Medicem (trans.
School of Economic Science):
Itague non absque divina providentia volente videlicet
omnes pro singulorum ingenio, ad se mirabiliter
revocare, factum est, ut pia quaedam philosophia guodam
et apud Persas sub Zoroastre, et apud Aegyptios sub
Mercurio nasceretur, utrobique sibimet consona:
nutriretur deinde apud Thraces sub Orpheo atque
Aglaophemo adolesceret quogue mox sub Pythagora apud
Graecos et Italos tandem vero Divo Platonae
consumaretur Athenis.

Yates, Giordano Bruno p.19
Walker, The Ancient Theology p.17
Yates Giordano Bruno p.20

Festugiére, La Révélation d'Hermés Trismégiste I p.115 gives as
evidence for Egyptian authorship the references to the astrological
Decans in the Hermetica. These 36 sidereal gods who reside over each
10 degrees of the zodiac are of Egyptian origin, deriving from the
idea that each division of time has its own guardian spirit, and were
assimilated into Hellenistic astrology. See also Fowden, The Egyptian
Hermes pp.31-44, who maintains that the texts' allusions to the
exoteric aspects of the cults practised in the Nile valley point to
their Graeco-Egyptian origin.
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19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24,
25.

26.

Ficino, De Christiana religione in Trinkaus, In our Image and Likeness
pp. 734-5

Yates, Giordano Bruno p.22

ibid. p.23. Jung has this to say on the necessity for preserving the

secrecy and mystery of 'occult' philosophies and practices:
The thing hidden is always more or less irrelevant, for
in itself it is no more than an image or sign pointing
to a content that cannot be defined more closely. This
content is certainly not a matter for indifference
since it indicates the 1living presence of a numinous
archetype. The essential thing is the hiding, an
expressive gesture which symbolised something
unconscious and 'not to be named' lying behind it;
something, therefore, that is either not yet conscious
or cannot or will not beocme conscous. It points ...
to the presence of an unconscious content, which exacts
form consciousness a tribute of constant regard and
attention. With the application of interest the
continual perception and assimilation of the effects of
the 'secret' become possible. (Mysterium Coniunctionis
para.312)

W. Otto The Greek Gods pp.104-24

Homeric Hymn to Hermes in trans. T. Sargent, The Homeric Hymns no.4
pp.30-31

Otto The Greek Gods p.124
Ginette Paris, Pagan Grace pp.84-6, this ref. p.85

See Robert Graves, The Greek Myths 1.9, pp.45-6. Metis is associated
with Mercury inone of the most ancient creation myths (Graves p.27),
wvhere Eurynome, the goddess who laid the Universal Egg from which all
creation hatched, next created the seven planetary powers, attributing
a Titan and a Titaness to each: to Mercury are given Metis and Coeus.
In another myth (Graves p.33), she was born from the union of Air and
Mother Earth, along with "Terror, Craft, Anger, Strife, Lies, Oaths,
Vengeance, Intemperance, Altercation, Treaty, Oblivion, Fear, Pride,
Battle" - the nature of her siblings certainly suggests an
uncompromising wiliness. This myth is based on Hesiod's Theogony
(338-63), where we learn that Metis was the daughter of Oceanus and
Tethys, grand-daughter of Uranos and Gaia (Heaven and Earth). Her
association with the primal elements of air and earth already
indicates a wisdom which is not purely abstract and intellectual, but
a combination of the clear-sighted rationality of air and the natural
instinct of earth. This 'female' irrational intuition poses a great
threat to the 'reasonable' logic of Uranos, who hates the children
Gaia bears him and hides them away as soon as they are born. These
offspring, through their mother, already have a primitive form of
metis, which we see exhibited in the action of Chronos, who, in league
with his mother, cunningly castrates his father. Chronos himself,
wvarned by hs parents that one of his sons would usurp him, swallows
all the children of his wife Rhea. However with the help of Heaven
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27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34,

35.

36.

ard Earth Rhea saves her child Zeus and gives Chronos a stone to
swallow instead. Hesiod tells us that Zeus conquers Chronos "by craft
and power (499), and Robert CGraves gives a more detailed account of
Metis' role as the instigator of the plan (p.40). She suggests to
Zeus that he become Chronos' cup-bearer and tells him to mix the
potion which will cause him to vomit up Zeus' siblings - he carries
out the plan with the help of his mother Rhea. Metis becomes the
first wife of Zeus, being seduced by him only after turning into many
shapes to avoid being caught. Hesiod describes her (887) as "wisest
of all, of gods and men". However, when Metis was pregnant, an oracle
of Mother Earth declared that she would produce a girl, but that her
next child would be a son who would overthrow Zeus (Graves p.46). In
order to avoid the same fate as his father and grandfather, Zeus
"thrust her down into his belly", "so that the goddess could counsel
‘him in both good and evil plans." 1In due course Athena, the child of
Metis, was born from his head.

e.g. Homer, Iliad 10, XV, XXIII
Murdoch, The Fire and the Sun p.60

Op.om. p.1873 (see chapter three p.171):
Ante omnem rationem usum inest naturaliter insita
deorum notio.

In Kristeller, Supp.Fic.II p.82. See also Op.om. 619:
Imitare igitur ut coepistis Pythagoram et Socratem et
Platonem.

Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos 1.4.5

Julian, Oration IV: Hymn to King Helios 132A. Julian the Apostate, a
disciple of Iamblichus, was born 331 A.D. See ed. W.C. Wright, Julian
the Apostate, Works pp.348-51

Ficino, Liber de vita III.21

Op.om. p.965:
Verba ad lectorem, librum hunc allegoricum et
anagogicum esse potius quam dogmaticum ... nos ad illam
non tam rationibus in praesentia, quam comprationibus
quibusdam deductis ex lumine ...

Jung, Mysterium Coniunctionis para.31l, also 117: "Mercurius
demonstrably corresponds to the cosmic Nous of the classical
philosophers"; Psychology and Alchemy 404; Alchemical Studies part 1V,
'The Spirit Mercurius'.

Fig;no, Op.om. p.889:
Sed quicquid illud fuit, quod te mihi, 1d est, me mihi
abstulit, fac quaeso in posterum, ut non seiungat nos,
qul nos olim coniunxit, nec te unquam credas ad me
faturum accessurum, qui te solatium meae vitae, meae
mentis delitias, institutorem morum, disciplinae
magistrum et esurio semper et sitio. Vale et veni, ut
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37.
38.
39.
40.
4].
42.
43.
44,
45.
46.
47.
48.
49.
50.
51.
52.
53.
54.
55.
56.

tuus Saturneus, id est, tuus faturus 'nous' me quoOQue
faturum reddat ...

Psychology and Alchemy para.45%
Alchemical Studies para.255

ibid. 246

ibid. 257

ibid. 295; see also chapter four p.362, Appendix 1.1. p.368
Psychology and Alchemy paras.l65,404,447

Alchemical Studies para.299

ibid. 295

ibid. 290

ibid. 287

ibid. 263

ibid. 277

ibid. 272

ibid. 271, 263

Mysterium Coniunctionis para.l1l7

The Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious para.S03
Alchemical Studies para.275

See chapter four, part one ref.167

Jung, Alchemical Studies para.286

See Ficino, Liber de Sole ch.IX Op.om. pp.970-1 on the 'alchemical’

purification of matter through the heat of the Sun:
The Sun completely fills with light clear and pure
natures everywhere, as if they are now, for a moment,
heavenly; while matter which is opaque and unsuitable
to light, it first warms and kindles, then refines, and
soon illuminates. And sometimes it elevates to the
heights through hecat and light this matter, now light
and acessible.

(Ita Sol perspicuas ubique purasque naturas, quasi iam
coelestes momento prorsus illuminat, opacas vero
materias ineptas luci calefacit prius, et accendit,
atque subtiliat, mox illuminat. Atque tam calorem quam
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57.

58.

59.

60.

61.

62.

lucem iam leves et pervias, nonnunquam elevat ad
sublimia.)

Letters vol.2 pp.68-9, Op.om. p.745: Nunquam ad infima cadit, qui
constitutus in summo, acute et clementer prospicit infima

ibid. vol. 3 p.15, Op.om. p.756:
. quendam Tarsensem medicum animorum ad superos
raptum ... celebravi. Neqgue ... infelicem Helenae, id
est, terrenae formae, rapinam, sed ut veri Platonici
solent beatissimum depinxi coelestis mentis ascensum.

S. Lilley-Harvey, 'Reflections ... Joseph Campbell' p.94

Anaximander understood the fundamental points concerning the structure
of the solar system but made no distinction between the fixed stars
and the planets. Guthrie (op.cit. pp.89-101) says that according to
Eudemus Anaximander was the first to discuss the sizes and distances
of the Sun, Moon and stars; Eudemus attributes the first determination
of their order to Pythagoras.

See D. Dicks, Early Greek Astronomy p.1l7 on the general principles of
the ecliptic. The concept of the ecliptic appears at the end of the
5th century B.C. (p.87), its invention attributed to Oinopides. It
was known by Meton and Euctemon c¢.430 B.C. Dicks suggests that the
invention of the zodiac is not necessarily Babylonian - the earliest
Babylonian text to mention zodiacal signs is a horoscope of 410 B.C.
Budoxus listed the 12 zodiacal constellations marking the Sun's annual
path through the heavens (p.156) and the concept of the zodiac was
becoming known by Plato's time (p.115). If the ecliptic was a Greek
discovery, "Hence it may well be that, in the case of the zodiac too,
we ought to think of a parallel development in both Greek and
Babylonian astronomy at about the same time, and not necessarily of
any direct borrowing of the one from the other."(p.172)

Cicero, De republica VI.iv.2; Macrobius XIX.1-2 (Stahl Commentary

p.162):
"Next we must say a few things about the order of the
spheres, a matter in which it is possible to find
Cicero differing with Plato, in that he speaks of the
sphere of the sun as the fourth of seven, occupying the
middle position, whereas Plato says that it is just
above the moon, that is, holding the sixth place from
the top among the seven spheres. Cicero is in
agreement with Archimedes and the Chaldean system;
Plato followed the Egyptians, the authors of all
branches of philosophy, who preferred to have the sun
located between the moon and Mercury even though they
discovered and made known the reason why others
believed that the sun was above Mercury and Venus."

(See Stahl Commentary p.162, note 1)

63. Plato, Timaeus 38d, Republic 6l6e; Aristotle Metaphysics

64.

XI.viii.1073b

See Stahl Commentary p.163 note 4: "The orbits of Venus and Mercury
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65.
66.
67.
68.
69.
70.
71.
72.
73.

74.

75.
76.

1.

78.

79.

80.
81.
82.

83.

are within the earth's orbit and so they appear to swing back and
forth with respect to the sun. They never go very far from the sun's
position in the sky and are seen during the same year as morning and

evening stars." See also A.E. Taylor A Commentarg on Plato's Timaeus
pp.192-4 where he gives a thorough survey of the differing versions of

planetary order, although he does assume astronomical 'correctness' in
the Ptolemaic order of Moon-Mercury-Venus-Sun. In the symbolic
cosmology of the Platonic system, such a distinction is irrelevant as
intuitive insight does not depend on scientific accuracy. See also

Ficino, Liber de Sole chapter IV Op.om. p.967 Conditiones Planetarum
ad Solenm.

Poimandres Libellus I, 9-14, Scott Hermetica I pp.119-121

Jung Mysterium Coniunctionis paras.297-314. This ref. para.304
Julian Hymn 142D

Poimandres Lib.VI.2a, Scott p.167 A

ibid. IX.7, Scott p.183

Plato, Republic X, see also Julian Hymn 131C

Poimandres 1.15, Scott p.123

ibid. XII.6-7 ibid. Scott p.227

ibid. III.4 ibid. Scott p.149

ibid. I1.25-26a, Scott p.129. Jung suggests (Mysterium Coniunctionis
para.308): "The ascent through the planetary spheres meant something
like a shedding of the characterological qualities indicated by the

horoscope, a retrogressive liberation from the character imprinted by
the archons."

Asclepius I1.10, Scott p.305

Poimandres XII.9, Scott p.229

See Otto The Homeric Gods pp.61-80; K.Kerenyi Apollo; Graves Greek
Myths sections 77, 257

Otto The Homeric Gods pp.78-9

See Ficino, letter to Antonio Canigiani in Letters vol.l pp.141-4,
Op.om. pp.651-2

Plato, Phaedrus 248

See Ptolemy Tetrabiblos 1.4
Julian Hymn 133D

Ficino, Op.om. p.971:

Quemadmodum Sol et oculos generat et colores, oculisque
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85.

86.
87.

88.

89.

90.

vim praebet qua videant, coloribus qua videantur, et
utrosque in unum lumine conciliante coniungit, ita Deus
ad intellectus omnes resque intelligibiles se habere
putatur. Spes enim rerum intelligibiles et intellectus
omnes ipse procreat, atque virtutem invicem agendi
praebet utrisque propriam semel atque naturalem.
Circumfundit insuper assidue commune lumen, per quod
virtutes et intelligibilium, et intellectuum ad actum
mutuum excitat, copulatque agendo. Quod sane in lumen
rebus quidem intelligendis veritatem, in mentibus autem
scientiam Plato nuncupat. Putat insuper ipsum bonum,
scilicet Deum ita saltem haec omnia superare,
proculdubio supra corporeum Solem, incorporeum
auguratus est asolem, Divinum scilicet intellectunm.

ibid. pp.825 ff.

Letters vol.l p.61, Op.om. p.620:
Mandavit discipulis suis Pythagoras, ut se in speculo,
non ad lucerna, sed ad Solis lumen specularentur. Quid
est autem scintilla luncernae, nisi parum adhuc
eruditus animus. Quid Solis lumen, nisi mens quaeque
eruditissima?

Woodhouse, George Gemistos Plethon p.52
Asclepius I11.18b, Scott p.321

Op.om. p.1836:
Divino itaque opus est lumine, ut solis luce solem
ipsum intueamur. Lumen vero divinae mentis nunguam
infunditur animae, nisi ipsa, ceu luna ad solem, ad Dei
mentem penitus convertatur. Non convertitur ad mentem
anima nisi cum ipsa quoque fit mens. Mens vero non
prius f£it, quam deceptiones sensuum, et phantasiae
nebulas deposuerit. Hac de causa Mercurius modo
sensus, et phantasiae caligines exuit, in aditum mentis
se revocans: mox Pimander, id est, mens divina, in hunc
influit, unde ordinem rerum omnium, et in Deo
existentium, et ex Deo manantium, contemplatur. Demum
quae divino sunt numine revelata, caeteris hominibus
explicat.

Kristellex The Philosophy of Marsilio Ficino p.50, Op.om. p.239:
Intellectus siquidem quamdiu potentia est
Intellecturus, nondum cum re potentia intelligenda
conlungitur, sed quando actu intelligens est cum re
actu iam intellecta. Coniungitus autem cum ea ...
quoniam rei illius forma inhaeret menti. Quorum vero
una forma est, ipsa sunt unum: Unum ergo fit ex mente
intelligente, ac re intellecta, gquando quidem rei huius
forma, ut talis est, format mentem.

Op.om. p.1874; see chapter three, secion 1
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91. See P. Moffit Watts, 'Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite and three
Renaissance Platonists' p.295:
"Ficino's conception of the universe as a
hierarchically ordered sympatheia underlies his
conception of knowledge as adaequatio - the
correspondence between the knowing mind and the object

of its knowledge."
92. Poimandres XI.4b, Scott p.209
93. Asclepius I.14a, Scott p.311

94, See Ficino, Preface to Commentary on Plotinus, Op.om. p.1537:
Divinitus profecto videtur effectum, ut dum Plato,
quasirena sceretur, natus Picus heros sub Saturno
Aquarium possedente: sub quo et ego similiter anno
prius trigesimo natus fueram ac perveniens Florentiam,
quo die Plato noster est editus, antiquum aillud de

.Plotino herois Cosmi votum mihi prorsus occultum, sed
sibi caelitus inspiratum, idem et mihi mirabiliter

inspiraverit.

ART THREE: otinus

1. Plotinus; The Enneads, trans. S. MacKenna, intro. by Prof. Paul Henry
S.J. pPp.XXxv-xxxvii

2. Porphyry, Life of Plotinus 14 in Plotinus I trans. A.H. Armstrong,
p.41

3. ibid. 15, Armstrong, Plotinus I p.45
4, ibid. 23, 11, 20; Armstrong, Plotinus I pp.71,37,61

5. Ficino, Op.om. p.1537:
Plotinus tandem his Theologiam velaminibus erudavit:
primusque et solus, ut Porphyrius Proculusgue
testantur, arcana veterum divinitus penetravit.

6. Porphyry, Life of Plotinus 14, Armstrong, Plotinus I pp.40-1

7. Op.om. p.1537:
Placet autem divinae providentiae, his seculis ipsum

religionis suae genus auctoritate, rationemgque
philosophica confirmare: quo ad statuto quod a tempore
verissimam religionis spectem, ut olim quandoque fecit,
manifestis per omnes gentes confirment miraculis.
Divina igitur providentiae ducti divinum Platonem, et
Magnum Plotinum interpretati sumus.

8. The Enneads trans. MacKenna, intro. p.xlv

9. Plotinus, Enneads V.I.7

10. Enneads V.1,6,9-11; The Enneads trans. MacKenna, p.lxix
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11.
12.

13.

14,
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.

22.

23.
24.

25.

Porphyry Life of Plotinus 2, Armstrong, Plotinus I p.7

Enneads 1.2.4

ibid. 1.6.7 and V.8.13:

"our self-knowledge is our beauty, in self-
ignorance we are ugly". .

See C. Kaske, Ficino, Three Books on Life p.25

Enneads I1.3.3. (trans. MacKenna)

ibid. 11.3.7 "
ibid. II.3.7 "
ibid. II.3.9 "
ibid. II.3.10 "

ibid. T1I.3.13 "

ibid. II.3.16 "

See Jung, Synchronicity, an Acausal Connecting Principle. This
concept will be explored more fully in chapter four, in relation to
astrology and magic: see chapter four part one, ref.139

Enneads 1IV.3.39
ibid. 11.4.33 (trans. Armstrong)

ibid. IV.3.12 (trans. MacKenna)
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2.1 Introduction

Ficino, in his Commentary on Plotinus' Ennead IV.4.30, says:

"Julian and Iamblichus composed orations to the sun. Plato
called the sun the visible off-spring and image of the
supreme God; Socrates, whilst greeting the rising sun, often
fell into an ecstasy. The Pythagoreans sang to the lyre
hymns to the rising sun. Concerning the cult of the sun,
let them look to that; but undoubtedly 'God has placed his
tabernacle in the sun'.(1l)

In chapter one we began to investigate the philosophical importance of
the Sun as a symbol of divinity, conceived as both the highest Good, in an
impersonal, transcendent sense, and as the immanent, divinely appointed
intellectual faculty of man - and especially as the seat of intuiltive, even
visionary, wisdom. To the outer eye, the Sun is the visible source of
light and wvarmth necessary for generative life itself. To the inner eye,
it is the intelligible source of spiritual insight, nourishment and growth,
and the divine kernel of each human being. In a remarkably ‘'alchemical’
passage in his Liber de Sole(2) Ficino sees the function of the Sun as the
purlfying and purging fire, refining and dissolving hard, resistant matter
and revealing the divine essence within - the true heroic quest for supreme
consclousness. The spiritualisation of matter (the 'resurrection' of the
body) was the final unifyling process of the alchemical opus; for Ficino the
Sun is the dynamlic principle behind the ascent from ignorance to self-
knowledge, the very means by which matter and spirit may be brought
together in the middle ground of the imagination which exceeds both form
and intelligence. The power of the Sun is activated, and union is
achieved, through the act of love - the desire to re-connect with the
transcendental realm, which is recognised by depth psychology to be
synonymous with certain projected unconscious aspects of one's psyche.(3)
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It is the function of the alchemical/Hermetic Mercurius to kindle this

desire:

"God first sows knowledge of divine things into angelic and
blessed minds, and then love. Indeed the mind kindles a
love for us believers here which purifies and converts,
before it bestows the intelligence of divine things. Thus
the Sun illuminates clear and pure natures everywhere, as if
they are suddenly become heavenly bodies; indeed first it
wvarms opaque, unsultable matter, then kindles it, refines it
and soon illuminates it. And sometimes it elevates to the
heights through heat as well as light this matter which is
now light and accessible. Hence Apollo pierces the great
Python with the stings of his rays, he purges it, dissolves
it and raises it up... Mercurius, as the armsbearer of the
Sun, is said to excite sleeping people with a certain wand
«e."(4)

Ficino understood the role of the magus to be that of Mercurius, who
wvith his wand sets in motion the actlve realisation of the correspondence
between the outer form and inner psychological process, or ‘above with
below'. This is the domain of magic and theurgy in its bewildering variety
of practices, which I shall be considering in this chapter, paying
particular attention to the power of music and rhetoric in hymns and
orations. The Pythagorean/Orphic/neo-platonic tradition of musical
invocation to religious ends undoubtedly provided the specific inspiration
for Ficino's own hymn-singing.

