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Introduction

Giordano Bruno was born in Nola, near Naples, in 1548. He entered the
Dominican Order and, following publication of some works that are now
lost, he left Italy in 1579 for Switzerland, France and eventually England, a
move perhaps due to the oppressive climate in his own country, where the
church felt itself threatened by the new science which he attempted to prop-
agate. Having acquired a great interest in Ramon Lull (¢. 1232-1316)! and
the art of memory, he presented in London his vision of an infinite universe
in which he sought to re-unify terrestrial physics with celestial physics on
the basis of a principle of universal becoming. He also reflected on the causes
of the religious wars and tried to determine the origin of the theological dis-
putes of the period. Beginning with the metaphysics expressed in De /a
causa, principio e uno (Cause, Principle and Unity), which reflected the objec-
tions he encountered in England, he derived a new concept of the divinity
which evolved from his cosmology and was to assume a radically anti-
Christian character. The magical, animistic vision of everything which he
adopted throughout all his writings, not just those of the last period of his
life, is evident here. In addition to his specific contributions to the scientific
revolution, he presented a general metaphysical vision that contributed sig-
nificantly to the development of Renaissance philosophy.

Having returned to Italy in 1591 during the debate about the legitimacy
of combining ancient knowledge with orthodoxy, Bruno was perhaps
deceived by the experience of Francesco Patrizi,2 who was lecturing in

! Lull designed an ars combinaroria, a code for representing reality such that its elements could be com-
bined in different ways to represent various items of knowledge, from astronomy to theology. Mastery
of this code and its permutations provided the person trained in its use with a sophisticated
mnemonic device.

2 Francesco Patrizi (1529—97) was one of the leading Platonists of the Renaissance; his major work, A4
New Philosophy of the Universes, was condemned by the Congregation of the Index in Rome.
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Introduction

Platonic philosophy at the University of Sapienza at Rome. He thought he
might be able to find a role for himself by renouncing or concealing the
most heterodox features of his own teaching. This was an illusion, and he
fell foul of the Inquisition and was executed at the stake in the Campo de’
Fiori in 1600.

|

La Cena de le Ceneri (The Ash Wednesday Supper) was the first of the dia-
logues in Italian which Bruno published in 1584/ 5.3 The striking feature
of this work, in which the author proclaims his Copernicanism, is the
immediate connection established between the annual motion of the earth
around the sun and the infinity of the universe. This, however, was quite
different from the position of Copernicus, who, having given new dimen-
sions to the traditional cosmos, recognized the immensity of the heavens
but left to the natural philosopher the ultimate decision about whether or
not the universe was infinite. In The Ash Wednesday Supper, on the con-
trary, we find a clear affirmation of an infinite universe with infinite solar
systems similar to our own. Suns and earths are composed of our own
elements, they are living and inhabited beings, they are stars which are
recognized not only as living things but also as divinities.

Bruno was led to these conclusions, in particular the thesis of the infin-
ity of the universe, by a number of factors. In Copernicus’ work, the earth
was construed as a celestial body rotating round the sun like the other plan-
ets; it was implicitly elevated to the status of a star, thus breaking down the
rigid separation between the sublunary world and the celestial world,
although Copernicus did not want to confront the enormous physical
problems which derived from his heliocentrism. It is significant that, in his
De revolutionibus orbium celestium (On the Revolutions of the Heavenly
Bodies), the sphere of fixed stars no longer had a specific physical function
and no longer constituted the principle of motion. This was a conclusion
that could have been strengthened in Bruno’s eyes by some developments
in Italian philosophy of nature, especially those of Bernardino Telesio
(1509—88). Bruno now went further and called into question the very
3 References to Bruno’s Italian works are in the Dialoghi italiani, 3rd edn edited by G. Aquilecchia,

reprinted with notes by G. Gentile (Florence: Sansoni, 1958: reprt. 1985). The Latin works, Opera
latine conscripta, were edited in Naples between 1879 and 1891 in three volumes (in eight parts) by F.

Fiorentino, F. Tocco, G. Vitelli, V. Imbriani and C. M. Tallarigo. References to the Latin works are
identifed as Op. lat., with the volume, part and page number.
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Introduction

existence of such a sphere, which seemed to him merely the result of an
optical illusion which made all the stars appear to be at an equal distance
from the earth.

Bruno’s comparison between himself and Copernicus in The Ash
Wednesday Supper throws further light on this issue. Although Copernicus
is ranked in the history of astronomy as being comparable to Hipparchus
or Ptolemy, his real significance is thought to lie in the fact that he is a hero
of human thought who was able to oppose the force of common prejudice,
the vulgar Aristotelian philosophy, the apparently self-evident view that
the earth was immobile in the centre of the heavens. Nevertheless, his work
is presented as having crucial limitations which open the way to what will
be Bruno’s specific contribution. Copernicus was primarily a mathemati-
cian — his interest was directed towards astronomy rather than towards nat-
ural philosophy, and in this sense his work needed to be further developed.
Certainly he started from a correct and significant physical presupposition,
the earth’s motion, but he sought only a mathematical description of the
movements of the heavens.*

In contrast, Bruno presents himself as a natural philosopher, as the one
who is destined to become the authentic interpreter of Copernicus’ dis-
covery and is called to draw out the conclusions from it, beginning with the
physical ones. The first of these, which is decisive for a correct under-
standing of the others, is the infinity of the universe. In the Narratio of
Georg Joachim Rheticus, which Bruno was able to read in the 1566 edition
of De revolutionibus, Rheticus had described the astronomer as a blind man
who has a stick to help him on his way, and this stick was mathematics. In
order to accomplish the theoretical task which he sets himself, a task which
lies at the limit of human ability, the astronomer needs a hand to guide him
and inspiration from above. Thus in The Ash Wednesday Supper Copernicus
becomes the inspired one to whom the gods have entrusted a message, the
importance and significance of which he has not realized; he is like a blind
fortune teller for whom Bruno acts as the authentic interpreter. The
philosopher, therefore, is summoned on a metaphorical journey across the
heavens to discover that the traditional crystalline spheres are only a vain
fiction, that there is no upper limit to the physical world and thus no end
to his journey, and that what opens out in front of him is an infinite space.
The philosopher shows us that the divinity is present in us and in our
planet no less than in every other heavenly body, that it is not situated

+ Dialoghi, 26—9.
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beyond the imaginary limit of a closed and finite universe, in a place which
makes it accessible to man.>

Bruno’s reform, therefore, is not only philosophically significant but also
has religious consequences. It challenges the developments of the
Reformation, calls into question the truth-value of the whole of
Christianity, and claims that Christ perpetrated a deceit on mankind. In
the pages which follow, he compares the negative consequences which have
resulted from traditional philosophy — negative consequences which are
apparent to everyone — with the positive fruits, both civil and religious,
which the new philosophy is producing, revitalizing all those fields of
knowledge and life in which the ancients had excelled.

The consequences of this new philosophy are wide-ranging and radical
because this new vision of the cosmos changes our relationship with the
divinity, and this, in Bruno’s eyes, transforms the very meaning of human
life. He claims that this new vision will reconcile us with the divine law
which governs nature, and free us from the fear of imaginary divinities,
cruel and unfathomable, who look down from heavenly heights, control-
ling the sublunary world in a mysterious way. Human beings believe that
they are enclosed in an inferior world subject to generation and corruption,
but this is a simple illusion. Within this world, as in Plato’s cave, we can see
only the shadows of reality which appear on its wall, the shadows of the
ideas which take shape and form at the upper limit of the heavens. Bruno
suggests that, on the contrary, we can now recognize the universal law
which controls the perpetual becoming of all things in an infinite universe.
Knowledge of this law reassures us in the face of the present and the future
(about which, of course, we have only an imperfect knowledge), because
it does not deny anything its existence in and of itself, but claims that
everything is being ceaselessly transformed into something else.

More than any previous thinker, then, Bruno is aware of the fact that the
fall of Aristotelian cosmology implies the end of traditional metaphysics.
From this starting point he elaborates a philosophy which is new and orig-
inal, despite drawing on views attributed to the Presocratics (the ens et unum
of Parmenides, Anaxagoras’ ommnia in omnibus), whose voices are distorted
by the fact that they are preserved only in Aristotle’s refutations of their
positions. Thus, in Cause, Principle and Unity,b he sets about presenting a

5 Ibid., 32—4.
6 See the critical edition of De la causa, principio e uno, edited by G. Aquilecchia (Turin: Einaudi, 1973).
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metaphysics which is intended to constitute a more solid foundation for the
interpretation of nature and for the consequent introduction of a new ethic,
capable of establishing the outlines of the renewed relationship between
man and God both at the level of civil life and at the philosopher’s level of
contemplation. The problem which immediately arises, however, is that of
specifying how this new idea of the divinity is formed and in what sense
Bruno’s infinite universe radically modifies the relationship between God
and the world, between God and human beings.

IT

To clarify these issues, we must return to Bruno’s earliest works, especially
to De umbris idearum (The Shadows of Ideas) (1582). Here he tried to elab-
orate an art of memory which was based on magical foundations; and in
doing this he identified the heavenly models, the exemplars of every sensi-
ble reality which the human mind can know, with the images of the thirty-
six heavenly deacons which tradition attributed to Teucer the Babylonian
and which he borrowed from the classic text of Renaissance magic,
Agrippa’s De occulta philosophia.” In De umbris Bruno applies, in an appar-
ently arbitrary way, Nicholas of Cusa’s coincidence of opposites to the con-
ception of the hierarchy of being which Marsilio Ficino explained in his
Theologia platonica. This doctrine, which is central to that work, is an
attempt to define the special privilege assigned within the framework of
creation to the rational soul, a genus which includes both the anima mundi
(the world-soul) and the human soul. Ficino defines this privilege in cos-
mological terms. In fact, in his eyes the rational soul was at the centre of
the hierarchy of being, as the very link between the sensible world and the
intelligible world; descending from the former, it gave life and form to the
latter.

The hierarchy of being extended between two extremes, pure act and
pure potency, God and prime matter, in such a way that each of the inter-
mediate levels of the hierarchy presented a different relationship between
act and potency. One descended down the levels of this hierarchy, starting

7 Cf. E. Garin, ‘Le «elezioni» e il problema dell’astrologia,’ reprinted in Garin, L etd nuova. Ricerche di
storia della cultura dal x11 al xvI (Naples: Morano, 1969), 423—47, used, especially in ch. X1, by . A.
Yates, Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1964).

8 M. Ficino, Theologia platonica, X1 in Opera (Basel, 1576) 1, 221—2. Ficino’s doctrine is comprehensi-
ble due to the theory of the primum in aliquo genere, according to which the last member of one genus
coincides with the first member of the following genus.
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from the pure act constituted by God and eventually reaching prime mat-
ter. Each step downward represented an increase in potentiality. Within
this overarching hierarchy, if the sensible and the intelligible are analysed
as two separate categories and if each one of them is considered as a uni-
tary whole, complete in itself, it would be possible to discover something
new, namely the way in which the sensible world and the intelligible world,
despite being radically distinct by nature, were linked together. In the intel-
ligible sphere, one descended gradually to the lowest level, which was con-
stituted by the rational soul; it was purely receptive to the levels above it,
and could thus be considered as pure potency in relation to them. In the
sensible sphere, on the other hand, one moved up within the hierarchy of
being, from prime matter, through a sequence of more complex forms of
corporeal organization until one reached an absolute limit. That limit was
heavenly matter, which because of its purity and spirituality could be
defined by Ficino as corpus quasi non corpus (a body that is almost not a
body). This kind of matter, sometimes called ‘spirit’ and sometimes ‘ether’,
could be considered to be pure act in comparison with prime matter. Here
it seemed as if the pure potentiality which defined prime matter was trans-
formed completely into its opposite, pure actuality. In conclusion, the more
the act transformed itself into potency with respect to the superior levels
in the intelligible world, the more the opposite process seemed to take place
in the sensible sphere and potentiality seemed to be transformed progres-
sively into actuality.

Here it is important to note how this analysis underpins Ficino’s doc-
trine of the world-soul, which linked the corporeal and the spiritual, giv-
ing life and form to the entire inferior world. Bruno saw this as an instance
of Nicholas of Cusa’s coincidence of opposites: two spheres were gradually
losing their essential characteristics by somehow transforming themselves
into one another. He also saw in doctrines of this type the theoretical basis
for a distinctive kind of art of memory and the foundation for an authentic
astral theology. Through these it seemed possible that man, endowed with
a rational soul and a spirit to mediate between the soul and his elementary
body, could link himself to that privileged cosmic point on the boundary
between the sensible and the intelligible which would allow him to grasp
the archetypal forms, the actual generating models of every sensible real-
ity, if not in their purity, then at least in their shadows, the shadows of ideas.

As already mentioned, in The Ash Wednesday Supper the sphere of fixed
stars began to lose all the functions which had been assigned to it within

xii
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traditional cosmology. Each of the movements which had been attributed to
it was reduced to a mere appearance generated by the motion of the earth.
Bruno thus denied the very existence of such a sphere, relegating it simply to
an optical illusion. The first casualty of all this was Ficino’s doctrine of the
hierarchy of being, which Bruno had used in De umbris, where he interpreted
it in terms of the coincidence of opposites; nevertheless, in this work he still
tried to interpret the role of human beings, their origin and destiny, within the
traditional cosmological framework. Certainly, he remained faithful even in
his new cosmology to the Platonic world-soul, understanding it as an intrin-
sic principle of motion for all the celestial bodies which no longer needed any
other forms of motion, and, as we shall see in Cause, he will speak of a uni-
versal soul which effectively shapes and gives life to everything. However, he
is not able to refrain from attacking, in De immenso (The Boundless), those
‘shadows of ideas’ that men had believed in, all those mysteria platonica et
peripatetica (Platonic and peripatetic mysteries) which resulted from the
belief in two ontologically separated spheres, the heavenly world and the
sublunary world. In particular, he summarizes and rejects all the charac-
teristics attributed to the spheres of fixed stars which, among other things,
made it the access route from the intelligible world to the sensible world.?

It is important, therefore, that he summarizes Ficino’s doctrines of the
hierarchy of being and of the meeting of the sensible and the intelligible in
such minute detail in order to be able to reject them in a radical manner.!0
In the final, decisive book of the poem, he condemns both the theologian’s
empyrean heaven and the Platonic intelligible world, and undercuts the
doctrine of spirit, conceived as an ethereal vehicle of the soul in its process
of incarnation. The idea of a world of ideal moulds, of separated ideas, no
longer has any meaning for him, and this rejection of a separate world of
pure essences leads him to define as meaningless anything lacking a con-
crete, real existence, anything which, as a result of a process of abstraction,
has been unjustifiably hypostatized.

Bruno’s reflective transformation of Ficino’s doctrine of the meeting
between the sensible and the intelligible is essential for understanding the

9 Op. lat., 1,11, 6: ... prima naturae genitura, simplicissima, capacissima, potentissima, activissima,
animatissima, perfectissima, causa universalis ... cuius portae geminae ... divinarum animarum
vehiculum, idearum characteribus signata ... nostro verenda metuendaque superincubans mundo,
divinitatis potentia ... nunc spacii et aetheris natura, et magnitudine comperta ... e manibus, eque
oculis evanescit, portentosa umbra sine corpore tandem fuisse convincitur.” For the reference to
Macrobius, cf. Op. lat., 1,11, 150.

10 0p. lat., 1,11, 116—-18.
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Introduction

development of thought in Cause. If one starts from the assumption that
the universe is infinite, it no longer makes sense to conceive the coincidence
between act and potency as the exclusive property of a fixed point in the
hierarchy of being, a privileged point in a finite and physical cosmos con-
ceived as distinct from the intelligible world. Bruno therefore tries to
rethink such a coincidence on the assumption that space is infinite and
homogeneous, and that there are no separate hierarchical orders of being,
and he does this in the light of two key concepts, that of an infinite active
potency and that of an infinite passive potency, which are directly associ-
ated with each other in the cosmos. On this journey, Nicholas of Cusa
guides him.

II1

Nicholas of Cusa maintained, in Docta ignorantia (Learned Ignorance), that
it was impossible to explain in conceptual terms the passage from the com-
plicatio of everything in God to its explicatio in things; his recourse to the
concept of ‘contraction’ to define the relationship between God and the
universe has merely symbolic significance. It is not a real explanation, sim-
ply a suggestive way of referring to the inexplicable. The universe, maxi-
mum contractum (i.e. the limit of contraction), reproduces the unity of the
divine in its proper form; it therefore is a coincidence between actuality and
potentiality, although there is an insuperable limit to its actuality in the
sense that the world can never realize its full potentiality. In fact, the only
way the cosmos can realize its totality is through differentiation and spatial
dispersion. The power to create and the power to be created coincide per-
fectly in the unity and absolute distinction of God; in contrast, the poten-
tiality of the universe is a pale reflection of the infinite passive potency of
God. And thus there will always remain an infinite difference between the
‘contracted’ existence of the universe and the unity and distinction which
coincide in the divinity.

For Cusa, therefore, God and God alone was absolute possibility coin-
ciding with absolute actuality. Despite its limits, the concept of contraction
allowed him to conclude that the relationship between God and the world
could never be explained by recourse to the philosophers’ matter and the
world-soul of the Platonists. Matter is possibility and if, as some have
claimed, it is co-eternal with God, then it would become absolute possi-
bility; it would then no longer be just something created by God, nor would

Xiv
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it be contracted, as it in fact is, so as to give rise to a world of distinct
entities. Bruno assigns to the Platonists’ world-soul the role which it had
in traditional cosmology, as mediator on the cosmic plane. This mediating
role cannot be understood as the distinct possession of the exemplary mod-
els of all things, because this would imply that it displaced the Word, the
only place in which the ideal archetypes rest in both absolute unity and
absolute difference. Thus, the traditional ways of construing the world-soul
and the relation between matter and the vivifying action of a universal
spirit fail. 11

Nicholas of Cusa outlines a cosmology which no longer recognizes onto-
logically separated levels in the universe. In the Cusan cosmos, everything
is the centre and the circumference is nowhere —a distinction which Bruno
considers a mere play on words. In this way, the earth loses the subordinate
status which it had until now, in that it is thought to be no less central than
any other star; it is subject to influences but is a probable source of influ-
ences itself. Cusa retains the traditional ontological inferiority of the heav-
ens with respect to a divinity who holds them at an infinite distance from
himself, and this is confirmed, in an apparent paradox, by the redemption
of the earth. The fact that everything in the world is undergoing constant
change implies that no absolutely precise relations exist and that we cannot
have exact or real measures for any phenomenon, including motion.

This is the context for Cusa’s Christology. If the distance between God
and the universe is infinite, this can never be bridged by a mere man, even
if he is exceptionally gifted; only the one perfect man, Christ, can achieve
such a mediation through the Word, which leads creatures back to its
source.

In Cause, Bruno drew the conclusion from his study of Cusa that nothing
now prevents him from looking for the coincidence between the world-soul
and the matter which belongs to an infinite universe as the coincidence of
infinite active potency and infinite passive potency. Bruno conceives the
hierarchy of being as having only ideal value, in contrast to Ficino’s onto-
logical conception of it, and he construes the world-soul and matter as the
absolute opposites of this hierarchy. Starting from these assumptions, he
tries to show how act and potency, absolute possibility and infinite actual-
ity coincide. Thus it is only by starting with such a coincidence that he can
apply the concept of ‘contraction’ to the relationship which is formed

11 N. Cusani De Docta ignorantia, 11, ch. v, 1X, dedicated respectively to the possibility or matter of
the universe, and the soul or form of the universe.
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between the unity of the universe and the multiplicity in which this is
structured.

Certainly, at the beginning of Cause, he warns that his discussion is
meant to stay within the limits of pure natural reason, that it aspires to be
only a philosophical discussion, leaving to theologians the more exalted
task of defining the Prime Mover. But the route he follows is inevitably
destined to hold some surprises in relation to such a cautious preliminary
declaration. The coincidence between infinite active potency and infinite
passive potency, which Nicholas of Cusa had recorded in De possest as a
peculiarity exclusive to God, is transferred in Cause to the relation of
absolute opposites in the cosmos, and knowledge of this coincidence gives
us a proper understanding of the unity of substance.

IV

From this perspective, the logic which guides Bruno in Cause is clear.
He conceives the intellect as a superior faculty of the world-soul that pro-
duces forms. This represents a significant lowering of the status of
the intellect, albeit to the highest kind of faculty which can exist. The
world-soul possesses intellect and does not therefore need a superior
principle from which to draw forms. It should be added that it operates
as an art which is intrinsic to matter, in contrast to human art which
inevitably acts on the surface of matter already formed. The world-soul,
therefore, shapes matter from inside because it possesses the actual
models which allow it, as an authentic efficient cause, to be also a formal
cause. Since it animates an infinite universe, and there is no part of the
universe that is not animated or that does not possess at least a spiritual
principle always capable of being actualized by it to some degree or
other, differences in nature between the forms it gives are inevitably to
be found.

The world-soul is therefore the authentic form of forms; it contains
them all in act within matter and can therefore be considered either a cause
or a principle, depending on whether we think of the forms as its posses-
sion or as superficial configurations that matter assumes now and again
according to its dispositions. What is at issue here are the constantly chang-
ing forms of matter which the Aristotelians can only arbitrarily call forms
in a strict sense. That is one of the constant features of the anti-Aristotelian
polemic in Cause, because it becomes essential for Bruno to maintain that
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these are only appearances, which are constantly changing, compared with
substance, which cannot be annihilated and is the active principle and
producer of real, rather than transient, forms. This polemic against the
supposed substantial forms of tradition is therefore already a vindication
of the authentic active potency of an infinite universe, and opens the way
to Bruno’s special treatment of matter considered as potency. Then the
confrontation with Nicholas of Cusa’s theses becomes direct, although his
name is never mentioned in this particular context.

Certainly, for Bruno, as for Cusa, it is only in God that infinite actual-
ization of infinite possibility can be achieved. In the universe, on the other
hand, things are constantly changing, and matter is inescapably subject to
these changing forms. Despite this, the universe can be said to be com-
pletely infinite, to be all that it can be, provided one considers it as extended
through all of time rather than at a single instant or from the point of view
of eternity. However, the difference between God and the universe repre-
sents only the starting point of Bruno’s discussion.

The power to be, if considered as passive potency, moves towards its
infinite actualization only in God; in Him alone, act and potency, power to
create and power to be created, are superimposed speculatively without
reference to time and place. If, however, one considers matter absolutely as
passive potency, if one abstracts it from the relationship which it has, at
different times, with both corporeal and incorporeal substances, one
notices a significant factor. There is no difference between the passive
potency of these substances except for the fact that corporeal matter is con-
tracted into dimensions, qualities, quantities, shapes, etc.; these accidental
determinations (dimensions, shapes, etc.) are what the Peripatetic tradi-
tion, struggling to understand them, confused with genuine substantial
forms. Dimensions, qualities, etc. do not, however, modify pure passive
potency as such, and it is possible to conclude, therefore, that the matter
which is conceived in these terms can be considered common to both the
spiritual and the corporeal.

Bruno clinches his argument by referring to the Neo-Platonic doctrine
that intelligible entities were composed of a very particular kind of intelli-
gible matter. Such intelligible entities, which are forms of acting, must have
something in common, although it cannot be anything that generates a dis-
tinction between them or involves any passage from potency to act. In the
sensible world, where becoming involves such a passage, is not matter best
understood as potency, which includes in its complexity all the dimensions

Xvil



Introduction

and qualities, and does this not mean that this matter, rather than not
possessing any form, in reality possesses them all? Could it be that matter,
which appears not to produce distinctions, seems thus to be formless only
because it is the origin of more deep-seated but less apparent distinctions
— distinctions which it can be seen to possess only in a higher unity?
Furthermore, this allows Bruno to claim that the two matters, the intelli-
gible and the sensible, seen from the perspective of potency, can be reduced
to a single genus, since the former is differentiated from act only by a dis-
tinction of reason and the latter can be considered act in comparison with
the ephemeral and transient forms which appear and disappear on its sur-
face. It would be impossible, then, to distinguish matter understood as
potency from the world-soul.

Thus in this way Bruno assimilates his treatment of matter to the tradi-
tion of Aristotelianism and Neo-Platonism, which took matter to be a sub-
strate, that which remains constant beneath the transformations which
take place between the elements. In his eyes, the permanency of matter
comes to mean that it, too, as the world-soul, is a principle which is neither
passing nor transient, a principle which cannot be annihilated and which
is identified with the substance of beings themselves. Bruno reminds us
that the Aristotelians, as soon as they realized that they could not accept
the Platonic solution which placed ideas outside the field of matter, admit-
ted that matter could generate forms. Bruno called these ideas ‘ideal
moulds’, and was more able to accept them than the Peripatetics were. It
must be added that these same Aristotelians, when they state that matter
passes from potency to act, speak only of the composite when specifying
what has really changed. On the basis of all these elements, it seems legit-
imate to think that, if it is recognized as a constant and everlasting princi-
ple, prime matter cannot be classified as that prope nihil (almost nothing) of
uncertain reality which figured in the views of a number of previous
thinkers who tried to devise definitions of substantial form. These defini-
tions, contrary to their intentions, all turn out to be reducible to pure log-
ical abstractions. On the contrary, the fact that this matter presents no form
would be equivalent once more, for the reasons already mentioned above,
to its possessing all of them.

If, however, a spiritual principle and a material principle are recognized
as the very substance of our world, it seems evident that it is their coin-
cidence that constitutes its permanent substance. An analogous identi-
fication could then apply to the superior world of exclusively spiritual
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substance, which Bruno stated he would not discuss because he wished to
confine his treatment to the limits of pure natural reason. This is the
most ambiguous statement of the whole work, and understanding this
ambiguity correctly is the key to understanding Bruno’s philosophy. Bruno
takes for granted here the separation which the whole dialogue tries to call
into question, and at the most decisive point of the work, he refers to the
notion of an intelligible matter of the superior world only to understand
it in terms of corporeal substances seen from the perspective of potency.
The ambiguity of such a statement allows him to leave an important fact in
the background, that the relationship which he was establishing between
infinite active potency and infinite passive potency created a relationship
of reciprocal necessity between God and the world.!2 Thus Nicholas of
Cusa’s demonstration, in De possest, of the impossibility of separating, if
only in God, the infinite potency of creating and the infinite potency of
being created was decisive in forming Bruno’s position. Bruno, however,
came to the conclusion that these are present and inseparable in an infinite
universe and that this involves not only their coincidence but, crucially, a
relationship of reciprocal necessity between the unity to which they refer
and the universe.

The solution rejected by Nicholas of Cusa and adopted by Bruno was,
therefore, to return to the world-soul of the Platonists, and to a conception
of matter as absolute possibility and as co-eternal with God, in order to
explain the connection between all things in the cosmos. In fact, Bruno
began from this conception of matter as absolute potency and from a
world-soul which by now was the form of forms, and no longer required
an ontologically superior principle to prepare exemplary models to inspire
with its action. He thus discovered divine unity in their coincidence, a
unity which preceded the distinction between the corporeal and the spiri-
tual. This enabled him to set out the basic principles of his cosmology,
which was different from Nicholas of Cusa’s, but still based on the infinite
distance, in terms of nature and dignity, between God and the universe. It
thus became possible to imagine a mediation between the human and the
divine which, moving through nature, would render unnecessary the solu-
tion adopted by Nicholas of Cusa and would in fact do away with all forms
of Christology.

12 He will begin to develop this point in De /’infinito, universo ¢ mondi, concealing it slightly beneath
the discussion of the relationship between God’s potentia absoluta and potentia ordinata. Dialoghi,
385-7.
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v

Bruno’s originality lay in his rejection of that world of pure, ideal and bod-
iless essences. Arguing with the Platonists in the great conclusion of De
immenso, Bruno states that there does not exist a justice separate from that
which is good and, most importantly, that there is no divinity which can be
distinguished from its manifestations.!3 Any attempt to make these dis-
tinctions is an unjustified hypostatization arising from processes of abstrac-
tion originating in our intellect. These are his final conclusions on the sub-
ject, which, when combined with the necessary nature of God’s link to the
world, constitute important keys to understanding Cause. If the universe
is not contingent in its nature, it is possible to speak of a divinity which
coincides with the world itself; this divinity would be a substance which
from time to time manifests itself in infinite and different composites, in its
‘modes’, as Bruno calls them, which are themselves transient. Certainly,
the unity to which multiplicity points as its foundation and its source
remains in some sense absolute and not contracted, but the very fact that
each part of the infinite is limited points to something which is the real con-
dition of its existence. This means that one must conceive this unity as an
internal unity of the cosmos rather than as something which is above or
beyond it. The principle of the universe, if it is unique, is therefore its own
cause, and this means that we cannot speak of two separate worlds. Thus,
Bruno can state that God needs the world no less than the world needs
Him,!* since if the material infinity of the corporeal were lacking, the spir-
itual infinity of the divine would also be absent. By linking the world nec-
essarily with the divinity and vice versa, the divinity is established as that
which is all in all and in everything. It cannot be ‘elsewhere’, since its coin-
cidence of spirituality with infinite matter means that ‘elsewhere’ does not
exist.

Thus we arrive at the problem of understanding the unity of the All as
an understanding of its laws in so far as they are laws of nature. Bruno is
not mistaken here in claiming that the new departure he has initiated is rad-
ical. On the one hand, he believes he can demonstrate that both Aristotelian
philosophy and the Christian religion, and not only the latter’s most recent
developments under the Reformation, have been linked to an erroneous
cosmology. We need only consider the contemporary discussions on the
ubiquity of the glorious body of Christ and the polemics concerning the
13 0p. lat., 1,11, 310. ™ A Mercati, Il Sommario del processo di G. Bruno (Vatican City, 1942) 79.
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nature of his presence in the Eucharist, both of which originated, accord-
ing to Bruno, within the framework of this old erroneous cosmology. It is,
therefore, understandable that this new philosophy should eventually
reveal the full extent of its consequences and call for a healing of the divi-
sion between nature and divinity decreed by Christianity; that it should
search for laws, most notably in Lo Spaccio de la bestia trionfonte (The
Expulsion of the Triumphant Beast), to constitute a new ethic, capable of
guaranteeing peaceful civilian co-existence in the rediscovered harmony
between human needs and the divine will. This same development of civ-
ilization can thus be reconceived according to those natural foundations
which constitute its indispensable precondition. However, it is only by sep-
arating himself from these foundations, through a combined intellectual
and physical effort, that man has been able to distance himself from the ani-
mal condition (symbolized in the myth of a terrestrial paradise) and bring
himself gradually closer to God through science and the arts. Itis not with-
out significance that the fundamental error of Christianity, long before the
Reformation, was the desire to begin with a divinity conceived in its
absoluteness, arising from the illusion that in this way one could enter into
contact with it and enjoy its favour, without respecting the intervening nat-
ural and cognitive levels. This general framework implies that Christ prac-
tised a deception when he promised men a transformation through which
they could become sons of God, while in reality he was making them risk
falling back into a purely animal condition by making the consumption of
earthly food part of the sacrament of the Eucharist.

From this point of view, Eroici Furori (The Heroic Frenzies) acquires a
particular importance, and also a religious one, in relation to the meta-
physical theses of Cause. The contemplation of divinity which is realized
in this work through the medium of nature is certainly destined by defini-
tion never to attain its final goal, the actual possession of the infinite.
However, it is justified in that the ‘enthusiast’ encounters no upper limit to
his contemplative ascent. Thus, The Heroic Frenzies concludes with one
final philosophico-religious illumination: a vision of the kingdom of God
and paradise, in which the human is transformed into the divine, in a
metamorphosis to which not everyone can have access.!?

The ‘heroic enthusiast’ comes to realize that he can translate everything
into the species of his intellect, in a seemingly endless process of actualiza-
tion. This is due to the bond of love which elevates him ever higher in this

15 “The sursum corda,’ recalls Bruno polemically, ‘is not in harmony with everyone.” Dialoghi, 1116.
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process, eventually causing him to realize the infinite (and thus apparently
illimitable) potentiality of his intellect. The process thus becomes an ago-
nizing experience for the enthusiast because the more he retreats into him-
self, the more he is constrained by the magical force of love to come out of
himself, to transform himself and live in the other, in a never-ending suc-
cession. In this way, the two opposites, act and potency, reveal not only their
own coincidence but also the coincidence between intellect and love.
Therefore, knowledge and love coincide with their object in the infinite;
the intellect is transformed into the intelligible, the lover into the object of
love. Knowledge and love are thus revealed as the two cosmic forces which
are apparently separate in nature but which spring from the same potency
and source.

VI

Given Bruno’s earlier interest in magic and astrology, it is not surprising
that the development of his new cosmology should introduce elements of
uncertainty into his beliefs on these topics. In the notes left to us (which
have been given the title De magia mathematica), he reconfirms, in a dis-
agreement with Agrippa, his rejection of the traditional cosmic role attrib-
uted to the world-soul and to its ideas, and he rejects the physical action of
stellar rays.!® Whereas in De immenso he did not deny a symbolic value to
the celestial bodies furthest away,!7 in De rerum principits (The Principles of
Things) he seems to reject even this value, at least for particular cases. In the
same work he is critical of the astrological theory of aspects and of astro-
logical books in general. He laments the confusion which has arisen due to
the fallacious identification of planets with celestial bodies. He claims that
the corruption which the magic arts have undergone with the passage of time
has been due to the spread of error but also to a desire to keep the secrets of
the arts out of the hands of the ignorant. Thus, he seems to be in favour of
a reconstruction of planetary astrology which would have to take account
of his new cosmology but which here appears to be only roughly mapped out.
Within this tentative framework, which includes some elements of his new
cosmology, he is still able to retain the astrological value of the traditional
celestial images, apparently feeling that the observation of them continues
to be useful and that they represent the survival of an ancient language.!8

16 Op. lat., 11, 503. 17 ‘Multum valent signare, nihil causare remota.’ Op. lat., 1, 11, 265.
18 [bid., 111, 543—4.
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All this throws light on some passages of De magia. Here Bruno, on the one
hand, laments the extinction of that original and non-conventional hiero-
glyphic language in which signs designated things and apparently guaran-
teed communication with the divine; on the other hand, he preserves on
the magical level the operational value of those characters, seals and figures
which, according to tradition, propitiated demonic influence — it seemed
possible not only to use them but also in some sense to remould them
according to the dictates of a higher reason. More than once in his work
Bruno tries to recreate something which elsewhere he claims has been
irredeemably lost.

Bruno no longer accepts a separation between the natural, mathematical
and divine worlds; therefore he can maintain a distinction between natural,
mathematical and divine magic (or theurgy) only if he can posit the sur-
vival of a distinct object for each of these, without denying the possibility
of a passage from one sphere to another. The stars have themselves become
gods, in effect, and are inhabited by demons, while the divinity seems to
occupy the infinite spaces which extend between worlds.

All this facilitates a process of interaction between natural and celestial
magic, the most visible consequence of which seems to be the problematic
nature of the distinction between the world-soul and the existence of a
universal spirit. In other respects, the access to the divine world through
the celestial seems to be linked to Bruno’s natural philosophy and to the
particular developments which his demonology had undergone.

Universal animism was what suggested to Bruno the schema according
to which the whole of nature should operate and on the basis of which every
type of magical operation should be modelled. Such a schema always pro-
vided for the action of an efficient universal principle, equipped with mod-
els of its action, on a passive principle. This holds true both in the action
of elementary qualities, rendered perceptible to man and as a result of
which one can legitimately speak of natural magic, and in the area of occult
qualities (‘occult’ in the sense that they elude direct observation but are
confirmed by the production of recurring causal links and of special effects
which seem impossible to attribute to the action of elementary qualities).
One has recourse in this case to the action of a universal spirit which was not
necessarily located in the heavens of traditional magic. It is rather its par-
ticular corporeity which allows it to be extremely active and to produce all
things, and Bruno clarifies the nature of its action by referring to the corpora
caeca (blind bodies) which figure in Lucretius’ De rerum natura.
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The action of the magus at every level, therefore, consists in the prepa-
ration and modification of matter so as to render it susceptible to the
desired influence. The world-soul has thus to be drawn into a portion of
matter suitably prepared, so as to produce a particular effect. Precisely for
this reason, the world-soul, which is present in all its entirety in everything,
causes matter to be successively formed in an infinite variety of ways, and
it does so according to specific principles of universal action. This prop-
erty, of being totally present in everything, belongs also to several accidents
of matter, like voice and sound, whose magic effect appears certain and
whose action is ultimately attributable to the action of the soul. This allows
one to explain several phenomena that were traditionally considered to be
proofs of the existence of occult qualities, such as the attraction of iron by
magnets, etc. Considering these phenomena, Bruno refers to a motion
peculiar to matter which he terms ‘spherical’ and which consists in a body’s
acquisition or loss (influxus and effluxus) of minute particles of matter.!”

Bruno uses the theory of a universal spirit not just to explain all recorded
phenomena but also to delineate the specific features of his demonology.
To him this spirit is the reason for the presence everywhere of living beings
acting on us through means which elude the capacity of our senses. These
can be subdivided into a number of species no less numerous than the num-
ber of living species on earth and differentiated from man by their superior
or inferior faculties, as well as by their varying dispositions, favourable or
not, towards us.

Since they act in a way which is imperceptible to our senses, it becomes
essential to specify the point at which they gain purchase on our faculties,
so that their influence can be avoided or repulsed. Bruno scornfully chal-
lenges the very successful De occultis naturae miraculis (The Hidden Miracles
of Nature) of Levinus Lemnius,20 and rejects a purely medical explanation
of phenomena traditionally considered to be of demonic origin. His own
explanation of such phenomena refers to both the inferior melancholic
humour of the man who, because he is devoid of spirit, is especially vul-
nerable to demonic possession, and to the actual intervention of demons.
These, possessing a body, affections and passions no less than man, are in
search of whatever can constitute a source of nourishment or pleasure and,
therefore, of a matter capable of attracting their action. What makes all of
this possible is, on the one hand, the presence within us of a spirit which
has a varying degree of purity, and, on the other, the fact that this spirit

19 Ibid., 11, 418-19. 20 [bhid., 111, 45.

XX1V



Introduction

(whose link with our imagination can be taken for granted) is indistin-
guishable from the passive aspect of our consciousness. It is this faculty
which may or may not allow the establishment of the demonic vinculum,
depending on how much resistance the cognitive faculties are able to offer.
According to the infinite diversity of physical constitutions and to the qual-
ity of the spirit which we can artificially (and sometimes wrongfully) mod-
ify, for example through certain foods or particular ointments, it is possi-
ble for a spirit to take control of us, attracted by our own melancholic
humour, just as the world-soul can be attracted by a matter which is dis-
posed to receive a certain influence. The demon thus becomes the cause of
our deception, making appear as real what are simply ghosts of our imagi-
nation and even giving us the illusion of entering into contact with divini-
ties who are also imaginary. On this basis, in On Magic and Theses on Magic,
Bruno posits two types of humanity, one superior and one inferior to the
general level of mankind, who are distinguished by their ability (or lack
thereof) to monitor and direct the processes of our consciousness and in
particular its inevitably passive aspect. This, of course, is one of the con-
stant themes of his philosophy and in particular of his polemic against the
Reformation. In addition, it illustrates his belief that real processes and
cognitive processes have a common foundation which has a magical aspect.
Since the publication of Sigillus sigillorum (The Figure of Figures), he had
been proclaiming, in overtly religious terminology, the essential value of a
regulata fides (regulated faith), that is, the importance of exercising con-
scious control over our receptive faculties. In this way, he argues against
those ‘qui aguntur potius quam agant’ (who are acted on rather than act).?!
Bruno distinguishes between two types of contraction achievable by man.
Contraction is a phenomenon through which the soul, by concentrating on
itself, can realize particular powers; but this can have an opposite effect if it
is directed towards a higher contemplative level or if it is carried out so as to
render us no longer masters but servants of our imagination, and thus exposed
to demonic influence. Here Bruno echoes Ficino in his exemplification of var-
ious types of contraction; but instead of calling them ‘vacationes animi’, as
Ficino had done, he gives them a name which allows him to incorporate this
phenomenon into the metaphysical structure governing our consciousness.2
2L Op. lat., 11,111, 193.
22 M. Ficino, Theologia Platonica, X111, 2, in Opera, (Basel, 1576) 1, 292—5. Cf. Op. lat., 11, 11, 180-93;
the distinction between two opposite types of contractio is connected to the distinction between two

types of melancholy. Cf. on this point R. Klibansky, E. Panofsky, E. Saxl, Saturn and Melancholy
(London: Nelson, 1964).
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The point of distinction between the two forms of contraction is therefore
represented by the intermediate cognitive faculties which turn the data of
sensibility into figments of our imagination. This distinction, and the sep-
aration into two distinct levels of humanity, find their exemplary expres-
sion in the Cabala del cavallo pegaseo (The Cabala of Pegasus) and in The
Heroic Frenzies. The Cabala outlines the characteristics of the man who,
faced with the difficulty of searching for the divine, freely renounces his
superior faculties, those which make us really human, and contracts his
cognitive powers into the single one of hearing, to passive reception alone.
Thus stripped of all power of judgment and reduced to the animal condi-
tion of an ass, he can no longer tell if his rider is a god or a demon — an allu-
sion to a famous line from Luther’s De servo arbitrio, aimed at denying the
very possibility of our freedom. This is the reason why, in The Heroic
Frenzies, he praises the ‘divine seal’ of the ‘good contraction’.2? We have
seen that, in this work,* the metaphysics of Cause are translated in terms
of the highest experience which man can have, of contemplation of the
divine by means of an adequate image of it. Bruno claims, however, that
this can be attained only by someone whose mind is constrained by two
bonds (vincula): love, and the highest intelligible species which divinity
could present to his eyes (i.e. beauty and the goodness of nature). In rela-
tion to the action of these two vincula, the ‘divine seal’ of the ‘good con-
traction’ acquires an essential importance: divinity, in fact, yields and com-
municates itself to us only at a level proportionate to our receptivity of it.
Therefore, it is always our responsibility to intervene in the passive
moment of our consciousness so as to raise ourselves above that moment,
actualizing the infinite potency which is within us.

"This leads Bruno back to the distinction between two types of human-
ity, those who fall victim to demonic deception and those who, rising above
the level of the multitude, overturn the scale of values in which humanity
believes and set out to attain the level of a heroic humanity. A fascination
with the Epicurean ethic which was already present in The Heroic
Frenzies?> appears here, in the works on magic, although this is a sophisti-
cated Epicureanism that emphasizes the superiority of the learned man
over every event. This man attains a different kind of mind — in fact, a
different kind of spirit — and goes to meet a different destiny, while for the
others, those who descend below the level of the mass of humanity, the

B Dialoghi, 877—9.  2* Dialoghi,797. But cf. ibid. 1091—2.
25 Op. lat., 111, 657. Cf. Dialoghi, 1052—54.
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servitude of their own imagination can become a real hell on earth and can
be indefinitely prolonged through reincarnation.26 With De vinculis in
genere (A General Account of Bonding), however, we seem to encounter a
different picture of the fundamental problems discussed so far. The magus
is acquainted with the dynamics not only of magic but also of demonic
action, and knows how demons can take possession of us through
unguarded avenues, and this opens up to him a new field of action, per-
mitting him to link other men to himself and, in fact, to establish a whole
series of magical bonds between himself and others. The moral problem
raised by magic in general seems to take on a new aspect here. At the begin-
ning of On Magic, Bruno examines the stereotypical moral objections
which are advanced against magic in general, and against ‘mathematical’
magic in particular. His reply is equally traditional: magic understood as
pure knowledge, as scientia, is always positive but it can be used well or
badly, for good or evil, depending on who sets it to work. All this could be
equally applied to Bonding; however, there seems to be a new element here
which may raise a question, if not about the nature of Bruno’s philosophy,
then certainly about several of its characteristic features. This is a philoso-
phy aimed at liberating man from the fear of death and of the gods, point-
ing the way to an escape from the snares which demons use to catch us. And
yet here we find talk of the establishment of occult snares designed to put
one man in the power of another, making the latter a kind of demon with
the power to take possession of the other’s spirit. It should be added that
none of the effects attainable by man seems to be excluded from the scope
of an action which, far from limiting itself to mere rhetoric, is meant to
infiltrate every sphere of civil life. Certainly, Bruno’s terminology contin-
ues to be traditionally magical; even Campanella was later to write a
Bonding of his own in De sensu rerum (On Sensation in Things). It should be
added that Bruno was an heir, albeit in his own original way, to one of the
most important (and most fruitful) aspects of Italian speculation in the
1500s, namely the unprejudiced and often brutal observation of reality that
is to be found in writings from Machiavelli to Cardano. There is still a
tension here between Bruno’s radically aristocratic vision and the fact that
his work deals with what he believes are laws of nature, which provide no
barriers in principle to universal ascent.

Bruno claims that the vincu/um in itself is neither good nor evil, but the

26 Cf. on this topic R. Klein, L'enfer de Ficin, La forme et I'intelligible. Ecrits sur la Renaissance et l'art
moderne (Paris: Gallimard, 1970), 89—124.
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fact remains that it presupposes a will to act on the part of the agent and a
predisposition in the consciousness of the other person to be acted on in an
occult and imperceptible way. All the bonds, he tells us, can be reduced to
the bond of love, and this gives rise to a series of extremely acute observa-
tions which primarily affect the idea of beauty as conceived by the
Platonists. They are observations which appear also to reveal a sort of intol-
erance towards a philosophical tradition which divided nature into diverse
faculties, in particular the tradition which divided human nature into intel-
lect and will. The vinculum, he says, is not found in the visible species, but
what renders it active and often detrimental to us is something of which we
are not aware, although it is sentient and active within us. It is precisely the
difficulty of defining a single essence of love, of beauty and of pleasure
which indicates to us that there are many different ways in which we can
link with (vincere) the soul of the other. In order to put this binding process
into action, we require a knowledge of the infinite variety of subjective and
objective factors (beginning with the diversity of physical constitutions) in
relation to which the vincu/um must be prepared in advance in order to be
effective. These elements, however, given that they exist in infinitely var-
ied individual configurations, cannot be reliably specified in any given case.
In this, they recall some of the central theses of Brunian metaphysics.

When Bruno outlines in De immenso the contemplation worthy of the
perfect human being,?” he takes inspiration from the image which he has
of the divinity. The divinity is a matter which creates all and becomes all;
thus, the perfect human being is one who, by elevating himself to the infi-
nite in contemplation of the divine, actualizing in the infinite his cognitive
potency, is capable of assimilating everything because he knows how to
transform himself into it. The excellence of this magnum miraculum which
is man is not taken for granted at the outset but rather constitutes a point
of arrival and a final achievement. It coincides with the process of human
deification, made possible by man’s capacity to become, in some sense,
omniformis, like divinity. It is therefore significant that, in Bonding, the
metaphysical conclusions of Cause are taken up — the identity of facere and
fieri, of the potency of creating and being created.

This metaphysical view not only implies that there exists no spiritual
world which is separated from its corporeal support, but also implies that
reality is unique, and this has important consequences for the psychologi-
cal possibility of magical action.28 This general scheme provides for two

27 0p. lat.,1,1,205-6. 28 Op. lat., 111, 695-6. Cf. Dialoghi, 262 and 315.