What did Ficino's ancient authorities understand by the sacramental
application of techniques and objects, which was not only musical and
verbal, but also involved visual image, natural substances, astrological
symbols and all manner of observable phenomena? I shall begin by
addressing the vast area of theory and practice commonly called 'magic', or
'occult science', with the aim of clarifying some of the underlying
metaphysical assumptions implicit in the Hermetic and neo-platonic
traditions. I shall refer chiefly to Ficino's own often-acknowledged
sources and precedents, namely Plato, Hermes Trismegistus, Plotinus,
Porphyry, Iamblichus, Julian, Proclus and the Chaldaean Oracles. As a
Christian Ficino was lnevitably confronted with problems in attempting to
reconcile syncretically such pagan enthusiasm with traditional Catholicism.
He was able to percelve the connective undercurrents linking the
'underworlds' of the two great philosophical and rellglous systems, unlike
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many of his contemporaries in the Catholic Church, for whom the new
enthusiasm for Platonism constituted a threat to traditional spiritual
training and interpretation of dogma.(5)

. ic tic

Firstly, we must attempt to clarify the various ways and means of
practical participation in the unseen or immaterial suprasensory world
wvhich range from 'magical' operations through an infinite variety of
'religious' experiences to the transcendental total unity with the Absolute
of the mystic. In her exhaustive survey of mystical experience,(6) Evelyn
Underhill provides a useful framework for dhderstanding the distinction
between magic and mysticism in thelir most extreme forms, which is
essentially a distinction between the faculty of knowing and the condition
of being. Both kinds of 'supernormal' activity hold the conviction that it
is possible for man to attain to a spiritual reality beyond that of
sensible phenomena; however, whereas "magic at its best extends rather than
escapes the boundaries of the phenomenal world"(7) the true mystic has the
capaclty to fully transcend all such limitations:

"Mysticism, in its pure form, is the sclience of ultimates,
the science of union with the Absolute, and nothing else,

and the mystlic 1s the person who attains to this union, not
the person who talks about it."(8)

The magiclan, she suggests, is motlivated by a desire for experiential
knowledge of transcendental planes. Through a deliberate extension and
exaltation of his will, using all manner of external ceremonies and
rituals, he intends (whether his alms are fundamentally ethical and
humanitarian or self-seeking) to manipulate 'unseen' forces - the gods and
daemons of the Platonlc spiritual hierarchy - to material ends. The mystic
however is propelled primarily by a passionate emotional impulse for unity
with his spiritual source, harnessed to a total dedication of the will.
This manifests as a desire to and for love and results in total surrender
to a conscious condition of oneness with that which is beyond words, but
which we commonly give the name of One, God or Absolute. Of course in
between the extreme manifestations of commercial fortune-teller and
solitary comtemplative we find many stages and varieties of 'occult'
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activity: the priests or shamans who mediate between the enlightened and

the ignorant and establish schools of spiritual discipline; the mystical
philosophers, who expound and interpret the heartfelt intuitions of the

mystical temperament and themselves have firsthand experiences of
transcendental states of being (such as Plotinus); the philosopher-
magicians who use ritual and ceremonial trapping in service to self-
ennoblement and spiritual knowledge (such as Iamblichus and his followers);
the practical magl such as healers and astrologers who conduct their arts
with compassion and integrity in respect to higher authority, and the
numerous variety of participators in the ceremonial magic of traditional
cults and rellgions who, to a greater or lesser extent, experience altered
states of consciousness as a result of focussing and sublimating the will
through ritual activity. The ignorant sooghsayer or diviner whose aims are
purely selfish and material could be seen as the least nefarious of a whole
host of irresponsible dabblers who attempt to control powers beyond their
comprehension with intentions ranging from ego-centred curiosity to

downright evil.

Outside this grouping of empirical experimenters fall the
transcendental philosophers, whose allegorical maps and symbolic
cosmologies may kindle latent mystical faculties but who do not necessarily
reveal a direct personal experience of them. One may or may not agree with
Evelyn Underhill that Plato himself, although a poetic philosopher, was not
a mystic.(9) Although he regarded the irrational apprehensions of the
mystical temperament as invaluable, he nevertheless submitted all such
experiences to the scrutiny of Reason; intultive feeling was never exalted
to the rank of intelligible knowledge. Evelyn Underhill regards Platonism
as "the reaction of the intellectualist upon mystical truth",(10) and such
philosophers in the Platonic tradition as

"our stepping stones to higher things; they interpret to our

dull minds, entangled in the sense world, the ardent vision
of those who speak to us from the dimension of Reality"(11)

but in their highly developed capacity for intellectual scrutiny they stop
short at their vision of truth, not allowing the 'movement of desire' to
flow naturally from the heights of their knowledge(12); they "know but
cannot be".(13) The most important exception she acknowledges to be
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Plotinus, who reveals himself as a mystic of the highest order whilst
maintaining the ability to communicate his experience in the most rigorous
and lucid philosophical terms.(14)

It is of course the communication of the inexpressible which is the
domain of artists, poets and musiclans, and which leads mystics to resort
to the Imagery and symbols of the sensory world to convey something of the
heightened awareness they experience. As Plotinus stresses,(15) all human
beings have the latent potential for some degree of transcendental
revelation, but they cannot make the leap from everyday consciousness to
apprehension of 'the divine' without a medium which partakes of both
worlds. They must be 'bewitched!'(l6) by the inner, hidden content of an
art or language whose outer form is easily:;ssimiliated by the senses or
the rational mind yet whose reflection of a more intensely 'real' world is
subliminally perceived by the corresponding 'hidden' or Platonically
speaking intelligible faculty of the human soul. 1In this view, the artist,
musician or poet who does not have an "intuition of the Real lying at the
root of the visible world"(17) would not move the viewer or listener from
his habitual, sense-bound condition and indeed, as Plato warned(18) could
even inhibit his spiritual development by keeping him bound there.

Similarly, the use of poetic, symbollc and metaphorical language enables
the intellect to make a qualitative leap to an intuitive perception of
heightened reality through the power of suggestion:

"The mystic, as a rule, cannot wholly do without symbol and
image, inadequate to his vision though they must always be:
for his experience must be expressed if it is to be
communicated, and its actuality is inexpressible except in
some side-long way, some hint or parallel which will
stimulate the dormant intuition of the reader, and convey,

as all poetic language does, something beyond its surface
sense."(19)

It is important to consider this in relation to the significance of
words in maglcal operations, ranging from the mumbo-Jumbo of the charlatan
vho may use exotic language to invoke a particular emotion in his victim,
to the exalted intentions of incantatory prayers and Plato's philosophical
'‘charms'. But I shall return to this in the context of neo-platonic

theurqgy.
...91 -



The Greeks had three words to distinguish the different levels of
participation in the supernatural; gofteia signified the lowest, base
wvizardry and superstitous soothsaying; magia (a word derived from magoi, a
Persian tribe with particular religious rites foreign to the Greeks) came
to refer to all forms of exploitation of higher forces to gain advantages
on a lower level by practitioners who, to a greater or lesser extent, had
an understanding of cosmic sympathy; and theourgia or philosophical/
religious magic, where the aim was to elevate the lower towards the higher,
to align one's will with that of the cosmos through the agency of
intermediary spirits, from daemons to angels and the gods themselves. The
magus aimed to galn power and control over the invisible presences in the
world - the theurgist strived for self-knowledge through surrender to thenm.
At either end of this scale, one could add the perverted and willfully
malevolent exploitation of forces known as black magic and the pious intent
for direct contact with super-cosmic deities or God Himself demonstrated by
the sacraments of religlon, such as the Christian Mass.

The philosopher-magician's ultimate aim with his theurgic practices was
the freeing of the soul from its material bonds, to be achieved through
rigorous self-discipline and focussing of the will. To this end, external
'props' such as repetitive, quasi-hypnotic rhythmical incantations and
repeated sacred words as mantras could strengthen and concentrate the
powers of the imagination, to bring the wayward will into alignment with a
higher realm by opening up a channel of communication between them:

"The uprushes of thought, the abrupt intuitions which reach
us from the subliminal region, are developed, ordered and
controlled by rhythms and symbols which have become
traditional, ... and powers of apprehension which normally

lie below the threshold may thus be liberated and enabled to
report their discoveries.™(20)

Thus the magician is endeavouring to raise his own spiritual energy when
he calls upon super-terrestrial gods and spirits, using a wide variety of
artificial means. For the famous 'occultist' A.E. Walite the term
'ceremonial magic' embraced all the means by which this energy was
stimulated, "which In effect was a tremendous forcing house of the latent
faculties of man's spiritual nature."(21) In other words, occult rituals

can be seen as 'containers' for powerful psychological operations. Once a
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permanent raising of the energy level, or alignment with the cosmic will,
has been achieved, then of course the magus would have no further need for
helpful images, sounds or words as he then approaches the condition of the
mystic. As we shall see when we consider Plotinus in more detail, it is
vhile he has glimpses of an order of things beyond normal human awareness
that the superior magician may perceive the analogies and correspondences
between all creation and know future outcomes, make oracular predictions or
divinatory pronouncements. The lesser magician would work purely from an
assumption of which he had no direct experience. We can see why Plato set
such high standards for the musicians, artists and rhetoricians whose work
was to be used in educating the young, for their quality of being was
directly reflected in their creation, and o?ly those having reached this

level of perception could fuse knowledge with inspiration, and thus guide

others effectively. He also recognised the necessity for popular religious

cults and rituals involving ceremonial magic amongst the citizens, with
their potential, but again only if operated by the wise, to open and extend
levels of perception according to individual capacity, as we shall be
considering in more detail below.

It cannot be stressed too highly that despite the useful distinction
between magical-philosophical and mystical modes of expression, the
infinite number of gradations in the discrete hierarchies of spiritual
development (each nominally involving a gualitative leap) in no way allow
limited or restrictive categorisations of experience. For it is possible
to achieve both divine knowledge and cosmic awareness combined with a truly
mystical rapture of the heart, and for the most enlightened souls to fully
understand the usefulness and psychological necessity of all manner of
'magical' ritual and symbolic art and to put it into practice. The
effectiveness of such action is dependent on a state of being where
knowledge and love can no longer be differentiated, but fuse in a wisdom of
the heart whose ultimate vocation is a selfless concern for the spiritual

education of humanity. Ficino was Indeed one of those rare souls.

It has been claimed by that most humane and perceptive of classical
scholars, A.H. Armstrong, that the Greeks did not understand the 'the
occult' in the same way as we do.(22) There is no indication that closed
esoteric groups existed with special and exclusive knowledge of ‘'secret
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things' which they passed on to fellow initiates. The rites of mystery
religions were in service to heightened spiritual awareness, which was in
principle accessible to all who had the capacity to embrace it. In an
'open' community seeking spiritual enlightenment, the self-professed
'magician' would have been a highly suspect character; certainly not
credited with wisdom, and probably condemned as a charlatan by any
respectable philosopher. The manifestation of any 'hidden powers' in the
vorld in the form of the chance or unpredictable event was attributed to
divine intervention, but there was no group of people who had special
access to the gods' world:

*The gods did indeed give signs and omens and oracles, and

there were religious craftsmen with professional skills in

interpreting them. But the interpretation of the signs was

always considered to be a tricky business, and it was

recognised that the interpreters, even if skilled and
honest, might be wrong."(23)

The Pythagorean 'secret doctrine' was a practical philosophy based on
enlightening spiritual principles of cosmic harmony and transmitted by
Plato as a public tradition. If we are to consider the idea of 'hidden
knowledge' at all, it must be in relation to that which is indeed concealed
from most men, the ability to use the forms of ritual (telestike), specific
daily practices (akesis), dreams and omens to activate Plotinus' 'different
wvay of seeing' and lead towards the apprehension of higher realities. For
Plato, both the discriminating use of music and the practice of
contemplative astrology were the most powerful tools - far from being
superstitious magic, they could evoke the inscrutable yet vital affects on
the soul necessary for the virtue (arete) of the citizens under cover of
the rational composition of music and traditional ritual observance of
cult.(24) The combination of astronomy as a respectable natural science
wvith an acknowlegement of the stars as visible, divine minds forges a
powerful bond embracing both exoteric and esoteric disciplines which for
Plato provided the key to the only true wisdom. As we have seen in chapter

one, this is the central conclusion of the Epinomis.
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o3 a an ic

what concluslons may be reached concerning Plato's attitude to what we
would now call magical practices? It has been suggested by E.R. Dodds that
Plato's personal contact with the Pythagoreans of West Greece in around 390
B.C. sowed the seed of his unique philosophical synthesis of reason and
metaphysics: "Plato in effect cross-fertilised the tradition of Creek
rationalism with magico-religious ideas whose remoter origins belong to the
northern shamanistic culture".(25) Shamans, through rigorous training,
have the ability to dissociate from their bodies and transcend the normal
state of human awareness, becoming adept in divination, dream-prophecy,
'‘magical' healing and religious teaching. JIn his capacity as a shaman,
Pythagoras would have been concerned with the purification of man's 'occult
self', the purgation and tempering of the irrational forces of the psyche
through catharsis, using rituals in which music and incantation played an
important part. Such enlightened men, Dodds points out,(26) transcended
all limiting boundaries of scientific, magical or philosophical knowledge
in a personal synthesis directly dependent on their quality of being. The
mythical Orpheus too reveals shamanistic gifts, and amongst the
proliferation of 'Orphic' cults it was a central tenet that absolution
could be obtained through ritual. Dodds proposes that it was contact with
such traditions which made such a "fateful contribution" to Greek religious
experience - that of a puritanical belief in an "occult self of divine
origin" which set the "soul and body at odds",(27) in a world where before
Plato psyche was not associated with Reason, but was more akin to the
Homeric thumos, the irrational self or vital life-principle, the seat of
emotion and appetite and intuitive or instinctual apprehension which
dictated one's actions and inhibited rational decision-making. It was
"perfectly at home" in the body.(28)

With the Interpretation of this intuitive life-force as in part divine
and separable from its irrational elements, Plato raised the level of
'religious' experience from that of the unquestioning acceptance of
revelation (whether as an authentic experience or on some religious
authority) to that of a rigorous and discriminating exercise in self-

examination and awareness, involving an intellectual and moral sensitivity
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to all nuances of experlence.(29) As Dodds suggests, in Plato's 1deal
state the Guardians could be seen as "“rationalised shamans".(30)

For Plato, all intultive, irrational experiences must be brought under
the scrutiny of the intellect. This is not to devalue their significance
as genuine Insight, but is a result of the conviction that knowledge
acquired by rational argument could lead to the resolution of inner
conflict, which was seen as the cause of moral evil.(31l) Plato recognised
that the passionate element of the soul, that "contentious and combative
element which frequently causes shipwreck by its headstrong violence"(32)
released an erotic energy which could be harnessed towards this resolution
through rigorous philosophical training, (33) and which, paradoxically,
could itself provide the impulse to transce;d earthly experience. That
Socrates himself took Irrational intuition very seriously is evident, for
example, from the attention he pald to his own dreams.(34) For him,
‘occult' experiences were rich food for rational speculation, which could
be called on to interpret their significance. One is reminded of Plato's
advocating of an inner act of connection or prayer (a Plotinian 'tension of
the soul'(35)) before any intellectual activity: "we should always appeal
to the gods when we set about speaking or reflecting".(36)

Nevertheless, we have many examples of Socrates' acknowledgement of the
benefits of irrational activities and practice of legitimate 'magic'. He
implies that he himself received initiation into the Corybantic rites which
involved frenzied ritual dancing.(37) 1In such ceremonies, rites of
purification and supplication involving 'possession' were conducted,
presumably led by a priest or priestess whose condition of frenzy inspired
the followers. This homoeopathic cure of 'madness with madness', Dodds
suggests, designed to provide an outlet for "infectious irrational
impulses"™, (38) has its prototype in the Dionysiac mountain dancing, where
orgiastic dancing and music produce an ecstasis which liberates the soul
from overpowering anxieties. In the Classical Age such rituals were
adopted by the cults of Hecate, Cybele or the Corybantes - Plato refers to
the "sacred rage" of the Corybant(39) and the trance induced by frenzied
dancing. (40)
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Socrates also recognises the powers of midwives with their ability to
alleviate labour pains with 'drugs and incantations' and even to
intuitively match-make with an eye to healthy offspring(41) and mentions
his own apparent ability to "charm away" the fear of death by saying magic
spells.(42) Such a gift, he suggests, is the hallmark of a true magician
and rarely to be found - indeed Simmias fears that after Socrates' death
they will be hard put to f£ind another who "understands these spells". 1In
Charmides 157a-b, a passage of startling relevance to holistic medical
practice and much reiterated by Ficino himself, (43) Socrates suggests a
certain leaf together with a 'charm' as a remedy for a headache, and
implies that the power of such charms lies in their words:

... 1f the head and body are to be well, you must begin by
curing the soul - that is the first and essential thing.
And the cure of the soul ... has to be effected by the use
of certain charms, and these charms are fair words, and by
them temperance is implanted in the soul ... the great error

of our day in the treatment of human beings [is] that men
try to be physicians of health and temperance separately.”

The problem lies in the fact that it is impossible for the average
ignorant citizen to distingulsh between the potency of a ‘'charm' uttered by
a truly enlightened philosopher-magician and that claimed by a wily
charlatan. For this reason Plato was in practice highly suspicious of all
claims of 'paranormal' activity, recognising both the destructive potential
of thought-suggestion when undertaken irresponsibly and with evil intent,
and the difficulties in understanding exactly how such effects might occur
in order to arm oneself against them (which was of course possible, as we
shall see in the case of Plotinus):

"There is another form [of poisoningl] which works by art,
magic, incantations, and spells, as they are called, and
breeds in the minds of the projectors the bellief that they
possess such powers of doing harm, in those of the victims
the conviction that the authors of their suffering can
verily bewitch them. Now as to all such matters the true
facts are hard to learn, nor, if one could learn them, would
it be an easy task to convince another. And it would be
labour lost to try to bring conviction to minds beset with
such suspicions of each other, to tell them, it they should
by perchance see a manikin of wax set up in the doorway, or
at the crossroads, or at the grave of a parent, to think
nothing of such things, as nothing is known of them for
certain."(44)
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Any unauthorised 'magical' actlvity was dangerous because it could de-
stabllise the individual, and by extension the society, by clouding his
judgement and inducing false opinion.(45) Plato roundly condemns all
"begging priests and soothsayers" who believe they have the power to
constrain the gods themselves by means of sacrifices and incantations and
to remit sins by various effortless rituals.(46) Such men who do not
examine their own consciences can have no access to higher knowledge, and
in their hands potentially transforming rites can be at best meaningless
and at worst extremely harmful. That such practices were widespread is
suggested by the reference to a 'bushel of books' attributed to Musaeus and
Orpheus which the soothsayers used as authorities for their dublous .
ceremonies. Without the ability to discrim}nate truth from falsehood - and
Plato recognised that the average human condition is one of constant
struggle, confusion and error in vision - the individual cannot be
protected from the perils of mistaking imitations from the real thing; mere
imitations of nature in an art which prohibits any visionary glimpses of
transcendent reality, {47) or imitations of the true 'charms' of discourse
in the extravagant rhetoric of speechmakers(48) are likened to the forms of
witchcraft and enchantment which exploit the inherent "weakness of our
nature" and beguile through their seeming to be something they are not -
reflections of divinity. In a profoundly psychologically perceptive
passage in the Laws Plato indicates the precariousness of inncr
equilibrium, since our soul is by its very nature in a constant state of
change and development and may at any moment be tempted into dissolution
and chaos by subversive elements, whether externally applied in the misuse
of 'magic' or internally generated by warring passions. Such a condition
of psychological chaos, he suggests, is what is meant by hell itself:

"all things that have part in soul change, for the cause of
change lies within themselves, and as they change they move
in accord with the ordinance and law of destiny .. if [their
changes of character] are more and in the direction of grave

wickedness, they fall into the depths and the so-called
underworld, the region known by the name of Hades ..."(49)

So seriously did Plato regard the crimes of those who encouraged such
disorder by their subtle and gquileful manipulations (manifest not only in
self-confessed magicians but also in "dictators, demagogues, generals,
contrivers of private Mysteries and ... the so-called Sophist")(50) that
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their punishment in the ideal state is harsh indeed. Those who "bewitch
the living" with "the supposed sorceries of prayer, sacrifice and
incantations"(51) are to be sentenced to solitary imprisonment (presumably
for life) and no rites of burial. In the end, the only authentic 'magical’
effects Plato recognised and trusted were the psychological transformations
brought about by imitation of the immaterial archetypes of the Good, True
and Beautiful.

2.4. Daemons

In the Platonic spiritual hierarchy, the energy generated by the life
force or world soul as it permeates and connects the various levels is
carried by spiritual beings "superior to men but inferior to gods".(52)
Unlike the morally neutral world soul, daemons are potentially autonomous
beings whose actions may appear arbitrary, willful and unpredictable if not
subversive and disruptive to the human psyche which reaches out to them, or
vhich they invade. The co-operation of the various spiritual entities
mediating between God and man was central to magical operations. For Plato
himself such spirits were essentially well-intentioned; they were created
to watch over human affairs(53}) and to act as mediators and messengers
between the two worlds. Each individual was protected and guided in the
after-life by a guardian spirit;(54) Socrates attributed his inner
'prophetic' voice which advised him at all times to his guardian angel or
daimon.(55) Our clearest account of the function of spirits occurs in
the Symposium where Diotima describes Eros as a 'mighty daemon'. She
explains:

"Spirits are half-way between god and man ... they are the
envoys and interpreters that ply between heaven and earth,
flying upward with our worship and our prayers, and
descending with the heavenly answers and commandments, and
since they are between the two estates they weld both sides
together and merge them into one great whole. They form the
medium of the prophetic arts, of the priestly rites of
sacrifice, initiation, and incantation, of divination and of
sorcery, for the divine will not mingle directly with the
human, and it is only through the mediation of the spirit
world that man can have any intercourse. whether waking or
sleeping, with the gods. And the man who is versed in such

matters is said to have spiritual powers, as opposed to the
mechanical powers of the man who is expert in the more
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mundane arts. There are many spirits, and many kinds of
spirits, too, and Love is one of them."(56)

The implications of this passage are that 'occult' practices depend on
such spirits for their effectiveness, and that Plato had no doubt of man's
potential to contact them during ritual or mediumistic activity and bring
something of their higher nature into the material world. What he did
doubt, however, was his capacity to conduct such operations with wisdom and

responsibility.

The later neo-platonists devised an elaborate and complex system of
distinction between levels of moral superioritx among spiritual beings and
the elemental layers they inhabited, which as we shall see came into
conflict with the dualist assumptions of Christianity, for whom all daemons
must be intrinsically evil. Plotinus' view differs considerably from
Platonic theology with its incorporation of individual choice and
responsibility into the system of guardian spirits. He maintains that each
soul may choose the level of reality on which it lives out a particularly
earthly life, with its guardian spirit existing on the level immediately
above. He links the allocation of guardian spirits with astrological
determinants of character in a passage, often echoed by Ficino, which in
its perception of microcosm/macrocosm sympathy suggests a viable framework
for the symbolic, 'psychological' astrology practiced by the Florentine
magus. After death, Plotinus suggests, souls return to the planet or star
akin to their nature

"each according to his rational activity here: for one must
think that there is a universe in our soul, not only an
intelligible one but an arrangement like in form to that of
the soul of the world: so as that, too, is distributed
according to its diverse powers into the sphere of the fixed
stars and those of the moving stars, the powers in our soul
also are of like form to these powers, and there is an
activity proceeding from each power, and when the souls are
set free they come there to the star which is in harmony
with the character and power which lived and worked in them:
and each will have a god of this kind as its guardian

spirit, either the star itself or the god set above this
power."(57)

Gods (spirits who inhabit the intelligible realm) and lesser spirits are

for Plotinus products of the anima mundi to provide for and sustain it in
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its complex totality.(58) Spirits are impelled by desire for their
particular attribute, and the individual soul chooses its guardian spirit
"according to the corresponding part of that which is active in them, the
soul".(59) Plotinus' majestic vision soars past the intricate debates of
the theurgists on the classification of disembodied spirits and their
ritual invocation. The true magus, for him, is the wise man who knows how
the force of love draws everything together in cosmic sympathy, and how to
enter into it. I agree with A.H. Armstrong(60) that the episode in
Plotinus' life mentioned by Porphyry(6l) when he agreed to witness the
calling up of his guardian spirit by a visiting Egyptian priest does not
merely reveal a superstitious interest in theurgic daemonology, but rather
may be given "a rational interpretation in terms of Plotinus' own
philosophy" which shows that the rank of our tutelary spirit is determined
by our own decision to "live by the higher or lower in us". The fact that
the spirit which appeared was no less than a god suggests either that the
vhole story was invented by Plotinus' disciples to prove his exalted
spiritual state, or that the priest had attained an extraordinarily refined
level of being; for "no true god could ever be conjured in Plotinus'
universe". We cannot discount the possibility that Plotinus discerned an
integrity and true spiritual gift in the priest which led him to trust the
result of whatever event took place. We shall return to the role of
daemons in the theurgy of Iamblichus later in this chapter, and to Ficino's
attempt to coherently synthesise philosophical, magical and Christian views
in his own attitude towards magic in chapter four.