XXViii



Introduction

constituent moments, one active and one passive, where the latter has to be
modified in order to make the former operational. Now, the mid-point
between these two moments is, in fact, the vinculum, that which links to an
ever-changing degree the operator (the vinciens) to the vinciendum. The
original unity of the All, therefore, establishes the conditions for the suc-
cess of magical action, because it allows us to understand how a magus can
restore an existing apparent multiplicity to its underlying unity. Human
beings, too, are presented as matter over whose surface pass infinite
forms, and clearly each one of them is a vinculum, one of the many which
we all, in fact, encounter. If we can give the right form to things we
encounter, we can begin to operate on them according to the same magical
scheme which we have found to be in operation on every other level of
nature. This process can be guided artificially but does not go beyond the
framework of nature, since it does no more than encapsulate in a unique
form what are the guiding laws of nature itself. Once again, this is the myth
of metamorphosis, that metamorphosis of all things which made possible
on the operational level the recognition of the unity which underlies all
things and their development. The action which one exercises on oneself
(thus making oneself somehow one’s own object) is aimed at transforming
oneself into a subject of an ever higher form. Magical action is another
instance of the coincidence between act and potency which the supreme
contemplator has translated into the ability to become omniformis and
which here, because of the potency of the vincula and, in particular, the
most powerful of them all (love), is the ability to transform the other by
actualizing the potency which is within him. One’s action will thus have
various levels according to one’s capacity to give form to that potency by
which one is linked to the vinculum. Finally, at the highest level, the vincu-
lum reveals its deepest nature, transforming potency into act, act into
potency, whence it follows that the operator is transformed in his turn into
an object, and the vinciendum into vinciens.
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1572

1576

1579

1581

1583

1584

Chronology

Born at Nola, near Naples

Ordained priest in the Order of Preachers (Dominicans).
Began studies in theology

Fled to Rome following proceedings brought against him for
serious dissent about dogmatic theology

Following several stays in northern Italian cities, went to
Geneva where he became a Calvinist. However, he was charged
with defamation and threatened with excommunication. He
admitted his guilt and was pardoned

Having taught at Toulouse, went to Paris. Interested the
French court in his theory of memory and maintained con-
tact with the court for five years, due to close links with the
politiqgues who supported the King of Navarre. De Umbris
Tdearum (The Shadows of Ideas) (1582), which was dedicated
to Henry w1, Cantus Circaeus (The Circean Melody) and the
Italian play, Candelaio (The Candle Maker), were published
during this period

In England as guest of the French Ambassador to Elizabeth
1, Michel de Castelnau, perhaps entrusted with a political
mission. Proposed Copernicanism in public lectures in
Oxford, and introduced the philosophical and scientific
themes of subsequent works in Italian. Rejected by the acad-
emic circles at Oxford, he returned to L.ondon where Sigillus
Sigillorum (The Figure of Figures) was published

In London, at the house of Fulke Greville, expounded the
Copernican theory in a debate which is echoed in the first of
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1584-5

1585

1586

1587
1588

1590

1501

his Italian dialogues, La Cena de le Ceneri (The Ash Wednesday
Supper). The debate provoked opposition, but did not dam-
age his relations with Philip Sidney and the circle of Robert
Dudley, Earl of Leicester. Bruno later defends himself in the
first dialogue of De la Causa, principio e uno | Cause, Principle
and Unity)

Published, in London, the Italian dialogues: La Cena de le
Cenert; De la causa, principio e uno;, De 'infinito, universo e
mondi (The Infinite, the Universe, and Worlds); Lo Spaccio de la
bestia trionfante (The Expulsion of the Triumphant Beast),
Cabala del Cavallo Pegaseo (The Cabala of Pegasus); Eroici
Sfurori (The Heroic Frenzies) — all published by J. Charlewood
with an incorrect place of publication. Expulsion and The
Heroic Frenzies were dedicated to Sir Philip Sidney
Returned to Paris, where he found a changed atmosphere
which was unfavourable to him. Disputed the one hundred
and twenty Articuli de natura et mundo adversus peripateticos
(Articles about nature and the world against the Peripatetics) at
the College of Cambrai; these articles were rewritten and
published at Wittenberg under the title Camoeracensis
Acrotismus (1588)

At Wittenberg, where he gave lectures on the Organon
Published a series of Lullian works

Went to Prague, then to Helmstedt, where he remained until
April 1590, despite disputes with the Lutherans and a new
excommunication. De Rerum Principiis (On the Principles of
Things) was sketched or finished during this period, and the
works on magic, De Magia, Theses de magia, De magia math-
ematica (On Magic; Theses on Magic; Mathematical Magic),
were completed, together with De Vinculis in genere (A
General Account of Bonding)

Went to Frankfurt to await publication of the three great
Latin poems, De Minimo; De Monade; De Immenso (On the
Minimal; On Monads; On the Boundless) (Wechel, 1591)
During a second stay at Frankfurt, received an invitation from
the Venetian patrician, Giovanni Mocenigo, to go to Venice
to teach him the secrets of his art of memory. In Venice dur-
ing August, perhaps hoping to get the chair of mathematics
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left vacant since 1588 (to which Galileo was subsequently
appointed). A climate of hope for toleration prevailed in
Europe, and perhaps the teaching of Francesco Patrizi at
La Sapienza, Rome, deluded him about the possibility of
enjoying a reprieve in Italy

Imprisoned following three denunciations by Mocenigo
to the Holy Office. The Venetian phase of his trial, which
is well documented, was thus initiated; Bruno defended him-
self, claiming that his teaching was purely philosophical,
that he was penitent and was prepared to renounce his
errors

Confined in the Roman jail of the Holy Office; the Roman
Inquisition had obtained, with some difficulty, a transfer of
the trial from the Venetian Senate

Following a new denunciation and new depositions, Bruno’s
position became acute. He re-affirmed the line of defence
adopted in Venice and presented a lengthy submission of
eighty pages (since lost) which was a turning-point in the trial
towards an unfavourable outcome

A commission of theologians examined his published works
which had not previously been used, to censure heretical
propositions which they allegedly included and to report
them to the trial. Included were propositions concerning the
first principles of reality, the necessary connection between
an infinite cause and an infinite effect, the conception of the
individual soul and its relationship with the world-soul, the
motion and soul of the earth, the identification of angels with
the stars and of the Holy Spirit with the world-soul, and
belief in pre-adamites

Summary of the trial ready

After along interruption, trial re-activated; on the suggestion
of Cardinal Bellarmine, eight heretical propositions were
submitted to him for his unconditional repudiation. In a
series of petitions and depositions, he claimed that he was
agreeable to the renunciation; however, he also became entan-
gled in the merits of the incriminating propositions by mak-
ing various distinctions. Thus, his position deteriorated until
the tribunal required him to acknowledge his errors. On
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21 December, he said he would not agree to retract and that
he did not know what should be retracted

On 20 January, Clement viI ordered that he be condemned
as an ‘impenitent, stubborn and obstinate’ heretic. The
sentence was read to him on 8 February; it listed among
his errors the denial of transubstantiation, the thesis of the
transmigration of souls, the infinity of the world, the eternity
of the universe, the allegation that Moses and Christ were
magicians and impostors, and belief in pre-adamites. On
17 February, he was burned alive in Rome at the Campo de’
Fiori
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Note on the texts

Cause, Principle and Unity (De la causa, principio ¢ uno) was first published
in 1584 in London, during Bruno’s sojourn there (1583—5). Few copies of
the original printing survived and no other editions of the work are listed
until the nineteenth century, when two important editions of Bruno’s
works were published by Adolfo Wagner, Lipsia, in 1830, and by Paolo
Lagarde, Gottinga, in 1888. Thereafter, the book was frequently reprinted,
either in whole or in part, both in Italian and in various translations, most
notably as part of the critical edition of Bruno’s works edited by G.
Aquilecchia, Dialoghi italiani (Rome and Florence: Sansoni, 1958). The
present translation is based on the text published in Opere di Giordano
Bruno e Tommaso Campanella, edited by A. Guzzo and R. Amerio (Milan
and Naples: Ricciard, 1956).

The translations of the De magia and of the De vinculis in genere are based
on the texts published in_fordani Bruni Nolani opera latine conscripta pub-
licis sumptibus edita, edited by F. Tocco and E. Vitelli (Naples and Florence:
Morano, 1879—91), Vol. 11, pp. 395—454 and 653—700 respectively (a
shorter, earlier version of the De vinculis is found on pp. 637—52.) The
Tocco-Vitelli edition was based on the text of the Noroff codex in Moscow,
which was transcribed by Bruno’s disciple Girolamo Besler, or Bisler,
of Nuremberg between 1589 and 1591. Albano Biondi’s Latin—Italian
edition, De magia, De vinculis in genere (Pordenone: Edizioni Biblioteca
delPImmagine, 1986) was very helpful, and was consulted throughout the
preparation of these first English translations.
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Prefatory Epistle

Addressed to the most illustrious
Monsieur Michel de Castelnau
Seigneur of Mauvissiere, Concressault, and Joinville,
Chevalier of the Order of the most Christian King,
Counsellor of his Privy Council,
Captain of fifty men at arms
and Ambassador to the most serene Queen of England.

Most illustrious and honoured Chevalier, if I consider with an appreciative
eye the forbearance, perseverance and solicitude with which, adding favour
on favour, benefit on benefit, you have bound, obliged, and tied me to you,
and with which you are wont to prevail over every hardship, elude all sort
of peril, and successfully conclude all your most worthy designs, I cannot
but note how very appropriate is that noble device which adorns your ter-
rible crest. On it a liquid humour sweetly strikes, with its constant and con-
tinual drip, and, by force of perseverance, softens, hollows, breaks, smooths
and conquers a firm, solid, rugged and harsh rock.!

If, moreover (passing over all your other noble accomplishments), I recall
how much you are for me, by divine commandment, by high providence
and predestination, a firm and able defender against the unjust injuries that
I'suffer (and that wanted from me a truly heroic spirit in order not to throw
up my hands, surrender to despair and succumb before the swift flood
of criminal falsehood with which I have been furiously attacked, by the
envy of the ignorant, the presumption of sophists, the deprecation of the
malicious, the badmouthing of varlets, the insinuations of mercenaries,

I The device is the adage ‘Gutta cavat lapidem’.
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gainsaying of servants, suspicion of fools, slanderers’ gossip, hypocrites’
zeal, barbarians’ hatred, the fury of the mob, frenzy of the populace, the
complaints of those I have grazed and the cries of those I have scourged —
in which there was not lacking the mean, frenzied and spiteful disdain of a
woman, the false tears of whom are frequently more powerful than the
stoutest waves and rudest tempests of presumption, envy, deprecation,
slander, insinuation, betrayal, outrage, disdain, hate and fury), you appear
to me then like a solid, secure and immovable reef which, rising up to show
its crest above the swollen sea, is neither eroded, nor rent, nor moved by
the seething heavens, nor by the dread of winter, nor by the violent crash
of thick waves, nor by the harsh gusts of wind, nor by the wild blowing of
the north wind, but rather is increasingly covered with greenery which
clothes and adorns its flanks. You who are then endowed with that double
virtue, which renders so mighty the mild and liquid drops, and so futile the
blustery and rough waves, you through whom the lordly rock is so weak-
ened beneath the rain and the tormented reef rises so powerfully against
the flood, you are the one who offers both a secure and calm haven for the
true Muses, and a deadly shoal on which the false ammunition and impetu-
ous designs of the enemy sails are shattered. I, then, whom no one has ever
succeeded in accusing of ingratitude or taxing with discourtesy, I, against
whom no one may rightly complain, I, hated by fools, slighted by the con-
temptible, profaned by knaves, vituperated by rogues, and persecuted by
brutish spirits, I who am loved by the wise, admired by the learned, glori-
fied by the great, cherished by the mighty and favoured by the gods, I who
have already gained such indulgence from you as to be received, nourished,
defended, freed, placed in surety, sheltered at port, as of one who, thanks
to you, has fled a great and dangerous storm, it is to you that I consecrate
this anchor, these shrouds, these battered sails, these goods, to me most
dear, and to future generations most precious, so that, thanks to your
beneficence, they may not be submerged by the iniquitous and tumultuous
Ocean which is my foe. Hung in the sacred temple of glory, by their power
against the effrontery of ignorance and the voracity of time, they shall
render eternal testimony to your invincible magnanimity; so that the world
may know that, thanks to you, this bountiful and divine progeny, inspired
by lofty intelligence, conceived by a tempered spirit and born of the Nolan
Muse, has not passed away in its infancy, and will live as long as the earth,
whose surface is so full of life, turns beneath the eternal regard of the other
shining stars.
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Here, then, is that sort of philosophy where one discovers, with truth
and confidence, that for which we look in vain in diverse or opposing
philosophies. First, then, I offer you a summary of five dialogues, which
contains all that seems relevant to the effective contemplation of Cause,
principle, and unity.

Argument of the first dialogue

In the first dialogue, you have something that you may call an apology, or
what you will, concerning the five dialogues that make up The Ash
Wednesday Supper, etc.2

Argument of the second dialogue

In the second dialogue you have, first, the cause of the difficulty of such
knowledge, in order to know how far removed the knowable object is from
the cognitive power. Second, in what manner and to what extent the cause
and the principle may be explained by the thing caused or principled.
Third, what the knowledge of the substance of the universe contributes to
the conception of that on which the substance depends. Fourth, by what
specific means we try to know the first principle. Fifih, the difference and
accord, the identity and diversity existing between the meanings of the
terms ‘cause’ and ‘principle’. Sixth, the nature of that cause which we
divide into efficient, formal and final; the different ways of defining the
efficient cause, and from how many points of view it may be conceived. How
this efficient cause is, in a sense, intrinsic to natural things, since it is nature
itself; and how, in a sense, it is extrinsic to them; how the formal cause is
joined to the efficient cause, and is that through which the efficient cause
operates, and how the formal cause, itself; is brought forth from the womb
of matter by the efficient cause; how the efficient and formal causes coin-
cide in an elementary substratum, and how the one cause is distinct from the
other. Seventh, the difference between, on one hand, the universal formal
cause, which is a soul through which the infinite universe (insofar as it is
infinite) is animated, not positively but negatively, and, on the other hand,
the particular formal cause, multipliable and multiplied to infinity, which is
more perfect insofar as it is found in a more general and superior substratum,

2 Bruno’s celebrated dialogue The Ash Wednesday Supper, written, like Cause, Principle and Unity,
during his Oxford sojourn, 1583—5.
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so that the great animals such as the stars must be fully considered as being
more divine, that is endowed with an infallible intelligence and an activity
without defect. Eighth, that the first and principal natural form, the formal
principle and efficient nature, is the soul of the universe, which is a vital,
vegetative and sensitive principle in all things which live, vegetate and feel.
And by way of conclusion, that it is, moreover, unworthy of a rational sub-
ject to believe that the universe and its principal bodies are inanimate, see-
ing that from the parturitions and excrements of those bodies derive the
animals that we call most perfect. Ninzh, that there is nothing so defective,
unfinished, abortive and imperfect that, since it has a formal principle, it
does not likewise have a soul, even if it does not possess the act of substance
which we describe as animal. And we may demonstrate, with Pythagoras
and others who have not opened their eyes in vain, how an immense spirit,
under different relations and according to different degrees, fills and con-
tains the whole. 7enth, it is shown that, since this spirit exists unalterably
together with matter (called ‘shadow’ by the Babylonians and Persians), and
since both are indissoluble, it is impossible that, in terms of substance, any-
thing can know corruption, or finish by dying; although, in terms of par-
ticular accidents, everything changes aspect and is transformed into now
one composition, now another, abandoning and then taking up again now
this being, now that. Eleventh, that the Aristotelians, the Platonists, and
other sophists have not recognized the substance of things; and it is clearly
shown that in natural things, all that they call substance, apart from mat-
ter, is nothing but the purist accident. And that from the knowledge of true
form derives the true comprehension of what life is and what death is; and
that, once the vain and puerile fear of death is quelled, we may know a part
of the felicity that our contemplation affords, in keeping with the funda-
mentals of our philosophy, which withdraws the sombre veil of the insane
belief in Orcus and in grasping Charon, a belief which poisons and detracts
from all that is sweetest about our life. Twelfih, form is distinguished, not
from the point of view of its substantiality, which forms its unity, but from
that of the acts and the operations of its faculties, and from the point of view
of the specific degrees of being that it produces. Thirteenth, we derive the
genuine, definitive nature of the formal principle; how form is a perfect
species, which is differentiated in matter according to the accidental dis-
positions that depend on the material form, inasmuch as this consists of
diverse degrees and diverse dispositions of the active and passive qualities.
We see how form is variable, and how it is invariable; how it defines and
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determines matter, and how it is defined and determined by matter.
Finally, we show, through a certain comparison adapted for vulgar com-
prehension, how this form, this soul, can exist in its entirety in the whole
and in any part whatsoever of the whole.

Argument of the third dialogue

In the third dialogue (after having, in the second, spoken of form, which
has the nature of a cause more than that of a principle), we proceed to the
examination of matter, which is thought to be more a principle or element
than a cause. First, we show (not counting the prelude at the start of the
dialogue) that David of Dinant was not led astray by taking matter to be an
absolutely excellent and divine thing. Second, how, by different philosoph-
ical methods, we can give different definitions of matter, although there is,
in reality, only one primary and absolute matter. Since it is manifested in
different degrees, and is differently hidden under various species, different
philosophers can understand it differently according to the definitions that
suit them. It is no different for number, which is understood purely and
simply by the arithmetician, harmonically by the musician, symbolically
by the cabalist, and in still other ways by various wise men and fools. 7%ird,
the meaning of the word ‘matter’ is explained by means of the difference and
the likeness that exists between the natural substratum and the artificial
substratum. Fourth, we point out how the stubborn can be dispatched and
to what extent we are obliged to meet their questions and argue with them.
Fifth, from the true definition of matter it is inferred that no substantial
form loses its being; and we forcefully prove that the Peripatetics and
other vulgar philosophers have known no other substance than matter, even
if they speak of the substantial form. Sixz/4, as a constant material principle
is recognized, we demonstrate a constant formal principle; and we demon-
strate that, from the fact of the diversity of dispositions that are in matter,
the formal principle proceeds to the multiform configuration of different
species and different individuals; and we show why it has come about that
some, brought up in the Peripatetic school, have not wanted to recognize
any other substance than matter. Seventh, why reason must distinguish
matter from form, and potency from act; and we repeat what was stated in
the second part concerning how we can, without laying ourselves open to
criticism, grasp the substratum and the principle of natural things in
diverse ways, according to different philosophical systems; more usefully,
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however, according to natural and magical methods, and more ineffectively
according to rational and mathematical methods, especially if they submit
so closely to the criterion and working of reason, that nothing worthwhile
is produced in the end, nor any practical fruit gathered, without which all
contemplation is to be reckoned futile.

Eighth, we present two points of view from which matter is generally
considered: either as potency, or as substratum. And beginning with the
first point of view, we differentiate matter in active potency and in passive
potency, and in a certain way we guide it back to unity. Ninth, from the
eighth proposition we deduce how what is supreme and divine is all that
it can be, how the universe is all it can be, and how other things are not
all that they can be. Tenth, as a result of what was said in section nine, we
show in an estimable, clear and brief manner why there are vices, monsters,
corruption and death in nature.

Eleventh, in what sense the universe is in none and in all of its parts —
which occasions an excellent contemplation of divinity.

Twelfth, whence it happens that the intellect cannot grasp this absolute
act and this absolute potency. Thirteenth, we conclude with the excellence
of matter, which coincides with form as potency coincides with act. Last,
from the fact that potency coincides with act, and that the universe is all
that it can be, as well as for other reasons, we conclude that all is one.

Argument of the fourth dialogue

In the fourth dialogue (after having considered, in the third, matter insofar
as it is a potency), matter is considered in so far as it is a substratum. We
begin with Poliinnian distractions in order to present the definition of mat-
ter according to the vulgar principles of certain Platonists as well as of all
the Peripatetics. Second, reasoning iuxta [according to] our own principles,
we show that the matter of corporeal and incorporeal things is one, for
several reasons, the first of which is drawn from the potency of one and the
same genus. The second is drawn from a certain proportional analogy
between the corporeal and the incorporeal, between the absolute and the
contracted. The third is drawn from the hierarchy or ladder of nature,
which goes up to a first embracing or comprehending principle. The fourth
is taken from the fact that there must be something indistinct before
matter is distinguished into corporeal and incorporeal: it is that indistinct
which is represented by the supreme genus of the category. The fifth is
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taken from the fact that, since there is a common nature shared by the
intelligible and the sensible, it must be the same for the substratum of sen-
sibility. The sixth is drawn from the fact that the being of matter is inde-
pendent of corporeal being, so that it is no less appropriate to incorporeal
than to corporeal things. The seventh is derived from the hierarchy of the
superior and inferior that is established between the substances; for where
this hierarchy exists, we presuppose and understand a certain commonness
in terms of matter, which is always signified by the genus, as the form is
signified by the specific difference. The eighth derives from a principle
alien to our philosophy but held by many, the ninth from the plurality of
species that we attribute to the intelligible world. The tenth comes from
the relation of similarity and imitation between the three worlds: meta-
physical, physical and logical. The eleventh is drawn from the fact that all
number, diversity, order, beauty and ornament are related to matter.

Third, we present briefly four opposing arguments and respond to them.
Fourth, we show how this matter and that matter differ, how differently we
convey this and that, and how matter coincides with act in incorporeal
things, and how all the species of dimensions are in matter, all the qualities
being comprised in form. Fifih, that no wise man has ever said that forms
are received by matter as from outside, but that it is matter which, expelling
them, so to speak, from its womb, produces them from within. It is there-
fore not a prope nihil, an almost nothing, a pure and naked potency, since
all forms are contained in it, produced by it, and brought forth by virtue of
the efficient cause (which, from the point of view of being, can even be
indistinguishable from matter); they have no mode of actual existence in
sensible and intelligible being other than through accidental existence,
granted that all that which appears and is made manifest through the acci-
dents founded on dimensions is pure accident, even if substance is always
indivisible and always coincides with undivided matter. Hence, we see
clearly that from explication we cannot get anything but accidents, and so
the substantial differences are hidden, as Aristotle, checked by the truth,
said. So that, pondering the subject well, we may conclude that the uni-
form substance is one, and that truth and being are one, which manifests
itself through innumerable particularities and individuals, showing itself in
countless, concrete, individual substances.

Sixth, how very far from all reason is what Aristotle and his like mean
when they consider matter as being in potency, given that such a being
is assuredly a nullity, since, according to them, matter is so absolutely
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permanent that it never varies or changes its being, all variation and mod-
ification being related to it, and since, still according to them, that which
is, after having been able to be, is always composite. Seventh, we show how
meaningless the characterization of matter as appetite is, using the self
same logic derived from the principles and hypotheses of those very people
who so strongly proclaim matter to be the daughter of privation and its
appetite to be similar to the insatiable craving of an impassioned female.