2.5. Divine frenzy

For Plato, the only authentic condition of being in which it was
possible to make any direct contact with higher intelligences, and thus
successfully conduct any 'magical' operation which aimed to divinise the
soul, was that of furor, manifested in the disturbed and heightened
consciousnesses of the prophet, ritual priest, poet and lover. "Our
greatest blessings come by way of madness" says Socrates,(62) and Evelyn
Underhill calls such 'madness' a mystical "enabriation of reality",
suggesting that it involves "an intenser degree of vitality ... a more

acute degree of perception, a more vivid consciousness, than that which is

-101-



enjoyed by other men."(63) Dodds has pointed out that it is a commonly
held belief amongst primitive people that all mental disturbances are
caused by supernatural intervention(64) and that "the dividing line between
common insanity and prophetic madness is hard to draw".(65) For the soul
firmly embedded in a material condition, it would seem evident that nothing
less than a severe jolt away from a rational sanity, a turning upside down
of value systems designed to preserve such a condition would be required to
free the soul to glimpse other levels of reality. Whether this is
interpreted as contact with God himself or a whole range of lesser deities
and spirits must depend on the quality and purity of the individual soul,
and the degree of spiritual training undergone in preparation for such an

event. N

In the Phaedrus(66) Socrates distinguishes between human and divine acts
of prophecy. Any act of divination or augury which depends purely on human
intelligence for interpretation, such as the observance of birds, is the
vork of a "sane prophet'" whose comprehension and advice, however acute,
cannot exceed the limits of cosmic sympathies in the natural world. He is
not 'plugged in' to receive the vibrations of higher planes, messages of
the gods themselves, but relies merely on his own human judgement of
external phenomena.(67) The prediction of the future through real
supernatural intrusion, or "heaven-sent madness" however, is called by
Socrates "that greatest of arts" and acknowledged to be an ancient practice
~ indeed Dodds suggests(68) that it may be as old as the religion of
Apollo, the patron of all prophetic arts. The Pythia at Delphi evidently
entered into an 'enthusiastic' trance after careful ritual preparation in
which she was possessed by the god in the manner of spirit mediumship.
Although the ultimate aim of such mediumship was specific knowledge of
future events, the medium herself was merely the instrument of the god and
it was the function of the prophetes to interpret through the application
of wisdom and reason.(69) Plato suggests that any truths which are uttered
"with no conscious thought", whether by prophets, priests or statesmen, are
fit to be considered of divine origin if the results of their speeches are

"repeatedly and outstandingly successful."(70)

Hierophantic madness is described by Plato as a therapeutic, cathartic
process involving prayer and ritual to heal hereditary afflictions built up
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over generations, originally caused by "some ancient sin".(71) When such
inherited quilt eventually erupts in the form of severe psychological
disturbance, it may be expiated once and for all in frenzied rites of
purification and supplication. Plato particularly refers to the music of
flutes in such rituals, which calms irrational, childish fear. 1Indeed he
likens their effect to that of mothers singing to their babies:

"they ... put a spell on their babies just as the priestess

does on the distracted in the Dionysiac treatment, by this
combination of the movements of dance and song."(72)

Plato's devaluation of the 'irrational' is demonstrated in his rating of
the worthiness of types of life according to thg criterion of degrees of
wisdom attained.(73) The prophet and mystery priest appear fifth, below
the level of athlete or physician, since their skills lie in their
'foolishness'(74) or powers of irrational intuition, not their ability to
acquire knowledge through rational argument. Poets and imitative artists
appear even further down the list, presumably since they represent their
glimpses of divinity through a medium accessible to the senses of sight and
hearing. This may harmonise, refine and impose order on the chaos and
confusion exhibited in the utterances of direct oracular possession, but
therefore also may distract from or dilute the impact of the original

inspiration.

Ficino, as we shall see(75) elevates the role of poetic frenzy to the
status of that of the lover, and emphasises the equal potential of both
visible and audible beauty to arouse the longing of the soul to return to
its divine origin. Indeed the inspired musician-poet embodies the gifts of
both prophet and priest, functioning as a seer possessed by a Muse,
composing under the influence of "a kind of instinct or inspiration"
without conscious knowledge of what he is doing(76) or the ability to
discriminate logically:

"When a poet takes his seat on the Muse's tripod, his
judgement takes leave of him. He is like a fountain which
gives free course to the rush of its waters, and since
representation is of the essence of his art, must often
contradict his own utterances in his presentations of

contrasted characters, without knowing whether the truth is
on the side of this speaker or of that."(77)
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He is "out of his senses" like a Corybantic dancer, says Plato in his
most eloquent description of the inspired lyric poet.(78) In such a
condition the poet can enhance and transform ordinary reality through
listening to his imagination which is a gift of the Muse:

"a poet is a light and winged thing, and holy, and never
able to compose until he has become inspired, and is beside
himself, and reason is no longer in him. So long as he has

this in his possession, no man is able to make poetry or to
chant in prophecy."(79)

Socrates' analogy of the Muse as a loadstone, initiating and
connecting a chain of inspiration from poet to Interpreter to audience like
a series of magnets, drawing and foster}ng particular talents and
affinities (such as Ion's love for Homer) sets the model for the
spiritually therapeutic function of 'live' performance, and explains why
Plato considered 'bad' or ego-centred art, where the creative artist
believes himself to be the generative force, to be so damaging to moral

virtue.

Finally, the "best of all forms of divine possession"(80) - that of the
lover of wisdom, who is aroused to frenzy through the intimations of
divinity reflected in the visible beauty of this world; in particular,
through the painful experience of falling in love with another human being.
There can be no more vivid portrayal of the struggle of reason over passion
than Plato's highly charged metaphors of the sprouting of the lover's wings
and the charioteer's taming of the unruly horse. The power of erotic
passion, when harnessed, can propel two individuals to self-mastery and the
realisation of a mutual love based on the highest principles whose erotic
component, although not necessarily without a physical outlet, is primarily
an expression of the union of their souls. 'Platonic love' in the true
sense of the term does not imply a repression or abnegation of all physical
erotic desire, but a condition in which the lover fully enters into his
passion, knowing to what end his desire must lead and recognising that its
enactment on the physical level is but an experiential image of spiritual
union. For Plato, the experience of Eros in sexual love (between men) is
an Important first stage in the ascent to "the philosophical life",(81) and
for Ficino it became the principle on which the intense friendships within
the Platonic Academy were founded, and which philosophically justified his
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own propensity for the detached intimacy of sublimated homosexual
relationships.(82)

The imperfect, or degenerate forms of the four frenzies, as they are
dimly perceived and misunderstood by those souls most firmly locked into a
material universe (like the outermost ripples of a stone thrown into a
pord), manifest as fortune-telling, superstition, 'superficial music' and
what Ficino called "that common and completely insane love"(83) inspired by
the earthly rather than the heavenly Venus. These shadow-forms, it could
be argued, are necessary both as a shield to preserve the pearls from
defamation by the swine, and as potential stepping stones towards an
awareness of their archetype once the 'itching' of the wings has begun.

Al

2.6. Pythagorean music thexapy

As we saw in chapter one, the whole idea of a cosmos held within the
tension of order imposed on chaos originated, for the Pythagoreans, in the
mathematical laws of musical intervals which regulated and structured the
world-soul (expounded by Plato in the Timaeus):

"The general principle applied by the Pythagoreans to the

construction of a kosmos is that of the imposition of limit
{peras) on the unlimited (to apeiron) to make the limited

(to peperasmenon)."(84)

Quantity is Ilmposed on guality, a harmonious cosmos is created within
the confines of the octave or ratio of 1:2. The organising principle
(arche) actively tends towards unity "but it is only when its work is done
that unity is achieved"(85) - the temporal condition can thus be seen as
one of continual striving towards a completion which can only culminate in
the release of the soul from its embodied condition.

We have already noted that for the Pythagoreans, unlike Plato, the
judgement of the ears was considered as of equal importance to that of the
mind in the evaluation of musical intervals. For accounts of the
importance Pythagoras attached to practical, therapeutic music-making we
must rely to a large extent on the legends and anecdotes gathered together
by Iamblichus in his On the Pythagorean Life.(86) Iamblichus tells us that
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Pythagoras spent twenty-two years studying and receiving initiation in

Egypt, followed by twelve years with the Magi in Babylon. However exact
this information may be, it is generally held as we saw in chapter one that

'Pythagorean' discoverles concerning music and mathematics originated in

Babylon, and it is important to bear in mind, particularly in view of the
Renaissance enthusiasm for Hermetic texts, that "the Greeks were indeed as
children to those venerable but by then quite decadent civilisations."(87)

According to Iamblichus, the first stage of education in the Pythagorean
school involved the training of the disciples through refinement of the
senses. Music was to take precedence over visual arts,

Ythrough certain melodies and rhythms, from which the
remedies of human manners and passlons are obtained,
together with those harmonies of the powers of the soul
which it possessed from the first ... divinely contriving
mixtures of certain diatonic, chromatic and enharmonic
melodies, through which he easily transferred and circularly
led the passions of the soul into a contrary direction ...

attempering them through appropriate melodies, as through
certain salutary medicines."(88)

Music was used to induce sleep and to purify the intellect, paying
attention to specific times, rituals and astrological symbolism. For
example, at springtime a lyre player would be surrounded by singers whose
behaviour would be 'ordered' by the singing of 'certain paeans' (presumably
to Apollo) in a representational ritual symbolising the Sun surrounded by
the signs of the zodiac.(89) Iamblichus tells us that Pythagoras alone had
developed and refined his 'inner ear' to directly intuit the harmonies of
the spheres, which he then determined to reveal to his disciples through
the means available to the outward senses - through dance, recital of epic
poetry and instrumental music - so that they might "comprehend truly the
first and genuine archetypes of things".(90) The overall aim was
purification of the soul and its alignment with the macrocosm, as
manifested by the movements of the heavenly bodies. This was to be
achieved firstly through desire, that is, the inner quickening of the soul
vhich has been afforded a glimpse of its immortality (the longing to
'return to the stars'?)(91) and secondly through imitation of the
inexorable cosmic laws revealed by the movements and harmonic proportions
of the heavens.
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Iamblichus, like Plato, understood this therapeutic tempering of
psychological imbalances and intentional subsititution of various emotional
conditions as 'enchantment':

"Sometimes, also, by musical sounds alone, unaccompanied
wvith words, they healed the passions of the soul and certain
dliseases, enchanting, as they say, in reality. Aand it is

probable that from hence this name epode, i.e. enchantment,
came to be generally used."(92)

Iamblichus likens the whole Pythagorean training method to the Delphic
oracle; for divine messages cannot be easily accessible to those who do not
apply themselves to serious study of the inner, hidden meanings to be found
concealed within the language of riddles and puzzles, and within the
symbolism of ritual practices.(93) For ritual sets up the conditions for a
direct apprehension by the intuitive faculty in a way beyond the power of
verbal communication and rational conceptual thinking. Music is such an
effective 'charm' because it goes straight to the soul, connecting with its
intrinsic proportions and effecting change and adaptation through its
likeness to and resonance with the object. Thus the change will be natural
and revelatory, beyond any human power to change someone purposively
through a direct argument. In this sense, any moment where an alignment of
the soul has occurred through artistic stimulation, whether in music or
poetry, is an 'enchanted' one.

2.7, Ritual and education

Although for Plato the only truly effective catharsis of irrational
elements was mental withdrawal and concentration(94) he realised that
unlike the philosopher, the common man did not have the self-possession and
strength of resolve to achieve such an aim without the aid of some form of
external ritual. He saw that it would be detrimental to eliminate cult
practice entirely, but that its regulation and authorisation by the wise
vas essential for the accommodation of common religlous impulses and
traditional honouring of the gods(95) - as the Athenian pointed out, (96)
the need to worship both visible deities and invisible ones by means of
images was fundamental to all cultures. However Plato understood that the
task of establishing a sanctuary was not to be undertaken lightly and for
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that reason forbade individuals to set up shrines in private houses "under

the delusion that they are winning the privy favour of heaven by offerings
and prayers". At all times the oracle at Delphi was to be the absolute

authority, (97) the cult of Apollo providing a traditional, archaic ritual
counterpart to the new "rational form of worship"(98) of the philosophers
which centred around the symbol of the Sun, deified as Helios. In the Laws
we see Plato forced into an extreme position in his despair at the
superstitious materialism of his society. He is attempting to regulate
something essentially unregulatable - the irrational religious impulse - in
reaction to the harmful effects of manipulative and ignorant popular
'religious conjurors'. Astrology, from this point of view, provided for
all levels of society, from the highest my§tical speculations on number (as
we saw in the Epinomis) to the rituals of popular cults of the planetary
gods. The most important thing was a fundamental education in the basic
principles of astronomy, so that even if the average citizen remained at
the level of the literal or the superstitious, he would not be guilty of
misrepresentation and at least the seed for potential spiritual growth
would be sown.(99)

In the Laws the role of music as a powerful form of 'natural magic' is
emphasised as being primary in both the education of children and for the
continuing moral health of the citizens. This finds its precedent of
course in the musical regime of the Pythagoreans and the supposed teachings
of Pythagoras himself.

Following the Pythagorean tradition, for Plato the specially-composed
songs for children were "spells for souls", disgquised as play, but with the
underlying potential to induce moral virtue and temperance.(100) The
'enchantment' of the children was to be effected through the setting of
'noble doctrines'(101l) to carefully chosen rhythms and melodies and
performed by experienced singers who themselves had attained a high level
of moral discrimination:

"the sexagenarians of the ‘'chorus of Dionysus' would need to
be exceptionally sensitive to rhythmic and melodic structure
to ensure their competence to distinguish a good musical
imitation of a soul under the stress of its emotions from a
bad - competence, that is, to distinguish the counterfeit

presentments of a good soul from those of an evil, to reject
the second but produce the first publicly in their hymnody,
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and thus to put a charm on the youthful mind, challenging
one and all to join them in pursuit of virtue by means of
these same Imitations."(102)

Again, Plato stresses that it 1s the condition of being of the performer
vhich determines the quality of the musical imitation he produces and
thereby will affect most profoundly the impressionable soul. We learn in
the Republic(103) that the subtle qualities of the various harmonic modes
and careful choice of rhythms must always be in service to the words, and
that a strong and noble character will naturally reflect similar qualities
in any artistic output.(104) The true musiclan is someone who understands
musica humana - the conditions of the human soul as manifested in moral
virtues and vices ~ and can intuitively discern the presence or absence of
'the good' reflected in any activity or image.(105) Plato exalts the
musician's role to no less than that of philosopher whose soul is so
harmonised that it instinctively vibrates in sympathy with the harmony
manifest in the proportions of physical beauty.(106) Because both rhythm
and harmony directly penetrate *the immost soul'(107) through
correspondence in kind, the musician as educator may touch the quick of the
listener's psychological equilibrium, and if his own soul is tempered
through tralining to only recelive the 'beautiful and good' then he is in a

position to foster and nurture similar tendenclies in the impressionable
souls of children.

2.9, Plotinus

Plotinus, perhaps in a rigorous attempt to refine and reform the diffuse
'magical' strands of the neo-platonism of his day with their implicit
dangers of encroaching superstition and dilution through the proliferation
of cults and rituals (a "spineless syncretism™ in the opinion of
Dodds), (108) never mentlons theurgy as a legitimate practice. Plotinus'
magic of natural correspondence was based on firm analogles between the
experience of the intelligible realm and intensified sense-perception of
the material world, which provided a natural image of it:

"They [the Forms 1n Intellect]) all flow, in a wvay, from a
single spring, not like one particular breath or one warmth,
but as i1f there was one quality which held and kept intact

all the qualities in itself, of sweetness along vith
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fragrance, and wvas at once the quality of wine and the
character of all tastes, the sights of colours and all the
awvarenesses of touch, and all that hearings hear, all tunes
and every rhythm."(109)

Plotinus was not concerned with the external trappings and observances
of religious experience; as A.H. Armstrong points out,(110) religion for
him wvas "a solitary journey of the mind to God"™ - which is not to say that
he despised or condemned such practices if fellow-philosophers found them
useful. In the instance of his refusal to accompany Amelius to certain
rituals for the gods in temples with the words "It is for them to come to
me, not me to them"(111) he appears to display an attitude of apparent
indifference towards association with lower deities; or rather, perhaps, he
knev that the presence of a god may be Invoked by openness and reverence at
all times, and not necessarily through habitual cult procedures or
manipulation of paraphernalia. Plotinus' contemplation was ailmed directly
at union with the One beyond all intelligible realms and their numina.
Philosophical reflection was in itself a prayerful attitude; a condition of
ceaseless contemplation which permeated all 'lower' activities and enhanced
their significance. His philosophical formulations and images on the one
hand, and the inscrutable content of his mystical experience on the other,
were hence two aspects of the same thing. Such practices could, for him,
be the only 'charms' worth cultivating.(112) Plotinus' penetrating mind is
concerned with stripping avay all impediments to an untrammelled, authentic
realisation of the autonomy of man's higher soul, the full assumption of
individual responsibility for affecting, directing and re-aligning external
circumstances. ‘'Right action' may then "spring spontaneously from (man's]
higher self's unbroken contemplation."(113)

The images and actions of external ceremonial, in this sense, could only
provide approximations of a true inner experience. They could be seen as a
more or less helpful way of strengthening contemplative powers which might
be too weak to be harnessed directly towards the vision of the ultimate
Good - for, as Plotinus suggests, "who, if he is able to contemplate what
is truly real will deliberately go after its image?"(114) He does not deny
that images, in reflecting the intelligible world, may aid recollection,
but stresses that mere sense-perception of such images can in no way lead
to knowledge.(115) It is lmportant to remember Plotinus' distinction
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between the higher and lower parts of the soul, for he is never in any
doubt that the lower, irrational part, including the body, could be
affected by 'magical' practices, and was particularly vulnerable to what we
might now term telepathic interference. In the episode of Olympius'
attempts to undermine Plotinus by directing ‘'star magic' at him which
resulted in intestinal pains,(116) Plotinus apparently was so possessed of
'soul power' that Olympius' actions were deflected back onto him and he
gave up in fear for his own health.(117) According to Porphyry, Plotinus
unquestioningly accepted that his pains were happening as a result of
Olympius' evil thoughts, but such was his ability to act from his higher,
contemplative nature at all times that he wvas ultimately immune from, and
by his very quality of being (in other words, involuntarily) resisted and
caused to rebound, such enchantment.(118)

Would Plotinus have maintained that Olympius' evil wish, evidently some
sort of rite involving astrological invocation, caused his intestinal
complaint? In Ennead 1IV.4.41-2 he describes how the natural powers of the
stars may be set in operation by prayer but do not have autonomous wills to
be petitioned:

*That which he prays for comes about because one part is in
sympathetic connection with another, just as in one tense
string; for if the string is plucked at the lower end, it
has a vibration at the upper ... But 1f the vibration can
even pass from one lyre to another in so far as a sympathy
exists, then there is also one single harmony in the All,
even 1f it is composed of opposites ... nor do [the stars]
deliberately choose to attend to prayers, but we must admit
that some influence comes from them both with and without
prayer in so far as they are parts, and parts of one whole
... one thing is benefited and harmed by another because it
is naturally so disposed, and by the arts of physicians and
magicians one thing is compelled to give something of its
power to another .."

1f this is effected with harmful intent by the 'magiclan', it does not
presume any evil property in the part itself:

"if the man wvho prays is evil, there is no need to be
surprised; for the wicked drav water from the streams and
that which gives does not know itself to what it gives, but
only glves; ... 1f someone takes what he ought not from what
lies at the disposal of all, justice pursues him by an
inevitable lawv.%(119)
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From this one could assume that Plotinus, being so in-tune with the apt
and just flowing of such 'inevitable laws' through the subduing and
moulding of his own will, became an unwitting instrument for such
retribution to flow back to the perpetrator. In Ennead II1I.1, ‘'On Destiny'
Plotinus rejects all neatly cut-and-dried theories of causation, held by
Epicureans, Stoics and astrologers, in favour of a free-ranging potential
of human will to acknovledge its own participation in its destiny. By
likening the role of the wise astrologer to that of the soothsayer or
diviner, in that he is contemplating the possible significance of a given
set of signs by subjecting them to a personal interpretation and not
regarding them as definite objectlve causes,(120) Plotinus sets a
philosophical precedent for all 'magical' rites as experiential, non-
quantifiable moments of meaningful and significant connection between the
participator and his chosen set of cosmic 'mirroring' devices, whether they
be observed as stars, birds or entrails. Such operations work, he says in
Ennead 1V,

*by sympathy and by the fact that there is a natural concord
of things that are allke and opposition of things that are

different, and by the rich variety of the many powers which
go to make up the life of the one living creature."(121)

In such an inter—connected cosmic system it is not surprising that an
intentional 'invasion' for manipulative ends by a particular individual
would cause reverberations of equal intensity, for this, for Plotinus,
would simply be in accordance with natural law - a perversion of the
natural state of conditioned tension and reverberation present in creation,
in which we continually and inevitably participate.

However, the treasures yielded by 'knowing participation' in cosmic forces
are only available to those who are able to make the necessary connections.
For example, with regard to ‘occult' astrology, he says:

*"We must rather say that the movement of the stars is for
the preservation of the universe, but that they perform in
addition another service; this is that those who knov hov to
read this sort of wvriting can, by looking at them as if they
vere letters, read the future from their patterns,
discovering vhat is signified by the systematic use of
analogy."(122)
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The degree of such ability, according to Plotinus, varies according to
the quality of the human soul, which in its nobler form acts from the
impulse of free-will and excercises total control over bodily passions.
Instead of being at the mercy of external circumstances and internal
temptations, the "self-directed" man is possessed of himself, and when
moved by "irrational impulses" holds his own and remains free to move in
any direction, maintaining the power to change the outer circumstance or
influence rather than be changed by it.(123) This ability to discriminate
and sift with regard to involvement in life and use of resources was of
course of paramount importance to Ficino in his attempts to regulate and
balance his outer life with his temperamental melancholic tendencies. As I
mentioned earlier, it was the intention of the neo-platonic magician to use
his practices, whether those of direct contemplation (in the case of
Plotinus) or theurgy (as favoured by Iamblichus and Proclus) as a means of
self-clarification and alignment so that his desires and those of the World
Soul become one, achleving a degree of self-possession and direction which
enhances individual freedom of action and liberates from the limiting
shackles of deterministic assumption:

"it is perhaps correct to say that the soul acts
unthinkingly according to destiny, at least for people who
think that destiny is an external cause; but the best

actions come from ourselves; for this is the nature we are
of, when we are alone."(124)

We have already mentioned how Plotinus bellieved the higher part of the
soul to be immune from the effects of all artificial intervention on the
part of the magician. He explains(125) that this is because the rational
soul is self-directed, and may choose whether or not to consclously enter
into the natural enchantment of the world. For all worldly, practical
action is enchantment for Plotinus - we are constantly moved towards that
vhich charms us, and often caught by it. Nature herself is full of 'magic
draughts'(126) which bring illusion and misdirect or attract our energies
sidevays instead of upwards. Plotlinus particularly stresses the danger of
musical incantatlons, for when they are produced with a specific attitude
and intent on the part of the magiclan they exert a wholly natural power
over the irrational part of the soul and so may, by the unscrupulous
manipulator, be misdirected to confuse rather than harmonise:

-113-



*"And there is a natural drawing power in spells wrought by
the tune and the particular intonation and posture of the

magician - for these things attract, as pitiable figures and
voices attract; for it is the irrational soul - not the

power of choice or the reason - which is charmed by music,
and this kind of magic causes no surprise: people even like
being enchanted, even if this is not exactly what they
demand from the musicians."(127)

In order to free oneself from such enslavement, Plotinus suggests, we
must so strengthen the higher part of the soul with philosophy that it will
*dissolve the powers on the other side."(128) Then an upward shift of
emphasis may take place; all practical activities may be approached from an
inner condition of contemplation. For Plotinus, contemplation is not
confined to a few solitary mystics. It:is the common gift of an inner
vision which "all have and fewv use."(129) As such, it may be brought
constantly to all activities, to 'ennoble' them, for necessary natural
impulses and compassionate actions are not inherently 'moble‘®(130) but
become so by their continual, intentional relation to a higher purposive
design through the medium of the inner eye, which 'sees' with connective,
symbolic insight. The opening of this eye is aided or prompted, in the
Platonic sense, by intimations of the divine pattern perceived by our
senses as Beauty, visible or audible. It is an operation that must be
continually renewed experientially, to preserve and strengthen the soul,
and can be seen as Ficino's fundamental aim in his emphasis on active
imagination throughout Book three of the Liber de vita, as we shall see in
chapter four.

Plotinus would see that self-examination, understood as self-
contemplation, can alone ennoble every-day life without losing self-
possession. We will find a direct echo of his words "that which {the self-
directed man] contemplates is himself"(131) in Ficino's exhortation to a
young member of the Medici family(132) to turn his attention to the
planetary energies mirrored within his soul and "temper within himself" the
heavenly gifts. In the end, engagement in practical activity without
losing a higher self-awareness is a question of attitude and participation,
a willingness to renounce habitual, objective thought processes.
Paradoxically, for Plotinus, to be "actively occupied™ with the concerns of
so-called everyday reality, without having recourse to a contemplative
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perspective, is to be enchanted and deluded by the semblance of truth.
True 'reality' is only to be found in subjective inner experience:
"The man ... is alone free from enchantment who when his
other parts are trying to draw him says that none of the
things are good which they declare to be so0, but only that
vhich he knows himself, not deluded or pursuing, but

possessing it. 8o he would not be drawn in any
direction."(133)

We can perhaps sum up this brief survey of Plotinus' conception of the
magician's role as follows: the natural process of ebb and flov in the
cosmos is consciously, but disinterestedly, entered into and dynamically
caught by the magician through his inclination and disposition - vhat
Glovanni Pico wvas to call his 'intent of soul' (animi intentio)(134) - to
move towards that wvhich he desires, vhich is to enter the play of forces
for the sake of harmonising his own soul. The natural astrological
benefits which he draws to himself via the ‘occult' properties of the stars
and thelir effluxes are thus signs, symptoms or by-products, which incline
towvards him through a sympathetic resonating. The vilful and deliberate
attempt to harness these forces for the manipulation of events or the
artificial realisation of particular objectives, is 1llegitimate and
presumptuous and will receive, in the natural balance of cosmic justice,
its deserved retribution.

2.10. Images (sunthemata)
*"Things here are signs; they show therefore to the wiser
teachers how the supreme God is known; the instructed priest

reading the sign may enter the holy place and make real the
vision of the inacessible."™(135)

A.H. Armstrong in his article 'Platonic Mirrors'(136) gives a vivid and
succinct analysis of the distinction between 'natural' and ‘artificial’
images and Plotinus' own evaluation of their specific derivations and
functions. He quotes a passage from Ennead VI 4-5 where Plotinus clearly
differentiates between the image produced by an artist and that to be found
in the patural world:

"... 1f one 1s talking about the likeness made by the
painter, we shall affirm that it is not the original which

made the the likeness but the painter, since even if some
painter makes a self-portrait it is not alikeness of
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hinself, for what made the painting was not the body of the
painter or the bodily form which wvas represented: and it is

not the painter, but this particular disposition of the
colours which should be saild to make this particular

likeness. This is not in the strict and proper sense the
making of likeness and image as it occurs in pools and
mirrors, or in shadows - here the image has its existence in
the strict and proper sense from the prior original, and
comes to be from it, and it is not possible for what has
come to be to exist cut off from it.%(137)

In Platonic terms, these two forms of imaging can be referred to as
‘participation' (methexis) or 'imitation' (mimesis).(138) It is the direct
participation of the divine in the natural things of this world which
Plotinus considered of greater import than the images constructed by the
intervention of the artist; indeed, such images could be inherently
dangerous. Iris Murdoch draws our attention to Plato's suspicion that art
may be a subversive distraction from the true business of intellectual
speculation, for it demands a personal, subjective response:

*The artist begins indeed to look like a special sort of
sophist; and not the least of his crimes is that he directs
our attention to particulars which he presents as
intuitively knowable, whereas concerning their knowability
philosophy has grave and weighty doubts. Art undoes the

vork of philosophy by deliberately fusing knowledge by
acquaintance and knovledge by description."(139)(my italics)

A.H. Armstrong points out that for the ancient Greeks, artificial
representation such as that of Greek tragedy could also be "dangerously
powerful™; (140) for in the heightened intensity of artificially induced
emotion, as in the non-naturalistic stylised beauty of sculpture, the aim
is to activate the archetype directly, deliberately creating a clarifying
focus in contrast to the diffuse, ambiguous and often hidden signs freely
available in nature. For Plotinus, the world's interfusion with divinity
is best expressed through the concept of mirror-imaging, rather than
imitative representation. In the words of Armstrong:

"yhat his preference for the mirror-reflection rather than
the picture enables him to bring forward and stress is,
first, the intimacy and immediacy of the relationship of all

below it to the eternal, and, second, the direct spontaneity
of the eternal's creative self-diffusion."(141)
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Plotinus tells us(142) that it is by means of such close interweaving
that earthly things display traces or signs of their real forms, of
immanent, divine presence. S8Such a direct, spontaneous imprint of divinity
on the world, facilitated by the action of the Soul, gave rise to Plotinus'
famous image of the temporal world being contained by the eternal as if a
net spread out in the sea.(143) For Plotinus as a contemplative mystic,
divine activity takes the form of emanation and irradiation, a process of
cxeative contemplation vhich must precede all deliberate planning of the
artisan:

"the world-order is not the result of following out a train
of logical consequences and purposive thought: it is before

consequential and purposive thinking; for all this comes
later, reasoning and demonstration ‘and the confidence

produced by them.%"(144)

Such processes of discursive thinking play no part in the processes of
nature, who creates from the font of silent contemplation, as from a dream,
vhich lies beyond all action. In Ennead III.8 Nature herself speaks:

"... my act of contemplation makes what it contemplates, as
the geometers draw their figures while they contemplate.
But I do not draw, but as I contemplate, the lines which

bound bodies come to be as if they fell from my
contemplation.”

In order to understand the processes of maglical rites, Plotinus'
continual emphasis on the necessity of abandoning discursive thought in
favour of experiential, intultive apprehension (hence his preference for
methexis) cannot be too highly stressed, and we need to consider the
implications of such a mode of perception in some detail. Plotinus' master
Plato in his Seventh Letter and in the Phaedrus had already commented on
the inadequacy of words to represent the true nature of reality. Written
speech, he says(145) is merely a shadow of the "living and animate speech
of a man with knowledge™ and moreover

"it shows great folly ... to suppose that one can transmit
or acquire clear and certain knowledge of an art through the
medium of writing, or that written words can do more than
remind the reader of what he already knows on any given
subject ... once a thing is committed to writing it

circulates equally among those who do not understand the
subject and those who have no business with it; a writing
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cannot distinguish between suitable and unsuitable readers
ess"(146)

To quote Iris Murdoch, "Plato wrote with misgivings, because he knew
that truth must live in present consciousness and cannot live anywhere
else."(147) 8ocrates attributes the tradition of the cultivation of wisdom
by internal resources of memory, rather than by the external form of
vriting, to the ancient Egyptians, the culture so revered as the ‘golden
age' of religious philosophy by Ficino and his contemporaries.

Such an emphasis would help to explain the *'philosophical incoherence'
(as Brian Copenhaver puts it)(148) of the Hermetic texts, which were
perhaps intended, in the spirit of Egyptian teaching, more as an alde-
ménoire to be tasted than doctrines to be learned. Plotinus' own distrust
of artificial 'reminders' was no doubt fostered by the words of the

Egyptian King Ammon in the Phaedrus:

"Those vho acquire [writing] will cease to exercise their
memory and become forgetful; they will rely on writing to
bring things to their remembrance by external signs instead
of on their own internal resources."(149)

On this passage, Ficino comments

"Socrates laughs at the person who studles writing in the
belief that through letters he can reveal indubitable truth

to posterity. In the manner of the Pythagoreans, he affirms
that the contemplation and transaission of truth occurs in

souls rather than in books."(150)

However, paradoxically, 1f the intelligible world is to be represented
on the sub-lunar level at all, then images rather than wvords may provide
the most effective medium, vhen employed by those who knov what they are
doing. Plotinus certainly credited the "wise men of Egypt™ with such

skill:

®... either by scientific or innate knowledge, when they
wished to signify something wvisely, [they] did not use the
forms of letters which follow the order of words and
propositions and imitate sounds and the enunciations of
philosophical statements, but by draving images, and
inscribing in their temples one particular image of each
particular thing, they manifested the non-discursiveness of
the intelligible world, that is, that every image is a kind
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of knowledge and visdom and is a subject of statements, all
together in one, and not discourse or deliberation."(151)

In the Seventh Letter Plato stresses the value of enthusiastic debate
for acquiring knowledge.(152) Given that language in general will alvays
be a poor substitute for experiential insight, although the wise man may be
able to create verbally the conditions for true perception, such
apprehension is more likely to occur during the thrust of 'live! discourse.
The vritten vord is a solidification of thought, open to misunderstanding
and uncompromisingly, although arbitrarily, fixed in a context. True
penetration into the nature of things, suggests Plato, can only occur

*when all these things, names and definitions, visual and
other sensations, are rubbed together and subjected to tests
in vhich questions and answers are exchanged in good faith
and without malice ... when human capacity is stretched to

its 1limit, a spark of understanding and intelligence flashes
out and {1luminates the subject at issue.™(153)

The creating of the right conditions, the "sustained, persistent
discussion™(154) necessary before insight is gained is, as we shall see in
Ficino's own description of his improvisatory musical compositions, of
direct relevance to all ‘'spontaneous!' artistic outpourings, if they are
worth anything. Plato emphasises that neither learning nor memory "can
make a man see if his nature 1s not akin to the object™; but once the
alignment is made (elther through natural disposition or purposeful art or
ritual) then there is no danger of forgetfulness, for truth has been
"grasped by the soul®™.(155)

In Porphyry's Life of Plotinus we read hov his master put this into
practice. Plotinus' teacher Ammonius left no writings, and for ten years
Plotinus gave lectures and led discussions based on Ammonius' teaching, but
comnitted nothing to writing himself(156) - in fact he had made an
agreement with two other puplls not to disclose any of Ammonius' doctrines.
When he did commit his thought to paper, it was without concern for
spelling or syntax and never revised.(157) Porphyry suggests (see chapter
one, page 61) that Plotinus' capacity for sustained, focussed concentration
enabled him to convey as lucidly as possible the nature of his immediate,
intuitive thought-processes - such a writing method, springing from a
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contemplative over-view, would reproduce as closely as possible in the
reader the sensation of being present at a viva voce exposition.

It is clear from Porphyry's account that in Plotinus' school of utmost
importance was the direct personal relevance of the texts studied and the

encouragement of sustained, penetrating questioning, out of which a 'spark'
of truth might arise which could then be set down in writing.(158)

Ficino's Commentary on Plato's Seventh Letter(159) reveals his firm
agreement on the dangers of expressing 'divine things' in writing or words
to the common people, and he stresses that the faculty required for
comprehending them is not that by which ‘other things* are understood:

"Nowhere does Plato say that nothing true and certain can be
understood about divine things; but vhat is understood of
these things can neither be expressed, nor can their

particular truth be understood by the same intelligible
reasoning [ratio] as the rest."(160)

He goes on to explain that the philosopher'’s mind is prepared for
i11lumination through the strengthening of the divine part of the soul
through 'moral purgation and contemplative resolve' [tum morali purgatione,
tum resolutione contemplatival; the act of 'knowing' in this sense is an
approaching and joining with God in an 'opening of contemplation'. Ficino
is also convinced that such things cannot be taught or discovered by the
same systematic reasoning [ratio) that may be brought to other areas of
knovledge. The soul must respond or yleld to the inner purified essences
of things {[purgatissima atque eminentissimal which are qualities
perceivable by the philosopher after long and dedicated application.
then is his soul prepared for the sudden spark of illumination, the
perception of the Ideas which have been "kindled by the fanning doctrine"
and shine out 1like the rays of the stars. A mind thus nourished, suggests
Ficino, is unable to represent in words the nature of its revelation, but
rather it "cultivates and instructs minds through 1listening®™ that is, in
'live' performance. It is no use, he says, to attempt to convey such
things to those who in their normal condition are incapable of
understanding, through their lack of the essential faculty of inner sight,
but only to those who do have potential to 'see' in this way, for their
"keenness of vision™ (aciem) wlll be sharpened and inspired by it. For in

Only
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no vay can such refinement ever be cultivated from the soil of a mind
steeped in a habitual yet deadening rationality.

There is a radical difference of quality between these two modes of
awvareness. Ficino's clear distinction between ordinary ‘rational’ or
compon-sense understanding and an anagogic raising of consciousness to
grasp exalted truths inaccessible to man in his common condition has deep
implications for our interpretative response to his own literary style.

For it is in itself a paradox that he can discourse rationally and
scholastically about something beyond discursive reason; yet perhaps it is
in that very 'rubbing together' of seemingly disparate outer form and inner
content that the 'spark' is 1lit in the soul of the reader.

Y

2.11. Earthly beauty

In elaborating on the same theme, Plotinus also tells us that the mode
of awareness necessary for contemplation of the essential divinity present
in all things is far from wvhat we normally regard as understanding or even
perception, for rather "it will be like comparing the consciousness of
someone fast asleep to the consciousness of someone awake."(161) In his
treatise on Beauty, (162) Plotinus exhorts us to "shut your eyes and change
to and wake another way of seeing, which everyone has but few use."(163)
This 1s the condition of creative contemplation, the activity of Soul,
known in her furthest reaches by the productive processes of nature which

*holds all the levels of the Neoplatonic universe together
and ensures that the reflections, shadows and dreams vhich

it produces as our cosmos here below are true signs and
icons of the intimate and immediate presence of the

Good."(164)

Discursive reasoning, a faculty peculiar to man, is of course necessary
as as stepping stone to a contemplative awareness, but there is always the
danger of it taking over in a way which excludes conjectural or speculative
insight. For the neo-platonists such an awareness could be enhanced
through the power of beauty in earthly things, a beauty which also, as we
have seen, may bewitch and deceive those who do not understand its purpose.
The sense—-avareness of beauty manifests in the Platonic tradition as love,

-121-



a desire evoked in response to the supreme beauty of the Idea glimpsed in
an object or person, or heard as an echo in musica instrumentalis. It is
this desire, or eros, which enables the philosopher to begin his ascent
from the particular to the universal;(165) it frees him to enjoy the
beauties of the earth without desiring their possession, for he is no
longer attached to them for their own sake. A.H. Armstrong stresses(166)
the importance of understanding the transcendence of the Ideal world as a
horizontal expansion as well as a vertical shift in perspective, the
intelligible cosmos being "our material cosmos with all its beauties
intensified™ wvhich 1s immedliately present when we look with different eyes.
It is the greatest paradox, and perhaps the key to an alchemical unity of
objective and subjective vision, that such perception involves seeing
things both ‘as they are' - intensely and clearly - and yet also knowing
that their apparent truth is an illusion. For Plotinus, and for Ficino,
the entire 1living world is an icon of the divine.

Music, for Plotinus, is another way of 'waking' the soul by reflecting
the imperceptible sounds of the ordered cosmos.(167) The musician is seen
as having the facility to be led to higher speculation through his affinity
vith harmonious sounds and rhythms:

"He must be led and taught to make abstraction of the
materlal element in them and come to the principles from
wvhich thelr proportions and ordering forces derive and to
the beauty which is in these principles, and learn that this

was vhat excited him, the intelligible harmony and the
beauty in it ..."(168)

In this vay, the musiclian may transcend the condition of the lover and
attain that of the philosopher, although he may not be explicitly conscious
of such a transformation. Moreover, his intuitive "firm confidence in what
he possesses®™(169) will allow his insights into the divine nature of things
to be communicated non-verbally through a musical performance where there
is no interference from a self-centred acknowledgement of 'divine powers'! -
he arrives on this plateau "without knowing it".(170) 8uch is the position
of the musical magus, who in the hope of effecting a harmonisation of
‘above with below', uses hymns and invocations to strengthen his prayers.
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2:12. Theurqy

In chapter XXII of De vita coelitus comparanda, the third part of his
Liber de vita, Picino suggests that the depressive tendencies signified by
the planet Saturn may be alleviated in two ways: either allopathically, by
the admixture of a good dose of Jupiter, or homoeopathically, by fully
entering into the nature of his melancholy and thereby receiving the
greatest gift of the planet - that of divine contemplation and intelligible
knovledge. In the context of the philosophical life, the latter remedy is
more highly recommended, for, says Ficino, "The Chaldaeans, Egyptians and
Platonists think that by this method one can avoid the malice of fate."(1)

It is In this light that Ficino's enthusiasm for the neo-platonic
practical magic of the Chaldaeans (as relayed by Iamblichus and Proclus),
the revelatory, ‘alchemical' magic of the Egyptians (via Hermes
Trismegistus) and the philosophical magic of the Greeks (in the works of
Plato and Plotinus) must be considered, for his syncretic attempt to
penetrate to the common roots of a wisdom manifesting through a vast
spectrum of intellectual disciplines and revelatory religious practices was
directed to one end: that of self-mastery and thus the liberation of the
soul from fate-bound necessity. Although Ficino understood that all
religious traditions could be traced back to the same common need for unity
and that essentially there was no contradiction in his embracing of the
Christian faith, his advocacy (and even adoption) of magical practices
nonetheless provoked unease amongst some Church authorities who were
limited by a more othodox perspective. Ficino's Apologia to his Liber de
vita(2) testifles to his struggle in presenting such unorthodox material.
His dilemma lay in the conflict between his convictions and the very real
danger of losing his livelihood and reputation - if the new Christian
Platonism wvas to inspire and take root, it wvas vital for Ficino that his
authority as a Christlan priest was never undermined. Ficino sought "the
reform of Christian theology by returning it to its Platonlc sources"
through creating "a new Platonic 'mentality' which challenged implicitly
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the cultural hegemony of the inherited traditions of Christendom™(3) - such
work could only be carried out from within the very institution whose

attitude it sought to change.

Although Plotinus undoubtedly provided Ficino with a sound framework for
his ‘'natural magic', as we shall explore further in chapter four, the
Florentine magus was not content to strive for union with the divine by
internal visionary and contemplative means alone. He found much to be
recommended in adding the 'charms' of ritual activity involving astroloqgy,
visual image and music to those of philosophical speculation. It wvas
chiefly the newly-discovered works of Porphyry, lamblichus and Proclus
vhich revealed to Ficino the lofty potential of theurgic rites, although
like his master Plato he was fully avare1of the precarious nature of
daemonic magical activities when practiced by the ignorant. In the
religious rites of the Chaldaeans(4) Ficino discovered a practical
dimension to Platonism which appeared to demonstrate experientially its
essential truths. In the elevation of his music-making and astrology to
the condition of sacramental ritual Ficino took on the role of hierophant,
discovering a form of magic wvhich could lead directly to the contemplative
gift of Saturn through the transforming power of the imagination.