Argument of the fifih dialogue

In the fifth dialogue, which deals chiefly with unity, the foundation of the
edifice of all natural and divine cognition is laid. Here, first, we present the
theme of the coincidence of matter and form, potency and act, so that being,
logically divided into what it is and what it can be, is physically undivided,
indistinct and one, and at the same time infinite, immobile and indivisible,
with no difference between part and whole or principle and principled.
Second, that in this one, there is no difference between a century and a year,
a year and an instant, a palm and a stadium3, a stadium and a parasang*, and
that in its essence this and that other specific being are not distinguished
one from the other, because there is no number in the universe, and hence
the universe is one. 7hird, thatin the infinite, the point does not differ from
the body, because there is no difference between potency and act; hence, if
the point can extend in length, the line in breadth and the surface in depth,
the point is long, the line broad and the surface deep; and all things are
long, broad and deep, and therefore one and the same; and the universe is
all centre and all circumference. Fourth, how Jove (as he is called), being
found even more intimately in everything that the form of everything can
be imagined to be (because he is the essence through which all that exists
possesses being, and since he is in everything, each thing possesses the
whole even more intimately than it does its own form), we may infer that
all things are in each thing, and that, consequently, all is one. Fifth, we
answer the sceptic who wishes to know why all particular things change,
and why the particular matters, in order to receive this or that being, strive
towards this or that form. We show how there is unity in the multiplicity,
and multiplicity in the unity, how being is multimodal and multi-unitary,
and how it is, finally, one in substance and in truth. Sixth, we deduce

3 A unit of length, usually equal to 600 Greek or Roman feet, or one-eighth of a Roman mile.
4 An Iranian unit of length, usually reckoned as equal to between 3 and 3%% miles (5 to 5% km).
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whence proceed that number and difference, as well as the fact that they
are not being but of being and relative to being. Seventh, we show that who-
ever has discovered this one — I mean the essence of this unity — has uncov-
ered the key without which one cannot enter into the true contemplation
of nature. Eighth, by means of a new analysis, we reaffirm that the one, the
infinite — that being, that which is in all — is everywhere, or better still, is
itself the ubique [everywhere], and that, therefore, the infinite dimension,
since it is not magnitude, coincides with the undivided individual, as the
infinite multitude, since it is not number, coincides with unity. Ninth, how
in the infinite there are no parts, however particularized the things of the
universe are; where, consequently, all that we see of diversity and difference
is nothing but diverse aspects of one and the same substance. Tenth, how
in the two extremes that are assigned to the extremities of nature’s ladder,
we must see not two principles, but one only, not two beings, but one, not
two contraries and opposites, but one and the same congruence. There
height is depth, the abyss is inaccessible light, gloom is clarity, great is
small, the confused is distinct, discord is amity, the divisible is indivisible,
the atom is immensity —and all inversely. Eleventh, in what way certain geo-
metrical terms such as point and unity may serve to lead us towards the
contemplation of being and unity, although they are insufficient to express
them. Whence Pythagoras, Parmenides and Plato should not be so foolishly
interpreted according to Aristotle’s pedantic criticism. 7welfih, from the
fact that the substance or being is distinct from quantity, measure and num-
ber, we infer that it is one and undivided in all and in any thing whatsoever.

Thirteenth, we introduce the marks and the proofs that contraries indeed
coincide, derive from the same principle, and form, in reality, but one sub-
stance: this is seen first mathematically, and then demonstrated physically.

Here, then, most illustrious Sir, you see where we must begin in order
to venture towards a more specific and rightful cognition of things. It is
there that (as within its exclusive seed) the host of natural science’s con-
clusions is contained. Thence derive the structure, disposition and order
of the speculative sciences. Without this introduction?, all attempt, all
exploration and all initiative are in vain. Pray accept, with a benevolent
spirit, this principle, this one, this fountain, this wellhead, so that its
descendants, its progeny, may be sparked to emerge, and so that its rivers
and floods may flow forth more abundantly, and its numbers may continu-
ally multiply and members flourish; so that the night with its drowsy veil

5 Cause, Principle and Unity was intended as an introduction to Bruno’s De [l’infinito universo e mondi.
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and gloomy mantle may come to an end, allowing brilliant Titan, parent of
the divine Muses, adorned with his family and surrounded by his ever-
lasting court, to banish the nocturnal torches and brighten the world with
a new day, surging forth again with his triumphant chariot from the
vermilion bosom of this graceful Aurora.

Farewell

GIORDANO NOLANO
AL PRINCIPI DE L’UNIVERSO

Lethaea undantem retinens ab origine campum
emigret, o Titan, et petat astra, precor.

Errantes stellae, spectate procedere in orbem
me geminum, si vos hoc reserastis iter.

Dent geminas somni portas laxarier usque,
vestrae per vacuum me properante vices:

obductum tenuitque diu quod tempus avarum,
mi liceat densis promere de tenebris.

Ad partum properare tuum, mens aegra, quid obstat,
seclo haec indigno sint tribuenda licet?

Umbrarum fluctu terras mergente, cacumen
adtolle in clarum, noster Olimpe, Iovem.

[from Giordano the Nolan to the Principles of the Universe

That the tenebrous Earth which, from the beginning, has cleaved to
the wavy expanse of the waters, may leave its seat and fly towards the
heavenly orbs, I beg you, O Sun. And you, wandering stars, behold
me as I proceed towards the twofold heaven, since it is you who have
opened this path to me. May your movements open before me, as [
rush through the spaces, the doors of sleep: that which miserly time
has kept long hidden, may it be allowed me to draw into the light out
of the dense gloom. What prevents you, O suffering spirit, from
hastening to give birth to your truth, though you bequeath it to an
unworthy age? Though the flow of shadows submerges the Earth,
you, my Olympus, make shine your peak in the clear heavens.]

AL PROPRIO SPIRITO

Mons, licet innixum tellus radicibus altis
te capiat, tendi vertice in astra vales.

12
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Mens, cognata vocat summo de culmine rerum,
discrimen quo sis manibus atque Iovi.

Ne perdas hic iura tui fundoque recumbens
implicitus tingas nigri Acherontis aquas.

At mage sublimeis tentet natura recessus,
nam, tangente Deo, fervidus ignis eris.

[To his own spirit

O mount, though the Earth bounds you, holding you by the deep
roots on which you repose, at the summit you can stretch to heaven.
O mind, a sister mind from the high summit of the world calls you, to
be the boundary between heaven and hell. Do not lose your rights here
below, and do not touch the black waters of Acheron, falling to the
bottom and becoming caught in it. Rather, investigate the sublime
recesses of nature, since, if God moves you, you will become ardent

fire.]

AL TEMPO

Lente senex, idemque celer, claudensque relaxans,
anne bonum quis te dixerit, anne malum?

Largus es, esque tenax: quae munera porrigis, aufers;
quique parens aderas, ipse peremptor ades;

visceribus educta tuis in viscera condis,
tu cui prompta sinu carpere fauce licet.

Omnia cumque facis cumque omnia destruis, hinc te
nonne bonum possem dicere, nonne malum?

Porro ubi tu diro rabidus frustraberis ictu,
falce minax illo tendere parce manus,

nulla ubi pressa Chaos atri vestigia parent
ne videare bonus, ne videare malus.

[To time

O old man, slow and swift, who opens and closes, must we speak well
or ill of you? You are generous and stingy; the gifts you offer, you take
back; you kill what you cause to be born, and what you generate from
your bowels, in your bowels you devour, you to whom it is allowed to
consume with your jaws the fruit of your bosom. You create all and
destroy all: could I not, then, call you good, and call you evil? But

13
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when you will surprise me with your swift mortal blow, with your
menacing scythe, let me stretch my hands forth to where there is no
trace seen of black Chaos: thus, you will not appear good, nor appear
bad.]

DE L’AMORE

Amor, per cui tant’alto il ver discerno,
ch’apre le porte di diamante e nere,
per gli occhi entra il mio nume, e per vedere
nasce, vive, si nutre, ha regno eterno.
Fa scorger quant’ha il ciel terr’ ed inferno,
fa presente d’absenti effigie vere,
repiglia forze, e, trando dritto, fere,
e impiaga sempre il cor, scuopre ogn’interno.
O dunque, volgo vile, al vero attendi,
porgi Porecchio al mio dir non fallace,
apri, apri, se puoi, gli occhi, insano e bieco.
Fanciullo il credi, perché poco intendj;
Perché ratto ti cangi, ei par fugace;
Per esser orbo tu, lo chiami cieco.

[On love

Love grants me such a lofty vision of the truth that he makes the black
doors of diamond open: through the eyes the god enters, and it is to
see that he is born, lives, is fed, and reigns forever. He reveals all of
heaven, hell and earth; makes appear true images of the absent;
regathers strength to hit with a direct blow, always wounds the heart
and reveals all that is hidden. Therefore, base mob, attend to the truth:
lend your ears to my words, which do not deceive. Open, open if you
can, your mad and squinting eyes. You call him a child, because you
understand so little; because you are so inconstant, he seems fickle to
you; your own sightlessness makes you call him blind. ]

UNTITLED

Causa, principio, et uno sempiterno,
onde Pesser, la vita, il moto pende,
e a lungo, a largo e profondo si stende
quanto si dic’in ciel, terr’ed inferno;

14
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con senso, con raggion, con mente scerno
ch’atto, misura e conto non comprende
quel vigor, mole e numero, che tende
oltr’ogn’inferior, mezzo e superno.
Cieco error, tempo avaro, ria fortuna,
sord’invidia, vil rabbia, iniquo zelo,
crudo cor, empio ingegno, strano ardire
non bastaranno a farmi I’aria bruna,
non mi porrann’avanti gli occhi il velo,
non faran mai ch’il mio bel sol non mire.

[O, you sempiternal cause, principle and one, whence depend being,
life and movement, and whence in length, breadth and depth extends
all that which is in heaven, on earth and in hell: with sense, reason and
spirit I discern that act, measure and reckoning do not comprehend
that force, mass and number which transcends all that is lowest, mid-
dle or highest. Blind error, greedy time, adverse fortune, deaf envy,
vile rage, hostile zeal, cruel hearts, perverse spirits, bizarre passions
will not suffice to obscure the air before me, nor place the veil before
my eyes, nor ever stop me from beholding my beautiful sun.]

Giordano Bruno, Nolan
Cause, principle and unity

First dialogue

Speakers: Elitropio, Filoteo, Armesso

ELITROPIO. Like felons used to the darkness, who come up to the light
when freed from the depths of some gloomy tower, many trained in
common philosophy, and others, will be clutched by fear, seized with
astonishment and (unable to stand the new sun of your shining concepts)
thoroughly unsettled.

FILOTEO. It is not the fault of the light, but of their sight: the more
excellent and beautiful the sun, the more hateful and harshly unwelcome
it will be to night-witches’ eyes.

ELITROPIO. In your hope of raising us out of the blind abyss, into the
sight of the open, peaceful and tranquil stars that shine with such beauti-
ful variety against the cerulean mantle of heaven, Filoteo, you have picked
an uncommon, unusual and difficult venture. And though the helping hand
of your compassion is held out to us men, the ungrateful will still attack
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you in ways that are as varied as the many animals generated and nourished
within the gentle earth’s ample and maternal bosom,; for it is clear that the
human species displays, in the particularities of its individuals, the variety of
all other species together. In each of our individuals, the whole is present
more explicitly than in the individuals of other species. Thus, some, as soon
as they feel the fresh air, like the bleary-eyed mole, will tunnel straight back
down into the earth to seek their natural, inky depths. Others, like night
birds, on seeing the vermilion ambassadress of the sun come up in the east,
will be forced by the weakness of their eyes to repair to their dingy retreats.
All creatures banished from the presence of the celestial lights and doomed
to the eternal chasms, cages and caverns of Pluto —all animals, called by the
horn of the fearsome Erynnis, Alecto, will spread their wings and flee head-
long to their dwellings. But the animals born to behold the sun, having
waited out the hated night, will give thanks to the merciful heavens and,
prepared to gain within the globose crystals of their eyes the rays for which
they have so long waited and pined, will adore the east, not only with
unwonted adoration in their hearts, but with voices and hands. Men will
begin to speak when from the east’s gilded balcony, handsome Titan has let
loose the fiery steeds who cleave the sleepy silence of the moist night. The
docile, defenceless and simple sheep flocks will bleat; the horned oxen will
bellow, heeded by their rustic ox-herders; and Silenus’ quadrupeds will
start to bray, frightening the stupid Giants again for the gods’ benefit.
Tossing in their muddy beds, the boars will deafen us with their obstinate
grunting. Tigers, bears, lions, wolves and the cunning fox poking his head
from the cave will behold from their high deserts their flat hunting grounds,
and will let forth from ferocious breasts their roars, growls, snarls, howls
and cries. In the air and on the fronds of branchy trees, the roosters, eagles,
peacocks, cranes, doves, blackbirds, crows, sparrows, nightingales, magpies,
ravens, cuckoos and cicadas will lose no time responding, re-echoing with
their earsplitting chatter. Still further, from their mobile, liquid dominions,
the white swans, the many-hued water fowl, the swift razor-bills, the marsh
ducks, the honking geese and the carping frogs will disturb our ears with
their din, such that the warm sunlight diffused in the air of our privileged
hemisphere will find itself attended, greeted and perhaps plagued by cries
as numerous and as varied as are the breaths that drive them out from the
hollows of their respective breasts.

FILOTEO. Itisnotonly common, but necessary and natural that every
animal utters its own cry. Beasts cannot form regulated accents and artic-
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ulated sounds like men, since their physical makeup, nourishment and
tastes are dissimilar.

ARMESSO. Please give me a chance to speak also: not about light, but of
some circumstances that, far from comforting the senses, injure the feel-
ings of whoever observes and reflects. For your own peace and quiet (that
I wish for you with fraternal affection), I would not want these speeches of
yours to be made into comedies, tragedies, laments, dialogues, or what have
you, like the ones that circulated openly a while ago, and forced you to stay
shut up in your homes.

FILOTEO. Speak frankly.

ARMESSO. I have no intention of speaking like a holy prophet, as an
abstruse oracle, like an apocalyptic visionary or the she-ass of Balaam!
beholding the angel. Nor will I discourse as if I were exhilarated by
Bacchus or swollen with wind by the sluttish Parnassian muses, nor like a
Sibyl impregnated by Phoebus, nor like a prognostic Cassandra,? nor as if
Apollonian rapture had seized me from my toenails to the hair on my head,
nor like the seer illuminated in the oracle or Delphic tripod, nor like wise
Oedipus,’ probed in the riddles of the Sphinx, nor as a Solomon before the
enigmas of the queen of Sheba,* nor like Calchas,’ interpreter for the
Olympian council, nor as a Merlin possessed, nor as one emerged from the
cave of Trophonius.® Instead, I will speak in common, vulgar language, like
aman who has had other things on his mind than to go about distilling the
juice of his brain and cerebellum to the point of withering his pia mater and
dura mater. What I mean is that I will talk as one who has no wits but his
own, and to whom not even the garden- or kitchen-variety gods among the
celestial court condescend to cast a straw, though they heap their favours
ad infinitum even on their horses — those gods, I say, that ordinarily show
themselves more intimate, more familiar and congenial with us. I mean
Bacchus, or the drunk mounted on the ass, or Pan, or Vertumnus, or Faunus,
or Priapus: the ones who neither drink ambrosia nor taste nectar (unappre-
ciative of nymphs and pure water), but quench their thirst at the bottom of
the barrel with sour wines.

ELITROPIO. Too long a preface.

ARMESSO. Patience: the conclusion’s swift. To put an end to this, I would
like to say that I will offer you words that need no deciphering, as if they had
been distilled, passed through an alembic, condensed in a double-boiler

! Numbers 28. 2 Virgil, Aeneid, 11, 246—7. 3 Seneca, Oedipus, vv. 92—3 and 101—2.
+ 1 Kings, 10, 1=3. 5 Virgil, Aeneid, u, 122—4. ¢ See Erasmus, In Praise of Folly, 1.

17



Cause, principle and unity

and sublimated with a prescription of the quintessence, but such words as
my wetnurse hammered into my skull — a woman as thick-skinned, big-
chested, wide-hipped, ample-bellied and broad-bottomed as that Londoner
I caught sight of in Westminister, who possessed such ample mammeries,
like hot water bottles for her stomach, that they seemed the halfboots of the
immense Saint Paragorio, and which if tanned would match a pair of
Ferrarese bagpipes.

ELITROPIO. That is quite enough for a preface.

ARMESSO. Well, then, to come to the rest — leaving a little to one side
observations and opinions concerning light and the potential splendor of
your philosophy — I would like to hear from you in what terms you wish us
to greet, in particular, that brilliant doctrine which shines forth from 7%e
Ash Wednesday Supper. What animals are those that perform in The Ash
Wednesday Supper? Are they aquatic, aerial, earthly or lunatic? And, leav-
ing aside the observations of Smitho, Prudenzio and Frulla,” I would like
to know if they are wrong or right, who claim that you bark like a rabid dog,
in addition to sometimes playing the monkey, sometimes the wolf, sometimes
the magpie, sometimes the parrot, now this animal, now that, mixing grave
and serious words, moral and natural, ignoble and noble, philosophic and
comic.

FILOTEO. Do notbe surprised, brother, for the scene was indeed a sup-
per, where brains are guided by the passions aroused by the flavours and
odours of food and drink. The supper will be verbal and spiritual as a log-
ical consequence of its material and corporeal guise. The dialogue has parts
as different and various, therefore, as those which ordinarily comprise that
other supper. The former has conditions, circumstances, and means of its
own that are as peculiar to it as those of the latter may be.

ARMESSO. Help me get at your meaning, please.

FILOTEO. In the one case (as is fitting and proper), there are the salads
and main dishes, fruits and common victuals, hors d’oeuvres and spices,
warm and cold, raw and cooked, food of aquatic and terrestrial origin,
cultivated and wild, ripe and green, food for the healthy and for the ill,
dishes for gourmets and dishes for the hungry, ones that are light and sub-
stantial, bland and salted, tart and sweet, bitter and mild. Similarly, in the
other case and by a certain analogy, contradictions and differences have
appeared, suitable to the various stomachs and tastes of those whom it may
please to take part in our symbolic banquet, so that no one can complain

7 Secondary characters in The Ash Wednesday Supper.
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of having attended in vain, and whoever does not like one thing can help
himself to another.

ARMESSO. True. But whatis your answer if; in addition, at your banquet,
at your supper, things appear that are good neither for salads nor main dishes,
nor good as fruits or fillers, neither cold nor hot, raw nor cooked, good for
neither the healthy nor the sick, stuff that should never have left the hands of
the cook or confectioner, stuff that stirs no appetite and satisfies no hunger?

FILOTEO. You will see that, in this, our supper does not differ from any
other that may be dished out. As with that other, as you are savouring your
meal, you might scald your mouth with a bite that is too hot, so you have
to either spew it back out or bandy it about your palate with tears and cry-
ing until you can give it that cursed shove in order to speed it down your
gorge, or you jar some tooth, or you bite into your tongue at the same time
as your bread, or else there is a piece of grit that breaks up and sticks
between your teeth, forcing you to spit out the whole mouthful. Perhaps
some hair or whisker off the cook glues to your palate and makes you nearly
vomit, or else a fishbone lodges in your gullet and makes you wheeze, or
another small bone lodged sideways in your throat threatens to suffocate
you. To our and to everybody’s displeasure, analogous and equivalent
things have been found at our supper. All that is due to the sin of the first
man, Adam. Because of our ancestor, perverse human nature is condemned
to find disgust joined to delight.

ARMESSO. Spoken with sanctity and piety. But what is your answer to
those who call you a raging cynic?

FILOTEO. I will concede the point readily, at least in part.

ARMESSO. But you know that it is less dishonourable for a man to
undergo abuses than to inflict them?

FILOTEO. Yet it is enough that my actions are labelled vengeance, and
the others’ abuse.

ARMESSO. Even the gods are liable to receive insults, suffer censure,
and bear reproach; but to insult, censure and reproach are the business of
people who are low, mean, cowardly and worthless.

FILOTEO. True. That is why we do not injure, but rather rebutt the
injuries that are cast, not so much at us but at condemned philosophy, pro-
ceeding in such a way that other insults are not added to those already
received.

ARMESSO. So you want to act the biting dog, so that no one dares molest
you?
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FILOTEO. Exactly, because I desire peace, and unpleasantness dipleases
me.

ARMESSO. Yes, but they deem that you proceed with too much severity.

FILOTEO. That is to prevent them from coming back, and to daunt
others from coming to dispute with me or someone else, and treating our
demonstrations with such expedients.

ARMESSO. The offence was private, the retaliation public.

FILOTEO. None the less just for that. Many errors are committed in
private, which are then justly chastised in public.

ARMESSO. But that way you end up ruining your reputation, and mak-
ing yourself more blameworthy than those others, because the world will
declare you impatient, fantastic, daft and bizarre.

FILOTEO. It does not matter, as long as they stop harassing me from
now on, and if I shake the club of the cynic at them, that is so they will let
me go about my business in peace. It is clear they do not want to do me
kindnesses, but they should not exercise their coarseness on me.

ARMESSO. But do you think it is fitting for a philosopher to set about
avenging himself?

FILOTEO. If those who harassed me were a Xanthippes, I would be a
Socrates.

ARMESSO. Don’t you know that patience and long-suffering does every-
one good, and that through them we become like heroes and celebrated
gods, who, according to some, defer their vengeance, and according to
others, neither take revenge nor give way to anger?

FILOTEO. You are wrong to think I cared to have revenge.

ARMESSO. What then?

FILOTEO. Iwasconcerned with correcting —an activity that also makes
us similar to gods. You know that Jove ordered poor Vulcan to work even
on holidays, so that his cursed anvil goes on receiving the fierce blows of
the hammer eternally. No sooner is one raised than another comes smash-
ing down, so that the righteous thunderbolts used to chastise the guilty and
unlawful are never in short supply.

ARMESSO. There is a difference between you and Jove’s blacksmith,
husband of the goddess of Cyprus.

FILOTEO. It is enough, in any case, that I am perhaps not unlike the
gods in patience and long-suffering. And those qualities were put to the test
in this affair, in that I never gave full rein to my scorn and never spurred on
my anger.
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ARMESSO. To be castigator — of the multitude, especially — is not the
job of just anyone.

FILOTEO. Add to that: especially when he has nothing to do with the
multitude.

ARMESSO. They say that you must not be an agitator in a country not
your own.

FILOTEO. And I say two things: first, one should not kill a foreign
physician because he tries to administer cures not administered by the
natives; second, I say that the true philosopher’s country is all the world.

ARMESSO. But if they consider you neither philosopher nor physician
nor countryman?

FILOTEO. That does not make me any the less so.

ARMESSO. Who will vouch you that?

FILOTEO. The gods who have put me here, I who find myself here, and
those who have eyes to see me here.

ARMESSO. Your witnesses are very few and little-known.

FILOTEO. The true physicians are indeed few and little-known, while
all these people are truly ill. And I repeat that they have no right to inflict
or to allow others to inflict such treatment on those who offer honest
merchandise, foreigners or not.

ARMESSO. Few are acquainted with this merchandise.

FILOTEO. Pearls are no less precious for that reason, nor do we, there-
fore, dedicate less effort rallying to their defence, to save and vindicate them
with all our might from the trampling of swine. May the gods favour me,
Armesso, since I have never carried out acts of vengeance out of sordid self-
love or low self-interest, but out of devotion for the offended majesty of my
beloved mother, philosophy. False friends and false children (for there is
no worthless pedant, do-nothing phrasemaker, stupid faun or ignorant
hack who does not aspire to be numbered among her family by showing up
loaded with books, growing out his beard, or getting up prosopopoeical by
other means) have wasted her so away that, among the common people,
philosopher rhymes with impostor, quack, swindler, good-for-nothing,
charlatan and howling pedant, good only as home entertainment or country
SCarecrow.

ELITROPIO. Indeed, philosophers as a race are rated by most men as
more despicable than house chaplains sprung up from the dregs of human-
ity, who, however, disgrace the priesthood far less than the philosophers,
chosen from among every sort of beast, have shamed philosophy.
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FILOTEO. So let us praise the ancient race. Philosophers then had so
much value that from their ranks were recruited lawmakers, counsellors
and kings. And the counsellors and kings were such that from those func-
tions they were elevated to the priesthood. In our age, most of the priests
are such that they themselves are discredited, and do discredit to the divine
laws; nearly all the philosophers we see are worth so little that they are dis-
paraged along with their science. What is worse, a multitude of scoundrels,
like a mass of nettles, have grown used to smothering with poisonous
mirages what little truth and virtue get revealed to the few.

ARMESSO. Iknow no philosopher who gets so aroused in favour of dis-
credited philosophy, nor do I perceive any, Elitropio, as impassioned by his
science as Teofilo. What would happen if all other philosophers had the
same character, I mean if they had so little patience?

ELITROPIO. Those others have not made so many discoveries, nor do
they have as much to preserve or defend. They can easily devalue philoso-
phy that is worthless, or what is nearly worthless, or that which they do not
know; but one who has found truth, which is a hidden treasure, is inspired
by the beauty of that divine face and grows jealous to defend her against
plunder, negligence and contamination. Just so, a miser may conceive a
passion for gold, diamonds and carbuncles, or a man for the beauty of a foul
woman.

ARMESSO. But let us get back to our subject and arrive at the guia
[why]. They say of you, Teofilo, that in your supper you criticize and insult
a whole city, an entire province, a complete kingdom.