Iamblichus, in his De mysteriis Regyptiorum, drew his personal
exposition of ritual magic in reply to Porphyry's sceptical enquiry, he
tells us, from a synthesis of the three traditions mentioned above
(Chaldaean, Egyptian and Greek).(S) This work certainly seems to have both
aroused Ficino's intellectual curlosity and inspired his practical use of
ritual, draving from him a lengthy Commentary,(6) and it provides us vith a
thorough examination and advocacy of the ritual attitude known as theurgy.
He incorporated the experientlal revelation of the Chaldaean Oracles into
the intellectual discipline of neo-platonism in a way wvhich connected human
philosophical discourse with direct initiation through the power of the
gods. This was maglic of a kind which aspired to that which lay beyond the
intellect, vertically connecting man with god, not merely dealing with
horizontal sympathlies or artificial hallucinations.(7) The central ritual
of the Chaldaeans was anagoge, or the ascent of the soul on the rays of the
Sun to mystical union with God. Whereas Plotinus maintained that the
purification of the soul vas essentially a contemplative process in which
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the individual could turn to the higher part of the soul - which remained
pure - through internal moral effort, for the Chaldaeans the whole soul is
enslaved in matter. In such a condition the soul is subject to the
influence of the stars and prey to the evil aggression of material daemons,
and requires purification through various rituals which eventually lead to
the thrusting of the soul out of the body to be united with the god.
Levy(8) suggests that the anagogic condition of ecstatic rapture is none
other than Platonic frenzy - the moment when the soul becomes immortal
through the discarding of all material elements, and in a state of
inebriation is 'possessed' by the god. We may also see similarities with
the alchemical stage of 'whitening' when, in a supreme act of
differentiation from matter, soul and spirit unite in the first coniunctio
or mystical marriage. .
Iamblichus understood very well that the proper performance of rituals
involved man's participation in a natural order which lay beyond his
conscious grasp, and which enabled him to clarify the part he must play in
this order. In the establishing and consecration of a 'templum' or sacred
space, the conditions are created for aligmment with eternal laws, or to
use Boethius' terms, for musica humana to be brought into accord with
musica mundana. IJamblichus describes sacred rites as "more excellent than
reason"(9) with the potential to purge the irrational elements of the soul
and free the subject from bad fate. Different rituals will be sulted to
different types of souls - in fact the specific kind of ritual hardly
matters, for the importance lies in the subjective experience, wvhich will
inevitably be the more powerful when the rite is suited to the soul
performing 1it.(10) The objective is to move "“from parts to wholes", (11)
from confusion to clarity, freeing from the constraints of material life.
Although the theurgist may use sympathetic magic (his embodied condition is
his starting point therefore the first rites must be material ones) such
means are never ends in themselves - the power lies 'beyond' in the gods.
To participate fully means to give oneself to the symbol or occult property
by a turning around and avay from logical thinking; for such concentration
frees the dormant intultive faculty of apprehension from the constraints of
sense—perception and discursive thought, which as we have seen is
continually regarded as a sewvere prohibitor of alignment with the play of
forces in the cosmos, or real engagement with its forces. Most important
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to Ficino as a 'doctor of the soul' would have been Iamblichus' belief in
the power of ritual as a cathartic, purifying activity similar to Greek
tragedy, purging the evil of the soul through its contact with similar
'base' apparitions and auditions:

*The powers of the human passions that are in us, when they
are entirely restrained, become more vehement; but when they
are called forth into energy, gradually and commensurately,
they rejoice in being moderately gratified, are satisfied;
and from hence, becoming purified, they are rendered
tractable, and are vanquished without violence. On this
account, in comedy and tragedy, by surveying the passions of
others, we stop our own passions, cause them to be more
moderate, and are purified from them. In sacred ceremonies,
likewvise, by certain spectacles and auditions of things
base, we become liberated from the injury which happens from
the works effected by them. Things of this kind, therefore,
are introduced for the sake of our soul, and of the
diminution of the evils which adhere to it thorugh
generation, and of a solution and liberation from its
bonds."(12)

13, 1 tio

Central to theurgic practice was the invocation of gods, who were
'loosed' and 'bound!' by the magiclan by means of magic formulae which were
imparted to him by the gods themselves. It is continually stressed that
the gods are the active agents; the human participant is passive and aims
at a purification of his soul which will allow it to be drawn upwards by
divine action. The conjunction (systasis) of the magician with the god vas
achieved through the powerful action on the soul of 'voces mysticae' - the
names of the gods uttered in the forms of prayer, often outwardly
unintelligible but composed of definite numerical arrangements and vowel
patterns. For lamblichus, and for Ficino, invocation achieved no less than
the conforming of human will to divine:

"for an invocation ... does not draw down the impassive and
pure Gods, to that which is passive and impure; but, on the
contrary, it renders us, who have become passive through
generation, pure and immutable ... [it] renders the will of
man adapted to the participation of the Gods ... such names
of the Gods are are adapted to sacred concerns, and other
divine symbols, are able, as they are of anagoglic or

elevating nature, to connect invocations with the Gods
themselves."(13)
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¥hy were these magical names so powerful? For the theurgist, the
'secret names' or voces mysticae represented the power of God working in

the universe, the Ideas sown in matter and represented in sound,(14)
audible images of the 'divine lures' embedded in the natural world. Their

knowledge and utterance brought the magician into direct contact with the
archetypal principle personified in the god evoked - Psellus tells us(15)
that such invocations are the 'watchwords' forgotten when the soul left its
divine condition for the embodied; to 'remember' them is to have access to
the musica mundana experienced when the soul descended through the
planetary spheres, and thus to be enabled to begin the reascent:

"Seek out the channel of the soul, from vhere it descended

in a certain order to serve the body; and seek how you will

raise it up again to its order by combining (ritual) action
wvith a sacred word."(16) 4

Iamblichus stresses(17) that only invocations and rites performed by
someone who knovs this may reach and join with the "more excellent natures"
through a natural attraction of "similitude and alliance", not through any
violent or manipulative means. He explains that the significance of the
‘names' uttered lles in their symbolic value - we cannot apply human
judgements about the degree of meaning in any particular word. To the
gods, they all have a significance which lies beyond the limits of our
imagination; it conforms either to our intellect, itself being divine, or
is simply beyond human powers of description. For this reason we must not
assume the right to apply logical or natural similitudes to the words which
are transmitted by the gods themselves, and which conform most closely to
their divine natures;{18) but if it were possible to know the totality of
meaning contained in an invocation, then "the whole divine essence, power
and order®™ would be revealed.(19) Iamblichus considered that ancient
Egyptian and Assyrian words were more powerful because, since these races
vere the first to participate with the gods, their lanquage itself was
inherently "adapted to sacred concerns™.(20) He understood that it is
impossible to preserve the essence and idiom of a language 1in translation,
and that such attempts would result in a degeneration and weakening of the
original 'divine' force present.(21) Ancient words would also be more
effective due to their immutability, for in this aspect they correspond to
the changelessness of divine natures and may be more potent reminders of
the eternal ‘order'. The preservation of sanctity in a prayer or a holy
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place must depend on its conformity to the invariability of the deity to
vhich it is dedicated, otherwise no 'divinisation' of the temporal space
(in spoken word or physical locality) can take place. Iamblichus laments
the attitude of his contemporary Greeks, who restlessly indulge in

continual innovation and change: "they transform everything through an

unstable desire of discovering something nevw."(22) The venerability and

sanctity of anclent ritual was thus firmly established, and one cannot
overestimate the importance, for the Renalssance Platonist, of the
rediscovery of such arcane practices and their incorporation into a new
synthesis of religious philosophy and practical magic.

In his Commentary on the Chaldean Oracles Proclus employs muslcal
imagery to describe the activating of th? divine principle of the soul as
it strives towards ultimate union with the Father. He refers to the
'seminal reasons' implanted in the soul as

"the intellectual and invisible hymns of the ascending soul,
awakening the memory of harmonic reasons, which bear the
inexpressible images in it of the divine powers.%(23)

Proclus goes a stage further than Iamblichus in suggesting that the hymn
surpassing all hymns, that directed towards the Father himself and no
lesser divinity, must be of a nature that transcends any material or

sensual expression - in fact it can consist of no less than the

‘energising' of the soul itself. After all initial preparations involving

sensual stimuli of words and music, the final song of the soul consists in
its actual transformation:

*"The hymn of the Father does not consist of compound
discourses nor the preparation of sacred rites. For being
alone incorruptible he does not recelve a corruptible hymn.
Let us not therefore imagine that we may persuade the Master
of true discourses by a strange hurricane of words, nor by
shov or parade adorned with artifical rites: for God loves
the simple, unadorned beauty of form. Let us therefore

consecrate this hymn to God as an assimilation to or
becoming 1like him ..."(24)

But for the inltiates who had not yet attained the inner resources for
such direct internal communion, audible invocations provided valuable

stepping—stones for the ascending soul. The Chaldaeans recognised the

traces of divine essences present in musica instrumentalis to be 'baits'
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identical with the Iynges, or mediating intelligences between the
intelligible and sensible worlds. When evoked, they enter the planetary

spheres vhence their message is mediated, (25) and solar light is contracted
into rays vhich elevate the soul of the initiate to the 'heart' or Sun,
£illing it with a fiery ray. Porphyry, On the Philosophy of Oracles,(26)
describes an oracle of Apollo where the god says he will "1ift up" the
supplicant who utters the formula he has taught him "from his heart". When
the god is enticed to descend, he then £ills the 'recipient' who then
'becomes' the god and utters prophetic words - a shamanic process vividly
described by Porphyry:

"The stream separating from the splendour of Phoebus on

high, and enveloped in the sonorous breath of the pure air,

falls enchanted by songs and by ineffable words about the

head of the blameless recipient. It £ills the soft

intequment of the tender membranes, ascending through the

stomach and rising up again, and it produces out of the
mortal pipe (or flute) a lovely song."(27)

We are looking at an operation whose essential ingredient is occult
power; the connection of the most physically-experienced emotional force
vith the transcendental erotic power of the cosmos. The instinctive
rapture arising from the stomach and through the heart of the ritual singer
is the force of desire which connects with the divine lures or Iynges which
have descended into the rolling spheres. The Chaldaeans venerated Eros as
the all-pervasive cosmic power who binds all things and brings about the
concord of the universe and of the parts of the human soul. The audible
Ideas or Iynges resonate musically with the harmony of the spheres, and
thus the enaction of the desire becomes a musical reality in which the
human singer (or instrumentalist) has direct access to the gifts of musica
mundana through the proper use of musica instrumentalis. It is clear from
Porphyry's description that the psychosomatic effects of this process (the
components of musica humana), are felt as bodily sensations - the
transformation reaches (in the Platonic hierarchy) the lowest material
level. Do we not £ind here another parallel with the Intuitions of the
alchemists, that matter preserves in its depths a divinity vhich, vhen
freed, will transform and ‘spiritualise' its very substance and thus
resolve the battle of opposites inherent in a dualistic universe? Theurgic
ritual depends on the receptivity of matter to the permeation of divine
forces; the natural world becomes a meeting—ground for man and god. On the
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spiritual level, the tremendous potential of theurgic ritual - man
transformed into a divine likeness - can be fully realised. In fact the
universe itself becomes a symbol of an occult organism which represents a
higher reality, as we read in the Hermetic Asclepius: "This [sensiblel]
Kosmos has been made in the image of that other [eternal) Kosmos, and
reproduces eternity in a copy™(28) and find elaborated by Lewy:(29)

"Consequently the point of crucial interest removes from

cosmology to the occult power of the spiritual in man ...

this psychic substance ... receives ... dynamic faculty and

becomes a centre of power which is able, by means of the

pure thought of the divine, to insert itself in the system

of the supramundane powers and to transfer the energies of

their organised structure to itself. Thus the knowledge of
the divine becomes the control of the unity of its powers:

pover of thought, power of magic.™ _

2.14. Time

"The things which are seen are temporal, but things which are not seen
are eternal®.(30)

We shall now turn our attention directly to the underlying theme of this
thesis, which is the exploration of the fundamental distinction between two
orders of what might be termed 'being in time'. This bears specifically on
the nature of the forces in play during the 'magical moment' or within the
synchronous event, when an alignment appears to occur between these two
essentially different ‘orders'. In Platonic terms, they are represented by
the eternal Cosmos and its sensible copy. We could also distinguish these
tvo ‘orders' in terms of gqualitative evaluation and quantitative
measurement, and we find the most discerning elucidation of the ways in
vhich the two realms interpenetrate in the third book of the Latin Hermetic

Asclepius.

Brian Copenhaver rejects the possibility that the Hermetica had much
influence on Ficino's theories of magic. He says that "any attempt to
derive such materlal from the eclectic and philosophically jejune Hermetica
would have been fruitless™(31) and that their "philosophical content is
banal, eclectic and incoherent™.(32) However he does not acknowledge a
more fundamental correspondence between the mode of intultive perception in
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vhich the texts were conceived and that required of the magus for effective
theurgic operations. I suggest that it would be unwise to insist that the

practice of magic should be made to rely on any merely theoretical
philosophical coherence, and that the insights contained in the revelatory

mysticism of the Hermetic texts rather provide the fundamental attitude and
subjective conditions required for successful psychological transformation
such as Ficino advocated - as such, his debt to pseudo-Hermes can hardly be
overestimated. As these authors understood, we simply cannot approach a
real understanding of any magical event when too firmly rooted within the
fixed order of our temporal framework, with its strictly linear, causal
viev of time-processes. It is man's very participation in 'God's' time
vhich empowers him to transcend the fateful limitations of matter,
eloquently expressed by Ficino in the Theologia Platonica:

"mankind .. is so precious a part of the world that it is

the intermediary of temporal and eternal things according as

it understands the eternal and organises the temporal; it is

80 close to God that insinuating itself into the secrets of

the divine mind it knows this work of God, namely the order
of the universe."(33)

In distinguishing between the Intelligible and Corporeal realms, we read
in the Ascleplus, the chief factor is the immeasurability of the
Intelligible in terms of the fixed quantitative methods used for corporeal
events and concrete substances:

"nothing [0f the corporeal can mingle with the intelligible]
vhich admits of determination by quality, magnitude or
number; for nothing of this kind exists in it. You cannot

measure it as you would measure a body, affixing marks of
length and breadth and height."(34)

The movement of the Cosmos is twofold: eternal by virtue of the
Intelligible realm which infuses into all parts from ‘'without'; and
temporal by virtue of number and time, determined by the movements of the
celestial bodies which obey fixed laws and relations (Et commotio mundi
ipsius ex duplici constat effectu).(35) The notion of the immanence of the
eternal order within the temporal poses a paradox - for since the timeless
eternal has entered into the realm of movement it appears to be itself in
motion.(36) But 'time', in the eternal sense, 1s not bound by a
chronological order of past, present and future. When this ‘order' of
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things is glimpsed, 'past' or 'future' events may be revealed, wvoven into a
synoptic pattern which transcends causality, as if the threads of these
linear events are turned back on themselves and on each other: "“into
eternity all movements of time go back, and from eternity all movements of
time take their beginning".(37) The laws of movement are seen as a
reflection or "secondary eternity" - that is, within the changing realm
eternal laws may always be glimpsed. The tensile immobility of the divine
principle ("though stable, is yet self-moving"X38) holds steady the mobile
Cosmos according to its own inherent immutable laws: "it is this sort of
eternity that enters into all the parts of which the Kosmos is
composed™.(39) The immanence of the eternal in the material world infuses
vhat appears as an essentially qualitative mode of being into a world of
quantitative processes. The sense-perceptions employed to assess and
measure the temporal world cannot be applied in the same way to the quality
or depth of an experience which reaches beyond the limits of the human

powers of rational scrutiny and measurement.(40)

It is possible to describe the nature of eternal ‘'time' rather more
faithfully as being circular:
*That movement has had no beginning, and will have no end;
it manifests itself and disappears by turns in the several
parts of the Kosmos, and that in such fashion that again and
again in the chequered course of time it manifests itself
anev in those same parts in vhich it disappeared before.
Such is the nature of circular movement; all points in the
circle are so linked together, that you can f£ind no place at
vhich the movement can begin; for it is evident that all
points in the line of movement both precede and follow one
another for ever. And it is this manner that time
revolves."(41)

Because of its circular movement, the eternal divine mind is filled with
"all-embracing knowledge" whereas the limited human mind may only stretch
to memory of the past.(42) We are warned that a purely linear view of time
leads to error for it only presents half the picture and distorts the
totality of a particular event: "For vhere things are discerned at
intervals of time, there is falsehood; and where things have an origin in
time, there errors arise."(43) Through embracing the image of circularity
in relation to eternal time, the human faculty through which such a concept
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may be glimpsed is itself strengthened, for such is the power of the symbol
vhich facilitates direct connection between macrocosm and microcosm.

In the human microcosm, the eternal and temporal are reflected in the
different functions of soul and body(44) or in the psychological
distinction between the intellective soul (the seat of the deeply intuitive
notio) and the rational mind. In the same way that the wholeness of the
cosmos can only be comprehended through a total experience of the eternal
as infused in the temporal, the cohesive disposition of the faculties
required for such an act of cognition on the human level would promote an
11lumination of the soul by the light of the mind - the alchemical
conjunction of male and female aspects of the psyche, symbolised by the Sun
and Moon: N

"but when mind has once been interfused with the soul of
man, there results from the intimate blending of mind with

soul a thing that is one and indivisible, so that such men's
thought 1s never obstructed by the darkness of error."(45)

Through his intellect (intellectus/dianoia) rather than merely through
his rational mind or sense, man has the capacity to obtain a more
comprehensive picture of the eternal order through varied degrees and
qualities of perception, according to the intensity of his subjective
vision: "And thus it comes to pass that we men see, as through dark mist,
the things of heaven, so far as this is compatible with the conditions of
the human mind."(46) However this vision is not achieved without an
appropriate attitude and "mental effort" (intentione mentis). It is
possible now to see both Plotinus' internal 'tension of the soul' and
externalised theurgic purifications and rituals as efforts to transcend the
boundaries of linear time so that the human soul can tune in to that moment
or space vhere the two orders coincide or intersect, and from which
divinations, oracular pronouncements or prophecies may spring. The
ultimate aim of the soul elevated to the Sun on sunbeams in theurgic
anagoge would entail an experience of such a coincidence, for "the beyond
is no more than the eternal duration of the supreme experience which the
soul undergoes during the initiation™.(47) Such an experience of
participation in a conjoining and interaction of the two orders is an
irrational, subjective one, depending to a large extent on the
corresponding condition of unity in the human soul, and set in motion by a
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longing generated through the tension of religlous feeling created by the
ritual. The process cannot be regarded as a systematic interlocking of two
equivalent processes or mechanisms iIndependent of the one who perceives it
- such moments may be viewed as 'fortultous' or 'synchronous', but they are
never predictable or logical.

In a cross-fertilisation of the two orders, linear time may appear to
lose its momentum whilst eternity adapts itself momentarily to linear
motion, resulting in an expansion of consciousness at that point where time
appears to 'stand still'. In the human being the discursive mind rests and
the soul's intuitive mode of perception is allowed to blossom - in such a
synchronous event the intrusion of the eternal into the temporal is grasped
and the implications of the moment are seized in their entirety by man in
his entirety. It is the moment when pro‘found changes may take place in the
human psyche through a liberation from cause-and-event thinking to a
conscious deepening of awareness to embrace a wider spectrum of the
qualitative distinctions and intensities of any given moment.

The location and moment of this occurence (its co-ordinates within the
temporal system) is called 'chance' or ‘contingency' by the Hermetic
authors, who recognised that it was "intermingled with all material
things"(48) as a necessary temporal component of the inscrutable workings
of Destiny - a force which in itself lay beyond 'orders' of time:

"The seven spheres ... have as thelr Ruler the deity called
Fortune or Destiny, who changes all things according to the
lav of natural growth, working with a fixity which is

immutable, and which yet is varied by everlasting
movement."(49)

The 'contingent' provides a glimpse of what appears to be haphazard but
vhich paradoxically confirms an immutable order beyond normal awareness,
vwhich is Jjustified and determined by Necessity. The arrangement of events
in time progression, the domain of Order, is one way in which the 'higher!'
Cosmos weaves the 'lower' like a garment:(50)

"Destiny generates the beginnings of things, Necessity
compels the results to follow. And in the train of Destiny

and Necessity goes Order, that is, the interweaving of
events, and their arrangement in temporal succession...
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Order .. maintains the interconnexion of the events which
Destiny and Necessity determine."(51)

Order and contingency (or 'causal' and 'acausal' orderedness) provide
the warp and weft of the cosmic fabric; in the generation of creatures the
tvo modes find expression in the immutability of the laws governing the
characteristics of the particular species and the uniqueness of each
individual:

"For it 1s impossible that any single form should come into
being which is exactly like a second, if they originate at
different points of time, and at places differently
situated; but the forms change at every moment in each hour
of the revolution of that celestial circle ...Thus the type
persists unchanged, but generates at successive instants
coples of itself as numerous and different as are the
moments in the revolution of the sphere of heaven, for the

sphere of heaven changes as it revolves, but the type
neither changes nor revolves..."(52)

A horoscope, or representation of this particular moment, can be seen as
a 'frozen' image of the intersectlion which contains within it the complete
potential of that moment, and vhich is not limited to one position within
linear time. As a divinatory tool, it will allow qualitative predictions
vhich may suggest distinct concrete events but can never indicate those
precise times, certain locations or particular forms which will be the
vehicles for conveying the essentially subjective experience required by
any one individual. We shall explore this more fully in chapter three when
discussing Ficino's attitude towards astrological prediction. Suffice it
to say here that a horoscope may be seen to encapsulate the quality of a
moment in time using measurable co-ordinates and therefore may provide a
template for the individual's resources and thus become a powerful tool for
unification within the psyche. Any attempt to reduce astrology to purely
rational ‘'scientific' theories or statistical analysis may thus undervalue
and mis-represent its holistic potential.(53)

The significance of such a symbolic image, in wvhatever form it may take
(horoscope, statue, talisman, inscription, spoken wvord) extends beyond its
sensible manifestation and thus may lead to the glimpse of the eternal
order. This is confirmed by Ficino himself in a discussion on the power of
words in the Theologia Platonica.(54) In his reading of Iamblichus and
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Proclus on the power of invocation Ficino would have found confirmation of
his own insights into the ‘'occult' properties of the spoken word; that it
is the meaning of the word which reflects its qualitative dimension and
vhich remains after the act of speaking:

"Signification is an incorporeal, not a sensible, thing ...

this signification remains in the intelligence of the

auditor although the syllables have disappeared, as it had

existed in the intelligence of him who spoke before he

spoke. Consequently the signification produced without

intermediary by the soul of him who speaks is incorporeal

... If one pays attention to this signification, it is the
thought of God who speaks that one comprehends."™(55)

Ficino likens the relation between meaning and words to that between the
soul and body; or again we might use the. imagery of the eternal and the
temporal being fused in the spoken invocation or prayer uttered with true
intentio animi. The same power, latent within any visual image designed to
symbolise unity or wholeness, as for example in 'animated' statues which
formed an important part of the Egyptian and Chaldaean rituals of
telestike, (56) might be entered into and released by such an 'intention of
the soul' expressed through prayer or sacrificial ceremonies.

.15. ue

As far as Ficino was concerned, Plotinus' reference to statues as
receptacles for soul(57) was based on the 'god-making' passages in the
Asclepius, (58) where we find the art of statue-animating heralded as one of
the greatest achievements of man.(59) These gods, we are told, are
fashioned in human likeness out of material substances (as God fashioned
man in his likeness) with the addition of a "sultable power from the nature
of the world" (virtutem de mundi natura convenientem) whereby they work
good or evil acts. Through rituals involving herbs, stones, and scents
"wvhich have in them something divine" (that is, their 'occult' property
vhich corresponds to the attribute of a particular deity) the souls of
spirits are evoked and implanted in the statues,(60) which then become

"living and conscious, filled with the breath of life, and
doing many mighty works; [they] have foreknowledge, and

predict future events by the drawing of lots, and by
prophetic inspiration, and by dreams ... [they] inflict
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diseases and heal them, dispensing sorrow and joy according
to men's deserts."(61)

What is this "supernatural force" which facilitates such miraculous
processes? It is perfectly clear from the most cursory examination of the
Asclepius that it would be futile to expect any explanations which rely on
logical, cause-and-effect rationalisations. Nor may we dismiss such
accounts as 'merely' imaginative, fantastic delusions - both reactions
would remain firmly within temporal, causative framework belied by the
texts themselves. However, 1f we consider it possible that some living,
numinous quality may be grasped through the interfusion of the temporal and
the eternal ‘orders', and that to seize this moment will depend solely upon
the quality of the individual's subjective‘gondition (when his own normally
unconscious faculty of overview and insight beyond linear time-structure is
stimulated), then it is possible that in the interflow and alignment of
cosmic with human soul insights into the nature of things (experienced as
prophecies, dreams, divinations etc.) may appear to originate from the
images themselves. The Hermetic authors held that these 'terrestrial' gods
predicted and administered the particulars of earthly concerns; it is not
difficult to suppose that in the state of 'frenzy' induced by ritual,
latent human potential - seen as 'divine' - to transcend temporality may be
projected onto a suitable image of divinity, whereby it is believed that
the god himself completes the work. The spirits are encouraged to remain
in the statues, we are told, through the continued performance of
sacrifices, hymns, praises and "sounds which imitate heaven's harmony"(62)

- a passage which Ficino was quick to refer to in his own discussion of
statue-magic.(63)

Plotinus' account of statue-magic in Enneads IV.3. illustrates the
principle that, on the basis of his understanding of magic as a product of
sympathy within the All, material objects constructed with the specific
intent on the part of the magician to invest them with a more powerful
resonance through an intensification of their 'occult' properties, could
indeed be said to be ‘inhabited' by a god - but this would be through no
intention of the god himself, nor through his manipulation by man. Rather,
it would be achieved by the alignment of the divine or 'occult' property
present in the object with the cosmic soul, a sympathetic attraction
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conducted and focussed through the sensitive spiritual touch of the

mediating magician. Their construction by men of such wisdom would reveal

true insight into "the nature of the All":
"That which is sympathetic to (soul] is what imitates it in
some way, like a mirror able to catch {the reflection of] a
form. Yes, the nature of the All, too, made all things
skilfully in imitation of the [intelligible] realities of
wvhich it had the rational principles, and when each thing in
this wvay had become a rational principle in matter, shaped
according to that which was before matter, it linked it with
that god in conformity with whom it came into being and to
vhom the soul looked and wvhom it had in its making. For it

was certainly not possible for the thing made to be without
a share in the god, nor again for the god to come down to

the thing made."(64)

Proclus, in his influential treatise De sacrificio et magia (revealed to
the West, as was the De mysteriis, by Ficino's Latin translation)(65),
gives us a concrete and homely image of the process of purposeful
interaction into this play of forces with the analogy of candle-flame:

"For instance, if a candlewick which has been heated
beforehand is placed under a lamp, not far from the flame,
you will see it light up even though it has not touched the
flame, for the transmission of the flame takes place
downwards. By analogy, you may consider the heat already
there in the candle to correspond to the Sympathy between
things, and its being brought and placed below the flame to
correspond to the Sacred Art (hieratike technes) making use

of material things at the right time and in the right
vay."(66) (my italics)

Proclus' description of the practices of the magi, who used their
knowledge of occult sympathies between hierarchies of spirit and matter in
their ritual concoctions and images, was to have profound influence on
Ficino's own magical treatise, the Liber de vita. Proclus did not doubt
that it was possible to create images, through the subtle art of mixing
various combinations of properties and essences present in matter - images
wvhich contained divine powers within them: "Thus they unified the
multiplicity of powers which when dispersed are weakened, but when combined
lead back up to the Form of the Archetype (he tou paradeigmatos idea)".(67)
I1f the practices Proclus describes included the construction of statues, he
does not consider such procuration of divine forces as illicit or
dangerous, but rather as a stepping-stone to a higher form of magic at a
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level where physical objects are abandoned in favour of purely intellectual
communion with higher powers.(68) For Plotinus on the other hand, such an
art is explained by the 1link of everything in the sense-world to the
intelligible through the agency of soul; the creators of images who "wish
that the gods should be present to them"(69) intensify and focus the divine
element through the concentration and intention of that wvery faculty in
their own soul - via the subjective experiences induced by ritual and
purification - thus enhancing the potential of the material form as a bait
or divine lure for cosmic soul.

Ficino, following both Iamblichus and Synesius (whose treatise De
somniis he translated)(70), was well aware of the dangers in the non-
theurgic use of statve-magic involving spirit-exhortation and conjuration.
Synesius objected to rituals which involved matter as a lure for bewitching
daemons from the lower echelons of the material cosmos which would thus
only result in the trapping of the magus in matter.(71) He acknowledged
that Plotinian cosmic sympathy would involve the participation of cosmic
divinities, but held that "whatsoever of the divine element is outside the
cosmos can in no wise be moved by sorcery."(72) Similarly, Iamblichus
condemned the Egyptians' magic as merely constructing baits for evil
spirits,(73) could find no value in artificial images ("these useless
delusions™)(74) and denied that anything fashioned "by human art" might be
"genuine and pure"(75) or contain divine power.(76) Ficino's stance was
more ambivalent, although we f£ind him often echoing Iamblichus' cautious
advice "it is necessary to know what is the nature of wonder-making art,
but by no means to have faith in it".(77) The general objection was that
such magic (thaumaturgy) was illicit in that it denied the essential Forms
in favour of material images, inviting earth-bound, and therefore evil,
daemons who deceived and deluded the magician; it was particularly harmful
as it prevented any progression or development of the soul which would
ultimately lead to union with God, and which would depend on the invocation
of hypercosmic numina. For Iamblichus and Proclus, all forms of theurgy
using material objects must ultimately lead to a condition of mystical
contemplation. On this account, Iamblichus recommends the practices of the
Chaldaeans, who in his view practiced pure theurgy in their understanding
of the higher purposes of sympathetic links between the occult properties
of consecrated matter and divinities.(78)
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We might describe such a process of recognising the divine properties in
matter as one in which the souls of the worshippers are encouraged to

remain attuned, through reqular celebration using words and music, to their
deeper resonances - to maintain the 'horizontal' expansion of consciousness

wvithin the ordering of events on a 'vertical' time-scale. The true value
of religious ceremonial must surely be to enhance the awareness of the

eternal in the tempozal.

Modern depth psychology would understand these 'magical' procedures to
be methods through which the unconscious is projected onto external objects
in order that it may be more readily consciously recognised and assimilated
by the participant. As Jung has extensively illustrated, the idea of the
trapped 'spirit in matter' or the 'living stone' is an ancient alchemical

one:

"Although the alchemists attached the greatest importance to
{the physical nature of the stonel, and the "stone" was the
whole raison d'étre of their art, yet it cannot be regarded
as merely physical since it is stressed that the stone was
alive and possessed a soul and spirit, or even that it wvas a
man or some creature like a man."(79)

The alchemists were looking for the ‘'spirit-substance' in the heart of
the stone which would transform base metals into gold and which must first
be freed in order to be recovered - such work reflecting the psychic

transformation of the operator himself:

"This 'spirjt-substance' is like quicksilver, which lurks
unseen in the ore and must first be expelled if it is to be
recovered in substantia. The possessor of thls penetrating
Mercurius can 'project' it into other substances and
transform them from the imperfect into the perfect state.
The imperfect state is like the sleeping state; substances
lie in it like the 'sleepers chained in Hades' and are
awakened as from death to a new and more beautiful life by
the divine tincture extracted from the inspired stone. It is
quite clear that we have here a tendency not only to locate
the mystery of psychic transformation in matter, but at the
same time to use it as a theoria for effecting chemical
changes."(80)

As we shall explore further in chapter four, Ficino was not unaware of
the alchemical nature of his 'natural magic' and could not condemn outright

'occult' practices involving images simply because of their dubious
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labelling by orthodox Christianity. If an act of the imagination involving
talismans, inscriptions or artificlial images led to greater psychic

integration and unity, then this was justification enough for their use.
As Ficino wrote to his great friend Poliziano, he held no "definite theory"
(certam rationem) about the efficacy of astrological figures in particular
and was prepared to use any remedy "which might appear to anyone to be
life-restoring in any way whatsoever".(81) Regarding statue-magic in
particular, (82) Ficino agrees with Plotinus and Hermes that the ancient
magl were able to capture "a life or something vital from the Anima Mundi
and the souls of the spheres and of the stars™ in matter, but that such
numina were cosmic, not the higher, celestial variety. He upholds most
strongly the alchemical Hermetic notion that such aliry daemons are
continually present in matter as "a natural force of divinity" and may be
strengthened in their presence by musical incantations, but is sceptical
about certain reports of astrological prophecy being uttered by fabricated
statues. Human attempts to intervene and manipulate the presence of
daemons are not to be trusted - i1f the divine may be glimpsed in matter it
may only be through the all-embracing presence of the Anima Mundi and the
participation of the priest, who knows how to reveal such a presence by
entering into the natural ebb and flow:

"the Anima Mundi generates and moves the forms of natural

things through certain seminal reasons implanted in her from

the divine. These reasons he even calls gods, since they are

never cut off from the Ideas of the Supreme Mind. [(Plotinus]

thinks, therefore, that through such seminal reasons the

Anima Mundi can easily apply herself to materials since she

has formed them to begin with through these same seminal

reasons, wvhen a Magus or a priest brings to bear at the right
time rightly grouped forms of things ..."(83)

Although professing alleglance to Hermes and particularly to Plotinus,
Ficino's attitude towards artificial images is by no means clear-cut. But,
as we shall see in chapter four, it did ultimately depend on their efficacy
in stimulating the imagination and on the quality of the individual's
subjective response, not on the restrictive legislations of Church
authorities.
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2.16, Divination

Iamblichus' discussion on the valid forms of divination can be
understood as an attempt to explain the necessity of removing oneself from
the realm of 'human' values and measurements: "For the whole authority of
it pertains to the gods".(84) Any knowledge of the future can only be
obtained from a divine perspective - natural phenomena used in the process
of divination are to be seen as instruments or tools of the gods, and never
as primary causes in themselves.(85) Iamblichus stresses that divinations
can only be totally genuine when the divinity possesses the soul
entirely(86) and there is no interference from the human body or materijal
part of the soul. The shock induced by divine frenzy has the effect of
banishing the participation of the rational mind, for the individual has
exchanged his life for that of the divinity:(87) "The frenzy causes words
to be let fall that are not uttered with the understanding of those who
speak them". Iamblichus acutely observes that any attempt to describe the
process in detail will fail, for it is not through rational appreciation
but through imaginative intuition that the eternal order of things is
glimpsed: "hence it is by impression, and not with precise accurateness,
that we speak in relation to it." In the same way, the power of ritual,
choric music to excite affections or heal passions is not to be attributed
to a purely human activity; it is effective precisely because it
correspords to musica mundana and thus attracts the harmony of the gods:

"By the agency of such a relationship of the choric songs to
the gods it is that their presence actually becomes manifest

... whatever has a mere incldental resemblance to them
becomes immediately participant of them."(88)

The quality of the harmony we experience as mediated or transmitted
through musica instrumentalis is directly dependent, according to
Iamblichus, on the rank of the god whose presence is summoned and not on
the native capacity of the individual to hear it. The implication being
that the greater the correspondence between the humanly performed music and
its divine counterpart, the higher the rank of divinity which will be drawn
down and the more powerful will be the reminder to the soul of its heavenly
origins. The musician is not merely re-aligning the musical resources
vithin his soul, he is hoping to attract the sublime music which transcends
his imagination and hence his own musical capacity and skill. For
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Iamblichus rejects the notion that the soul consists innately of harmony
and rhythm - it is affected because it heard musica mundana prior to its

condition of embodiment, and may participate in these harmonies again when
it perceives their echoes. Iamblichus uses this musical analogy to provide

an overall explanation for divinatory practices ("Hence we may generally
explain in this way the source of the divine faculty of divination");(89)
for music is one of the most powerful means of inducing awareness of that
meeting-point of temporal and eternal which allows 'memory' of past and

future to merge into the present.

Divination works, says Iamblichus, because the gods bestow an energy
superior in kind and quality to anything in "generated existence" - it is
of a different order, and "it is not right to compare their operations to
those taking place in ordinary ways".(90) He confirms the Hermetic
authors' conception of the two orders of 'time' in attempting to convey how
the divinatory experience transcends all temporal limits of time or place:

"Such a faculty, being inseparable from the constitution of
places and bodies that are subjects of it, or preceded by a
motion limited by number, cannot always prognosticate in the
same manner things occurring in every place. But being
separate and free of places and things that are measured by
the enumerations of times as though superior to those
existing in relation to time, and from those that are held
fast by place, it is present with objects equally wherever
they are, and is always conversant at once with those coming
into existence in time, and likewise includes in one the

truth of all things by virtue of its own separate and
superior essence."(91)(my italics)

The divining power of the gods is fully present everywhere "with those
wvho are able to receive it", permeating all elements and living beings in
nature and imparting the faculty of foreknowledge "according as everyone is
able to receive of it". Iamblichus stresses the folly of assuming that
simply going through the required motions of a prescribed ritual will
automatically produce a divinatory insight;(92) the imagination must be
consclously prepared and awakened to receive "divine illumination". This
can be achieved through the focussing of 1light on inscriptions, musical
incantations, darkness, potions - in other words sensual stimuli to arrest
the thinking processes and stir the latent imaginative faculty wvhich is
otherwise largely inaccessible, buried and enclosed deep within the
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material soul. Above all, light is recommended as the primary mode of
preparation for divination; it is a "sacred irradiation" (which Ficino was
to call an occultus influxus)(93) which emanates from all the celestial
spheres. This mode of divining through the subtle perception of rays and
quality of light is to be distinguished from the method using stars or
planets as signs or symbols, to which Iamblichus adds all forms of
divination or auqury which rely on merely human ingenuity and
interpretative skill. By such means it is impossible to make accurate
predictions - the diviner is bound by the limits of his own speculations
and may only guess or expect certain outcomes:

"From the divine tokens, according to the relationship of

things to the signs that have been exhibited, the technic in

some way arrives at conclusions, and gquesses at the augury,
inferring from it certain probabilities."(94)

The meaning hidden in the signs produced by the gods, whether they are
stars, flights of birds or sacrificial entrails is there for the diviner to
fathom, if he suspends rational judgement. By a process of 'magnetic!
attraction, his very desire to know the true 'message' will be strengthened
by its presence in the symbols themselves:

"[The gods] generate all things by means of images, and
likewvise signify them beforehand through instituted

emblematic representations ... by this means, they excite our
faculty of understanding to a greater acuteness."(95)

It is important to reallise, says Iamblichus, that the gods may use
anything in the world of nature to carry purposeful signification. But
such reliance on the interpretation of natural phenomena is inherently
dangerous, for any reduction of a symbolic pattern to an anthropocentric
analysis cannot reveal a ultimate truth. In the long run, the pure
theurgic union attained in the anangE can be the only legitimate form of
divination as it involves direct apprehension of the divine powers which
rule the cosmos.(96) Psellus, in his Commentary on the Chaldaean
Oracles(97) went further, to specifically condemn the use of astrology,
birds and entralls in divination, and we read in oracle fragment 107(98) of
the necessity for an uncompromising attitude of humility and discrimination
in order to discover what the gods intend, not what man wishes them to.
Again the message is relterated - one cannot apply temporal measurement and

expectation to eternal laws:
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"Do not cast into your mind the huge measures of earth, for
the plant of truth does not exist on earth. Do not measure
the extent of the sun by joining rods together, for he is
borne along by the eternal will of the Father and not for
your sake. Let be the rushing motion of the Moon, she
forever runs her course by the action of Necessity. The
starry procession has not been brought forth for your sake.
The wide-winged flight of birds is never true, nor the
cuttings and entrails of sacrificial victims. All these are
playthings, the props of commercial fraud. Flee these
things, if you would open the sacred paradise of piety,
vhere virtue, wisdom and good order are brought together.®

It 1s not a case of the divine intellect descending to the level of the
human to procure a divination; rather, it converts our level to its own
through kindling the dormant divine faculty in man and raising his
understanding to an apprehension of what we have termed the eternal
dimension.(99) The process is a spiralling one which must culminate in the
total clarity of unhindered awareness and absolute knowledge of the laws of
the cosmos - but there are many stages at which, through a greater or
lesser enlargement of perspective, glimpses of divine order may be had.
must depend on the degree to which one is able to perceive the
signification. Even inanimate objects are bestowed with soul by the gods
in order to allow the apprehension of nature's 'occult' powers and foster
the corresponding force in the human soul. Iamblichus' final point is that
the divinatory attitude is a mode of being through which all things are
perceived in this world as potential signs and indicators of the will of
the gods. It involves an opening of the heart to the heart of the world in
an act of renunciation of personal will, (100) for anything less will not
allow an uncontaminated, direct knowledge of the gods' will:

It

"...everyone wvho is a genuine lover of the Gods, should give
himself wholly; since by this means irreprehensible truth
will be obtained in divinations.™(101)

for, as expressed in oracle fragment 116,

"the divine is accessible not to mortals who think
corporeally, but to all those who, naked, hasten upwards

towards the heights."(102)

Such a condition can in no way be defined in terms of human logic or
analysis., Iamblichus attempts to describe it as:
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"authoritative, and £irst in operation, and likewise self-
governing and transcendent, encompassing all things in
itself, but not itself encompassed by any, or enclosed in
limited conditions by its participants."(103)

2.17. Astrology

In chapter one we laid out the Platonic and Hermetic symbolic cosmology
which pre-supposes the inextricable participation of the human soul in the
forces of the cosmos - thus providing a framework for an esoteric approach
to astrology. How did the theurgists incorporate this into their
understanding of divination and fate? Iamblichus is unequivocal in his
estimation of astrology as a "true mathematical science®,(104) testified as
divine by the time-honoured art of astronomy,(105) and he realised that its
abuse was due to the lignorance of those who "wander from the scope of it".
We also find his disciple, the Emperor Julian (who tells us that he was
held in some esteem as an astrologer when still a youth);(106)
distinguishing between those who survey the heavens "like horses or cattle"
and those who, "[drawing] their conclusions from the unseen world",
recognise the heavens as "a great multitude of gods™.(107) Because we are
in the realm of time, divine knowledge is easily obliterated through its
contamination and mingling with material elements and motions; but
astrology may provide a way of strengthening it:

"This divine mode 15 indeed in astrology also, and a certain
clear indication of truth, though it is but small, is at the
same time preserved in it."(108)

In the Chaldaean rites the gods invoked by the magician to empower him
for his operation (the rite of conjunction or sustasis) were particularly
the Lords of Time; those who presided over the hour and day at which the
ceremony was to take place. This would have the effect of purposefully
intensifying the quality of the moment by expanding the awareness of the
magiclan to embrace the 'eternal' present in the actual temporal event. BAs
we shall see, Ficino pald great attention in his practical life to the use
of electional astrology in general and planetary hours in particular to
enhance the quality and effectiveness of any enterprise - especially those
concerned with healing, whether of body or soul.(109) Iamblichus tells
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us(110) that the Egyptians believed they could transcend fate simply by
observing a suitable time for their rituals - but what does he mean by the
assertion that the gods dissolve fate and liberate from the mundane order
of cause and event?(111l) Again, it is with reference to the two 'orders'
of time that we may understand how astrology may either bind or liberate,
depending on whether the individual's understanding is limited to the

temporal order alone, or embraces both.