FILOTEO. That, I never thought, never intended, never did. If I had
ever thought, wished or done so, I would condemn myself with utmost
severity and bend over backwards to make a thousand disavowals, retrac-
tions and disclaimers; not only if I had insulted a noble and ancient realm
such as this, but any other, however great its reputation for barbarism. And
I mean not only if I had offended any city, however widespread its reputa-
tion for incivility, but even if I had insulted any class whatsoever, however
savage it was held to be, or even any one family, however inhospitable it was
considered. There cannot be a race, kingdom, city or house where contrary
and opposing manners do not exist, and to which one can assign the same
temperament to all, such that it is impossible for one man to find pleasure
in what displeases another.

ARMESSO. Asfaraslam concerned, I have read, re-read and meditated
upon all you have said (although on some points, I do not know just why, I
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find you a bit excessive), and you seem to me for the most part to proceed
with moderation, reason and discernment; but the noise has spread as [
have set out.

ELITROPIO. Thatnoise of this and other things has been bandied about
through the meanness of some of those who felt themselves touched. Eager
to take revenge, but conscious of the weaknesses of their arguments, their
doctrine, their intelligence and their strength, they not only fabricate as
many lies as they can, to which no one but their like gives credit, but they
try to enlist partisans by making out that your condemnation of some
individuals constitutes a pervasive insult.

ARMESSO. I think, on the contrary, there are people, not without wis-
dom and judgement, who gauge the insult universal because you indicate
certain manners as belonging to people of this or that nation.

FILOTEO. Butwhatare these alleged manners? Are not similar or worse
ones, not to mention manners much more peculiar in genus, species and
number, found in the most excellent parts of the world? Would you claim
that I were abusive and ungrateful toward my own country, if I said that in
Italy, in Naples or Nola, similar or more criminal manners can be found?
Would you say that I had abused that blessed realm, often set at the head
and the right hand of our globe simultaneously, governor and tamer of the
other nations (and ever regarded by us and by others as mistress, nurse and
mother of all the virtues, disciplines, humanities and the qualities of mod-
esty and courtesy), when esteemed poets, themselves, have justly sung
its praises, but yet do not shrink from calling her, if the occasion requires,
mistress of all vice, error, greed and cruelty?

ELITROPIO. Thisis certainly in keeping with the precepts of your phi-
losophy, by virtue of which you maintain that contraries coincide both in
principle and in reality. Thus, minds most suited to high, worthy and gen-
erous enterprises will fall, if they are perverted, into extreme vice. Moreover,
we generally find the rarest and choicest wits amongst the most foolish and
ignorant folk, and there where the people are generally the least civil and
the most lacking in courtesy, we find, in some individual cases, extreme
civility and good manners — so that, in one way or another, many nations
seem to have received an equal measure of perfections and imperfections.

FILOTEO. What you say is true.

ARMESSO. And yet, Teofilo, I am distressed, as are many others, that in
our friendly nation you have come up against the kind of people who have
so irked you that you vent your complaints by means of a sooty supper,
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instead of having met those, much more numerous, who would have shown
you how much our country (even if it is presented by your countrymen as
penitus toto divisus ab orbe® [utterly cut off from the whole world]) is dis-
posed to all literature, arms, chivalry, humanities and courtesy. We venture
with all our strength not to be inferior to our ancestors in those domains,
nor to be outclassed by other nations — especially those who believe them-
selves naturally endowed with noble manners, science, arms and civility.

FILOTEO. On my faith, Armesso, I neither would nor could contradict
anything you say, neither with words, nor with reasonings, nor in con-
science. You defend your cause with extreme modesty and keen argument,
rather than attacking me out of some sort of barbarous pride. Thus I
deplore all the more the fact that the individuals of whom we have been
speaking have given me occasion to pain you, and others of honourable and
humane temperament. I am beginning to feel sorry that those dialogues
were ever published, and, if it will please you, I will see to it that they are
circulated as little as possible.

ARMESSO. My pain, like that of other very noble souls, stems so little
from the publication of those dialogues that I would willingly undertake to
have them translated into our tongue, in order to serve as a lesson for those
few among us who are so lacking in education and manners. Maybe, on see-
ing with what nerve their impertinent attacks are received and how inap-
propriate they are, and with what traits they are described, even if they
choose not to change tack and follow the examples and the lessons of the
best and brightest men, they might at least amend their ways and imitate
them out of the shame of being identified as part of that number. They
might learn that honour and courage are not forged by the capacity and the
art of molesting but by quite opposite behaviour.

ELITROPIO. Youshow much ability and shrewdness in defence of your
country, and in contrast to the crowd of those poor in arguments and wis-
dom, you know how to recognize and appreciate others’ merits. But Filoteo
does not seem to me as deft in defending himself and protecting his repu-
tation. As nobility and rusticity differ, just so opposing effects are to be
expected and feared from them. On one hand, a Scythian oaf will manage
to look wise and will be celebrated for his success if, leaving the banks of
the Danube, he goes away, bearer of audacious reproaches and legitimate
complaints, to put to the test the authority and majesty of the Roman

8 Virgil, Bucolics, 1, 66: ‘et penitus tot divisos orbe Britannos’ (‘(the Britons) isolated at the end of the
world”).
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Senate, which, if it finds in his censure and invective occasion to accom-
plish an act of high prudence and magnanimity, does its severe critic the
honour of a colossal statue. On the other hand, a Roman senator and gen-
tleman would demonstrate very scarce wisdom in abandoning the mild
banks of the Tiber, even armed with legitimate complaint and completely
justified reprimand, to go try the Scythian oafs, who would seize the occa-
sion to build, at his expense, towers and Babels of arguments of the utmost
baseness, insolence and infamy, unleashing popular fury and stoning him
in order to show other nations how much difference there is between deal-
ing with human beings and with those who are merely made in their image
and likeness.

ARMESSO. Let it never come to pass, Teofilo, that I could or should
consider it proper for me, or anyone else endowed with even greater judge-
ment than myself, to take up the cause of those who are the object of your
satire under the pretext that they are of our nation, which some natural law
impels us to defend. I will never admit — nor could I ever be anything but
the enemy of anyone who makes such a claim — those people as country-
men. Our nation is comprised exclusively of people as noble, civil, polite,
educated, measured, humane and reasonable as those of any other place.
Even if such people exist within our borders, surely they are nothing but
filth, scum, dirt and swine; part of the kingdom, or city, only in the sense
that the bilge is part of a ship. We should not, therefore, bother ourselves
overmuch about such individuals, because in doing so we might grow as
injurious as they are. Among their ranks I include numerous priests and
doctors, some of whom certainly become gentlemen, thanks to their doc-
torates. But most of them, who before did not dare show their rude author-
ity, come boldly and arrogantly out into the open, later becoming hardier
and more presumptuous when they rise to the titles of literary men and
priests. Hence, it is no wonder that you see swarms of those who, despite
their priesthood and their doctorate, retain more of the herd, the flock and
the stable than actual ploughmen, goatherds and grooms. Thus, I would
have preferred you had not attacked our university so harshly, condemn-
ing it as a whole, so to speak, without regard for what it once was, and can
or will be in future, and is, in part, today.

FILOTEO. Have no fear. Although on this occasion we looked primar-
ily at your university, it commits no worse errors than others whose mem-
bers consider their academy superior, but which produce asses dressed up
with diadems and hacks decked with rings under the title of doctors, for the
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most part. However, I do not dispute the great value of your university’s
original statutes, nor the beauty of its programme of studies, nor the majesty
of its ceremonies, nor the fine organization of its works, nor the solemnity
of its traditions, not to mention other qualities which serve to honour and
embellish any university, and for which it must doubtless be considered the
finest in Europe and, therefore, the world. And I cannnot deny that, as far
as fineness of spirit and sharpness of wit are concerned, both of which
Britain produces naturally here and there, your university really is similar
to, and may be on par with, the best schools elsewhere. We have not for-
gotten, either, that speculative studies first flourished here, before spread-
ing to other parts of Europe, nor that its princes of metaphysics (though
barbarous of tongue and cowled by profession) have disseminated the
splendour of a most rare and noble part of philosophy, in our day nearly
extinct, to all the universities of non-barbarous countries. But one thing
concerns me that seems annoying and comical at the same time. Although
I have not found doctors more Roman and more Attic than these here, still,
for the most part, they boast that they are the opposites of their forerun-
ners, resembling them in nothing — those predecessors who, caring little
for eloquence or grammatical rigour, devoted themselves entirely to spec-
ulative research, called by these current doctors ‘sophismata’. As for
myself, I prize the metaphysics of these latter more, in which they sur-
passed their teacher Aristotle — notwithstanding the fact that it is impure,
and dirtied with certain empty arguments and theorems that are neither
philosophical nor theological, but the products of idle or badly-used intel-
lects — than what the others today can bring us, with all their eloquence and
Ciceronian declamatory art.

ARMESSO. Those arts are not to be belittled.

FILOTEO. True, butif we have to choose between the two, I set the cul-
ture of the mind, however mean it may be, over that of words and phrases,
however eloquent.

ELITROPIO. Your comment brings Fra Ventura to mind. Commenting
on the Gospel passage ‘reddite quae sunt Caesaris Caesari’® [render unto
Caesar that which is Caesar’s], he cites on that occasion the names of all the
coins circulating at the time of the Romans, with their imprints and their
weights — names that he had come across in I do not know what damned
annals or opuscules, more than a hundred and twenty of them — in order to
show us the range of his studies and the power of his memory. At the end

9 Matthew 22, 21.
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of his sermon some fine fellow accosted him and said, ‘Reverend father,
lend me a carline.” To which he answered that he belonged to an order of
mendicants.

ARMESSO. What’s the point of this story?

ELITROPIO. I mean that those who are versed in the science of names
and phrases but do not worry about things are astride the same ass as that
reverend father of asses.

ARMESSO. I think that, apart from the study of eloquence, in which
they outshine all their predecessors and are unsurpassed by their contem-
poraries, they are neither destitute in philosophy nor in other speculative
disciplines. Without ability in these, they cannot be promoted to any rank,
because the university statutes, to which they are bound by oath, resolve
that ‘Nullus ad philosophiae et Theologiae magisterium et doctoratum pro-
moveatur, nisi epotaverit ¢ fonte Aristotelis’ [Let no-one who has not drunk
of the Aristotelian fountain be promoted to the title of master and doctor
of philosophy and theology].10

ELITROPIO. Ah, but I will tell you what they have done to avoid per-
juring themselves. To one of the three fountains of the university they have
given the name Fons Aristotelis [ Aristotelian fountain], they have called
another Fons Pythagorae [Pythagorean fountain], and the third is dubbed
Fons Platonis [Platonic fountain]. Since the water to make beer and ale is
drawn from these three fountains, as well as the water for horses and cows,
it follows that nobody who has spent three or four days in those study
rooms or colleges fails to drink, not only of the Aristotelian fountain, but
also of the Pythagorean and Platonic.

ARMESSO. Too true, unfortunately. So it happens, Teofilo, that doctors
come as cheaply as sardines, since they are made, found and hooked with
little trouble. The herd of doctors today being thus (leaving aside the rep-
utation of some of them, such as Tobias Matthew,!! Culpepper,!2 and others
whose names I have forgotten, distinguished alike for their eloquence, their
doctrine and their high courtesy), the result is that the title of doctor, far
from crediting one with a supplementary degree of nobility, places one under

10 No such formula is found in the Statuta antiqua Universitatis Oxoniensis, ed. Gibson (Oxford, 1931).
Aristotelian doctrines are, however, stressed in the statutes.

11 Tobias Matthew (1546-1628), President of St John’s College from 1572 to 1577, Dean of Christ
Church from 1576 to 1584, and Vice-Chancellor of Oxford in 1579. Promoted to Dean of Durham
in 1583 and named Bishop of York in 1606.

12 Martin Culpepper, Professor of Medicine and Rector of New College from 1573 to 1599, Dean of
Chichester from 1577, and Vice-Chancellor of Oxford in 1578.

27



Cause, principle and unity

the suspicion (unless one is known personally) of having a completely
opposite nature and character. Hence, it happens that even men noble by
birth or by accident, and enriched by the principal part of nobility which
is learning, are ashamed to be promoted to the title of doctor, and so con-
tent themselves with merely being learned. You will find many more of
these in the courts than you will among the pedants at the university.

FILOTEO. You will find both kinds everywhere there are doctors and
priests, Armesso, so hold your complaining. Those who are true doctors
and true priests, even if of modest origin, can only gain in civility and nobil-
ity, because knowledge is the most expedient way of making the human soul
heroic. The more those others thunder from on high with divum pater
[divine father], like the giant Salmoneus,!3 the more clearly they reveal
their rudeness, strutting like satyrs or fauns dressed in purple, with that
horrendous and imperial majesty, after having determined from the height
of their magisterial chair to what declension /ic [this, masc.], haec [this,
fem.] and /&oc mihil [this, nothing] belong.

ARMESSO. Let us change the subject. What is that book in your hand?

FILOTEO. Some dialogues.

ARMESSO. The Supper?

FILOTEO. No.

ARMESSO. What, then?

FILOTEO. Others where the themes of cause, principle and unity are
treated according to our system.

ARMESSO. Who are the speakers? Are there, by any chance, some other
devils in it like Frulla or Prudenzio, who will land us into trouble again?

FILOTEO. Rest assured that, except for one of them, they are all very
peaceable, honest subjects.

ARMESSO. So that from what you say we will still have to pick some
thorns out of these dialogues?

FILOTEO. No doubt. But you will be scratched where it itches, instead
of pricked where it hurts.

ARMESsO. What else?

FILOTEO. Here you will meet, as first speaker, that erudite, honest,
affable, polite and faithful friend Alexander Dicsono, who proposes the
subject of the debate, and whom the Nolan loves as his own eyes. He
is introduced as the one who furnishes Teofilo with his subject. Then
Teofilo (who is myself) comes second, profiting by the occasion to make

13 See Virgil, Aeneid, 585-6.
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distinctions, give definitions and carry out demonstrations concerning the
theme proposed. Thirdly, you have Gervasio, not a philosopher by pro-
fession, but who likes to pass the time by attending our discussions; a per-
son of indifferent odour who finds everything Poliinnio does comic, and
from time to time gives him full rein to express his folly. The latter sacrile-
gious pedant is the fourth speaker; being one of those stern censors of
philosophers, he claims to be a Momus, passionately attached to his flock
of students, reputed to be a follower of Socratic love, an eternal enemy of
the female sex. He considers himself, therefore, in order not to seem
involved with physics, an Orpheus, a Musaeus, a Tityros, an Amphion. He
is one of those who, when they have put together a beautiful conceit, com-
posed an elegant little epistle or made off with a nice phrase from the
Ciceronian kitchen, are at once Demosthenes come back to life, Tullius
rejuvenated, Sallust who lives again, or an Argus who makes out every
letter, every syllable and every word. He is Rhadamanthus who umbras
vocat ille silentum [ calls the shadows of the silent], or the Cretan king Minos
who urnam movet [shakes the drawing-urn].!* He is one of those men who
puts every word to the test, and who mounts a debate around every phrase,
saying that these are poetic, these sound comic, these are oratic; this is
sweet, that is sublime, this other one is humile dicendi genus'> [humble
oratory genre]; this harangue is harsh, it would be lighter if composed
like this, such and such a writer is not eloquent, he is little read in the
ancients, non redolet Arpinatum, desipit Latium'® [he does not smack of
Arpinum, he lacks knowledge of Latin]. This word is not Tuscan, neither
Boccaccio, nor Petrarch, nor other approved authors use it. One should
write ‘omo’ and not ‘homo’, not ‘honour’ but ‘onour’, ‘Poliinnio’ instead
of ‘Polihimnio’. This kind of thing fills him with triumph, self-satisfaction
and utmost pleasure with whatever he does. He feels himself a Jove
who, from his high perch, gazes down on and contemplates the lives
of other men, subject to so many errors, calamities, miseries and vain
strivings. He alone is happy, only he lives a heavenly life, when he contem-
plates his divinity in the mirror of a Spicilegium,\’7 a Dictionarium, a
14 See Virgil, Aeneid, V1, 432—3: ‘quaesitor Minos urnam movet; ille silentium/ consiliumque vocat ...’

(‘Minos reigned as the presiding judge, moving the drawing-urn, and called a jury of the silent
15 ;}1;1;1:1;'.;zrc'endi genus is the first of the three genera dicendi which Cicero distinguishes in his tripertita

varietas of styles of oration.
16- Cicero, born in Arpinium, sixty miles south-east of Rome. See the anti-Ciceronian satire of Erasmus,

the Ciceronianus (1528).
17 Title of a work by L..G. Scoppa, the Spicilegium, which dates from 1511.
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Calepino 18 a lexicon, a Cornucopiae,'® a Nizzolio.? Endowed with such self-
sufficiency, he alone is everything, while each of us is but one. If he happens
to laugh, he calls himself Democritus; if he by chance cries, he calls
himself Heraclitus; if he argues, he baptises himself Chrysippus; if he rea-
sons, his name is Aristotle; if he forges chimeras, he becomes Plato; if he
bellows out some paltry speech, he is Demosthenes; if he expounds Virgil,
he is Maro. So he corrects Achilles, approves Aeneas, reprehends Hector,
exclaims against Pyrrhus, laments Priam, accuses Turnus, excuses Dido,
praises Achates, and finally, while verbum verbo reddit [he translates word
for word], chaining together his barbarous synonyms, nhil divinum a se
alienum putat [he maintains that nothing divine is alien to him]. He then
descends haughtily from his chair, as if he had put the heavens in order,
reformed worlds, organized senates and tamed armies. He is sure that, if it
were not for the injustice of the times, he would convert into action what
he has accomplished in thought. O tempora, o mores!*! [O age, o manners!|
How rare are they who understand the nature of participles, adverbs and
conjunctions! How much time has flowed by without discovering the
reason, the true cause, that makes the adjective agree with the noun, the
relative join together with the antecedent, and the rule which places it at
the beginning or end of a sentence, and the frequency and order in which
one must slip in those interjections dolentis and gaudentis [of pain and joy],
‘hew’, ‘oh’, ‘ahi’, ‘ah’, ‘hem’, ‘ohe’, ‘hui’and other seasonings, without which
the whole discourse is totally bland!

ELITROPIO. You can say whatever you like, and think as you wish, but
I hold that in order to be happy in this life, it is better to imagine oneself
Croesus, and be poor, than to imagine onself poor, and be Croesus. Is it not
more conducive to beatitude to have a slattern you think beautiful and who
satisfies you, rather than a L.eda or a Helen who bores you and whom you
end up abandoning? What does it matter, then, to those people, whether
they are ignorant and ignobly occupied, when their happiness is in direct
proportion to their own self-esteem? The ass likes fresh grass and the horse
barley, just the same as you who like white bread and partridge; the hog is

18 Name of the lexographer Ambrogio Calepino, whose Dictionarium (which appeared before 1510)
was so often reprinted during the 16th century that ‘calepino’ became synonymous with ‘dictionary’.

19 Literally, ‘horn of plenty’, an allusion to Nicolo Perotti, Cornucopiae sive commentaria linguae lati-
nae (Venice, 1489) and often reprinted during the 15th and 16th centuries.

20 Nizzolio, a synonym during the 16th century for ‘Ciceronian lexicon’; See Mario Nizzoli,
Observationum in M. T. Ciceronem Prima [Secunda] pars, (1535), reprinted several times.

21 Cicero, Catilinam, 1, 2.
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as happy with his acorns and slops as Jupiter with nectar and ambrosia. Do
you want, by chance, to disabuse them of their agreeable folly when, in
return for the cure, they come and break your head? I will leave aside the
question of which is folly: the illusion, or its cure. A Pyrrhonist once said,
‘Who knows whether our state is not death, and that of the alleged dead,
life?” Who knows if true happiness and true beatitude do not consist of the
due linking and taking apart the parts of a phrase?

ARMESSO. The world is such that we play Democritus at the expense
of the pedants and grammarians, and diligent courtiers play at being
Democritus at ours, while unthinking monks and priests democratize at
everybody’s expense. The pedants mock us, give-and-take, we sneer at the
courtiers, and everybody at the monks. The outcome is that, since one is
a fool in the eyes of the other, we are all fools, differing by species, but
concordant iz genere et numero et casu [in their genus, number and case].

FILOTEO. Just so censure differs in manner, kind and degree. Yet we
must bend our knees and bow our heads before that most harsh, severe,
horrendous and frightening censure of our arch-pedagogues. It is towards
them we must turn our gaze and lift our hands, sighing, calling out, weep-
ing and begging for mercy. Thus, it is to you that I turn, to you, who hold
in your hand the caduceus of Mercury in order to resolve controversies; to
you, who settle the differences that arise between men and gods. You,
Menippos, who, from your seats on the moon’s globe, look down on us with
narrowed eyes from on high, noting our actions with repugnance and
scorn. You, shield-bearers of Pallas, standard-bearers of Minerva, Mercury’s
stewards; you, Jupiter’s custodians, Apollo’s milk brothers, Epimetheus’
co-thieves, Bacchus’ bottlers, Euhan-criers’ horse-grooms; you, who
scourge the Edonides, spur on the Thyiades, excite the Maenads, seduce
the Bassarids; you, the riders of the Mimallonides, copulators of the
Egerian nymph, moderators of enthusiasm, demagogues of wandering
peoples, decipherers of the Demogorgon, Dioscures of fluctuating disci-
plines, treasurers of the Pantamorpheus and bullock-emissaries of the
highpriest Aron: to you we recommend our prose, submit our Muses, our
premises, subsumptions, digressions, parentheses, applications, clauses,
periods, constructions, adjectives and epithets. O you, sugarwater vendors,
who ravish our spirits with your sweet little refinements, binding fast our
hearts, fascinating our minds, and delivering our prostituted souls to the
lupanar; you, who submit our barbarisms to your wise judgement, stick our
solecisms with your arrows, staunch our malodorous chasms, castrate our
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Silenes, clap our Noahs into breeches, emasculate our macrological dis-
courses, patch up our ellipses, curb our tautologies, temper our acyrolo-
gies, excuse our escrologies, pardon our perissologies, forgive our cacoph-
onies. I, again, conjure you all, all of you in general and you in particular,
Poliinnio: halt that slanderous rage and that criminal hatred you feel
towards the most noble female sex; do not ruin all that the world possesses
of beauty, all that which heaven contemplates with countless eyes. Pull, pull
yourselves together and recover your wits, by which you might see that
your animosity is nothing but a professed madness and frenetic passion. Is
there anyone more senseless and stupid than a man who doesn’t see the
light? Can there be a madness more miserable than becoming, on account
of sex, the enemy of nature herself, like that barbarous king of Sarza, who,
having learned from your kind, declared:

Nature can make nothing perfect, since she is herself a woman.2?