Iamblichus explains(112) that the celestial bodies are gods "because the
divine form which is in them predominates, and inserts everywhere
throughout one total essence."(113) The individual will partake of the
powers of the planets “according to its own proper nature, and not
according to their power"(114) - that fs, according to his ability to
transcend definitions and interpretations based on human (and therefore
distorted) values. It is not the case, says lamblichus, that planets are
in themselves benefic or malefic; apparently ‘evil' affects are due to the
wvays in which the varying qualitlies of material natures receive the
"irradiations™ or influxes and the impure mixture which results:

"Thus, for instance, the efflux of Saturn is constipative,
but that of Mars is motive; but the passive genesiurglc
receptacle in material substances recelves the former
according to [its] congelation and refrigeration, but the

latter according to an inflamation which transcends
mediocrity."(115)

The Sun 1is of course the central generating force of energy within the
universe, and is modified in its form during its yearly cycle through the
twelve signs of the zodiac. Individuals receive the Sun's powers, as they
are contained in and combined with those of all the other heavenly bodies,
"according to their peculiar motions";(116) in other words, the power is
uniform and invariable in its nature, and howv material beings are affected
by it is dependent on their individual constitutions and capacities. The
choice available to man is directly concerned with the degree to which he
identifies himself with material or spiritual reality. Iamblichus explains
this in terms of a psychic duality; man has two souls, one from the
intelligible realm, and one from the realm of the planetary circuits; that
is, eternal and temporal. The higher soul, in transcending the motions of
time, cause and effect, is liberated from such laws called ‘fate' by active
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intention and energising - to be achieved through ritual and supplication
to the gods "as they alone rule over necessity through intellectual
persuasion.”(117) The concept of eternal life implies the triumph of the
higher soul as it gives itself over to another order, abandoning the
determinism immutably set by the Lords of Time. Man can choose to live a
fate-bound life, subject to the temporal workings of these laws which are
the domain of mundane gods and making no effort to change the modality of
his orientation - or he may sense the necessity to turn around and through
moral and intellectual effort strengthen the influence of the
'supermundane' gods in whose domain causal laws have no authority.(118)

In the Hermetica this struggle is explained in terms of the active role
of the planetary daemons in the determining of individual destiny. Such
daemons, assigned to the various planets but ultimately subject to the Sun,
exercise total command over the lower soul:

"They are both good and bad in thelir natures ... To these
daemons is given dominion over all things upon earth ... For
they mould our souls into another shape, and pull them away
to themselves ... For at the time when each one of us is
born and made alive, the daemons who are at that moment on
duty as ministers of birth take charge of us - that is, the
daemons who are subject to some one planet... These daemons
... enter into the two irrational parts of the soul ... But
the rational part of the soul remains free from the dominion
of the daemons, and fit to receive God into itself ... such

men are few indeed; and all others are led and driven ... by
the daemons..."(119)

In Iamblichus' discussion concerning the possibility of finding the
personal guardian daemon through astrological rules of nativity, he shows
the same scepticism towards the investigation of divine principles using
the limited means of human judgements according to particular rules.(120)
If we try to trace the origin of a daemon from a horoscope, using
habitually conventional rules of measurement and calculation, we are
applying definitions which can never reach as far as the transcendent cause
or essential nature of the daemon. To grasp the nature of any spiritual
entity requires a faculty of a quite different order. Any daemon whose
existence and sphere of operation was limited by such astrological geometry
could not possibly liberate the individual from fate, since his origin
would be merely within the scheme and limits of the natal horoscope and
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therefore in the realm of time.(121) To know his "more ancient origins" is
only possible through divine, or theurgic, divination, which may use the

stars, but 1s not bound by imperfect assumptions concerning them, and knows
that any rules are in service to a higher knowledge than ours:

"For whether these arts (of nativities]) are known or are
incomprehensible, yet, at the same time, the efflux of the
stars distributes to us the daemon, whether we know it or
not. But divine divination is able to teach us concerning
the stars, in a vay which is most true, and [vhen we are in
possession of this] we are not entirely in wvant of the
enumeration of canons, or of the divining art."(122)

It is those astrologers who rely exclusively on the "enumeration of
canons" without any "divining art" wvhom Ficino was to call the "petty
ogres™(123) in agreement with Julian(lid) that there is a huge difference
between astrologers who are satisfied with making "plausible hypotheses"
from their own judgements, and priests of religion who use astrological
symbolism in service to their living rites of purification of the
soul. (125)

2.18. Conclusion: cognition

To conclude this chapter, I shall attempt to summarise the essential
nature of the cognitive faculty required for an effective magical operation
- this will set the context for a more detailed consideration of Ficino's
attitude towards and practice of hymn-singing as a ritual performance, as a
'seizing of the moment' in which the souls of both performer and auditor
are transformed through aligmment with the sympathetic motions of the

COSmos .

Iamblichus, Julian and Proclus were all practising philosophers whose
'magical' activities enhanced and furthered their speculations. Proclus'
biographer Marinus tells us that his master acquired his virtues through
the conforming of his life to his philosophy:

"practising the actions by which the soul succeeds in
separating itself, continually, by day or night, making use
of the purificatory practices which woo us from evil, of

lustrations, and of all other processes of purification,
wvhether Orphic or Chaldean ..."(126)
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Proclus believed that the philosopher should be "the hierophant of the
vhole world";(127) he himself composed hymns,(128) experienced luminous
visions in Chaldaean rites, (129) could produce rain, predict earthquakes
and utter prophetic verses.(130) We can hardly believe, as many writers
imply(131) that theurgic ritual, "a power higher than all human wisdom,
embracing the blessings of divination, the purifying powers of initiation,
and in a word all the operations of divine possession™(132) could by nature
be inferior to the purely speculative life. It must be considered from
within its own terms and not fall prey to modern prejudices. Certainly
Ficino himself gives equal importance to the values of intellectual
speculation and active ritual as leading to the complementary virtues of
visdom and piety, in his confirmation that "complete human happiness and
the aim of law consists in both wisdom'in speculation and true religion in
ritual".(133) Indeed, even for purely speculative philosophers like
Plotinus, eventual union with the One could never be achieved without a
full embracing of the ritual or divinatory attitude. Theurgy can provide
the means of transcending rational understanding through direct experience:

as Gregory Shaw puts it,

"rather than falling outside the circumference of Platonism,
theurgy was understood by Iamblichus and Proclus to penetrate
to a deeper centre, which extended the boundaries of the

Platonic world."(134)

Ritual is an attitude, not a theory, involving a giving of one's whole
self to the symbol in the hope of ultimately transcending it; a concrete
enactment of the soul 'turning upside down' and deliberately going against
the natural processes of the temporal realm in order to "transform manifest
chaos into cosmos".(135) Shaw suggests that when such an inversion occurs,
the turbulent passions which ensue (due to the individual's heightened
awvareness of the confusion and duality of embodied existence) may be
requlated by Plato's recollection through sensible objects which developed
into full theurgic ritual amongst his successors. He points out that all
elements of the cosmos in which we find ourselves, as we have seen in the
case of astrology, are ambivalent, in that they may be used either as such
aids to harmonisation and balancing of soul (through a participatory act)
or remain as hindrances in the form of distinct, ‘'knowable' phenomena:

"The entire cosmos and its daimonic powers are both
obstacles to the soul and vehicles of transcendence,
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depending on the souls' relation to them. Theurgy
establishes a proper relation, providing souls the means to
transform their obstacles into icons, whether they were

inted in the f£ine medium of interior grayer or in the
ker colours of animal sacrifice.™(136)

We might say that 'bad fate' is due to being caught, blindly, in the
wheels of destiny - attempting to maintain personal law in the face of
insurmountable opposition from the gods, or cosmic purposes. When
'inverted', the soul falls in line with the measures of the Creator,
however he is hypostatised, and thus in line with its true destiny. In the
wvords of Hermes,

"Man knows himself, and knows the Kosmos also, provided that
he bears in mind what action is suited to the part he has to
play, and recognises what things he is to use for his own
ends, and to what things he in turn is to do service."(137)

Maglical practices cannot be 'understood' - for that very Intellectual
act involves a separation from immediate experience. For that reason, the
human intellect cannot make judgements about its effectiveness. As
Iamblichus explains:

"For a conception of the mind does not conjoin theurgists
with the gods; since, if this were the case, what would
hinder those who philosophise theoretically, from having a
theurgic union with the gods? Now, however, in reality, this
is not the case. For the perfect efficacy of ineffable
wvorks, which are divinely performed in a way surpassing all
intelligence, and the power of inexplicable symbols, which
are known only to the gods, impart theurgic union. Hence, we
do not perform these things through intellectual
perception."(138)

Proclus emphasises that it is by "simple and impartible intuitions" and
not "discursive reason" that the soul may eventually achieve unity with the
One. By the process of similitude, the object of knowledge must correspond
to the faculty knowing it:

"to the sensible or object of sense-perception the perceptive
cognition, to cognizable objects discursive reason, to
intelligible objects intelligible cognition, and therefore

also to that which is prior to intellect the flower of the
intellect is correspondent.™(139)
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Again, it is stressed that what 1s purely intelligible is on a higher
hypostasis than the multiple or compound material forms which we measure,

and so cannot be grasped by applying "a certain measure of form and
knowledge" - for this would reduce its essential unity to coarser
multiplicity, and would involve attempting to 'know' or grasp it through
an inferior, coarser faculty. It is only the "flower of intellect" which
may, as the most unified intellectual element, lead us to the Paternal
intellect, and the "flower of the soul”, the "first of all our powers"
vhich may transcend all intellectual powers and lead to the "Principle
wvhich is beyond all beings, and is the unifying power of all that is in
us".(140) 1In this rarified realm the highest refinement of intellectual
apprehension comes rather closer to the beauty and intuition of a vision
than it does to a set of discursive propositions. Amongst the Chaldaean
Oracles themselves we find an exhortation to surrender all thought-
processes, and in a meditative state connect with the intelligible through
a condition of passive cognition. The oracle conveys its message through a
poetic, visionary use of language which even surpasses the metaphorical, in
encouragement to abandon literal interpretation. This realm is in its
nature unknowable, and can only be contemplated in its absence, in the void
of unknowing, by suspending the need for verification and reassurance. As
such it holds the inscrutable and inaccessible power of unconscious
content:

"For there exists a certain Intelligible which you must

perceive by the flower of mind. For it you should incline

your mind toward it and perceive it as perceiving a specific

thing, you would not perceive it. For it is the power of

strength, visible all around, flashing with intellectual

divisions. Therefore, you must not perceive that

Intelligible violently but with the flame of mind completely

extended which measures all things, except that Intelligible.

You must not perceive it intently, but keeping the pure eye

of your soul turned away, you should extend an empty mind

toward the intelligible in order to comprehend it, since it
exists out of [your] mind."(141)

Corresponding to the flower of intellect, the Hermetlc writers exhort us
to "see with the eyes of the mind" for "thought alone can see that which is
hidden".(142) We are told that it is not through physical observation of
the heavens that God may be known, but through imaginative and intelligible
contemplation of their symbolic significance:
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"If you wish to see Him, think on the Sun, think on the
course of the Moon, think on the order of the stars..."(143)

Then, in accordance with the capacity for inner sight, the turning away
from immersion in temporality may begin:

"For it 1s a property of the Good that it becomes known to
him how is able to see it ... the vision of the Good is not a
thing of fire, as are the sun's rays; it does not blaze down
upon us and force us to close our eyes; it shines forth much
or little, according as he who gazes on it is able to receive
the inflow of the incorporeal radiance .. But in this life we
are still too weak to see that sight; we have not the
strength to open our mental eyes, and to behold the beauty of
the Good, that incorruptible beauty which no tongue can
tell."(144)

Iamblichus' criticism of Porphyry(145) is that he remains firmly in the
literal realm of discursive thought, from which springs his discomfort and
doubt concerning theurgic practices: "what you assert is rather
philosophical and logical, than conformable to the efficacious art of

priests", he objects, adding:

"You seem to think that knowledge of divine things and of
anything else is the same, and that each step is derived from
oppositions, as is usual with dialectical propositions; but
it is nothing like that at all, for the knowledge of divine
things is entirely different and is separated from all
contradiction."(146)

There is of course a fine line, to the uninitiated observer, between the
magician who truly 'knows' and the one who genuinely and honestly imagines
himself to be enlightened. It is a hubristic arrogance, says Iamblichus,
to assume that as mere humans we are able to rely on our own judgement in
any sacred concern. The overriding theme of his treatise is to emphasise
the danger of forming assumptions and conclusions about divine matters
merely according to personal opinion. The act of allowing and
acknowledging the validity of the eternal dimension of 1life - which we
could describe as the quality and content of unconscious experience -
requires humility and reverence; but when fully entered into there is the
possiblility of achieving psychic wholeness and equilibrium - the accord of
musica humana with musica mundana. How Ficino himself attempted to effect
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such a transformation through his use of astrology and music is the subject
for the rest of this thesis.
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ibid. 35 (Scott, Hermetica I p.329)

This will be discussed further in chapter three, but for a thorough

appraisal of the dilemma posed to astrology as a divinatory art by a
'scientific' overlay of rationalism see G. Cornelius, 'The Moment of
Astrology', particularly parts 1IV,V and VI.

Ficino, Theol.Plat. X.7, Op.om. pp.233-5. See Watts, 'Pseudo-
Dionysius the Areopagite and three Renaissance Platonists' pp.295-7

ibid. pp.296-7

See Dodds, The Greeks and the Irrational pp.292-5 on the branch of
theurgy known as telestike

Ennead IV.3.11

Asclepius III.23b-24a,37 (Scott Hermetica I pp.339-341,359)
ibid. 37 (Scott Hermetica I p.359)

ibid. 37 (Scott, Hermetica I p.359)

ibid. 24a (Scott, Hermetica I pp.339-40)

ibid. 38a (Scott, Hermetica I p.361)

Ficino, Liber de vita III.XXVI

Ennead 1IV.3.11

Op.om. pp.1928-9

Proclus Diadochus, De sacrificio et magia ed. Ronan 'On the Sacred
Art' pp.146-7. For Ficino's version, see Op.om. p.1928:
Siquis enim canabim, sive papyrum calefaciat, deinde
subigat lucernae proximae etiamsi non tangat, videbit
subito accensam canabim, quarumvis non tetigerit ignem,
accensionemque desuper ad inferiora descendere.
Comparemus igitur Canabim calefactam, sive papyrum
cognationi cuidam inferiorum ad superiora,
appropinguationem vero eius ad lucerna opportuno usui
rerum pro tempore, loco, materia.

ibid. Ronan p.147, Op.om. p.1929:
Quorum quidem divisio unamguamque debilitavit, mixtio
vero restituit in exemplaris ideam.

ibid. Ronan p.149, Op.om. p.1929:
Quamobrem ab aliis, atque similibus recipientes primum
potentias daemonum, cognoverunt, videlicet eas esse
proximas rebus, actionibusque naturalibus: atque per
haec naturalia, quibus propinquant praesentiam
convocarunt,

Ennead 1v.3.11
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70.
11.

72.
73.
74.
75.
76.

11.

78.

79.

80.

81'

82.

83.

84.
85.

Ficino, Synesius De somniis, Op.om. pp.1968-78

See B. Copenhaver, ‘Iamblichus, Synesius and the Chaldaean Oracles'
pp.446-8

ibid. p.446, quoting De somniis 1324 10-13

De mysteriis I11.28-30 (167-175), Ronan pp.91-4
ibid. III.29 (172), Ronan p.93

ibid. III.29 (171), Ronan p.S3

ibid. III.30 (174), Ronan p.94

ibid. 1I11.30.175, Ronan p.94. See Ficino, Liber de vita 'Apology'
1.55; III.XV.110; Verba .. ad lectorem 1.21.

De mysteriis III.31 (176), Ronan p.95

A

In Psychology and Alchemy, Alchemical Studies, Mysterium Coniunctionis.
This ref. Mysterium Coniunctionis para.773

Jung, Psychology and Alchemy para.406

Op.om. p.958:
Nequid denique praetermiserim intentatum, quoed ad
vitam utcunque conducturum cuiquam videri possi,
nonnulla tamen intersero firmiora, multa quoque passim

congero, quae et si forte minus spero, tamen opto
prodesse.

See also chapter four, section 5

In Liber de vita I11.XXVI.77:
Vult autem una cum Trismeglisto per materialia haec non
proprie suscipl numina penitus a materia segregata, sed
mundana tatum, ut ab initio dixi et Synesius approbat -
mundana, inquam, 14 est, vitam quandam vel vitale
aliquid ex anima mundi et sphaerarum animis atque
stellarum, vel etiam motum quendam et vitalem quasi
praesentiam ex daemonibus.

ibid. III.XXVI.127:
guatenus [anima mundi] naturalium rerum formas per
seminales quasdam rationes sibli divinitus insitas
generat atque movet. Quas quidem rationes appellat
etiam deos, quoniam ab idels supremae mentis nunquam
destituuntur. Itaque per rationes eiusmodi animam
mundi faclle se applicare materiis, quas formavit ab
initio per easdem, quando Magus vel sacerdoes

opportunis temporibus adhibuerit formas rerum rite
collectas ...

De mysteriis III.1 (100), Ronan p.64

ibid. III.1 (102), Ronan p.64
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86.

87.
88.

89.
90.
9.
92.

93.

94.
95.

96.

97.
98.
99.

100.

101.
102.
103.
104.
105.
106.
107.
108.

109.

ibid. III.1 (99-102) on divination, III.2-3 (102-109) on divination
through dreams, Ronan pp.64-7

ibid. III.4 (110), Ronan p.68

ibid. III.9 (119), Ronan p.72 (Thomas Taylor trans.)
ibid. III.9 (119), Ronan p.72 (T. Taylor trans.)
ibid. III.10 (123), Ronan p.73 (T. Taylor trans.)
ibid. III.12 (129), Ronan p.75 (T. Taylor trans.)
ibid. III.14 (133), Ronan p.77

See chapter four ppP.274-5 on the 'occult' light of the Sun and stars.
Also, Ficino's treatise De Lumine, Op.om. pp.976-86

De mysteriis I1I.15 (135), Ronan p.78 (T. Taylor trans.)
ibid. III.15 (136), Ronan p.78 (T. Taylor trans.)

ibid. III1.27 (164-5), Ronan p.90. See also Lewy, Chaldaean Oracles
p.257

Psellus Expositio in Oraculo Chaldaica 1128b

Majercik, The Chaldean Oracles fragment 107, p.91

De mysteriis III.16 (139), Ronan p.79

See for example Proclus Commentary II: "But the earth, from which it is
necessary that the heart be raised ..." and Majercik fragment 58 p.71:
"[the solar fire] was established at the site of the heart ..." 1In
note 1 p.166 Majercik remarks: "In Chaldean cosmology, the sun was
situated in the middle of the seven spheres as the 'heart' or 'centre'
of the Universe. See also Lewy, Chaldaean Oracles p.l24, n.2214,
409-13

De mysteriis III.31 (179), Ronan p.96

Majercik, The Chaldean Oracles frag.1l16, p.97

De mysteriis II1.17 (143), Ronan p.81 (T. Taylor trans.)

ibid. 1X.4 (277), Ronan p.137

ibid. 1X.4 (278), Ronan p.137

Julian, Hymn 131

ibid. 134B, 148C

De mysteriis IX.4 (278), Ronan p.137

Ficino, Liber de vita 3.XXI.95, Xv.90, XII.110,120
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110.
111.
112.
113.
114.
115,
116.
117.
118,
118.
120.
121.
122.
123.
123.
125.

126.

127,
128.
129.
130.

131.

De mysteriis VIII.4 (267), Ronan p.133

ibid. VIII.7 (270), Ronan p.134

ibid. I.17 (52), Ronan p.43

Julian, Hymn 143B

De mysteriis I1.18 (54), Ronan p.44

ibid. I.18 (55), Ronan p.44

ibid. VII.3 (253-4), Ronan p.128

ibid. VIII.7 (270), Ronan p.134

ibid. VIII.8 (271-2), Ronan pp.134-5

Pimander Libellus XVI.13 (Scott, Hermetica I pp.269-70)
De mysteriis IX.2 (273-4), Ronan p.136

ibid. IX.2 (273-4), Ronan p.136

ibid. IX.3 (276), Ronan p.137

Nefarios gigantulos: Op.om. p.78l1, see chapter three, section 11
Julian, Hymn 148B

Ficino Liber de vita 3.XXVI.95

Marinus, Life of Proclus ch.18; trans. K.S. Guthrie in The Life of
Proclus or Concerning Happiness p.34

ibid. ch.19, Guthrie, The Life p.35
ibid. ch.19, Guthrie, The Life p.35
ibid. ch.28, Guthrie, The Life p.45
ibid. ch.28, Guthrie, The Life p.45

e.g. Dodds The Greeks and the Irrational p.288 declares theurgy to be
the ancient equivalent of spiritualism, which corrupted Platonic
rationalism with Oriental superstitions and which was no better than the
attempts of vulgar magic to control supernatural forces:

"As vulgar magic is commonly the last resort of the
personally desperate, of those whom man and god have
allke failed, so theurgy became the refuge of a
despairing intelligentsia which already felt ‘la
fascination de 1l'abigpe'"

See also G. Shaw, 'Theurgy: rituals of unification in the Neoplatonism
of Tamblichus' pp.2-13 where he gives a detalled critique of modern
scholars' attitude towards theurgy. His essential conclusion is that
"rather than falling outside the circumference of Platonism, theurgy
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132.

133.

134.
135.
136.
137.
138.

139.

140.
141,
142.

143.
144,

145,

146.

vas understood by Iamblichus and Proclus to penetrate to a deeper
center, which extended the boundaries of the Platonic world." (p.12)
This was certainly Ficino's intuition - for him, 'Platonic' did not
mean restricted within a certain clearly-defined and exclusive set of

beliefs, rather it denoted a reverent, symbolic and holistic attitude
towards life which sought to integrate the needs and functions of both

mind and soul - the interrelation of the objective with the
subjective. "Plato is called divine" he wrote in the Proocemium to the
Theologia Platonica (Op.om. p.78) "because he never speaks of morals,
dialectic, mathematics or physics without bringing all of them to the
contemplation and cult of God with a feeling of profound piety." (Quo
factum est, ut ex ipse sine conversia divinus: et doctrina eius apud
omnes gentes Theologia nuncuparetur, cum nihil usquam sive morale,
sive Dialecticum, aut Mathematicum, aut Physicum tractet, quin mox ad
contemplationem cultumque Dei summa cum pietate reducat.)

Proclus Theologia Platonica p.63, quoted in Dodds, The Greeks and the
Irrational p.291

Op.om. p.1525: N
In speculatione quidem sapientia, in cultu vero
religio, in ambobus tota consistit humana foelicitas
finisque legum.

Shaw, 'Theurgy' p.12

ibid. p.15

ibid. p.18

Asclepius 1.10 (Scott, Hermetica I p.305)

De mysteriis 1I.11 (96), Ronan p.62

Proclus Commentary on the Chaldean Oracles ch.IV, trans. T.M. Johnson
p.125

ibid. p.127
Majercik The Chaldean Oracles fragment 1 p.61
Pimander Libellus V.2 (Scott, Hermetica I p.159)

ibid. V.3 (Scott, Hermetica I p.159)
ibid. X.4b-5 (Scott, Hermetica I pp.189-90)

Jamblichus' treatise is a refutation of Porphyry's Letter to Anebo in
vhich Porphyry severely questions the efficacy of theurgic practices,
on the grounds of their irreconcilability with the fundamentally
intellectual nature of Greek philosophy. See trans. in Ronan, On the
Mysteries pp.14-21

De mysteriis I.3 (10) (trans. in Shaw, 'Theurgy' pp.21-2)
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CHAPTER THREE: FICINO AND ASTROLOGY

: he Know e v

3.1. Notie

YA mind apt in knowledge will discover truth more readily
than one practiced in the highest branches of science."(1)

I shall begin this chapter with a direct connection between the mode of
knowing emphasised by the neo-platonic theurgists and Ficino's own thoughts
on the matter, as expressed in various key passages in his Commentary on
Iamblichus' De mysteriis.(2) This will provide the context from which a
clearer perspective on his particular attitude towards astrology may
emerge. Ficino's translations of and commentaries on Plotinus, Iamblichus,
Porphyry and Proclus have been generally neglected by modern scholars in
favour of his letters, Platonic commentaries and theological works - but it
is in these very texts, written towards the end of his life, that we find
Ficino formulating the basis for the practical, experiential wisdom and
'occult' awareness on which his own natural magic depended, and which was
to find final expression in the controversial but extremely popular Liber
de vita of 1489.