Consider somewhat the truth, lift your eyes to the tree of the knowledge
of good and evil, and note the contradiction and opposition that exists
between the one and the other; see what men are and what women are. You
hold, on one hand, the body, masculine, to be your friend, and the soul,
feminine, your enemy. On one hand, you have chaos, masculine, and on the
other, organization, feminine. Here, sleep, masculine; there, wakefulness,
feminine. On one side, forgetfulness, and on the other, memory. Here, hate,
there, friendship; on this side, fear, on the other, serenity; on one hand,
rigour and on the other, kindness; here, anger, there, calm. On one side,
error, on the other, truth; here, imperfection, there, perfection; here, hell,
there, happiness; on this side, the Poliinnio the pedant, on the other side,
Poliinnia the Muse. In short, all the vices, imperfections and crimes are
masculine, and all the virtues, merits and goodnesses are feminine. Hence,
prudence, justice, strength, temperance, beauty, majesty and dignity, both
in grammatical gender and in our imagination, as well as in our descrip-
tions and paintings, are all feminine. But to leave aside these theoretical rea-
sonings concerning grammar and nomenclature so appropriate to your
argument, and to come to what is natural, real and practical, one example
alone should serve to bridle your tongue and shut your mouth, yours and
those of your many cohorts: imagine if someone should ask where you will

22 Ariosto, Orlando furioso, Xxv11, 120, slightly adapted by Bruno, who has, ‘Natura non puo far cosa
perfetta, / poi che natura femina vien detta.” Ariosto writes, ‘veggo che (natura) non puo far cosa
perfetta, / poi che Natura femina vien detta.”
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find a man who surpasses, or is even equal to, this celestial Elizabeth,
England’s ruler. She is so highly endowed, elevated, favoured, protected
and supported by the heavens that physical or verbal efforts to overthrow
her are both vain. There is no one in the kingdom so worthy and so heroic
among the nobility, nor anyone so gifted among those who wear the gown,
or so wise among the counsellors. For corporal beauty, knowledge of
vernacular and learned tongues, grasp of the arts and sciences, vision in
governing, grandeur of such great and long-lasting authority and other
natural and civic virtues, the Sophonisbas, Faustinas, Semiramises, Didos,
Cleopatras and all the earlier queens that Italy, Greece, Egypt and other
parts of Europe and Asia can boast are trivial compared to her. Her results
and her successes, which the present age cherishes with honest wonder-
ment, bear witness to this. While across Europe’s back flow the wrathful
Tiber, the threatening Po, the violent Rhine, the bloody Seine, the turbid
Garonne, the frenzied Ebro, the furious Tagus, the tumultuous Meuse and
the unquiet Danube, she, with her splendid vision, has been able, for more
than five lustres, to calm the great Ocean, which, in its constant ebb and
flow, calmly and gladly gathers the beloved Thames to its bosom, flowing
on unchecked and fearless, gaily and confidently twisting between its
verdant banks. So then, to start over again ...

ARMESSO. Quiet there, Filoteo, quiet. Do not strain yourself adding
water to our ocean and light to our sun. Quit showing yourself so abstract
(not to mention worse) in your polemic against those absent Poliinnios.
Instead, give us some examples from the dialogues you have here, so we do
not idle away our hours today.

FILOTEO. Take them and read.

End of first dialogue

Second dialogue

Speakers: Dicsono Arelio, Teofilo, Gervasio, Poliinnio
DICSONO. Please, master Poliinnio, and you, Gervasio, do not keep inter-
rupting our discussions.
POLIINNIO. Fiat[Agreed].
GERVASIO. Surely I cannot stay quiet if he, the magister [master], speaks.
DICSONO. You say then, Teofilo, that everything which is not a first
principle and a first cause, has a principle and a cause?
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TEOFILO. Without the slightest doubt or dispute.

DICSONO. Do you believe, then, that whoever knows the things caused
and principled, may know the cause and principle?

TEOFILO. Itisnot easy concerning the proximate cause and principle;
and it is extremely arduous, even by way of traces, when dealing with the
first cause and first principle.

DICSONO. So how do you conceive that things which have both a first
and proximate cause and principle can be truly known if] as far as the
efficient cause is concerned (which is one of the causes that contribute to
the authentic knowledge of things), they remain hidden?

TEOFILO. I confess that it is an easy thing to set out a demonstrative
doctrine, but the demonstration itself is hard. It is very easy to organize
the causes, modes and methods of doctrines, but our method-makers and
analysts then apply their instruments, the principles of their methods and
art of arts poorly.

GERVASIO. Like men who know how to forge fine swords, but not to
wield them.

POLIINNIO. Ferme [Certainly].

GERVASIO. Would that one could firmly shut your eyes and keep you
from ever opening them again!!

TEOFILO. Thatis why I say that the natural philosopher is not required
to produce all causes and all principles, but merely the physical ones, and
among them, only those that are principal or pertinent. Therefore,
although their dependence on the first cause and first principle attributes
them to that cause or that principle, there is not such a necessary relation
that, from the knowledge of one, we can infer a knowledge of the other, and
that is why we do not require that they be discussed within a single system.

DICSONO. How is that?

TEOFILO. Because from the knowledge of all dependent things, we
cannot infer any cognition of the first principle or of the first cause, other
than by the less effectual method of vestiges; seeing that everything derives
from its will or goodness, which is the principle of its operation, whence
proceeds the universal effect. The same can be said of artistic products,
insofar as whoever sees the statue does not behold the sculptor, and the man
who sees the portrait of Helen does not see Apelles, but only the result
of an operation deriving from the excellence of Apelles’ talent. The
representation is wholly the effect of accidents and circumstances of the

1 The latin férme is taken jokingly by Gervasio as a term related to the Italian fermare, ‘to shut’.
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substance of that man who, in terms of his absolute essence, is totally
unknown.

DICSONO. So that to know the universe is to know nothing of the being
or of the substance of the first principle, because it is like knowing the
accidents of the accidents.

TEOFILO. Correct. But I would not want you to think that I mean
there are accidents in God, or that he could be known through his
accidents.

DICSONO. Idonotascribe to you such dull wit, and I know that it is one
thing to say that all things not belonging to the nature of God are accidents,
and another to say they are his accidents, and still another thing to say that
they are like his accidents. This last is what I believe you are claiming for
the effects of the divine operation: although they are the substance of things,
or rather the natural substances themselves, they are nevertheless like acci-
dents that are too remote to allow us to achieve cognitive apprehension of
the divine, supernatural essence.

TEOFILO. Well put.

DICSONO. Ofthe divine substance, therefore, because it is both infinite
and extremely remote from those effects which constitute the outer limit
of the path of our discursive faculty, we can know nothing, except by means
of vestiges, as the Platonists say, or of remote effects, as the Peripatetics
have it, or by means of garments, as the Cabalists say, or of dorsal and back
parts, as the Talmudists say, or of a mirror, shadow and enigma, as the
Apocalyptics claim.

TEOFILO. But there is more: since we do not see that universe perfectly,
of which the substance and principle are so hard to understand, we have far
less basis for knowing the first cause and principle by means of its effects
than we have of knowing Apelles through the statues he creates; for we
can see the entire statue and examine it part by part, but not so the vast and
infinite consequence of divine power. The resemblance, then, must be
understood as not involving proportionality.

DICSONO. Soitisand so I understand it.

TEOFILO. Therefore, we shall do well to abstain from discussing such
a lofty subject.

DICSONO. I agree with that, because it suffices, morally and theo-
logically, to know the first principle in so far as the heavenly gods have
revealed it and the prophets have borne witness to it. Not only every law
and every theology, but all reformed philosophies conclude that it is the
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token of a wroth and sacrilegious spirit to rush into demanding reasons and
giving definitions of things above the sphere of our intelligence.

TEOFILO. Good. But these people do not deserve reproach, so much as
those deserve the highest praise who strive towards the knowledge of this
principle and this cause, to apprehend its grandeur as far as possible by
inspecting, with the eyes of orderly consideration, those magnificent stars
and luminous bodies which are so many inhabited worlds, great creatures
and superlative divinities: those which seem to be, and are, innumerable
worlds not very unlike that in which we find ourselves. Since it is impos-
sible for them to have being in and of themselves, being composite and
dissoluble (not that they are, therefore, deserving of dissolution, as was well
expressed in the 7Timaeus), it is necessary that they have a principle and
cause, and that, as consequence of the greatness of their being, living and
acting, they manifest and proclaim in an infinite space and with innu-
merable voices the excellence and infinite majesty of their first cause and
first principle. Leaving aside, then, as you say, that speculation, since it
surpasses all sense and intellect, let us look into the principle or cause
insofar as, as vestige, either it is nature itself, or it shines in the element and
the bosom of nature. Question me, then, methodically, if you want me to
answer likewise.

DICSONO. So I will. But first of all, since you frequently employ the
terms ‘cause’ and ‘principle’, I would like to know whether you consider
them synonymous.

TEOFILO. No.

DICSONO. But then what difference is there between the two?

TEOFILO. When we say that God is first principle and first cause,
we mean one and the same thing, using different concepts, but when we
speak of principles and causes in nature, we are talking of different things
using different concepts. We say that God is first principle, in so far as
all things come after him according to a definite order of anteriority and
posteriority, in terms of either their nature, their duration or their merit.
We speak of God as first cause, in so far as all things are distinct from
him, as the effect from the efficient cause, and the thing produced from
its producer. And these two definitions are different, because not every-
thing which is prior and of higher value is the cause of what comes after
it and is of lesser value, and because not every cause is prior and of higher
value than that which is caused, as is clear to whoever ponders the matter
carefully.
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DICSONO. Then, tell me, what difference is there between cause and
principle, as far as natural things are concerned?

TEOFILO. Although the terms are sometimes used interchangeably,
nonetheless, speaking properly, not everything that is a principle is a cause.
The point is the principle or origin of the line, but not its cause; the instant
is the principle or origin of activity [but not the cause of the act]; the point
of departure is the principle of movement, and not the cause of movement;
the premises are the principles of an argument, but not its cause. ‘Principle’
is, thus, a more general term than ‘cause’.

DICSONO. Then, to narrow these two terms within certain proper
meanings, observing the procedure of those who express themselves most
correctly, I think you take ‘principle’ to be that which intrinsically con-
tributes to the constitution of things and remains in the effect, as they say
of matter and form, which remain in the composite, or else the elements
from which a thing is composed and into which a thing is resolved. You call
‘cause’ that which contributes to the production of things from outside,
and which exists outside the composition, as is the case of the efficient
cause, and of the end to which the thing produced is directed.

TEOFILO. Very good.

DICSONO. Now that we have answered the question of the difference
between these things, I would like you to turn your attention first to the
causes, and then to the principles. Regarding the causes, I would first like
to know about the first efficient cause, then the formal, which you say is
linked to the efficient, and lastly the final cause, understood as the mover
of the efficient cause.

TEOFILO. The order of your proposition pleases me very much. As for
the efficient cause, I say that the universal physical efficient cause is the uni-
versal intellect, which is the first and principal faculty of the world soul,
which, in turn, is the universal form of it.

DICSONO. You seem to me to be not only in agreement with
Empedocles’ opinion, but still more certain, precise, explicit and even, as
far as I can see by your statements, more profound. Thus, I would appre-
ciate it if you would explain in greater detail just what you conceive this
universal intellect to be.

TEOFILO. The universal intellect is the innermost, most real and most
proper faculty or potential part of the world soul. Itis that one and the same
thing that fills everything, illuminates the universe and directs nature to
produce her various species suitably. It is to the production of natural
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things what our intellect is to the production of the representations of
things. The Pythagoreans call it the ‘mover’ and ‘agitator of the universe’.
As the poet has expressed:

totamgque infusa per artus,
mens agitat molem, et toto se corpore miscet.”

[pervading its members, mind stirs the whole mass and
mingles with the whole body]

The Platonists call it ‘world artificer’. They believe that it proceeds from
the higher world, which is indeed one, to this sensible world, which is
divided into many, and where, because of the separations of its parts, both
harmony and discord reign. This intellect, infusing and instilling some-
thing of its own into matter, while itself remaining immobile and undis-
turbed, produces all things. The hermeticists say that it is ‘most fecund in
seeds’ or yet that it is the ‘seed sower’, because it impregnates matter with
all forms, which, according to their nature and manner of being, succeed
in shaping, forming and weaving matter in ways that are so remarkable and
numerous that they cannot be ascribed to chance, nor to any other princi-
ple incapable of differentiation and arrangement. Orpheus calls it ‘the eye
of the world’, because it sees both the inside and outside of all natural
things, in order that they may succeed in producing and maintaining them-
selves in their proper proportions, intrinsically as well as extrinsically.
Empedocles calls it ‘the differentiator’, since it never tires of distinguish-
ing the forms confused within nature’s bosom, and of summoning the gen-
eration of one from the corruption of another. Plotinus says it is ‘the father
and progenitor’; because it distributes seeds in nature’s field and is the
proximate dispenser of forms. As for us, we call it the ‘internal artificer’,
because it shapes matter, forming it from inside like a seed or root shoot-
ing forth and unfolding the trunk, from within the trunk thrusting out the
boughs, from inside the boughs the derived branches, and unfurling buds
from within these. From therein it forms, fashions and weaves, as with
nerves, the leaves, flowers and fruits, and it is from the inside that, at cer-
tain times, it calls back its sap from the leaves and the fruits to the twigs,
from the twigs to the branches, from the branch to the trunk, from the
trunk to the root. Similarly, in animals; it begins by deploying its work from
the seed and from the centre of the heart, towards the outer members, and
from these it finally gathers back towards the heart the faculties it had
2 Virgil, Aeneid, v1,726-7.
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extended, as if it were twining up thread it had first unwound. Now, if we
believe that intellect and reason are required to produce those works — dead
works, so to speak — that we know how to fashion according to certain order
and by imitation on the surface of matter, as when stripping and whittling
a piece of wood we cause the shape of a horse to appear, how much supe-
rior must we hold that artistic intellect that, from the interior of the semi-
nal matter, solders together the bones, extends the cartilage, hollows the
arteries, airs the pores, interweaves the fibres, branches out the nerves and
arranges the whole with such praiseworthy mystery? How much greater an
artificer, I say, is he who is not limited to one part of matter, but works, con-
tinually present in the whole, on the whole! There are three kinds of intel-
lect: the divine, which is everything, the mundane, of which we have just
spoken, which makes everything, and the other, particular ones, which
become everything, because a middle term is needed between the extremes,
and this is the true efficient cause, not only extrinsic, but also intrinsic, of
all natural things.

DICSONO. I would like to hear you distinguish between your concep-
tion of an efficient cause as extrinsic cause, and your idea of it as intrinsic
cause.

TEOFILO. Icalla cause extrinsic when, as efficient, it is not a part of the
things composed and things produced; it is intrinsic in so far as it does not
operate on the matter or outside it, but in the way we have just described.
Thus, it is an extrinsic cause by its being, which is distinct from the sub-
stance and the essence of its effects, and because its being does not resem-
ble that of things susceptible to generation and corruption, although it
operates in those things; a cause is extrinsic, with regard to the action of its
operation.

DICSONO. It seems to me you have spoken enough about the efficient
cause. Now I would like to understand what that formal cause could be
which you maintain is linked to the efficient cause: is it, perhaps, the ideal
reason? For every agent which operates by means of a regulating intellect
strives to produce its effects only by means of some intention, and this is
impossible without the apprehension of something, which is none other
than the form of the thing to be produced. Consequently, that intellect,
which possesses the faculty of producing all species, and of sending them
forth with such fine architecture from the potency of matter to act, must
contain them all in advance, after the manner of forms, without which
the agent could not proceed to manufacture, just as the sculptor cannot
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execute different statues without having a preconception of their different
forms.

TEOFILO. You understand all that excellently. What I want, indeed, is
that two sorts of form be considered: one is the cause which, even if not the
efficient, allows the efficient to produce its effects; the other is the principle,
called forth from matter by the efficient cause.

DICSONO. The aim, the final cause which is sought by the efficient, is
the perfection of the universe, which consists of all forms having actual
material existence; the intellect delights and takes such pleasure in pursu-
ing this goal, that it never tires of calling forth from matter all sorts of
forms, as Empedocles himself seems to maintain.

TEOFILO. Quite right, and I add that, just as this efficient is universal in
the universe, but specificand particular in the universe’s parts and members,
so are also its form and its purpose.

DICSONO. But enough concerning causes. Let us come to principles.

TEOFILO. In order to get at the constitutive principles of things, I will
first discuss form, since, in a way, it is identical to the efficient cause we have
just defined: we said, in fact, that the intellect, which is a potency of the
world soul, is the proximate efficient cause of all natural things.

DICSONO. But how can the same subject be principle and cause of
natural things? How can it have the character of an intrinsic part, and not
that of an extrinsic part?

TEOFILO. Thatis no contradiction, if we consider that the soul is in the
body as the pilot is in the ship: since the pilot is part of the ship, he moves
with it; yet, considering that he governs and moves it, he must not be
included as a part, but as a distinct efficient cause. Likewise, the soul of the
universe, in so far as it animates and informs it, is found to be an intrinsic
and formal part of the universe, but in so far as it directs and governs the
universe, it is not a part, and does not have the character of principle, but
of a cause. Aristotle himself grants us this, since, though he denies that the
soul has the same relation to the body as the pilot to the ship, he does not
go so far, when he considers it with regard to its power to know and to
understand, as to call it the act and form of the body, but he looks on it as
an efficient cause separate in its being from matter. The intellect is some-
thing that comes from outside from the point of view of its substantiality,
independent of the composite.

DICSONO. I approve of what you say, because if it is correct that the
intellectual potency of our soul is separated from the body and has the

40



Second dialogue

character of an efficient cause, it is all the more true of the world soul. As
Plotinus writes against the Gnostics, ‘the world soul governs the universe
more easily than the soul governs our body’, since there is a great difference
between their ways of governing. The former rules the world without being
fettered to it, so that what it controls does not bind it, nor does it suffer
through or with other things. It raises itself without impediment to higher
things; giving life and perfection to bodies, it does not itself become
infected with any imperfection: and that is why it is eternally united with
the same subject. As for the latter, it is clear that its condition is completely
different. Now, if, according to your principle, the perfections found in
inferior natures must be attributed to, and recognized in, superior natures
to a higher degree, we must agree, without the slightest doubt, with the dis-
tinction you have established. This assertion is valid not only for the world
soul, but also for every star, since (as the aforementioned philosopher
holds) they all have the power to contemplate God, the principles of all
things and the distribution of the orders of the universe. He holds that this
does not occur by means of memory, reasoning or reflection, for all their
operations are eternal operations; no act can be new to them, and, in con-
sequence, they do nothing which is inappropriate to the whole, nor any-
thing which is not perfect or does not follow a definite and predetermined
order, and all this completely without any act of deliberation. This is what
Aristotle himself shows with the examples of the perfect writer or perfect
lute player, when he denies that, under the pretext that nature does not
reason or reflect, one can conclude that it operates without intellect or final
intention: for great musicians and writers pay less attention to what they are
doing than their less talented colleagues, who, because they reflect more,
produce work that is less perfect and, what is worse, not free from error.
TEOFILO. You have understood. But let us look at things a bit more
closely now. It seems to me that those who will not understand or affirm
that the world and its parts are animated detract from the divine goodness
and from the excellence of this great living being and simulacrum of the
first principle; as if God were jealous of his image, as if the architect failed
to love his own work — he of whom Plato’ remarks that he appreciated his
creation for its resemblance to himself, for the reflection of himself he sees
init. And, indeed, what could be presented to the eyes of the divinity which
is more beautiful than this universe? And since the universe is composed
of its parts, which of these parts should we hold to be more important than

3 Timaeus 29E.
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the formal principle? I leave for a better and more detailed analysis the
examination of the thousand natural reasons that can be added to this
topical or logical one.

DICSONO. I am not concerned to have you exert yourself over this
point, for there is no philosopher enjoying some reputation, even among
the Peripatetics, who does not hold that the world and its spheres are
animated in some way. For now, I would like to understand how, in your
opinion, this form comes to introduce itself into the matter of the universe.

TEOFILO. It joins itself to it in such a way that the nature of the body,
which is not beautiful in itself, comes to participate as far as it can in beauty,
for there is no beauty which does not consist of some species or form, and
there is no form that is not produced by the soul.

DICSONO. I seem to be hearing something very novel. Are you claim-
ing, perhaps, that not only the form of the universe, but also all the forms
of natural things are souls?

TEOFILO. Yes.

DICSONO. But who will agree with you there?

TEOFILO. But who could reasonably refute it?

DICSONO. Common sense tells us that not everything is alive.

TEOFILO. The most common sense is not the truest sense.

DICSONO. I can readily believe that that last point is defensible. But it
is not enough for one to be be able to defend a thing to render it true: we
must be able to provide a proof.

TEOFILO. Thatisnot difficult. Are there not philosophers who say that
the world is animated?

DICSONO. Many of the leading ones do say so.

TEOFILO. Then, why do those same philosophers not declare that the
world’s parts are animated?

DICSONO. They, indeed, say it, but only of the principal parts, those
which are the true parts of the world, for when they affirm that the soul is
entire in the entire world, and entire in any of its parts, they are as reason-
able as when they hold that the soul of living creatures we can perceive is
wholly present throughout their bodies.

TEOFILO. So, which do you think are not true parts of the world?

DICSONO. Those which are not primary bodies, as the Peripatetics call
them: the Earth, with the waters and other parts that, as you say, constitute
the entire creature, along with the moon, the sun and other bodies. Besides
these principal organisms, there are those that are not primary parts of the
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universe of which, it is said, some have a vegetative soul, others a sensitive
soul, still others an intellective soul.

TEOFILO. Butif the soul, present in the whole, is also in the parts, why
do you not admit it in the parts of the parts?

DICSONO. I do, but only in the parts of parts of animate things.

TEOFILO. But what are these things that are not animated, or that are
not parts of animated things?

DICSONO. Do you not think a few of them are right before our eyes? All
lifeless things.

TEOFILO. And which things do not possess life, or at least the vital
principle?

DICSONO. So, in short, you hold that there is nothing that does not
possess a soul and that has no vital principle?

TEOFILO. Yes, exactly.

POLIINNIO. Then a dead body has a soul? So, my clogs, my slippers,
my boots, my spurs, as well as my ring and my gauntlets are supposedly
animated? My robe and my pallium are animated?

GERVASIO. Oh, yes, indeed, Master Poliinnio, why not? I do believe
your robe and mantle are fully animated when they contain such an animal
as you, the boots and spurs are animated when they cover the feet, the hat
is when it covers the head, which is not deprived of a soul; the stable is
animated also, when it shelters the horse, the mule or your lordship. Is that
not what you mean, Teofilo? Do you not think I understand it better than
the dominus magister [ chief master]?

POLIINNIO. Cuium pecus? [Whose cattle?] Do we not find asses etiam
atque etiam [several times] subtle? You have the nerve, you apirocal*, you
abecedarian, to compare yourself with an archididascalos® and rector of a
minerval® school such as myself?

GERVASIO. Pax vobis, domine magister, servus servorum et scabellum
pedum tuorum. [Peace be with you, lord master, I am your servant’s servant
and the footstool of your feet. |

POLIINNIO. Maledicat te deus in secula seculorum. [May God curse you,
world without end. ]

pICcSONO. No fighting: allow us to settle these questions.

POLIINNIO. Prosequator ergo sua dogmata Theophilus. [ Then let Teofilo
continue to expound his theory. |

+ Hellenism for ‘ignoramus’. 5 Another hellenism formed from 3ud&oka)os, ‘teacher’.
% Humorous latinism meaning ‘literary’.
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TEOFILO. So I will. I say, then, that the table is not animated as table,
nor are the clothes as clothes, nor leather as leather, nor the glass as glass,
but that, as natural things and composites, they have within them matter
and form. All things, no matter how small and minuscule, have in them part
of that spiritual substance which, if it finds a suitable subject, disposes itself
to be plant, or to be animal, and receives the members of such or such a
body, commonly qualified as animated, for in all things there is spirit, and
there is not the least corpuscle that does not contain within itself some
portion that may animate it.

POLIINNIO. FErgo, quidquid est, anmimal est. [ Therefore, whatever is, is
animal. ]

TEOFILO. Not all things that have a soul are called animate.

DICSONO. Then, at least, all things have life?

TEOFILO. All things that have a soul are animated, in terms of sub-
stance, but their life is not recognizable to the Peripatetics, who define life
too strictly and grossly, using the extrinsic and sensible act and operation,
and not the substance.

DICSONO. You reveal a plausible way of supporting Anaxagoras’ opin-
ion that all things are in all things, for since the spirit, or soul, or the
universal form is in all things, everything can be produced from everything.

TEOFILO. Thatis not only plausible but true, for that spirit is found in
all things which, even if they are not living creatures, are animate. If not
according to the perceptible presence of life and animation, then accord-
ing to the principle, and a certain primary act of life and animation. I will
go no further, since I wish to look later at the properties of many stones and
gems which, broken, recut or set in irregular pieces, have certain virtues of
altering the spirit or of engendering affections and passions in the soul, not
only in the body. And we know that these effects do not, and could not, pro-
ceed from purely material qualities, but must be attributed to a symbolic
principle of life and animation. Besides, we see the same phenomenon
sensibly working in withered plants and roots which, purging and concen-
trating humours and altering their spirits, reveal unmistakable signs of life.
Not to mention that necromancers, not without reason, hope to accomplish
many things using the bones of the dead, believing that they retain, if not
the very activity of life, at least some sort of vitality, which can be used to
achieve extraordinary effects. Other occasions will give me the chance more
fully to discuss thought, the spirit, the soul, the life which penetrates all, is
in all, and moves all matter, fills its bosom, and dominates it rather than
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being dominated by it, given that the spiritual substance cannot be
surpassed by the material substance, but, rather, contains it.

DICSONO. This seems to me to conform not only to the thought of
Pythagoras, whose thesis the Poet states when he says:

Principio caelum ac terras camposque liquentis,
lucentemque globum lunae Titaniaque astra
spiritus intus alit, totamque infusa per artus
mens agitat molem, totoque se corpore miscet,’

[First, the heaven and earth, and the watery plains,

the shining orb of the moon and Titan’s star,

a spirit within sustains, and mind, pervading its members,
sways the whole mass and mingles with its mighty frame.]

but also the thought of the Theologian, who says, ‘the spirit pervades and
fills the Earth, and what contains all things.’8 Also, another, speaking per-
haps of the relationships of form with matter and potency, says that act and
form dominate.

TEOFILO. If] then, spirit, soul, life is found in all things and in varying
degrees fills all matter, it can assuredly be deduced that it is the true act and
true form of all things. The world soul, therefore, is the formal constitu-
tive principle of the universe and all it contains. I say that if life is found in
all things, the soul is necessarily the form of all things, that form presides
everywhere over matter and governs the composites, determines the com-
position and cohesion of the parts. That is why it seems that such form is
no less enduring than matter. I conceive this form in such a way that there
is only one for all things. But according to the diversity of the dispositions
of matter and the capacity of the material principles, both active and pas-
sive, it happens to produce different configurations and realize different
potentialities, bringing forth sometimes non-sensitive life, sometimes sen-
sitive but not intellective life, sometimes seeming to suppress or restrain all
outside signs of life, because of the incapacity or some other characteristic
of matter. Thus, changing site and state, this form cannot be annihilated,
because spiritual substance is no less real than material. So only the exter-
nal forms are changed, and even annihilated, because they are not things,
but of things, and because they are not substances, but accidents and
particularities of substances.

7 Virgil, Aeneid, v1, 724—7.
8 The author, supposed to be Solomon, of the Wisdom of Solomon, 1, 7.
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POLIINNIO. Non entia sed entium. [Not entities, but of entities. |

DICSONO. Certainly, if something of the substances were annihilated,
the world would be emptied.

TEOFILO. Thus, we have an intrinsic formal principle, eternal and sub-
sistent, incomparably superior to that imagined by the Sophists? who,
ignoring the substance of things, treat only of the accidents, and arrive at
positing corruptible substances from the fact that what they call essentially,
fundamentally and principally substance is what results from composition,
which is only an accident, not containing in itself either stability or truth,
and reduced to nothing. They say that what is truly man is the result of
composition, and that what is truly soul is no more than the perfection and
act of a living body, or even something that is the result of a certain sym-
metry in its constitution and members. Hence, it is not surprising that they
make so much, and are so greatly afraid, of death and dissolution, since
they believe the loss of being is imminent. Nature cries out against such
madness, assuring us that neither the body nor the soul need fear death,
because both matter and form are absolutely unalterable principles:

O genus attonitum gelidae formidine mortis,

quid Styga, quid tenebras et nomina vana timetis,
materiam vatum falsique pericula mundi?
Corpora sive rogus flamma seu tabe vetustas
abstulerit, mala posse pati non ulla putetis:

morte carent animae domibus habitantque receptae.
Omnia mutantur, nihil interit.

[You people, dismayed by fear of icy death, why are you terrified
by the Styx, by shadows and empty names, the stuff of poets’ tales,
by the dangers of a world that doesn’t exist? Our bodies, whether
destroyed by the flames of the funeral pyre, or by slow decay, do
not feel any suffering. Our souls are immortal and are ever received
into new homes, where they live and dwell, when they have left
their previous abode. All things change, but nothing dies.]!”

DICSONO. I believe Solomon, esteemed the wisest among Hebrews,
says something comparable: ‘Quod est quod est? Ipsum quod fuit. Quid est quod
Suit? Ipsum quod est. Nihil sub sole novum’ [What is that which is? That
which was. What is the thing that was? That which is. There is nothing new
under the sun].!! And, thus, this form which you posit is not something

9 For Bruno, the followers of Aristotle. 10 Ovid, Metamorphoses, Xv, 153—9 and 165, cited from memory.
11 Ecclesiastes, 1, 9, cited from memory.
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that exists only in matter and is fixed to it according to its being, and does
not depend on the body or matter for its existence?

TEOFILO. Indeed. What is more, I leave open the possibility of a form
existing without matter, though I firmly assert that no part of matter exists
without form, except when it is considered logically, as it is by Aristotle, who
never tires of dividing by reason what in nature and in truth is indivisible.

DICSONO. Do you not admit any other form than this eternal associate
of matter?

TEOFILO. Yes, and a still more natural form than the material form, of
which we shall treat later. For now, note this distinction of forms: first,
there is a sort of form which informs, and which is extended and depen-
dent. Since it informs everything, it is in everything; since it is extended,
it communicates the perfection of the whole to the parts; since it is depen-
dent and has no operation through itself, it communicates the operation of
the whole to the parts; similarly it communicates the name and the being
to them. Such is the material form, like that of fire: because every part of
fire warms, is called fire, and is fire. Secondly, there is another sort of form,
which informs and is dependent, but which is not extended. Since it per-
fects and activates the whole, it is in the whole and in each of its parts. Since
it is not extended, the result is that it cannot attribute the action of the
whole to the parts. Since it is dependent, it communicates the action of the
whole to the parts. Such is the vegetative and sensitive soul, since no part
of the animal is animal, yet each part nonetheless lives and feels. Thirdly,
there is another kind of form, which actuates and makes perfect the whole
but is not extended nor dependent as regards its operation. Since it per-
fects and actuates, it is in the whole, in its totality and in each of its parts.
Since it is not extended, it does not attribute the perfection of the whole to
the parts. Since it is not dependent, it does not communicate its action to
them. Such is the soul, in so far as it can exercise intellectual power, and it
is called intellective: it does not cause any part of man to be called man, or
to be man, nor to be described as intelligent. Of these three kinds, the first
is material, for it cannot be conceived, nor can it exist, without matter. The
two other kinds (which, in fact, come together as one, according to their
substance and being, and are distinguished in the fashion we have indicated
above) express the formal principle, as distinct from the material principle.

DICSONO. I understand.

TEOFILO. Furthermore, I would like to point out that if, using common
terms, we say there are five grades of form, namely, the elemental, the
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mixed, the vegetative, the sensitive and the intellective, we do not, how-
ever, understand form in the vulgar sense, for that distinction is valid from
the point of view of the operations which appear in the subjects and
proceed from them, but not from the point of view of the primordial and
fundamental essence of that form and spiritual life that fills all things,
which it does in different ways.

DICSONO. | understand. Inasmuch as this form that you posit as prin-
ciple is a substantial form, it makes up a perfect species, is to itself its own
genus, and is not, like the Peripatetic form, part of a species.

TEOFILO. Exactly.

DICSONO. The distinction of forms in matter is not a function of the
accidental dispositions which depend on material form.

TEOFILO. Correct.

DICSONO. From which it follows that this separated form cannot be
multiplied in the numerical sense, since all numerical multiplication
depends on matter.

TEOFILO. Yes.

DICSONO. Further, it is invariable in itself, but varies because of the
subjects and the diversity of matter. And such form, although it
differentiates the part from the whole in the subject, is not, however, itself
different in the part and in the whole, even if the definition we use for it
differs according to whether it is considered as substantial by itself, or con-
sidered in so far as it is the act and perfection of some subject —and in that
case, it is considered according to that specification and that individuation
which it has assumed in this or that subject.

TEOFILO. Exactly.

DICSONO. You do not conceive of this form as being accidental, not as
accidental form, not as mingled with matter or inherent in it, but as exist-
ing in it, associating itself with and assisting it.

TEOFILO. That is just what I say.

DICSONO. Moreover, this form is defined and determined by matter,
since, on the one hand, possessing in itself the faculty of constituting the
particulars of innumerable species, it happens to restrict itself in order
to constitute an individual, and, on the other hand, the potency of inde-
terminate matter, which can receive any form whatsoever, finds itself
limited to a single species. Thus, one is the cause of the definition and
determination of the other.

TEOFILO. Very good.
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DICSONO. So that, in some way, you allow Anaxagoras’ notion, who
qualifies with the word ‘latent’ the particular forms of nature, and you
approve, in part, that of Plato, who has them derive from ideas, and, in part,
that of Empedocles, who has them issue from the intelligence, and, in
certain measure, that of Aristotle, who puts them down as emerging, so to
speak, from the potency of matter?

TEOFILO. Yes, for as we have said, where there is form, there is, in a
way, everything. Where there is soul, spirit, life, there is everything. The
one who forms is the intellect, which acts through the ideal species; even
if it does not bring forms out of matter, it does not then look for them
outside of matter, since this spirit fills everything.

POLIINNIO. Velim scire quomodo forma est anima mundi ubique tota [1
would like very much to know how the world soul is a form which is pre-
sent everywhere in its totality], if it is indivisible. It must, then, be very
large, even of infinite dimension, since you say the world is infinite.

GERVASIO. Here is good reason, indeed, for its being large. It is like
what a preacher at Grandazzo in Sicily said of our Lord: to signify that he
is present everywhere, he ordered a crucifix as large as the church, in the
image of God the Father, who has the heavens for a canopy and the starry
sky for a seat, and who possesses such long legs that they stretch down to
earth, which he uses as a footstool. To this preacher came a certain peas-
ant, saying, ‘Reverend father, how many ells of cloth would it take to make
his hose?” Another said that all Melazzo and Nicosia’s chickpeas, haricots
and broad beans would not suffice to fill his belly. Be careful, then, that this
world soul is not cut out the same way.

TEOFILO. I would not know how to satisfy your perplexity, Gervasio,
but I can that of Master Poliinnio. But for both of you, I will use a com-
parison, for I want you, too, to gather some fruit from our reasonings and
discussions. In short, you must know, then, that the world soul and the
divinity are not present entirely everywhere and through every part, in the
same way as some material thing could be — since that is impossible for any
body or spirit of any kind whatsoever — but are present in a manner that is
not easy to explain, save in the following way. Please note that if we say the
world soul and universal form are everywhere, we do not mean in a corpo-
real or dimensional sense, for they are not of that nature and cannot be found
so in any part. They are everywhere present in their entirety in a spiritual
way. To take an example (crude as it is), you might imagine a voice which
is entire inside the whole room, and in every part of it: in effect, one hears
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it everywhere entirely there. Similarly, the words I am saying are entirely
heard by all of you, and would still be if a thousand people were present.
And if my voice could reach all the world, it would be everywhere entire.
To you, then, I say, Master Poliinnio, that the soul is not indivisible in the
manner of a point, but, in some way, in the manner of a voice. And to you,
Gervasio, I answer that the divinity is not everywhere like the God of
Grandazzo is in the whole of his chapel, because, though that God is pre-
sent in the whole church, he is not everywhere wholly present, but has his
head in one place, his feet elsewhere, his arms and his chest still somewhere
else. On the contrary, the divinity is entire in any part whatsoever, just as
my voice is heard entirely from all sides of the room.

POLIINNIO. Percepi optime. [I understood perfectly.]

GERVASIO. I have also understood your voice.

DICSONO. I believe it about the voice, but as for the argument, I think
it has gone in one ear and out the other.

GERVASIO. I do not think it has even gone in, because the hour is late,
and my stomach’s clock has sounded.

POLIINNIO. Hoc est, idest [That is] he has his head i patinis. [on
casseroles. |

End of second dialogue

Third dialogue

GERVASIO. Itisalready time and those people have not yet come. Since I have
nothing else compelling to think about, I will amuse myself listening to their
discussions, and maybe they can teach me some nice chess moves in the
philosophy game besides. It is also a pleasant sport, with the whims that flit
about in the bizarre brain of that pedant, Poliinnio. He presumes to be a
judge of who speaks well, who discourses better, who commits philosoph-
ical incongruities and errors, but when his turn comes, and not knowing
what to offer himself, he starts to spin out from the sleeve of his hollow
pedantry a little salad of puny proverbs and phrases in Latin and Greek,
which have nothing at all to do with what the others are saying, whence any
blind man can see without much strain how mad he is, with his Latin, while
the others are wise with their vulgar tongue. But, by my faith, here he is.
By the way he moves along;, it looks like he knows how to adopt a Latin pace
even by the motion of his legs. Welcome, dominus magister [superior master].
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POLIINNIO. That magister I do not care for. In our misguided and law-
less age, it is attributed to any barber, rag picker or sow-gelder as often as
to my peers. That is why we have the advice: nolite vocari Rabi [Be ye not
called Rabbi]!

GERVASIO. Then how do you wish me to call you? Do you fancy ‘most
reverend’?

POLIINNIO. [llud est presbiterale et clericum [That is for clerics and
priests].

GERVASIO. Do you feel like ‘most illustrious’?

POLIINNIO. Cedant arma togae |[arms give way to the toga].2 That title
befits knights as well as the purple-clad.?

GERVASIO. And ‘Caesarean majesty’, hm?

POLIINNIO. Quae Caesaris Caesari [Give unto Caesar what is
Caesar’s].4

GERVASIO. Then take domine [Lord]!, take ‘thunderer’, ‘divum Pater’
[father of the Gods]! To come back to us: why are you so late?

POLIINNIO. I think the others are held back by some business. As for
myself, in order not to waste the day away without tracing a line,” I dedi-
cated myself to contemplating that symbol of the globe commonly dubbed
a world map.

GERVASIO. What on earth have you to do with a world map?

POLIINNIO. I am contemplating all the parts of the earth, climes,
provinces and regions that I have traversed ideally in spirit, and many also
on foot.

GERVASIO. Ishould like you to come back alittle to yourself; as it seems
to me that is what you need most but worry about the least.

POLIINNIO. Absit verbo invidia [Be it said without boasting]’: in this
way, I come to know myself much more effectively.

GERVASIO. And how, pray tell, is that?

POLIINNIO. From the scrutiny of the macrocosm, one can easily arrive
(necessaria deductione facta a simili [|having made the necessary deduction
by similitude]) at the knowledge of the microcosm, the most minute parts
of which correspond to parts of the former.

GERVASIO. So that, within you, we will find the moon, Mercury and
other heavenly bodies, as well as France, Spain, Italy, England, Calcutta
and other lands?

! From Matthew 23,8. 2 Cicero, fragm. De meo consulatu. 3 Magistrates.  + Matthew 22, 21.
5 Allusion to the Plinian adage: ‘Nulla dies sine linea.’ ¢ Livy IX, 19.
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POLIINNIO. Quidni? per quandam analogiam [Why not? by a certain
analogy].

GERVASIO. Per quandam analogiam, I believe you to be a great monarch,
but if you were a woman, I would ask you if you have a place to lodge a baby,
or stick one of those plants Diogenes speaks of.”

POLIINNIO. Ha, ha! Quodammodo facete [ Quite prettily put]. But such
questions are not befitting a sage and scholar.

GERVASIO. IfIwere a scholar, and if I considered myself wise, I would
not come here to learn with you.

POLIINNIO. You, yes, but I do not come to learn, for nunc meum est
docere; mea quoque interest eos qui docere volunt iudicare [my office now is to
teach; my concern is also to pass judgement on those who wish to teach].
Hence, I come with another purpose than that which must bring you,
whose role is that of apprentice, novice and disciple.

GERVASIO. For what purpose?

POLIINNIO. To judge, I said.

GERVASIO. Indeed, for one of your sort it is better to judge the sciences
and doctrines than for others, since you are the only ones to whom the lib-
erality of the stars and the munificence of fate have bequeathed the power
to draw out the sap from words.

POLIINNIO. And consequently also from thoughts, which are bound
to words.

GERVASIO. As soul to body.

POLIINNIO. Words that, rightly understood, give a thorough grasp of
the sense: thus, from a knowledge of languages (in which I, more than any-
one else in this city, am expert, and in which I count myself no less learned
than any who run minerval schools) is derived the knowledge of all science.

GERVASIO. So, all who understand Italian will grasp the Nolan’s
philosophy?

POLIINNIO. Yes, but it also takes some exercise and judgement.

GERVASIO. A whileago, I thought that this exercise was the main thing,
because someone who knows no Greek can nonetheless comprehend all
Aristotle’s meaning, and also pick out many of his errors. Similarly we
see that the idolatry surrounding the authority of that philosopher (mainly
regarding natural things) has been entirely abolished among all who
grasp the notions of this other sect; a man who knows no Greek, nor
Arabic, nor perhaps Latin, like Paracelsus, can have a better knowledge of

7 Alludes to the obscene saying of Diogenes, ‘planto hominem’.
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the properties of drugs and medicine than Galen, Avicenna and all those
who communicate with the Roman tongue. Philosophies and laws are lost,
not through a penury of word-interpreters, but through a scarcity of
profound thinkers.

POLIINNIO. So, you number a man like me among the dull-witted
multitude?

GERVASIO. God forbid. I know that, with study and knowledge (rare
and remarkable things), you and your peers are thoroughly equipped to
judge doctrines, after having sifted through the opinions of the people who
champion them.

POLIINNIO. Since you are now speaking the pure truth, it is not so hard
to persuade myself that you have some motive. If it is not too hard for you,
pray take the trouble to set it out.

GERVASIO. I will say this (submitting myself throughout to your wise
and prudent judgement): it is a common proverb that those who are not in
a game follow it better than the ones playing. Similarly, those watching a
play can better judge of the performance than the actors on the stage, and
in the same way music can be better heard by someone not part of the
orchestra or choir. It is the same with card games, chess, fencing and the
like: and so, you other gentlemen pedants, excluded from all scientific and
philosophical activity, not having nor ever having had anything to do with
Aristotle, Plato and their kind, can better judge and condemn them with
your grammatical matchlessness and natural presumption, than the Nolan,
who finds himself on the same stage and in such familiarity and intimacy
with them, having made out their most profound and innermost notions,
that he fights them easily. I say that you, because you are outside every
practice of gentlemen or extraordinary wits, can better judge them.

POLIINNIO. [have noidea how to answer this gross impudence point-
blank. Vox faucibus haesit | The voice sticks in the throat]8.

GERVASIO. So, your sort possess that presumption lacking in those
whose feet are deep into the question; therefore, I assure you it is with good
title that you usurp the function of approving this, reproving that, glossing
still the other, here drawing up a table of concordances, there an appendix.

POLIINNIO. This complete ignoramus wishes to infer from the fact
that I am versed in letters that I am ignorant of philosophy!

GERVASIO. Most learned Poliinnio, sir, I must tell you that even if you
knew all the languages there are, which our preachers number seventy-two . ..

8 Virgil, Aeneid, ii, 774.
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POLIINNIO. Cum dimidia [and one half].

GERVASIO. ... not only would it not follow that you, sir, are capable
of judging philosophers, but what is more, it would certainly follow that
you cannot help being the biggest, most bumbling beast that exists in
human form; besides, there is nothing to prevent anyone who has the least
knowledge of any of these tongues, even a bastard one, from being the
wisest and most learned man in the whole world. Consider how useful
these two have been now: one, a French archpedant,? who has composed
the Studies in the Liberal Arts and the Animadoversions Against Aristotle,
and another pedant scum, this one Italian, who has besmeared many an
opuscule with his Peripatetic Discussions'. Everyone plainly sees that the
first one very eloquently demonstrates his lack of intelligence, while the
second shows that he has much in him of the beast and the ass, to put
it bluntly. The first shows that he has understood Aristotle, at least, but
badly. If he had understood him well, he might also have had the wit to
wage honourable war with him, as the most judicious Telesio of Cosenza
has.!! Of the second, it is impossible to say whether he understood Aristotle
either well or badly, but it can be claimed that he has read and re-read
him, taken him apart, stitched him up again, and compared him pro [for]
and con [against] with a thousand other Greek authors, going to the great-
est lengths not only without any profit whatsoever, but etiam [even] to
great loss. Whoever wants to see how far into insanity and presumptuous
vanity a pedantic way of thinking can sink us has only to read this one
book, before it disappears without a trace. But here come Teofilo and
Dicsono.

POLIINNIO. Adeste felices, domini [ you come at the right time, masters]:
your arrival prevents my glowing anger from exploding into thundering
judgements against the vain remarks issued by this sterile chatterer.

GERVASIO. And it blocks me from mocking the majesty of this most
venerable owl.

DIcSONO. Allis well if tempers do not flare.

GERVASIO. WhatIsay, I say in jest, because of the affection I feel for the
honourable master.

POLIINNIO. Ego quoque quod irascor, non serio irascor, quia Gervasium
non odi [ That holds for me too. If I grow angry, my anger is not serious, for
I do not hate Gervasio. |

9 Peter Ramus (1515-72), author of Scholae in Liberales and Aristoteliae Animadversiones.
10 Francesco Patrizi (1529—97). ! Bernardino Telesio (1508-88).
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DICSONO. Good. Let me take up my discussion with Teofilo.

TEOFILO. Thus, Democritus and the Epicureans, who claim that what
is not body is nothing, maintain as a consequence that matter alone is the
substance of things, and that it is also the divine nature, as an Arab named
Avicebron has said in a book entitled Fount of Life. They also hold, together
with the Cyrenics, the Cynics and the Stoics, that forms are nothing but
certain accidental dispositions of matter. I, myself, was an enthusiastic par-
tisan of this view for a long time, solely because it corresponds to nature’s
workings more than Aristotle’s. But after much thought, and after having
considered more elements, we find that we must recognize two kinds of
substance in nature: namely, form and matter. For there must be an
absolutely substantial act in which the active potency of everything is
found, as well as a potency or substratum, in which an equal passive
potency can be found: in the first, the power to make, in the second, the
power to be made.

DICSONO. Anyone who reasons well will clearly see that it is impossible
for the former continually to make everything, without there being some-
thing which can become everything. How can the world soul (I mean, all
form), which is indivisible, act as shaper, without the substratum of dimen-
sions or quantities, which is matter? And how can matter be shaped?
Perhaps by itself? It seems we can say that matter is shaped by itself, if
we want to consider as matter the universal formed body and call it
‘matter’, just as we would call a living thing with all its faculties ‘matter’,
distinguishing it, not by the form, but only by the efficient cause.

TEOFILO. No one can keep you from using the term ‘matter’ as you
wish, just as the same term covers different meanings in various schools.
But I know that your way of considering it is only apt for a technician or
physician strictly within his practice, for example that physician who
reduced the universal body to mercury, salt and sulfur, a thesis that reveals
the stupidity of his desire to be called philosopher more than some divine
talent for medicine.!? The aim of philosophy is not simply to arrive at the
distinction of principles which is realized physically by the separation
which results from the power of fire, but also to arrive at that distinction of
principles to which no material agent can, since the soul, which is insepa-
rable from sulphur, mercury and salt, is a formal principle; that principle is
not susceptible to material qualities, but totally dominates matter and is not
touched by the experiments of the alchemists, whose divisions are limited

12 The reference is to Paracelsus.
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to the three aforesaid elements, and who recognize another kind of soul,
apart from this world soul, which we must define here.

DIcSONO. Excellently said. And very satisfactory reasoning, for I see
some people so lacking in judgement that they do not distinguish the causes
of nature taken absolutely, according to the entire extension of their being,
as philosophers do, and those taken according to a limited sense appropri-
ate to their work. The first mode is excessive and vain for physicians as
such, and the second is restricted and insufficient for philosophers as such.