At the beginning of the Commentary, Ficino elaborates on Iamblichus'
reply to Porphyry that knowledge of divine things cannot be attained
through rational argument and discourse.(3) In his own attempt to explain
the mode of understanding required, he distinquishes between notjio, or a
pre-eminent, intulitive sense innate to the soul, and notitia, or conceptual
mental activity. As this is one of Ficino's most succinct interpretations
of 'qualitative' as opposed to 'quantitative' apprehension it is worthy of
detailed examination. He begins by stating the belief that preceding all
human facultles of reasoning (ratio) the gods implanted in the soul an
experiential faculty of knowing (usus), which he describes as "a certain
touch of divinity (tactus quidam divinitatis) rather than the workings of
mental conception (notitia)."(4) This innate, immedliate grasping of divine
things through that part of the soul "touched by the gods" will stir, says
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Ficino, a natural appetite for that to which it is akin - the Good - and
foster a capacity for careful consideration (ratiocinatio) and wise

judgement. Notio is perpetually available, within the soul, to be drawn on
and experienced - it is concerned with the perception of the essentiality

of things, and 1s of quite a different order from the quantifiable
knowledge referred to as notitia. The nature of notio is "a certain
essential contact",(5) not linear discourse. In other words, it is not
concerned with developing gifts for speculating on and quantifying an
experience, it is that experience. Ficino's use of earthy, tactile
terminology (tactus, contactus) brings the intellectual and spiritual
impulsion of fire and the theoretical abstraction of air (the two elements
wvhich motivate Greek transcendental philosophy(6)) into harmony with
concrete, sensual experience: notio epbraces the qualities of mind, soul
and the senses iIn a single act of apprehension. For we must continually
bear in mind that Ficino was no Plotinus - his intellectual activities were
balanced by daily practical ministering to the physical and spiritual needs
of his community. His ideal of unity involved the natural congruity of an
action with its internal impulse, which itself arose from a deep sense of
connection with higher principles.

In our struggle to attain unity of being, we can only make a "particular
and effective contact" (contiguitatem tam proprium et efficacem) with such
principles (the gods) through a corresponding unity of our own soul, and
this must of its very nature transcend the particular distinctions implied
by the use of different words for 'mind' and 'soul', and by the event-
oriented measurement of 'linear' time - for Ficino stresses that such a
process of knowing is a continuous one (actu perpetuo), effective through
simultaneous affinity rather than ‘cause and effect' thinking.

He continues with the common Platonic notion that essence of the soul -
that which is unified - is divine In that it partakes of divine Intellect
in all its simplicity and unchanging, eternally revolving harmony. The
essential being of the soul is therefore expressed via its intellectual
perception, where subject and object merge in an awareness of the divinity of
self as God:
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"Our being is to know God, because the chief essence of the
soul is its intellect, in which exists the same essence
which comprehends divine things by perpetual action."(7)

The intellect embraces at its very centre this faculty of unceasing
intuitive perception, from which the intelligible powers of the.soul
derive. This process of adaequatio, or similitude of knower with known, is
seen by Ficino to be accomplished in a single act of conformity in which
the intellect remains complete in itself as in God: "The intellect, maker
of all things, always approaches most fully all the gods through one act,
remaining in itself."(8) In a letter to the Cardinal of Aragon in 1478

Ficino had described such a process using the image of a sphere, a powerful
evocation of the internalisation of the macrocosm:

"Now Ferdinand, leaving behind the senses, turn your mind
back onto itself, by a complete observation of itself.
Having dismissed the body you will at once see your mind,
when it is turned in on itself, to be an incorporeal sphere,
of which the circumference, that is intelligence and will,
is revolved through incorporeal things. And the centre,
that is life and essential being, is independent; it does
not pivot around any corporeal thing."(9)

It is through the powers of the clrcumference that "the habitual
discourse of human reason" may be transcended and access gained to the
intermediate spiritual hierarchies, the "servants of the gods", namely
daemons, heroes and pure souls.(10) Ficino supposes that, after notio has
been activated (as a direct intuition of contact with the eternal realm in
general), the lower echelons of numina are the first spirits to be reached
vhen the soul leaves behind "a mobile manner of understanding" (modum
cognitionis mobilem) and contemplates the potentiam rationalem, or
intellect applied as direct, enlightened intelligence (intellectum
adeptum). Conceptual thinking, or notitia is the fundamental mode of
'knowing' and stems from the active intellect. However, it lacks the
fertilisation of true divine intelligence and is incapable, because not
united to the intuition, of adaequatio or the sense of affinity with divine
knowledge. It is only through notio that the smallest glimpse (according
to our individual human capaclty) of the eternal realm may be had - since

such a mode of knowing partakes in sufficient neasure of those same
imnutable qualities.(11)
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All this has profound implications for a 'psychological' application of
astrology, for incorporating the manifold constraints on one's individual

temperament (as symbolised by particular astrological configurations) into
one's own motivation - accepting limitations and taking them into account

wvhile fully embracing them, at a radically subjective level, allows the
individual to transcend them, or at least, not to suffer their imposition
as an arbitrary operation of external 'fate'. There is the possibility of
'negotiation' with the gods - which is of course the basis of all
divinatory practices. But this will be explored more fully later.

The essential characteristic of notio is unity - overall unity of parts
of the soul naturally drawing together gifts ultimately derived from the
unity of the divine realm. Unity of perception enables a correct overview
and interpretation based on insight which is neither distorted by emotion
nor confused by the proliferation of detail. It is concerned less with the
study of separate things through comparing and opposing their particular
distinctions, than with referring thelr common qualities to a higher level
of discrimination, and thus understanding them as parts of a greater whole.
The false and the true can only be known, says Ficino, through the
similitude of such knowledge to the innate, natural faculty of intellect
and achieved through the processes of attraction and affinity together with
an alchemical operation of distillation, not through arbitrary
quantification:

"moreover it is acquired by a certain study of the power of
reason, not so much by comparison and conjecture as by the

operation of differentiation (separationis) and
purification."(12)

The very manner of opposing and analysing in quantifiable terms, (for
example considering whether the gods are temporal or eternal), Ficino
suggests is in itself fundamentally opposed to the nature of unchanging
things, since it is changeable or inconstant in its methods of "comparison
and conjecture™. When a philosopher is firmly embedded in such an attitude
(as Porphyry reveals himself to be in his bewlldered incomprehension of
divine action and his demands for rational explanations), unity of mind and
soul is unobtalnable and the individual remains stuck in the unrelliable
realm of doxa. Ficino is of course struggling to explain a very complex
and subtle distinction in rigorous philosophical terms; but it is typical
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of his constant desire to transcend the limitations of 'mobile' thought and
move towards unity that elsewhere we find the same notion presented not as
a philosophical definition but as a sensuous image.

In the Liber de Sole(13) (written about six years later), a work which
he specifically tells us is "allegorical and anagogic rather than
dogmatic", (14) Ficino appeals directly to the reader's imagination to
convey the meaning of notio. Here he abandons "rational arguments" for
"certain comparisons deduced from the light",(15) using the metaphor of
light and illumination to convey the same qualities of immeasurability and
all-pervasiveness evoked by notio, and to suggest that affinity with the
divine is achieved through a qualitative leap of direct apprehension, not
tortuous investigation: w

"whenever in your studies you make a serious attempt to
postulate that there are many angelic minds beyond heaven,
like lights ... what then will be the use of pursuing your

investigations down long winding paths? Look up at heaven..
O cltizen of the heavenly realm..."(16)

Later in the same work Ficlino attempts to £ind words to describe the
nature of this subjective insight and the experience of transcending the
boundaries of temporality, in a passage reminiscent of Plato:(17)

"you .. must abandon a definite quantity, and, moreover, the
potency of the light. Then there will remain the light
itself, cleansed by miraculous power, defined neither by a
definite quantity nor by any definite shape, and this light
itself £illing with its presence a space immense with
respect to the imagination. This pure light exceeds the
intelligence Jjust as in itself sunlight surpasses the acuity
of the eyes. In this way, in proportion to the strength you
receive from the Sun, you will almost seem to have found God
«s."(18)

We are reminded, in Ficino's appeal to the faculty of the imagination as
the 'middle ground' in which the quality of the divine may be humanly
experienced, of Jung's conception of the power of the archetypal image (the
Sun being a prime example):

"The use of these [images] requires at any rate an alert and
lively fantasy, and this is not an attribute of those who
are inclined by temperament to purely intellectual concepts.

These offer us something finished and complete, whereas an
archetypal image has nothing but its naked fullness, which
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seems lnapprehensible by the intellect. Concepts are coined
and negotiable values; images are life."(19)

It must of course be remembered that for the Renaissance Platonist the
‘real being' of the spiritual realm - understood by depth psychology to be

a projection of the unconscious - could never be in question.

A second passage in the Commentary on Iamblichus deals more specifically
with the powers of magical operations, (20) restating Iamblichus' insistence
that divine operations are not accomplished technically through any human
power but by disclosing the inherent gifts and qualities of the gods as
revealed in all things, and that the realisation of such properties
requires a purity and intent of soul gnamely notio) which precedes all

thought-processes:

"For universal causes are not moved by particular effects:
whence divine things are not originally moved to operate by
our intelligence, but it is necessary that the greatest
disposition and purity precedes thoughts, just as with
certain causes. Indeed those things which primarily summon
divine will are themselves divine sacraments, and so divine
things are invoked by themselves and do not receive the
origin of their action from anything inferior."(21)

No merely human invention (however boldly directed) may hold any sway in
the face of the gods' decrees, for even if we do attempt to intervene by
forming our own conclusions or fabricating results we will suddenly find
ourselves conforming to their will whether we like it or not.(22) This is
because the inscrutable power at work is beyond human knowledge; it is
"superior to thought", a "purified purity"(23) and not brought about by
anything in us (or perhaps we should add, by any conscious intention on our
part). When the priest constructs symbols and uses sacramental objects in
religious rituals, he knows how to prepare and dedicate them to be most
effective lures, in the Plotinian sense - but finally it is God alone who
"seals the effective force of the sacrament™.(24) We can take this to
refer to adaequatio of microcosm and macrocosm, a reaching down past all
arbitrary opinion and judgement to that sense of notio which connects with
wvhat we have described as the eternal realm and infuses another dimension
into so—called reality. Ficino himself realised the psychological
potential of such a synchronous moment of coincidence in his ritual
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singing, which, he assures us, depended on a combination of diligent
preparation and divina sorte for its therapeutic effectiveness.(25)

The third passage to be considered before addressing more specifically
Ficino's attitude towards astrology itself concerns statue-magic and the
presence of the gods in specific locations and materials, for this has
direct bearing on his own practical magic as demonstrated in the Liber de
vita. Agaln he uses the powerful metaphor of light to convey the subtle
quality of divine essences which pervade a particular receptacle:

"when the gods are said to choose their own various places,

towns, bulldings and statues, understand that their essence

and power flourishes everywhere in those places,
illuminating most powerfully here and there; and just as
light, remaining uniform in itself [in se manens], shines in
different places without different mixtures and divisions of

its light, likewise [do] the gods."(26)

The light of the gods is thus uniform and all-pervasive; it is the
varying mixtures and qualities of earthly things (whether in material
objects or human beings) which determine the strength or weakness of the
divine power which can be percelved in them, not any variation in intensity
of the light itself as it emanates from its one source; for the capacity to
recelve and respond to it will vary considerably according to how each
thing is most accomodated to it. For Ficino, light serves as a metaphor
for the intelligible principle which transcends all opposites and unites
them (unitque cum extremis extrema).(27) It stands for the clarity of
insight which transcends and unites pure intellect and depth of intuition
as represented by the 'masculine' and ‘feminine' principles of mind and
soul (animus, anima). Light is the medium in and through which all the
elements of the cosmos work together to produce musica mundana:

"it accomplishes all things and unites extreme parts with
each other, through a medium including all things in itself,
and thus reflecting itself to itself completely united.
Indeed which function is imitated too by the circular motion
of the world, and by the connection of the parts in the

wvhole, and by a certain uniting of elements to elements in
turn, and by virtue of higher things sending forth to lower

things."(28)

It is the linking of these unified motions with the motlons of the human
soul, or musica humana, that constitutes the art of attunement to the
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heavens (which Ficino was to call De vita coelitus comparanda), and we
shall see in chapter four that he considered this astrological or magical

art of self-adjustment to be therapeutically helped by the correct use of
musica instrumentalis.

As part of the circuitus spiritualis, the divine light, or intelligible
principle, will be present in objects specifically designed to receive and
reflect it - such as statues of particular gods - as a 'power point' of
spiritual energy. Again it is stressed that the power itself is uniform;
the degree to which it is present will depend on the suitability of the
material, the knowledge and skill of the operator or inventor, and above
all on the quality of perception of the participator. "It is necessary",
says Ficino, "to be totally reverent to perceive the causes of the mundane
gods in places [normally by nature] foreign to them."(29) This recognition
and use of notio is the only way in which the essence, strength and action
of the gods in the world will be experienced and so understood, and is an
act of intuitive comprehension, not a quantitative analysis of distinction
and separation. By "determination of how much pertains to distribution
according to place" and differentiation according to species and types, the
possibility of apprehending reciprocal and mutual qualities and powers of
occult properties in relation to their one source is severely
inhibited.(30) In other words, the qualitative richness of the external
world is dependent upon a unifying act of imaginative perception, not
'scientific' analysis. Any part of the world, says Ficino, receives
something from God, according to its natural propensity; we can understand
that people, in the same way as places, receive varying degrees and
proportions of ‘'divine light' as it is refracted down through the elements
and material world - the horoscope in this sense becomes a symbolic
representation of strengths and weaknesses according to the manner in which
a particular individual, like a prism, reflects the original light of God.
Ficino believed that this divine element could be made more wholly present
and benefically harmonised ("the gifts of the gods naturally attracted")
through purposeful invocations and material adaptations(31l) - and
particularly through music composed in specific accordance with the
astrological 'signature' of the individual in a continuous process of
tempering and refining his soul.
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2. Divinator 'scientific' agstrol

Astrology is in a unique position to bridge and thus to unite the
eternal and the temporal; the empirical observation of universal motions
and celestial phenomena and the mathematical calculation of the laws of
regulation which arise, provide a framework within which the subjective
imagination may freely range and find meaning. In fact, as Garin observes,
it is precisely the impossibility of detaching the theories from the
experiential effects which gives astrology such potential as a tool for
attaining a holistic vision of the unity of heaven with earth - for it
becomes "the translation of reality into celestial language."(32) In
achieving this insight, a human being may become master of his fate as he
realises the union of the opposites w}thin his own soul and ceases to be
thrown off course by 'fated' external events.

In his Etymology the seventh century encyclopedist Isidore of Seville
attempted to clarify the classical Ptolemaic tradition of astrology,
distinguishing between astronomia and astrologia as follows:

"There is some difference between Astronomy and Astrology.
For Astronomy is confined to the changing of the heavens,
the rising, orbits and movements of the stars, or why they
are so placed. Astrology is partly natural, partly
superstitious. Natural, when it follows the courses of the
sun and moon, or definite stations/placings of the planets!
revolutions [temporum]. The superstitious kind is that
followed by the mathematiclans, who augur from the stars,
and distribute twelve signs of the heavens to particular

souls or members of the body, and strive to predict by the
movements of the stars the births and customs of men."(33)

According to this definition, the astronomer measures phenomena and
traces their movements back to a first cause; the ‘'natural astrologer'
considers the movements of the heavenly bodies in time and their reciprocal
aspects, and the ‘superstitious astrologer' adds meaning to such movements
by relating them to the microcosm of the human being and making assumptions
about the future from such observations of correspondence. However, in
regarding as 'superstitious' all astrology which relates to the condition
of the individual Isidore is smoothing over a distinction which is
fundamental to the neo-platonic approach to the subject - that between true
'‘divinatory' astrology and the attempt to reduce the 'superstitious'
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variety to a natural science. For the kind of astrological awareness
demonstrated by the neo-platonic philosopher/magician in his symbolic

cosmology of spiritual hierarchies reflected within the soul of the
individual is essentially divinatory, and of quite a different order from

the traditional 'natural scientific' model of predictive and deterministic
astrological judgement. We are dealing with two positions here which
derive from the fundamental dichotomy in human nature between rational
objectivity and intuitive, subjective insight. We might also view this
distinction in relation to vhat we have termed temporal and eternal time,
or quahtitative as opposed to qualitative modes of comprehension. We have
suggested that it is the possibility of a moment of fusion of the two
orders which gives rise to the experience of unity of being and perception
(the unus mundus of the alchemists) by fully embracing the underlying
paradox inherent in the two conditions of 'being' and 'becoming'.

Much of the confusion surrounding Ficino's apparently ambivalent
attitude towards the value of astrological techniques and judgement may be
clarified by bearing this in mind. He was a human being prey to all the
inner tensions and confusions of an extremely melancholic temperament,
which he understood to be signified by the presence of Saturn rising on his
ascendant. He acknowledged the constant, inevitable fluctuation of human
intellectual prowess, remarking "we are not always the same with respect to
knowledge"™, (34) and it is surely unfair to attempt to evaluate his
experience of meaningful symbolic correspondence with an expectation of
rational consistency. 'Magical' activity of any sort, in its complexity
and radical subjectivity, will of necessity elude all attempts at final
categorisation and analysis. We should surely regard Kristeller's opinion
that Ficino's position is "ambiguous and full of contradictions"(35) not as
a criticism of an inconsistent philosophical stance, but as an indication
of the richness and subtlety of his astrological experience and the
difficulties involved in both his expression of it and our clear
understanding of what he means.

Fugenio Garin has effectively summarised the complex nature of the
astrological 'dilemma' which faced the humanist thinkers from Petrarch
onvards. The two ways of approaching astrology, as a theoretical science

or an occult art (that is, as an experiential 'moment') provided material
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for a debate which was to reach polemical proportions by the 1490s with
Pico's massive outcry against a divinatory astrology based on pseudo-
sclentific assumptions.(36) In the words of Garin:
"[one way of interpreting astrology] is conceptual and
mathematical and reduces the heavenly intelligences and the
souls of things to necessary principles of rationality
inherent in the picture of an absolute, completely
predetermined. The other instead accentuates the
personality of the divine and underlines the free
individuality of souls, and gives life and humanity to
everything, and is expressed in terms which are fantastic
and emotive, imaginative and poetic. 1In the first case one
risks losing human initiative and freedom; in the second the
trap is the destruction of rationality and a nature which is
regulated by laws. A continual tension emerges from this in
the oscillations of the thinkers ... an ambiguity which is
so deep that it is useless to think it can be resolved by
the commonplace of the oppositions between astrology and
magic.”

It is useless, I would emphasise, because within each way of approach
lie as many modes of understanding as there are individuals, and because
ultimately both the objective and subjective viewpoints converge in a sense
of personal awe and wonder when the unchanging laws of cosmic working are
revealed. At the apex, the precision of 'scientific' examination and
determination of natural law should, according to Platonic thought, give
rise to true religious experience and intultion of the numinous.(37) But
as the strands diverge and separate myriad positions may be tenanted, from
blind adherence to rational 'scientific' norms to the hysteria of
religious fanaticism; from the Apollonine clarity of exact perception to
the enchanting images of poetic approximations and musical analogies. For
both Ficino and Pico astrology was "not so much a technique of prediction
as a general conception of reality"(38) in which man as magnum miraculum
triumphed in his self-determined freedom. In a letter to Poliziano
concerning his astrological views(39) Ficino congratulates both him and
Pico for disputing against the astrologers who "in the manner of giants, as
vainly as wickedly struggle to tear away Zeus' heaven from him" - in other
words, who attempt to de-mythologise and reduce to a quantifiable system an
art which must depend on a symbolic, open-ended imaginative response for

its effectiveness.
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¥hen the positions of heavenly bodies are observed and annotated at any
given moment one is conducting a 'scientific' or astronomical, operation.

When the result is taken up imaginatively in the act of divination, when
the operator participates in a meaningful relatlionship with the quality of

that moment, astrology becomes 'magic' - the wise astrologer observes,
interprets and uses operative magic to ‘'negotiate with the gods' and
transcend ‘'bad' fate; thus the formal structure provides the framework for
the content of the experience. Unfortunately it is all too easy to lose
the kernel of that irrational experience within a strict tradition which
upholds rational objectivity and thus becomes bound within the view of
structure as an end in itself. Ficino succeeded in maintaining a
divinatory attitude within the craft of astrological procedure, together
wvith a respect for disciplined interpretation which he found in Ptolemy and
the Arablic astrological writers. But he reacted against the tyranny of a
purely formal approach, and his criticism fell heavily on both the rule-
bound determinism and superstitious, fanciful soothsaying of ignorant
practitioners, never on the potential of astrology itself, in the hands of
the wise, as a tool for self-knowledge and, ultimately, for an experience
of unity of religious breadth and intensity.

3.3. Ptolemaic astrology

Before considering in some detail Ficino's condemnation of what he
regarded as ignorant astrology, we should look briefly at the tradition of
astrology as a natural science which Ficino would have inherited through
medieval Aristotelianism. Although he respected such a view (Ptolemaic
astrological theory unquestioningly formed the basis of his own practice)
he recognised that it could, if it were allowed to impose its own hegemony,
negate the possibility of a transcendantal, ‘eternal' order which would
thus deny any possibility of final psychological unity.

Ptolemy and Hermes Trilsmegistus can perhaps be viewed as the clearest
upholders of 'rational' and 'mystical' approaches to astrology. We have
considered in chapter two the Hermetic traditlion in terms of its emphasis
on 'eternal time' and the implications of this on magical operations.
Apart from Manilius' didactic poem Astronomica(40) (in which he
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specifically presents astrology as a gift of Hermes - Tu princeps auctorque
sacri, Cyllenie, tanti) 'Hermetic astrology' is to be found chiefly in the
treatises of philosophers. In contrast, the traditional Ptolemaic model of
'scientific' astrology is represented by a series of astrological ‘'text
books', beginning with Ptolemy's Tetrabiblos in the late Hellenistic period
(c.150 AD).(41) The formulation of a purely 'scientific' astrology was
concerned with the correlation of effects from the heavens in 'objective
time' which leads to the inevitable, concrete outcomes of future events.
Ptolemy's work provides us with a definitive exposition of the conceptual
framewvork of astrology; an approach which developed simultaneously with the
enthuslasm for astral and solar cults and for the deep subjectivism of
experiental theurgic ritual in the early centuries A.D. Geoffrey Cornelius
has pointed out(42) that before P