TEOFILO. You have touched on that very point which earns Paracelsus
praise. In discussing medical philosophy, he reproves Galen for having
introduced philosophical medicine, and for having created such an annoy-
ing mixture and tangled web that, in the last analysis, he comes across as a
very shallow physician and a very confused philosopher. But let that be said
with some reserve, since I have not had the leisure to examine all parts of
his work.

GERVASIO. Please, Teofilo, first do me the favour, since I am not so
competent in philosophy, of making clear what you mean by the word
‘matter’, and what matter is in natural things.

TEOFILO. All who want to distinguish matter and consider it in itself]
without form, resort to the analogy of art. So it is with the Pythagoreans,
the Platonists and the Peripatetics. Take, for example, the art of carpentry:
it has wood as substratum for all its forms and all its work, as iron is for the
blacksmith and cloth for the tailor. All these arts produce various images,
compositions and figures in their own particular material, none of which is
natural or proper to that material. Nature is similar to art in that it needs
material for its operations, since it is impossible for any agent who wishes
to make something to create out of nothing, or to work on nothing. There
is, then, a sort of substratum from which, with which, and in which nature
effects her operations or her work, and which she endows with the mani-
fold forms that result in such a great variety of species being presented to
the eyes of reason. And just as wood does not possess, by itself, any artifi-
cial form, but may have them all as a result of the carpenter’s activity, in a
similar way the matter of which we speak, because of its nature, has no nat-
ural form by itself, but may take on all forms through the operation of the
active agent which is the principle of nature. This natural matter is not per-
ceptible, as is artificial matter, because nature’s matter has absolutely no
form, while the matter of art is something already formed by nature. Art
can operate only on the surface of things already formed, like wood, iron,
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stone, wool and the like, but nature works, so to speak, from the centre
of its substratum, or matter, which is totally formless. Furthermore, the
substrata of art are many, and that of nature one, because the former,
formed by nature in different ways, are diverse and various, while the lat-
ter, in no way formed, is undifferentiated throughout, since all difference
or diversity proceeds from form.

GERVASIO. So that the things formed by nature serve as art’s material,
while a single, formless thing serves as nature’s material.

TEOFILO. Yes.

GERVASIO. Can we know the substratum of nature, just as we can
clearly see and know the substrata of the arts?

TEOFILO. Doubtless, but with different cognitive principles, for just as
we do not know colours and sounds through the same senses, we cannot see
the substrata of the arts and of nature with the same eye.

GERVASIO. You mean we see the first with the eyes of sense and the
second with the eye of reason.

TEOFILO. Yes.

GERVASIO. Please elaborate.

TEOFILO. Gladly. The relation that the form of art has with its material
is the same (allowing for proportions) as that of nature with its material.
Just as in art, then, while the forms vary to infinity (if this were possible),
under those forms there always persists one and the same matter — the form
of the tree, for example, being followed by the form of the trunk, then of
a board, then of a table, a stool, a chest, a comb and so on, while the wood
remains the same — and it is no different in nature, where forms vary
infinitely, one after the other, and the matter always remains the same.

GERVASIO. How can this analogy be confirmed?

TEOFILO. Do you not see that what was seed becomes stalk, what was
stalk becomes an ear of wheat, what was an ear becomes bread, what was
bread turns to chyle, from chyle to blood, from blood to seed, from seed to
embryo, and then to man, corpse, earth, stone or something else, in suc-
cession, involving all natural forms?

GERVASIO. [see this easily.

TEOFILO. Then, there must exist one same thing which, in itself; is nei-
ther stone, nor earth, nor corpse, nor man, nor embryo, nor blood, nor any-
thing else, but which, after having been blood, turns to an embryo by
receiving the being of the embryo, and which, after having been an embryo,
receives the being of man to become human, just as the matter formed by
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nature, which is the substratum of art, is a board and receives the being of
board from what was a tree, and from the matter which was a board it
receives the being of a door and is door.

GERVASIO. Now I understand it well. But it seems to me that this sub-
stratum of nature cannot be a body, nor have a definite quality. For,
passing sometimes into such and such a form and natural being, sometimes
into another form and being, it does not manifest itself corporally, like
wood or stone, which always show through as they are, even if considered
as material or substratum, no matter what the form.

TEOFILO. Well said.

GERVASIO. What shall I do, then, when I happen to be discussing this
thought with some stubborn person who refuses to believe that there is
only one matter underneath all nature’s forms, just as there is only one
beneath all the forms of each art? For we cannot deny what we see with our
own eyes, but what we see solely through reason may be denied.

TEOFILO. Send him away or do not answer.

GERVASIO. But what if this stubborn individual demands evidence of
this matter and is a respectable person, more liable to send me away than [
am him, and takes my refusal to answer as an insult?

TEOFILO. What would you do if a blind demigod, worthy of every hon-
our and respect, were so insistent, importunate and stubborn as to demand
knowledge of and evidence for colours, or even for the external shapes of
natural things? What if he asked, for example: What is the form of a tree?
What is the form of mountains? of stars? Or again: What is the form of a
statue, of a robe, or other artificial things, which are so plain to our eyes?

GERVASIO. I'would tell him that if he had eyes, he would not ask for evi-
dence of these things, since he could see them for himself, but since he is
blind, it is impossible for others to show them to him.

TEOFILO. Likewise, you could say to your other people that if they had
an intellect, they would not demand evidence of that natural matter, but
could see it for themselves.

GERVASIO. Some would be humiliated by that answer, and others
would see it as too cynical.

TEOFILO. Then, you can speak in less open fashion, as following: ‘Most
illustrious sir,” or ‘Sacred Majesty, just as some things cannot be evident
but for the hands and by the sense of touch, others only through hearing,
others by taste, so this matter of natural things cannot be brought to light
except through the intellect.’
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GERVASIO. He may perhaps construe the shaft, which after all is
neither very obscure nor very veiled, and answer, ‘It is you who have no
intellect: I have more than all your sort.’

TEOFILO. You will, then, credit him no more than you would a blind
man who retorted that it is you who are blind, and that he sees much
better than all those who believe they see like you.

DICSONO. You have said enough to demonstrate in more detail than I
have ever heard what the word ‘matter’ means and what must be understood
by ‘matter’ in natural things. In the same way Timaeus the Pythagorean!3
teaches us to find, through the metamorphosis of one element into another,
the matter that is hidden and that can be known only in analogical terms.
‘Where the form of the earth was’, he says, ‘there afterwards appeared the
form of the water’, and here we cannot say that one form receives the other,
because a contrary thing does not accept or receive another. That is, the dry
does not receive the wet, or rather the dryness does not receive the wetness,
but there is a third thing from which the dryness is expelled and into which
wetness is introduced, and this third thing is the substratum of both con-
traries, not being itself contrary to any. It follows that, since we cannot think
of the earth as reduced to nothing, we must conjecture that something
which was in the earth has subsisted and is found in the water. For the same
reason, that same thing will subsist and will be found in the air, when the
water is transmuted into air (under the effect of the heat which reduces it
to fumes or vapour).

TEOFILO. From this we may conclude (in spite of our adversaries) that
nothing is ever annihilated and loses its being, except for the external and
material accidental form. That is why both the matter and the substantial
form of any natural thing whatever (that is, its soul) can be neither
destroyed nor annihilated, losing their being completely. Certainly this
cannot be true of all the substantial forms of the Peripatetics and others like
them, which consist of nothing but a certain complexion and a certain set
of accidents; all that they are able to designate outside of their primary
matter is nothing but accident, complexion, disposition of qualities, a prin-
ciple of definition, quiddity. Hence, some cowled and subtle metaphysi-
cians among them!#, wishing to excuse rather than accuse their idol
Aristotle, have come up with humanity, bovinity, oliveness as specific sub-
stantial forms. This humanity — for example, Socratiety — this bovinity, this

13 The pseudo-Timaeus of Locri, in his De anima mundi et natura, 94, A.
14 The Franciscans of the school of Duns Scotus.
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horseness, are individual substances. They have come up with all that in
order to provide a substantial form which merits the name of substance,
just as matter has the name of substance, and the being of substance. They
have never derived any gain from this, for if you ask them, point by point,
‘In what does the the substantial being of Socrates consist?’, they will
answer, ‘In Socrateity’; if you then ask, “‘What do you mean by Socrateity?’,
they will answer, ‘The substantial form and proper matter of Socrates.” But
let us leave aside this substance which is matter, and ask, ‘What is the
substance as form?” Some of them will reply, ‘It is its soul’. Ask them,
‘What is this soul?’ If they say it is the entelechy and perfection of a body
possessing potential life, remark that this is an accident. If they say it is a
principle of life, sense, vegetation and intellect, remark that, although that
principle is a substance if one considers it fundamentally, as we do, they
present it as only an accident. For the fact of being a principle of such and
such a thing does not express an absolute and substantial nature, but a
nature that is accidental and relative to that which is principled: just as
whoever says what I do or can do is not expressing my being and substance;
that would be expressed by who says what I am, insofar as  am myself, con-
sidered absolutely. You see, then, how they consider this substantial form
which is the soul: even if they have chanced to recognize it as substance,
they have never, however, designated or considered it as such. You can
make this conclusion out more plainly if you ask them in what consists the
substantial form of an inanimate thing, for example, that of wood: the most
subtle will imagine that it consists in woodness. Now take away that mate-
rial common to iron, to wood, to stone, and ask, “What substantial form of
iron remains?’ They will never point out anything but accidents. And these
are among the principles of individuation, and provide particularity,
because the material cannot be contained within the particular except
through some form, and because this form is the constituent principle of
some substance, they hold that it is substantial, but then they cannot show
it physically except as something accidental. When they have finally done
all they can, they are left with a substantial form which exists only logically
and not in nature. Thus, a logical construction comes to be posited as the
principle of natural things.

DICSONO. Aristotle does not realize this?

TEOFILO. [ believe he fully realized it but could do nothing about it.
This is why he says that the ultimate differences are unknown and cannot
be expressed.
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DICSONO. Then, he seems to me to have openly confessed his igno-
rance; therefore, I would be of the opinion that it is better to embrace those
philosophical principles which, in this important question, do not plead
ignorance, such as those of Pythagoras, Empedocles and your Nolan,
whose opinions we touched on yesterday.

TEOFILO. This is what the Nolan holds: there is an intellect that gives
being to everything, which the Pythagoreans and the Timaeus call the ‘giver
of forms’; a soul and a formal principle which becomes and informs
everything, that they call ‘fountain of forms’; there is matter, out of which
everything is produced and formed, and which is called by everyone the
‘receptacle of forms’.

DICSONO. This doctrine, from which it seems nothing is lacking,
pleases me much. And, indeed, it is necessary that, just as we can posit a
constant and eternal material principle, we similarly posit a formal princi-
ple. We see that all natural forms cease in matter, then appear again in mat-
ter; therefore, nothing, if not matter, seems in reality to be constant, firm,
eternal and worthy to be considered as principle. Besides, forms do not
exist without matter, in which they are generated and corrupted, and out
of whose bosom they spring and into which they are taken back. Hence,
matter, which always remains fecund and the same, must have the funda-
mental prerogative of being recognized as the only substantial principle; as
that which is, and forever remains, and all the forms together are to be taken
merely as varied dispositions of matter, which come and go, cease and
renew themselves, so that none have value as principle. This is why we find
philosophers who, having pondered thoroughly the essence of natural
forms, such as one may see in Aristotle and his kind, have finally concluded
that they are only accidents and particularities of matter, so that, accord-
ing to them, it is to matter that we must accord the privilege of being act
and perfection, and not to the things of which we can truly say that they
are neither substance nor nature, but relative to the substance and nature
— that is to say, in their opinion, matter, which for them is a necessary, eter-
nal and divine principle, as it is to Avicebron, the Moor, who calls it ‘God
who is in everything’.

TEOFILO. Those who have not recognized any other form outside of
accidental form have been led to this error, and this Moor, although he had
accepted the substantial form from the Peripatetic doctrine in which he was
nurtured, judged it corruptible and not merely susceptible to material
mutations. Since he despised that which is produced and does not produce,
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is constituted and does not constitute, is remade but does not remake, he
held it worthless compared to matter, which is stable, eternal, progenitor
and mother. And this happens, inevitably, to those who do not know what
we do.

DICSONO. The point has been very well examined. But it is time to turn
from this digression back to our problem. We now know how to distinguish
matter from form, as much from the accidental form (whatever it may be)
as from the substantial form. We must still look into its nature and its real-
ity. But first, I would like to know whether, in view of the great union that
this world soul and universal form has with matter, one could not admit
that other mode of philosophizing, belonging to those who do not separate
the act from the essence of matter, and who understand matter as a divine
thing, and not as something so pure and formless that it cannot form and
clothe itself.

TEOFILO. It is not easy, because absolutely nothing operates on itself
alone, and there is always some distinction between an agent and what is
produced or that on which the action and operation work. For that reason,
it is good to distinguish matter from soul in the body of nature, and in the
soul to distinguish the idea of the species.!> Hence we affirm that in this
body there are three things: first, the universal intellect inherent in things;
second, the soul that vivifies all; and third, the substratum. But we shall not
refuse the name of philosopher to someone who follows his own bent and
takes this formed body, or (as we prefer to call it) this rational animal, and
then begins to take as first principle, in some sense, the constituents of this
body, such as air, earth, fire, or even the ethereal region and the astral
region, or spirit and body, or the void and the plenum (though not the void
in Aristotle’s sense), or yet another convenient way. Such a philosophy; it
seems to me, does not deserve to be repudiated, especially when, no mat-
ter what basis is presupposed or what form of construction is contem-
plated, it helps to improve speculative science and knowledge of natural
things, as was, indeed, done by many ancient philosophers. For it is a sign
of an ambitious, presumptuous, envious and vain mind to wish to persuade
others that there is only one way to investigate and to attain knowledge of
nature, and it is the sign of a madman or man without reason to believe that
this way lies within himself alone. So that, although we should always
rather prefer, honour and practise the most resolute and constant, the most
contemplative and dignified way, and the most lofty method of inquiry, we

15 The universal intellect, mentioned in the following sentence.
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should not fault that other method, which is not without fruit, though it
does not belong to the same tree.

DICSONO. You approve, then, of the study of different philosophies?

TEOFILO. For those who possess an abundance of time and wit, I
recommend it. For others, I approve the study of the best way, provided the
gods allow them to guess which it is.

DICSONO. I am sure, however, that you do not approve of all philoso-
phies, but only of the good or best.

TEOFILO. Thatistrue. Likewise, among the different medical methods,
I do not condemn the one that proceeds magically, applying roots, wearing
stones or murmuring incantations, if the severity of the theologians will
permit me to speak purely as a natural philosopher. I approve of what is
done physically, carried out by means of apothecaries’ prescriptions to flux
or cause to run bile, blood, phlegm and melancholia. I accept that other
method which proceeds alchemically, extracting the quintessences, and
using fire to volatilize mercury, deposit salt, make sulphur grow luminous
or extract oil from composites. But I do not wish to determine what method
is the best among so many medical procedures. If the epileptic, to whom
the physician and the alchemist have dedicated so much time in vain,
chances to be cured by the magician, he will rightly endorse that medicine
over the two other types. Keep to the same reasoning for other methods:
none serves less well than another, if it attains the end it has set itself. In my
case, I consider the doctor who cures me to be worth more than the others
who hurt me or murder me.

GERVASIO. What is the reason for the great enmity between these
schools of medicine?

TEOFILO. Greed, envy, ambition and ignorance. In the main, they
hardly understand their own method of treatment, much less those of the
other schools. Most of them try to get ahead by casting the others down and
showing contempt for whatever they cannot acquire, being unable to ele-
vate themselves to honour and profit thanks to their own merits. The best
and truest among them is he who is not only physician, but also alchemist
and astrologer. But, to return to our point, the best philosophy is that
which brings about the perfection of the human intellect most easily and
eminently, and most closely corresponds to the truth of nature. The best
one renders us, as far as possible, co-operators with nature, whether by div-
ination (I mean according to the natural order and the principles of change,
not by animal instinct in the manner of beasts and those who resemble
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them, nor by the inspiration of good or bad demons, like the prophets, nor,
finally, under the effect of melancholic enthusiasm, like poets or other
contemplatives), or by instituting laws and reforming customs, by practis-
ing medicine, or even by becoming acquainted with and leading a blessed
and more divine life. That is why no well-organized philosophy exists that
does not contain some special quality not found in the others. I understand
the same of medicine, which derives from principles that presuppose a
fairly good philosophical outlook, as the function of the hand or foot pre-
supposes that of the eye. Thus, it is said that there cannot be good medical
principles where there is not a good point of departure in philosophy.

DICSONO. You please me greatly, and I praise you in equal measure, for
just as you are not as vulgar as Aristotle, you are neither as pretentious nor
offensive as he, devoting himself to belittling the opinions of all other
philosophers as well as their manner of philosophizing.

TEOFILO. Ofall the philosophers, I know none more reliant upon fan-
cies and more remote from nature than he. Even if he says excellent things
at times, it is recognized that they are not derived from his own principles,
but are always propositions borrowed from other philosophers, such as
those divine things we see in the books On Generation, Meteors and On
Animals and Plants.

DICSONO. Coming back to the matter at hand, do you hold that one can
give different definitions of matter, without error or contradiction?

TEOFILO. Yes, just as different senses may judge the same object and
the same thing may reveal itself in diverse ways. In addition (as we have
already mentioned), the same thing may be understood from different
points of view. The Epicureans have said some good things, although they
have not risen beyond the material quality. Heraclitus has shown us some
excellent things, even though he has not gone beyond the soul. Anaxagoras
manages to make progress in the study of nature, claiming to recognize,
not only within nature but also outside and perhaps above it, an intellect
which is the same as what Socrates, Plato, Trismegistus and our theolo-
gians call God. Thus, those who begin from an experimental analysis of
simple elements (as they call them)!® make as much progress in discover-
ing the secrets of nature as those who start from a rational theory. And,
among them, those who start from the study of physiological structure
progress no less than those who begin from humours, and they, in turn, do

16 T.e. the materialists: on one hand, Anaxagoras (who speaks of ‘parts’), and on the other, the followers
of Democritus and Epicurus (who speak of ‘atoms’).
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no better than those who begin from the perceptible elements, or, more
profoundly, from absolute elements, or from the one matter, which of all
principles is the highest and most eminent. Sometimes, he who takes the
longest way round does not make the best journey, especially if his purpose
is not so much contemplation but action. As for the manner of doing phi-
losophy, it will be no less advantageous to explicate forms as proceeding
from something implicated than to distinguish them as from a chaos, or to
distribute them, as from an ideal source, or have them pass into act as from
some state of possibility, or draw them out as from a womb, or bring them
out into the light as from a blind and gloomy abyss. For every foundation
is good, if it is strong enough to support the edifice, and every seed is
suitable, if the trees and the fruit are desirable.

DICSONO. To come now to our objective, please present us with your
own detailed theory of this principle.

TEOFILO. Certainly, this principle, called matter, can be considered in
two ways: first, as potency; second, as substratum. Regarded as potency,
there is nothing in which it cannot be found in a certain way and in the
appropriate sense; the Pythagoreans, the Platonists, the Stoics and others
have placed it in the intelligible as well as in the sensible world. But we, who
do not understand it exactly as they did, but in a more elevated and broader
sense, speak of potency or possibility in the following way. Potency is com-
monly divided into active potency, through which its substratum can oper-
ate, and passive potency, through which it can exist, or receive, or have, or
be the substratum of the efficient in some manner. Without taking active
potency into consideration for the moment, I say that potency, in its pas-
sive sense (although it is not always passive), may be considered either rel-
atively or absolutely. Thus, there is nothing to which we can attribute being
without also attributing to it the possibility of being. And this passive
potency corresponds so perfectly to active potency that one cannot exist
in any way without the other, so that, if the power to make, produce and
create has always existed, so, likewise, has the power to be made, produced
and created, for one potency implies the other. I mean that in positing one
we necessarily posit the other. Since this passive potency does not indicate
any weakness in that to which it is attributed, but confirms, rather, its virtue
and efficacy, and since the active potency and the passive potency are, in the
end, one and the same thing, there is no philosopher or theologian who hes-
itates to attribute it to the first, supernatural principle. For the absolute
possibility, through which the things that are in act can exist, does not come
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before the actuality, nor even after it. Furthermore, the power to be accom-
panies the being in act and does not come before it, for if what can exist
made itself| it would exist before being made. Consider at present the prime
and optimal principle, which is all it can be: if it could not be all, it would
not be all; therefore, in it, act and potency are the same thing. This is not
the case with other things, which, however much they are what they can
be, could possibly not exist at all, or certainly could be something else, or
be different from what they are, for nothing outside of the first principle is
all that it can be. Man is what he can be, but not all that he can be. A stone
is not all it can be, because it is not lime, nor dust, nor vase, nor grass. That
which is all that it can be is a unity, which in its being comprises every
being. Every other thing is not like that. That is why potency is not the
same as act, since act is not absolute but limited. Moreover, the potency is
always limited to a single act, because it never has more than one, specific
and particular being. And even if it aspires to every form and every act, this
is by means of certain dispositions, and following a certain succession of
beings, one after another. Hence, every potency, every act which, in the
principle, is (so to speak) enfolded, united and unique, is unfolded, dis-
persed and multiplied in other things. The universe, which is the great
simulacrum, the great image and sole-begotten nature, is also all that it can
be, through the very species and principal members, and by containing the
totality of matter, to which nothing is added, nothing taken away, of com-
plete and unified form. But it is also not all that it can be, because of its very
differences, its particulars, its modes and its individuals. It is only a shadow
of the first act and the first potency, and, in consequence, potency and
act are not absolutely one and the same thing in it, since none of its parts is
all that it can be. Furthermore, in the specific way that we have mentioned,
the universe is all that it can be, in an unfolded, dispersed and distinct man-
ner, while its first principle is all it can be in a unified and undifferentiated
way, since all is there as a whole, an absolutely one and the same thing
without difference or distinction.

DIcsONO. What do you say of death, corruption, vices, defects, mon-
sters? Do you think they also have a place in that which is all it can be and
which is in act all it is in potency?

TEOFILO. These things are neither act nor potency, but defect and
impotency found in unfolded things, because they are not all they can be
and are compelled into becoming what they can be. Hence, unable to be
many things at once, they lose one being in order to have another, and
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sometimes they confound one with another, sometimes becoming dimin-
ished, mutilated and maimed by the incompatibility of one being with
another and by their occupation of the same matter. Getting back to our
theme, the first absolute principle is greatness and magnitude, and it is a
greatness and magnitude such that it is all it can be. It is not great with a
greatness that can be superior or inferior, nor can it be divided, as can be
every other greatness that is not all it can be. Hence, it is together maxi-
mum, minimum, infinite, indivisible by any measure. It is minimum, yet
with nothing greater; maximum, yet with nothing smaller. It is beyond
every equality, because it is everything it can be. And what I say of the
greatness must also be understood for everything that can be said of it,
because it is similarly the goodness which is every possible goodness, the
beauty which is every possible beauty. There is no other beautiful thing that
is all that it can be except for this one. The unity is that which is all, and
can be all absolutely. Moreover, among natural things, we see none which
is other than what it is in act; it is through the act that it is what it can be,
from the fact that it possesses one kind of actuality. Nevertheless, even in
its unique, specific being, no particular thing is all it can be. Take the sun:
it is not all the sun can be, nor is it everywhere it can be. When it is east of
the earth, it is not to the west, nor at midday, nor any other point. But if we
want to show how God is sun, we will say (since he is all that he can be) that
he is simultaneously in the east, west, noon, midnight and any other point
whatsoever of the convexity of the earth. And so, if we wish to understand
that our sun (either because of its own revolution or that of the earth) moves
and changes position, because it cannot be found now at one point without
being found potentially at all other points, and hence possesses a disposi-
tion to be at those points, if, therefore, the sun were all that it could be and
possessed all that it was inclined to possess, it would be simultaneously
everywhere and in all things; it woul